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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled my car to a stop in a gentle cloud of dust outside the Jack Longstreet Theater. Beside me sat my new assistant, Rosie McCann, and together we were going to meet our latest client, Clive Fontaine.

      The theater was located in a little town called Black Boulder Pass, between Las Vegas and Lake Mead. With the growth of the city it was basically just an outer suburb, though with its own old, Main Street core.

      With two thunks, we closed our doors and hurried quickly through the sun to get inside. It was the kind of day that made you wonder whether it was possible for a human being to melt, and it felt like the sun was doing its darndest to prove that yes, it could turn a pair of PIs into molten puddles, but it came with the territory. When you lived in Las Vegas, it was just another regular scorching day.

      The sound of our arrival drew attention from inside. Two men in conversation stepped outside, both raising hands to their brows to shield their eyes as they looked out at us.

      “Ah, Tiffany and Rosie. I’m Clive Fontaine.” Our new client had close-cropped curly brown hair and laughter lines around his eyes. His smile stretched up in delight at our arrival. A nice change compared to some first meetings with clients, which often took place at very tense moments in their lives.

      “New recruits?” said the other man, a gentle but excited quiver in his voice. He was in his fifties and was whip-thin, but it was a wiry, powerful slimness rather than an indication of sickliness. His left arm was in a sling, but from the way he vibrated with nervous energy, it didn’t look like it was slowing him down. My instant analysis was that he was the kind of person that kept on going, no matter what mishaps or upsets he encountered.

      “Yes, potential new recruits. Guys—or ladies, I should say—this is Henri, the manager of this illustrious institution.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said on our behalf, and Rosie and I kept our mouths shut and simply looked on politely, waiting for Clive to take the lead. He was misleading this other man as to who we were, and I assumed all would be revealed shortly. Perhaps he wanted us to investigate Henri.

      “I’ll show them the ropes,” Clive said. “You go have your lunch.”

      “Thanks. Keep an eye on the place until I come back? We don’t want another… incident.”

      “Will do. Bon appétit!”

      “Oui, monsieur!” Henri laughed loud and quick and then scurried down the stairs to the vehicle beside mine, a cute-looking little electric vehicle that sent a waft of new-car smell our way as he climbed inside.

      Clive ushered us into the theater, and it couldn’t have been too soon. The air was slightly cooler inside, though from the sound the air conditioning unit was making, it wasn’t happy about the strain it was being put under. At least we were out of the sun.

      “Sorry for putting you on the spot like that. I don’t want anyone to know you’re detectives.”

      “That’s no problem, we always respect our clients’ desire for discretion.”

      “Glad to hear it. So. What do you think?” Clive took a step back and swung his arms out dramatically like an over-enthusiastic actor. I surmised that was probably exactly what he was, hence us meeting him in a theater.

      “It’s got a lot of character.” I was being diplomatic. The theater was an old building that looked like it was from the Gold Rush era, and it didn’t seem to have been updated much since. The floor was wood, and it creaked with almost every step, the boards dry as bones. The walls were painted a rather horrible light green color, but on the upside, the paint was peeling so heavily it was quite hard to make out the terrible palette that had been chosen. The air conditioner groaned, the electric lights were too dim, and the place was musty with dust.

      “Yes! Exactly. It looks old, but what I see is potential.”

      “I agree,” Rosie said. “There’s so much that could be done with this place.” Rosie and I shared a brief look, a glint of shared amusement. We both meant the same thing. The place was an absolute dive.

      “Let me explain a few things, so you can understand why I’m interested in hiring you.”

      “We’re all ears,” Rosie told him.

      “Let’s walk while we talk. I’ll give you the grand tour.”

      Clive led us through the lobby to a set of double doors painted black. Beside them was a velvet rope hanging from a pair of brass stands, ready to be swung into action to block crowds desperate to get inside, I assumed. But it was hard to imagine this place drawing crowds.

      “I moved to Las Vegas about a year ago. To retire. I sold my business out in Indiana and moved here. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. Golf, mostly, but perhaps keep my eyes open for any ventures that caught my fancy. But you know what I found?”

      “This place?” I hazarded.

      “Yes. Well, kind of. I discovered acting. The Longfellow theater group has become my new passion. I’ve performed in three productions already, and there’s nothing like it. On the stage, you can be someone completely different. Take on a new role, a new life! It’s incredible.”

      “That does sound fun,” Rosie agreed.

      “And so that’s what I’ve been filling my time with. The acting group is, as I’m sure you’ve surmised, based here, and the group owns this theater. The only problem is, they’ve been teetering on the verge of bankruptcy for years. Every time we put on a good show and bring some money in, there’s something expensive that needs repairing. And as you can see, the whole place could really do with a complete overhaul. It’s got character, and it’s got good bones, but it really needs some fresh paint and… well, fresh everything else, too.”

      We entered the main theater, and Clive switched on the house lights. It took several seconds before the bulbs above flickered into life, revealing twelve rows of seats before a raised wooden stage, draped with maroon curtains that, even from a distance, I could see were grimy with years of dust.

      “The chairs, the lights, the stage, the roof… it all needs re-doing. Henri does his best, but it’s a full-time job just keeping on top of the vacuuming, replacing the bulbs and… I don’t know, whatever else goes into managing a place like this. He’s overwhelmed.”

      “That was the guy we just met. He manages the place?”

      “Yes. He gets a small stipend. Not nearly enough—he deserves a lot more—but there simply hasn’t been the budget. That’s where I come in. Well, I might.”

      “You want to take it over?”

      Clive put a hand on each of our arms and nodded, almost shy in his enthusiasm. “I do.”

      “You think you can make a go of it?” Rosie asked him, swinging her head around as she gave the theater another once over. “Make it profitable?”

      Clive gave another tentative nod. “We’ll never get rich in community theater, but I have a vision for this place that might at least get it back into the black. I’m thinking kids’ acting classes, a café, renting the space out for functions, corporate workshops and training… There’s a lot that can be done. But it’s never been run by someone with that kind of vision before.”

      “That sounds exciting,” I told him, with perhaps a little exaggeration in my enthusiasm. “Where do we come in?”

      “The idea wasn’t entirely my own. It came up in conversation with another member of our little acting group. Her name’s Charlene LeBlanc, and she also has a business background. We would be doing this together. To be honest, I couldn’t do it alone—my resources would be overstretched. I do need a partner.”

      “Okay,” I nodded at him to continue.

      “Charlene and I would be doing this together. But the thing is, I’m new in town, and I don’t have the contacts or resources to really look into how reliable she is. She seems nice, but we’re all actors here, aren’t we? I’d hate to find out that I’m being misled or ripped off.”

      “That makes sense. So, in short, you’d like an investigation into Charlene LeBlanc to make sure she’s on the up and up.”

      “That’s right. But I don’t want anyone else to know. I don’t want her to think I’m mistrusting, but I do want to be careful, you know? It’s a fine line to tread.”

      “You’re just doing your due diligence,” Rosie told him. “It’s what anyone should do, though not all would.”

      “Thank you for your understanding. And that’s why I implied to Henri that you were interested in joining our drama group. I wasn’t actually expecting him to still be here when you arrived and had to think of something on the fly. I hope you don’t mind.”

      We assured him it was fine, and then Clive showed us the backstage area of the theater. There were large wings on either side of the stage, and behind were two more rooms, the dressing room and the green room, both of which were less grand than they sounded, more like oversized but overstuffed walk-in closets than actual rooms.

      “I know it’s rundown, and it’s old, and it’s dusty, and it needs some work, but golly, it’s got buckets of charm, doesn’t it?”

      “It sure does,” Rosie told him. “And I bet joining the group gave you a quick sense of community in a new town.”

      “Exactly!” Clive said, slapping his thigh. “That’s exactly what it gave me. Community. They’re a colorful bunch—they’re actors, of course they are—but we do have a good time together. It even makes me a little regretful. Perhaps I should have gone to Hollywood instead of into business when I was young.”

      “Hey, there’s still time,” Rosie told him. “Don’t let your dreams be dreams.”

      Clive chuckled. “No, while I appreciate the confidence, I do think I’ve settled down again for the time being. Amateur theater is going to be the limit for me, I’m afraid.”

      “Do you have any background information for us on Charlene LeBlanc?” I asked. “We can research anything—Rosie is a specialist, in fact—but if you have anything to share with us first that could save us time and you money.”

      Clive chuckled. “Yeah, I get that. I don’t know too much about her, but I’ll send you an email with what I do have. What I mainly want you to do is just meet with her, get a feel for her, and see if she throws up any red flags. She hangs out at the Golden Valley Women’s Golf Course. I need to make sure that she truly loves this theater and that she’s someone that’s trustworthy to work with, and whether there are any major red flags—excluding the ones on the golf course!”

      “Got it. It’s a basic due diligence investigation. It shouldn’t take more than a week, perhaps significantly less if we do uncover any major issues.”

      Clive thanked us in advance, agreed to my standard contract template without any fuss, and sent us on our way, back outside into the desert heat.

      “Will we be doing a lot of these?” Rosie asked me when we were back in the car, faces pushed forward toward the a/c vents as they blasted cool relief at us.

      “Yep, they’re a pretty standard part of the job. Usually, they’re boring and mostly conducted online and searching through records. At least this time, we’re going to be out in the field. It might be kind of fun.”

      “Perhaps we can practice our golf swings,” Rosie said, her eyes lighting up.

      “I don’t have a golf swing.”

      “No? You should learn. I read it’s a good place to make contacts.”

      “Yeah, maybe. I’m pretty busy, what with, you know, cases and my casino work and Krav Maga.”

      “You know Krav Maga?” Rosie asked, unable to hide the skepticism and surprise from her face.

      “I, uh, dabble.” The truth was I’d really been slacking on my training. There had been a brief stint where I’d taken it pretty seriously, at my friend Stone’s insistence, but then I got overwhelmed by one all-consuming case after another and it had fallen by the wayside again.

      “I’d love to learn. I did jiu-jitsu for a little while.”

      “Yeah, maybe we can do that some time,” I said vaguely, hoping Rosie would forget but knowing she wouldn’t. She had a mind like a steel trap. “But for now, let’s see what we can dig up on one Charlene LeBlanc.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      I put the car into drive, and we headed back toward the city. There’s nothing like the feeling of a nice, fresh case, when it’s pristine and full of the potential to go smoothly.

      Before everything goes wrong, in other words. But maybe it wouldn’t this time. No, not maybe. Definitely. Smooth as butter, that’s how it’d go.

      Yeah.

      Smooth as oiled butter on an ice-skating rink.
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      The Golden Valley Women’s Golf Club was a gorgeous little course with a relaxing first nine, but the second nine had some seriously tricky holes. The clubhouse was small but well-equipped, and the regulars were a friendly and welcoming crowd who could often be found at the bar which served a range of delicious foods and drinks. At least, that’s what Rosie had ascertained after poring over the online reviews for the club.

      I’d worked some of my contacts and got us a pair of guest passes, and then Rosie and I had done our best to cobble together something approaching golfing outfits. While we weren’t intending to play, we did want to look the part.

      We walked into the clubhouse wearing visors on our heads, purchased in a golf store, collared polo shirts, and knee-length shorts. While not quite Women’s PGA, we almost blended in.

      Our target was Charlene LeBlanc, and I spotted her straight away. She was tall and broad, with a laugh that seemed to fill the whole clubhouse. Charlene was up by the bar, seemingly holding court with another couple of ladies who looked up to her, in both the most literal sense and, I suspected, in a more metaphorical one as well.

      Charlene was wearing a visor that matched the ones I had picked out from the golf store, with a dark green plastic brim. Just the thing to keep the fluorescent lighting that hung above us out of your eyes. And it was probably useful outside as well, though I intended to spend as little time in the sun as I had to.

      “Yay! Visor buddies!” Rosie said loudly, walking up to Charlene with all the confidence in the world and immediately holding up her hand for a fist bump, which Charlene returned with a broad smile.

      “Two visor buddies by the looks of it. I’m Charlene. I don’t think I’ve seen you ladies before…?”

      I waved my guest pass. “We’re just checking the place out. We heard great things about the club.”

      “You are going to just love it. It’s so nice to have an oasis where we can get away from the men, you know? It’s the one place my husband can’t follow me!”

      “Awesome!” Rosie bit her lip a moment in a rather good attempt at looking shy. “Say, we don’t know anyone here. Could we buy you a drink, and in return you tell us all about the place, or you know, just chat or something?”

      Charlene shrugged her shoulders and laughed. “I’d love to. Girls, why don’t you grab a table, and I’ll come and join you in a couple of minutes.”

      Rosie and I scurried away, big grins on our faces.

      “Good work!”

      “Thanks. I wasn’t sure how to approach her, but I guess what I tried seemed to hit the target.”

      “You did great, Rosie.”

      “Hey, it was thanks to your choice of visor. If it hadn’t been for that, I wouldn’t have a conversation starter.”

      “You would have thought of something else.”

      “Probably.”

      “Looks like she’s coming over. Let’s try and steer the conversation away from golf and over to her. Oh, and I just thought of something. When she asks, we’re specialist travel agents for cruises, okay?”

      Rosie’s eyebrows went up. “I don’t know anything about cruises!”

      “I’ll do the talking.”

      Charlene joined us, Rosie brought over some drinks, and our target began to tell us about the golf course. We asked polite questions for several minutes, until I knew more about the golf course than I did about any in the world. Which was to say it was not a whole lot.

      “Y’know,” I said, “sometimes I think it’s the people more than the facilities that make a club. Golf or otherwise. What are the people here like? And what do you do, Charlene?”

      Charlene slapped the table. “Exactly! You are exactly right. I always say the same thing! It’s the people that make it. The course is fine, but what about the folks, huh?”

      We nodded and sipped our Cokes and let her ramble on for a couple of minutes about how nice it was to be in a women-only facility and how everyone was just so friendly. Then it was time to pounce.

      “And what about you, Charlene? We’ve heard so much about the place. What do you do when you’re not golfing? Are you still working?”

      “Sure am, never stop. Half my work is done here, if you know what I mean.” Charlene laughed at herself, and for a moment I saw genuine delight in her eyes. She really was pleased to be meeting us. Or at least she was able to make me feel like she was. “But I own a chain of hair salons and another chain of nail salons. The businesses kind of grew out of each other. I’m actually thinking of getting into something new now, though.” Charlene’s eyes sparkled. “Theater.”

      I played dumb. “Movie theaters?”

      “No. Stage. Amateur dramatics. I’m a member of an acting group—my second passion after golf—and I’m thinking of taking over the theater we’re based at. It’s in a bit of a financial rough patch, and—sorry, I’m going to bore you, aren’t I?”

      “Not at all,” Rosie said. “I’ve always wanted to be an actor, but I guess I’m too old now.” Rosie almost seemed to echo Clive’s words. She picked up on things fast. Her words had almost the same reaction on Charlene as Clive’s had on us.

      “Nonsense! You should come along! You’d probably be the youngest there. While we’re not going to make it to Hollywood or Broadway, we put on some pretty good performances.”

      “Oh wow, is that even possible?” Rosie asked, wide-eyed, the naivete shimmering around her. “Can people just… do that? Start acting?”

      Charlene lowered her voice. “Don’t tell them I said this, but some of the best actors are people who’ve never even taken an acting class. They’re more real. Some of our group are… well, let’s just say, you can very much tell they’re acting.” Charlene turned to me. “Are you interested in acting too?”

      This looked like our in, so of course I had to go along. And I guess I kind of did a little acting of my own—during investigations we often pretended to know things that we didn’t or pretended not to know things that we did in fact know. That was all acting, right? And that wasn’t even counting the times I’d gone undercover. Yeah, I was basically an old hand.

      “Sure. I’ve always been fascinated by the stage. I’d love to give it a go, if you think there might be room for Rosie and me.”

      “Of course! You probably wouldn’t get a big role in our next production. You’d just be learning the ropes, but the one after…”

      “What is your next production?”

      “We’re doing something called All a Pack of Lies. It’s an espionage thriller, though we’re adding a layer of farce. A few of us are meeting to discuss the play and casting for lunch tomorrow. I don’t suppose you’d be interested…?”

      “That sounds amazing!” I said, leaping at the chance. “We’d love to find out more.”

      “But I want to hear more about your plans to take the theater over,” Rosie said. “That sounds fascinating. Are you going to build it up like your other businesses?”

      Charlene chuckled and shook her head. “No, the last thing I want is another time sink. I’m more interested in doing it as, I guess, an act of charity. I love the acting so much, I don’t know what I’d do without it, but if they lose the theater…” Charlene shook her head. “I doubt the group would find a new home. That would probably be the end of it. No, I’m hoping that me and another investor will take it over, pay for some refurbishments, and then let it coast along, breaking even when it can.”

      “What about offering classes for kids?”

      Charlene snorted. “Ha! That’s what the other guy I’m talking about this with keeps saying. But I’m not interested in any of that. Time’s my most valuable resource, and I don’t want to waste it trying to put on a bunch of activities outside of our performances. Those are what I’m interested in, not trying to turn that old lemon of a theater into some massive profit stream. Say, I must be boring you guys. You wanted to talk about golf!”

      I laughed and patted her wrist reassuringly. “I think we’re both becoming more and more interested in the acting! It sounds like such a thrill. Did you say something about a lunch tomorrow…?”

      Charlene proceeded to invite us to eat with her and a couple of the other theater members the following day. When she asked us whether we were heading out onto the course, we made vague noises of agreement but then faked an urgent phone call and made our excuses.

      Operation Meet Charlene had been a success, and we already had some good information to report back to our client. This case was going to be a cinch, but a fun one, nonetheless.
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      We dropped by our client’s home, a condo that backed onto another golf course. He led us into the kitchen and poured us coffees into shiny new white mugs.

      “You met Charlene?”

      “We did,” I said, and then nodded to Rosie.

      “We conducted an undercover operation, infiltrated the golf club, and gained access to the target,” Rosie reported him, with rather more technical language than I would have used.

      “Excellent work! So, what did you think of her? Did you dig anything up?”

      “First impressions were good,” I said. “She seems to be a plain-speaking, successful, and honest businessperson. There is one slight hiccup though.”

      “Which is?”

      “You mentioned all the exciting ideas you had for the theater. The café, the classes, and so on. But it sounds like Charlene wants nothing to do with any of that. She just wants to focus on the acting.”

      Clive nodded slowly. “Yes. She said that to me before. I hope I can get her to come around to my point of view.”

      “That’s all we have so far. We’re going to do some more digging into her, meet some of her past business partners and the like, but our first impression is generally favorable. There’s one thing you should know, though—are you having lunch with her tomorrow?”

      Clive nodded. “I am. Several of us are getting together.”

      “Okay. Just so you know, we’re going to be there, too. We feigned interest in the theater, and we got ourselves an invite. We wanted a chance to chat with her some more.”

      “Excellent, that won’t be a problem,” Clive said. “Well done on your work so far, I’m pleased.”

      “As are all our clients,” Rosie said, with perhaps some embellishment to the truth. A couple of them had unfortunately ended up dead in the past, so I guessed they weren’t too happy. But still, our living clients were indeed, for the most part, happy.

      “See you tomorrow, Clive.”

      We gathered our things, and with that, we were done for the day.
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      After a successful day’s work, I dropped Rosie off at The Coach Motel. Rosie was living there temporarily, pending taking over my old assistant Ian’s apartment when he finally left on his year-long trip around the world with his fiancée.

      I barely had time for a coffee and cupcake after returning home when Ian appeared at my door, banging away as if there was something important he had to tell me. There never was. Well, almost never.

      “Checking the integrity of my door?” I examined the front of it for dents.

      “What? No. I need your help, Tiff.”

      “Ah. What’s up?”

      “Are you busy?”

      “It depends on what you want help with. I might actually be incredibly busy. I can’t quite remember.”

      “What if I said it was to go and sample the dishes at a new restaurant, trying every single one, and giving our feedback to the chef.”

      “I’ll just get changed!”

      “Wait, wait. So you are free. Well, good. Get changed and come with me.”

      “To the restaurant?”

      Ian shook his head. “No. There’s no restaurant. It was a hypothetical to see how busy you were. It’s something else entirely. But I’m sure you’ll have fun,”

      I doubted that very much. But with only a little more complaining, I swigged down the last of my coffee, got myself ready to face the outside world again, and followed Ian.
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      We pulled up to a shiny, new four-story building in an office park a couple of miles from downtown. On the roof of the building, adding another story of height, were the words GIANT INSPIRATION.

      “Ugh. This is her new corporate headquarters, is it?”

      “Yep,” Ian said. “I read an article about it. Apparently, it’s a state-of-the-art facility that will allow the trainers and coaches of Sue Giant Development to achieve apex training goals and ensure their clients achieve a hundred and ten percent of their potential without suffering from exhaustion or burnout.”

      “Are you sure that was an article and not a press release?”

      “Hmm. I guess it did say it was paid for by Sue Giant.”

      “Yeah, that was corporate fluff. Looks like a standard office building to me. So what does she want?”

      “I don’t know. She said something about a business proposition. But you know her better than me, and I’m leaving soon anyway. If she can’t have me, maybe you could work as a kind of third best.”

      “Third?”

      Ian shrugged. “Second. Whatever. Come on, let’s see what she has to say.”

      The headquarters had that nice, new-building smell, and the faces of the employees we saw were equally fresh, as if they’d been rolled off a production line somewhere nearby, ready to coach and train the citizens of Las Vegas and beyond like good little Giant automatons. Coaches and assistants wandered around, hair combed neatly or pulled back into tight ponytails, tablet computers in hand as they went about doing whatever life coaches do when they’re not with a client.

      Sue Giant’s office was up on the top level of the building, and her section took up an entire quarter of the floor, containing an inspirational library, a private yoga room, a large meeting room, and in the corner with two glass walls, her own private office.

      Sue’s assistant led us inside and then left us with her immediately. Sue Giant was facing away from us, one hand held up to her brow as she stared out of the window as if posing for a photo as a business tycoon. She turned with a dramatic flourish.

      “Tiffany and Ian. What a pleasure to see you again.”

      I smiled politely but nothing more. I never quite knew where I stood with Sue Giant. Our relationship had begun on rocky ground, but she seemed to have warmed to us, at least somewhat.

      “So, what did you want to see me about?” Ian asked.

      “Sit, sit.” Sue gestured toward a pair of chairs in front of her desk and then slinked away to her side and sat down on a high, leather chair that put her several inches above us when we sat. “I bet you’re wondering why I invited you here.”

      “Yes, that’s why I just asked,” Ian said, sounding confused.

      “As you know, I was at the hospital receiving some treatment when you had your little escapade recently.”

      She was referring to us capturing a corrupt nurse at the hospital, who had tried to kill Stone by refusing to give him the antibiotics he desperately needed. We caught her red-handed on camera, just as she was about to inject something even more deadly into his IV line. Sue Giant had been there for much less dramatic reasons—a face lift.

      “Were you?” Ian asked, frowning as if he couldn’t quite remember, as if Sue were rather forgettable. Something which I immediately knew would wind her up.

      “Don’t pretend you don’t remember me. I’m Sue Giant. You don’t meet people like me every day.”

      “If you say so. Now, I’m very busy. I’m about to embark on a journey of exploration across the known and unknown world. Could we get to business soon so I can return to my important preparations?”

      “You’re leaving?” Sue squinted at him. “Leaving Las Vegas?”

      “I am! My fiancée and I are going to conquer the world.”

      “Conquer it?” I asked.

      Ian shrugged. “Perhaps metaphorically. We’re definitely going to do a lot of interesting things, though.”

      “Why are you leaving?”

      “I just told you. To see the world!”

      Sue shook her head. “I wouldn’t bother. I’ve seen it all, but there’s no place like home.”

      “You’ve traveled the whole world?” Ian asked skeptically.

      Sue shrugged languorously. “The good parts. I took a five-year sabbatical.”

      “Five years?” Ian asked. “I’m only taking one…”

      “Sally did say she wanted a long honeymoon after,” I pointed out. “You might be doing a lot more traveling.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Ian decided. “If we want to extend our trip, we will. The world is our oyster, our clam, our abalone.”

      “Your abalone?”

      “It’s a shellfish, Tiff.”

      “I know. I’m just not sure that phrase works as well as you think it does.”

      “The world is your uni,” Sue said with a nod.

      “Huh?” Ian peered at her. “My what now?”

      “Uni. You know, sea urchin. Some say it’s the finest sashimi there is.”

      Ian scoffed. “I won’t be eating any of that junk. Enough about my exciting adventures. You said you have a business proposition for me. Spit it out.”

      Sue’s eyes narrowed. She clearly wasn’t used to being told to spit it out. She was more accustomed to people pleading for her sage wisdom than demanding she hurry up and get it over with.

      “Before we drifted off topic, we were talking about the event at the hospital. What I am interested in doing is offering you a considerable royalty for access to the video footage you took.”

      The whole takedown of the nurse had been filmed with cameras secreted in Stone’s room. They had not only provided video evidence but also allowed Ian and Larry Spokane to know exactly when to act.

      “Huh? Why?”

      “For life coaching, of course. My videography and content development team will combine it with some inspirational music and turn it into a short little film about overcoming adversity, identifying problems, conquering your weaknesses.” She made a turning motion with her hand. “That kind of thing. I really think it could be quite inspirational. I’m willing to offer you a thousand dollars for rights to use the footage.”

      Ian snorted. “A grand? For that?”

      Sue steepled her hands together and nodded, pleased by Ian’s reaction. She would have been less pleased if she realized that Ian’s scoffing wasn’t because he thought he was about to get some ‘free’ money, but because he thought she had grossly undervalued the footage. Ian was already independently wealthy, and her offer had not impressed him.

      “I know it’s a lot for such a short piece of footage, but we think it’s worth it.”

      Ian snorted. “Yeah, right. No way. You know there were three of us, right? Me, Stone, and Larry? That’s only…” Ian looked up to the ceiling while he calculated. “… Three hundred and thirty-three dollars and thirty-three cents each when you split it three ways!”

      “For doing nothing!” Sue snapped.

      “Nothing? We risked our lives to take down a bloodthirsty, murderous criminal!”

      “But it’s already done! You’re not getting paid anything for it.”

      “A million dollars,” Ian said with a smile.

      “A million… Are you crazy? I could hire professional actors to reshoot the whole thing instead!”

      Ian shrugged. “Do that then.”

      “Two thousand dollars.”

      “Nine hundred and ninety-nine-thousand.”

      Sue folded her arms and glared at him. “Are you kidding me?”

      “I don’t need your money, nor do Stone or Larry.”

      “But I always get what I want!” Sue snapped, losing her normally perfect cool for the first time.

      “Not this time,” Ian told her. “Come on, Tiff.” Ian stood up and raised a hand in farewell. “Ciao, Susie.”

      We left Sue Giant spluttering behind us and headed out.

      “Ciao, Susie?” I asked when we were safely ensconced in the elevator and heading back down.

      “I’m learning Italian, Tiff. I’ve got an app on my phone. I’m going to have to learn about a hundred languages if we go everywhere Sally wants to go.”

      “A hundred, huh? That’s ambitious.”

      “I’m an ambitious guy. It should be me giving Sue Giant life coaching lessons, not the other way around.”

      “Maybe we could pop back upstairs and suggest it to her.”

      Ian grinned at me. “I think her head might explode if we try. Do you think I did the right thing? Stone isn’t hard up for three hundred bucks, is he?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. I doubt he’d want to appear in a life coaching motivational video anyway. You should probably check with him, but I’m sure you made the right choice. Thanks for inviting me along.”

      “And thanks for the moral support. We were a good team, weren’t we, Tiff?”

      “Yeah. We sure were. And we still are. You’re not gone yet.”

      “Soon, Tiff. It’s less than two weeks now. But you’ve got Rosie. I’m sure after two or three years training, she’ll begin to be almost as capable as me.”

      I just about managed to keep a straight face and nodded agreement. “She’s a fast learner.”

      “Exactly. That’s why I didn’t say it’d take her a decade.”

      We crossed the lobby out of Sue Giant’s building, and if I wasn’t mistaken, the security guard by the front door gave Ian the evil eye as we passed.

      I hoped we hadn’t made an enemy of Sue. She was an influential person around Las Vegas, and goodness knows how many people she and her team had coached. Her tentacles spread far and wide.

      Still, that was Ian’s doing, not mine. And he was leaving.

      “Back home?” I said when we got to my car.

      Ian nodded. “Sally wants to go through the packing list again.”

      “You poor thing.”

      “I am, Tiff. I am.”

      Just before we climbed in, I got a call from The Treasury, my other place of employment, where I slung cards and collected bets at the blackjack table.

      “Tiffany Black? This is Stella Smithfield, Human Resources, Treasury Casino.”

      “Yes, Stella, I know.”

      “You will be pleased to know that we have scheduled you for more shifts.”

      I wasn’t sure I was pleased. I’d been taking an unasked-for sabbatical from The Treasury recently, thanks to my new assistant, Rosie McCann. Before I knew who she was, Rosie gambled at my table while wearing a disguise, after having been banned from The Treasury and just about every other casino in town for card counting. When she was caught, The Treasury thought I might have been involved and conducted an investigation. It looked like I was finally in the clear.

      “Okay, I’ll let you know my availability.”

      “You’re working tomorrow night at nine o’clock.”

      “I might need to check my—”

      “The schedule cannot be changed. Make sure you’re there.”

      Stella hung up before I could even tell her I wasn’t sure if I still wanted to work there anyway. I guessed maybe one more shift wouldn’t hurt, even if I did decide to eventually pack it in.

      “Back to The Treasury, huh? You never change, do you, Tiff?”

      “What do you mean I never change? I change all the time! I’m always doing new stuff.”

      Ian shook his head. “You should take a leaf out of my book. Seize the day. Travel the world! It’s a big planet out there, kid. You should see some of it.”

      Kid!?

      “Umm, Ian? You’re only traveling because Sally made you.”

      “She isn’t making me do anything. She merely encouraged me to see that I really did want to travel the world. And that’s what we’re going to do!”

      “Okay, Phileas Fogg, let’s just see how that goes for you.”

      “Phileas who? What are you talking about, Tiff? Can we go home now?”

      “Come on. Get in.”

      It had been another long day, but I had a new case on the go and an old job back in play. Much as I sometimes wished otherwise, things were never dull in the life of Tiffany Black, PI.
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      Rosie and I arrived to meet Charlene and her theater friends for lunch at a restaurant called Lacey’s in a strip mall in between the city and the John Longstreet theater. It was an Italian-American joint with a Southwestern twist, according to the sign outside. Fusion food at its most daring.

      “Tiffany! Rosie!” Charlene yelled as soon as we were inside, before we’d even had a chance to look for her ourselves.

      Charlene bustled over from a table near the window—she’d spotted us walking up through the glass—and interlocked her arms with both of ours.

      “They’re with me,” she told the restaurant host, as if we were two particularly fine treasures. Feeling rather puffed up, Rosie and I exchanged amused glances as we were led over to Charlene’s table.

      “Everybody, this is Rosie and Tiffany.”

      Our client was there, which didn’t surprise me, but I couldn’t help but wince when I saw Henri, arm still in a sling. Was our cover about to be blown already?

      “We’ve actually met Clive and Henri,” Rosie said loudly before anyone else could speak. “We were just so excited about the prospect of joining the theater, we went to have a little look. Clive showed us around!”

      “And it was a delight to meet the two of you!”

      Henri smiled and nodded, and I realized we’d just gotten away with it. Rosie hadn’t mentioned any timing, so there was no reason for Charlene to suspect that we had been to the theater before we met her.

      “Letty, hon, introduce yourself,” Charlene said to a woman in her sixties with sleek gray hair and a very expressive face. The woman burst to her feet and cupped her chin in her hands.

      “I’m Letty Northrup! Vintage clothing vendor and thespian extraordinaire! I am thrilled, thrilled, thrilled to meet you both! There’s nothing like some fresh blood to invigorate the veins of a matriarchal trouper like myself!”

      “And we’re delighted to meet you, too.” Before I knew what I was doing, infected with her contagious enthusiasm, I bent at the waist and gave her a theatrical bow.

      “Aaaand, that’s enough, Letty, thank you. Kerri, you’re up.”

      The other person at the table that we hadn’t met had a rather more serious face. She was a woman in her early thirties with straight black hair and neat, carefully applied makeup. She stood up gracefully and gently bowed her head. “Kerri Dunsmore. I also play at Golden Valley with Charlene.”

      “But we are here today to talk about acting!” Letty declared from next to her. “We shall have no talk of hitting little balls with metal sticks!”

      Charlene leaned over. “Letty’s not a fan of golf.”

      “And of course,” Kerri continued, “I also tread the boards at the John Longstreet with everyone else here.”

      “Tread the boards,” Rosie repeated. “You all sound so professional. Do you think it’s okay if we don’t have a lot of experience?”

      Charlene patted Rosie’s hand in encouragement. “Of course, hon, and you’ll only start with a small role to see how you go.”

      “Me too,” I said. “The smallest role you’ve got.”

      “You should take a lesson from their book,” Kerri said to Letty rather pointedly.

      “What, and deprive our audiences of my commanding stage presence?” Letty tossed her head in disdain at the prospect. “If you’ve got it, flaunt it. That’s what my acting mentor always told me, and she played with Bogart, you know.”

      “We know,” Kerri said. “You’ve told us ten thousand times.”

      Letty tilted her head thoughtfully. “I mentioned it before?”

      The rest of them broke into laughter. Clearly, Letty wasn’t averse to repeating her favorite stories. I had no doubt we’d hear about her distant connection to Humphrey Bogart—if that was indeed the Bogart she was referencing—before too long.

      “I’d love to hear more,” Rosie said to groans. “But perhaps another time.”

      Letty patted Rosie’s hand. “I like you. You’ve got lots of potential, I can sense it already. I have a gift for these things. You just ooze talent, my dear.”

      “Thank you.” Rosie looked down, voice low and shy, and I realized I wasn’t sure whether she was acting or if she actually was genuinely touched by Letty’s words. Maybe Rosie did have stage potential.

      “Now, we need to choose our parts for All a Pack of Lies,” Clive said. “I think we all agreed that I would be the superior choice for the police superintendent. Correct?”

      “Definitely!” Charlene said loudly and quickly.

      “But,” Letty interrupted, “what about Magnus? Surely, he should be the police superintendent. He has more—no offense—gravitas.”

      “You mean he’s fat,” Charlene said with a mean laugh. She was no slender sally herself.

      “I do wish you’d be nicer to him,” Letty said.

      Charlene shook her head. “I’ll be nice to him when he’s dead.”

      “Charlene!” Letty pursed her lips and narrowed her eyebrows at our new best friend.

      “Who’s Magnus?” Rosie enquired.

      “He’s the heart and soul of our little troupe, a true talented actor,” Letty pronounced.

      “He’s my idiot husband,” Charlene countered. “And the best thing I’ll say about him is at least he’s not here.”

      A deep chuckle began behind us. The kind of laugh that seems to roll right through you, shivering your bones. We turned to see a large man in a wide-brimmed Stetson.

      “Speak of the devil,” Charlene said, shaking her head. “Rosie, Tiffany, this, unfortunately, is my husband, Magnus Leblanc.”

      “Fresh meat, huh?” Magnus ran a hand through a thick white mustache and nodded approvingly. “Glad to see it. Welcome to our little hobby group.”

      Kerri, the youngest woman in the group apart from Rosie and me, seemingly took offense. “It’s more than a hobby for some of us—it’s a vocation.”

      Letty nodded in agreement and patted Kerri’s hand, to the younger woman’s disgust, her hand jerking away at the touch. “Exactly, my dear! A vocation, that’s what it is!”

      “So y’all still looking for the sheriff?”

      “It’s a police superintendent,” Charlene corrected. “And no, Clive is taking the role.”

      Magnus sniffed and sized Clive up. “Y’all think you can do a policeman better than me?”

      Clive shrugged. “I’m sure we’d approach the role differently, but I believe I can bring a rather special je ne sais quoi to the role.”

      Magnus squinted at Clive. “The heck does that mean?”

      “I don’t know what,” Clive explained.

      “Figured. So what am I gonna be then?” Magnus wanted to know. “Am I the spy?”

      Kerri shook her head. “I’m the spy.”

      “Ain’t the spy’s name Michael? Seems to me like a fella’ should be playin’ him.”

      “There’s no reason it can’t become Michelle. And anyway, Michael is a woman’s name as well.”

      “No, it ain’t.”

      “Is too,” Charlene said. “Don’t you remember Mama’s friend from church?”

      Magnus wrinkled his nose, though it was impossible to tell if that was because of mention of Mama or church or both. “That was a woman?”

      Charlene leaned back to thwap Magnus leg with the back of her hand, but he stepped back quicker than one might have suspected him to be capable of.

      “Well, y’all better figure out a good role for me. Gotta dash. Business lunch. Just thought I’d come and say howdy to all y’all.” Magnus turned to his wife. “And the old witch.”

      “Magnus!”

      The big man lumbered away.

      “I don’t know why he came at all,” Charlene complained. “He always has to show his face.”

      “He is a member of our troupe,” Letty said.

      “Yeah, unfortunately.” Charlene shook her head. “Sometimes, I feel like I could just kill him.”

      I almost didn’t hear when Kerri said under her breath, “You already tried.”

      Charlene’s head snapped to the younger woman. “What did you say?”

      Kerri shook her head. “Hmm? Me? Nothing.”

      “Good.” She gave Kerri a hard stare and then turned her attention back to the whole group. “We’ve got two newcomers. Let’s not bore them with our drama.”

      “But drama is what we do,” Kerri said quickly.

      There was silence for a moment, then the whole group burst into laughter as they realized she was joking.

      “Drama!” Letty repeated. “Is what we do! Good one!”

      Kerri smiled a little. “Thanks.”

      We ordered food—the three-bean spaghetti for me and fettuccini al chili for Rosie, along with some hot ’n’ spicy garlic bread for us to share—and the group returned to bickering about who would take each role in the upcoming play. It turned out that not only did Kerri want to take the role of the spy, but so did Charlene, and Letty, and they slowly but surely began to make more and more snide and cutting remarks toward each other as the meal progressed. Despite the barbs tossed around, they were always couched in a veneer of politeness, never quite reaching out-and-out insult in the way Charlene and Magnus had spoken to each other.

      Charlene’s phone rang, and she excused herself. My senses tingled. These days, most people are happy to take phone calls anytime, anywhere. What was so secret she needed to leave? I went to nudge Rosie, but she was already standing up, wiping her mouth with a napkin, and offering an excuse. Rosie left after Charlene, ostensibly for the restroom.

      The conversation at the table fell into a lull. Henri was on the phone as well, though he hadn’t felt a need to excuse himself. He muttered quietly into the device, which he held up with his bad arm while poking at his plate with the other.

      “So, have you always dreamed of the limelight?” Letty asked me when her plate was clear of the chicken cannelloni burrito she’d ordered.

      “Umm, not exactly,” I told her. “I just thought I should try something new. My friend suggested we give it a go.”

      “So it’s fair to say you’re not a theater lover.”

      “I’m sure it’s wonderful fun.”

      Letty looked up to the ceiling as if I’d said something absurd. “Fun, she says! Fun!” Uh-oh. She was going to rant, I just knew it. I’d run into a lot of ranters in my time—Las Vegas was full of them—and Letty was another one to add to the tally. “The true sign of the amateur! Fun. Ha.” Letty suddenly leaned forward and gripped my wrist, hard. “Theater is not fun. It’s joy, it’s ecstasy, it’s tragedy, it’s death, it’s life, it’s soaring among the clouds and crawling through the fires below. But it’s not fun. As if such a paltry word could suffice. Do you understand?”

      “Mmm-hmm,” I said, nodding, hoping she wouldn’t squeeze my wrist any harder. “It sure sounds like something.”

      “Something, she says! Something! I can’t wait for you to experience it all, my dear. Your life will never be the same. Theater, my heart, is everything.”

      “Gee. I can’t wait.”

      Kerri reached over and gently released Letty’s fingers from my wrist. “You’re going to scare her off, Letty. We need everyone we can get.”

      “Nonsense, I was only trying to encourage her.”

      “I’m encouraged,” I said. “It really is fascinating stuff, seeing how the roles are decided and the rest of it. It’s really interesting.” I certainly wasn’t convincing even myself.

      “A café,” Clive declared, seemingly out of the blue.

      Kerri and Letty gave him curious looks. Henri, still on the phone, raised his eyebrows for a moment then returned his attention to his call.

      “And what, my dear fellow, are you talking about?” Letty asked, fluttering her eyelashes as she did so.

      “It would be an additional revenue stream for the theater. We could have it open all day. There isn’t another one nearby, and we could use it to advertise our performances as well. We could decorate the walls with our memorabilia.”

      “Charlene says she doesn’t want a café,” Letty said. “And I’m not sure about it. For me, it’s the stage, the boards, not the accouterments.”

      “But we need to start making some money as well,” Clive said. “We have to increase the revenue!”

      Letty tossed her head dismissively. “A true artist is not concerned with piffling trifles like money.”

      “The true artist won’t have anywhere to perform if revenue doesn’t increase. She’ll be performing in her living room to her cat.”

      “My whole life as an artiste has been a struggle. Yet still, I soldier on. You worry too much, Clive. We’ve kept going for all these years, I’m sure we’ll find a way forward somehow.”

      “Yes! That’s what I’m proposing! A way to move forward, to grow, to expand.” Clive locked his eyes with Letty. “You could lead workshops. You’d enjoy that, wouldn’t you? Sharing your talent and experience with youngsters?”

      That caught Letty’s attention. “Go on…”

      “We’ll do workshops for corporate clients, teach them how improv can be used to brainstorm ideas. We’ll teach children’s classes, make partnerships with local schools and youth groups. Perhaps do outreach to retirement communities, get them to put on plays. You could be teaching all those people everything you know, Letty.”

      She rubbed her chin. “Now you put it like that, your ideas are somewhat intriguing. What do you think, Kerri?”

      “I doubt I’ll have time for any of that.”

      “Even if you can’t contribute your time, you see the potential, don’t you?”

      Kerri shrugged her shoulders at Clive. “I guess. Makes sense. I don’t think it’s a bad idea.”

      “Then we just need to make Charlene come around!”

      “Come around to what?” She returned to the table, having caught just the end of the conversation. Rosie sidled up a moment or two later and slipped back down beside me.

      “I was just talking about all the ways we could grow the theater into a community hub and find new streams of income,” Clive explained. It was clear it wasn’t the first time he’d said it to Charlene. “You’re a businesswoman; won’t it be fun to grow the theater together? Grow it into something bigger, something more than it’s ever been?”

      Charlene immediately shook her head. “Theater only. That’s where I stand. I don’t have time to do all that other stuff. Teaching kids? Running a café?” She waved her hand dismissively. “Not interested. I don’t want to do anything other than put on plays and try and break even.”

      “But… the potential…”

      Charlene quickly shook her head. “I don’t think so. We can both afford to just keep it ticking over. Let’s not overcomplicate things. It’s our hobby. We don’t want to turn it into work. Right, dessert, anyone?”

      “The tres leches tiramisu looks good,” Letty said.

      Clive said nothing, just sat there with the look of a fully grumped-out individual. After a couple of minutes, he stood up and excused himself, saying he didn’t want dessert and that he would pay the check if we would leave the tip. He was gone before he could even be properly thanked.

      “He’s keen,” Charlene said when Clive was gone. “I’ll give him that.”

      “I think his ideas are very intriguing,” Letty said. “I’ve always wanted to share my skills with younger performers.”

      “You can do that in our group,” Charlene told her. She nodded at Rosie and me. “Like these two. You can show ‘em all you know.”

      “I’d love that!” Rosie said with a clap of feigned delight. At least, I think it was feigned.

      “I suppose so,” Letty said, her voice subdued. Her mind was still elsewhere, on workshops and outreach programs. Teaching just Rosie and me was clearly rather less grand than the ideas Clive had put into her head.

      The meal soon wrapped up, and Rosie and I agreed to come to the theater a couple of days later for rehearsals, though there wouldn’t be much actual rehearsing until the roles were fully decided.

      I couldn’t wait to get outside and see what Rosie had heard. From the glint in her eye, I could tell there was something. I just hoped it wasn’t anything too bad; it would be a shame if the club imploded due to our investigation.

      We made our excuses and left. My skin tingled with excitement. The next stage of our investigation was about to begin, I could feel it.

      And there’s no feeling quite like it, is there?
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      Rosie and I slipped out after a quick bowl of ice cream and regrouped in the car.

      “Anything?” I asked Rosie.

      “I listened to Charlene’s conversation. I don’t know who she was speaking to, but she was arranging a meeting.”

      “Yeah? A relevant one?”

      “I’m not sure, but it sure sounds secretive. She’s meeting this person at the Golden Valley golf course tonight, at hole nine, at ten o’clock. That’s long after the course has closed.”

      “Any idea what it’s about? Did you catch any hints?”

      “Not a one.”

      “It could be something Clive needs to know about,” I mused. “We’re going to have to go.”

      “I agree. But aren’t you forgetting something?”

      “Shoot!” I smacked my knee. “I’m working at the Treasury.”

      “I’ll go instead.”

      “Rosie, I don’t want you following someone around in the dark on your own.”

      “It’ll be fine. It’s a golf course, not a drug den. I’ll wear black and stay hidden. No one will even know I’m there.”

      “People don’t have secret meetings unless they’re up to something no good. You’re going to need to be careful. Hey, do you know how to use a gun?”

      “It’s been a few weeks since I was at the range, but I’m pretty familiar with handguns and rifles, and I’m not bad at skeet shooting with a shotgun.”

      “Then I’ll give you mine, just in case. Okay?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I won’t need it. But sure. It can’t do any harm.”

      With that settled, we headed back. I dropped Rosie off at the Coach Motel with instructions to dig around online for more information about Charlene, and to please, please, be careful that night.

      And then I went home for a power nap before my shift at The Treasury.

      It might be make or break time for our case, and I was leaving it to Rosie. It was somewhat discomforting that something so important was in the hands of my new assistant. She’d only been working with me for a few weeks, but I was already becoming increasingly reliant on her.

      But she hadn’t let me down yet.

      I was sure I could trust her.

      Well, pretty sure.
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      An hour after I arrived home, Rosie sent me a long email. I wondered how she had time to do everything she did. It felt like Rosie had thirty-six hours in every day while the rest of us were stuck with a paltry twenty-four.

      Rosie told me that she had been digging into Charlene—and the impression I got was that she had started almost the second we took on the case, judging by how much she had found.

      Along with several long attachments full of business records, registrations, copies of ads, a wedding certificate, and miscellaneous other documents was Rosie’s executive summary into Charlene.

      In short, for all intents and purposes, she was a successful and respected local businessperson with not a complaint to her name. The closest she came to legal trouble was a break-in at a hair salon she owned, which was quickly resolved due to security footage.

      In short, Charlene, at least on paper, looked to be a model citizen. Any dirt we dug up on her was going to have to be in person.

      Pleased with my new assistant’s excellent detective work, I lay back in bed and closed my eyes, hoping that if I didn’t get a full forty winks, I might be able to snatch ten or twenty…
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      I didn’t get much of a nap before Ian was knocking at my door. He marched inside and held up two short-sleeved button-up shirts, one red, one blue.

      “Which one, Tiff?”

      “What for?”

      Ian tossed them both onto the sofa so that he could smack his forehead with his palm. “For my trip around the world, Tiff! Did you forget?”

      “Umm, no. But you know, if you’re going for a year, you might want to take both of them with you? Maybe even pack a third?”

      Ian shook his head at me like I couldn’t be any stupider. “Do you know anything about travel, Tiff?”

      “I went on a cruise not long ago,” I said with a shrug. “As did you. And if I remember rightly, you packed more than two shirts.”

      “I was young and foolish then, Tiff. Now I’m older and wiser and I won’t make that mistake again.”

      “What mistake? I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Look, Tiff, when you’re a serious traveler, there are a few things you pick up along the way.”

      “You haven’t gone anywhere yet.”

      Ian tapped his forehead. “Up here I have. And anyway, I’ve been researching. They say that when you’re traveling, you should simplify your wardrobe so you can travel light. That’s why I’m cutting it down to one shirt.”

      “What if you spill ketchup on it?”

      Ian shook his head. “Then I’ll change into another one.”

      He was infuriating sometimes.

      “You just said you’re only taking one.”

      Ian smacked his forehead again. “What do I look like, an idiot?” Yes, yes, he did. “I mean, one style. I’ll take five of them, so there’s spares. But my wardrobe will be simplified. I won’t have to worry about what to wear each day.”

      “Do you worry about that anyway?”

      “Not here I don’t, but it’s the kind of thing you worry about when you’re traveling.”

      “Is it?”

      “It is. Especially if you spill ketchup on yourself. I read about it. So, which one? Red or blue?”

      “White.”

      Ian put his hands on his hips. “That wasn’t one of the options! But I do have a white one, actually I’ve got several. I bought them for that case we worked on, when you wanted to join a cult, do you remember?”

      “Yes, strangely enough, I do remember.” It wasn’t exactly a forgettable experience. “You should go with the white. It makes you look younger.”

      “Tiff! Are you trying to get me killed?”

      “Huh?”

      “The world’s a dangerous place. If they see you’re young and naive and innocent, then”— Ian drew a line across his throat with his finger—“it’s curtains! I definitely don’t want to look younger. I’ll get eaten alive.”

      “You’re cruising around the world; I think you’ll be in good hands. But fine, then take the red shirt. It makes you look older.”

      “But not too old, right? I don’t want to look like one of those retirees who spend all their free time cruising.”

      “But Ian, you basically are a retiree who’s going to spend all his free time cruising.”

      “Huh. I hadn’t thought of it like that. I suppose I am. Thanks, Tiff.”

      “So you’re going with the red?”

      “No. I’m going to ask Nanna what she thinks.”

      I was about to wave Ian goodbye when instead he sat down on the sofa and put his shirts on his lap. “Any coffee going? And how’s Rosie working out? Has she messed up yet?”

      “Nope, she’s been very reliable so far.” I headed into the kitchen and began pouring out two cups of coffee from the pot.

      “Do you need me to leave any notes for her? Tips and tricks of the trade?” Ian called from the living room.

      I carried the coffees back inside and set them on the table in front of the sofa.

      “No, I think she’s doing fine. In fact, she’s going out on a little recon mission on her own tonight.”

      Oops. As soon as I closed my mouth, I realized I shouldn’t have said it.

      “You’re sending a new trainee, amateur, beginner, newbie intern assistant out on her own?”

      “The Treasury want me to work. She’s just going to listen to a conversation.”

      Ian nodded. “Whew. I guess that’s in a bar or something then, that should be okay. As long as it’s not somewhere dark and remote!”

      “Mm.”

      “Tiff? Where is it? Where’s she going?”

      “A golf course. A nice one. Women only. It’s very safe.”

      Ian was already shaking his head. “Not at night, Tiff. It’ll be closed. Wow. You could be sending her into an ambush.”

      “No one else even knows she’s going. It’s not an ambush. It’s nothing to worry about. She can handle herself, and anyway, she’s got a gun.”

      “A gun?” Ian peered at me. “It’s not yours, is it?”

      I kept my mouth shut. It didn’t help.

      “You gave her your gun! You never gave me your gun. Why’d you give it to her? Huh? That’s totally unfair.”

      “Because she knows how to use it, Ian. She goes to the range. She’s trained in a range of firearms. She owned several before she had to sell them for the cash.”

      “I know how to use a gun! You just point and squeeze. Do you know how many different guns I’ve fired in games, Tiff? Loads.”

      I patted Ian’s knee and changed the topic. “You never needed it. Now, how’s that coffee taste? Pretty good, huh?”

      Ian took a sip and grimaced. “How long’s it been in the pot?”

      “Just a few… hours.”

      “I can’t believe you sent Rosie off in the dark with a gun.” Ian shook his head to himself. “Unbelievable.”

      “She’ll be fine. She’s just going to listen in. Now stop making me nervous. Hey, did you ever hear of freak waves?”

      “Freak waves?” Ian squinted at me. “Are you making that up?”

      “Nope. It’s a deep-sea phenomenon. Sometimes there are giant waves that appear out of nowhere. Hundreds of feet high. They could probably swallow up a cruise ship.”

      “They don’t exist,” Ian said with false bravado. “Do they? They don’t. I’m sure they don’t.”

      “I’m afraid they do, Ian. You should read about them.”

      Ian downed the rest of his coffee, grabbed his shirts, and stood up. “I’m going to go and see Nanna.”

      “Make sure to say her garden looks nice.”

      Ian assured me he would, and then he was finally off.

      I hoped telling him about freak waves wasn’t going to make him too anxious. Just a nice healthy little dose of nerves to take his mind off his replacement.

      With Ian gone, it was time to think about getting ready for a night at The Treasury. I’d much rather be sneaking around a golf course at night with Rosie. But what could I do?

      I stopped halfway to my bedroom. I could quit. That’s what I could do.

      I didn’t want to leave my coworkers in the lurch at the last minute, but it was a decision I was going to have to make before too long. My investigation business was more than successful enough to support me now, so why did I still work another job I didn’t like?

      Ugh.

      Because I did like it. That’s why. At least I used to. Muttering to myself about my options, I went to get ready.

      But how much longer was I going to force myself to keep doing this?
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      There are a couple of ways to really wake yourself up in the morning. You can take a cold shower. You can drink a gallon of coffee. Or… you can get a phone call from the police homicide department.

      I tried to sleep in late since I hadn’t gotten to bed until after two in the morning. But no, at nine-thirty, my phone started ringing. I assumed it was going to be Rosie, eager to update me on what she’d found.

      I checked the screen before I answered. It was not Rosie. It was another number I had saved on my phone: The Las Vegas Metropolitan Police—Homicide Department.

      That meant it was either going to be my friend Emily, which would be welcome, or Detective Elwood, who would really set my day off on the wrong foot. I normally needed to have a few hours in the day under my belt to brace myself for his grumpy demeanor.

      “Hello?”

      “Tiff? It’s Emily.”

      Phew! “Hey. What’s up? Need another statement about the hand in the trunk case?”

      “I wish.”

      “Uh. That doesn’t sound good. What’s going on? Is Elwood okay?”

      “Oh yeah, he’s great. Having the time of his life right now. He’s interrogating one, Rosie McCann.”

      “Rosie? My Rosie?”

      “Yep. Afraid so. You better get down here.”

      “I’ll leave now.” Well, after getting dressed. “But what’s happening?”

      “Last night, Rosie was arrested for murder. She was found with a recently fired gun, standing over a body, out on a golf course. She was caught by a security guard and arrested by a uniform.”

      “Ugh. Oh, no. She didn’t do it, Em. I’ll be down there soon.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Who’s the victim?”

      “I’m not supposed to— Sorry. It’s a woman named Charlene LeBlanc. Do you know her?”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “Ugh. Yes. That’s who Rosie was following. I’ll be right there. And make sure Elwood knows Rosie didn’t do it.”

      “I doubt I can do that, but I’ll try. Hurry, would you?”

      Hurry I did.
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      I met Emily first, in a small conference room up in the homicide department. Emily was only a few weeks away from giving birth, and her skin positively glowed as she waddled—sorry, walked—me into the room.

      “Looks like we’ve got another mess here, I’m sorry to say. Rosie has been charged with murder.”

      “She didn’t do it. She was following the victim as part of an investigation we were conducting. She must have got caught up in something far worse than we imagined possible.”

      “She was holding a recently fired gun, and there was a dead body in front of her. A security guard says he saw her shoot the victim.”

      “What?”

      “That’s what he said. Did you know Rosie was carrying?”

      “Yes. It’s my gun, Em.”

      “Oh. Ohh. Huh. That’s not great.”

      I could see Emily’s thoughts written on her face; accessory to murder was rolling right across it.

      “What do forensics say?”

      “Haven’t got a report from them yet. They didn’t get to the scene until a little while ago. Busy night in the city.”

      “Let’s not jump to any conclusions until we hear from them, okay?”

      “Tiff, what do you think happened? I mean, really. You know it looks bad, right?”

      “Rosie knew Charlene was having a meeting there. She was supposed to remain out of sight and listen to what she could. I imagine what happened is that she witnessed a murder, Em.”

      Emily nodded. “I just hope you’re right. You don’t know her that well, do you?”

      “No, but she’s not a killer, Em. I’m not a bad judge of character. You know that.”

      Emily nodded. “Yeah. I know.” She didn’t add, but we all make mistakes, though I knew it was what she was thinking.

      “She didn’t know Charlene until two days ago. There’s no motive. Nothing.”

      Emily nodded. “Let’s hope that proves to be true.”

      “It will.”

      The door to the meeting room swung open, and Elwood grumped his way inside. In his right hand, he held a plastic evidence bag, inside of which was my gun. The stocky detective slumped into a chair across from me, sweat beaded on his red forehead.

      “This is your gun, Black. Adding accessory to murder to your repertoire?”

      “No, Elwood,” I said as nicely as I could through gritted teeth. “Of course not. You’ve made a mistake, that’s all.”

      “I made a mistake? Or you made a mistake in hiring someone you didn’t properly vet?”

      “Rosie barely knows Charlene and has no reason to want her dead. I’m sure this is just a misunderstanding.”

      Elwood gave a languorous shrug, his shoulders heaving with the effort. “Your assistant murdered a woman over this little misunderstanding. Not a good look, Black.”

      “No, she didn’t. There was someone else there. Charlene was meeting someone. Rosie was there to observe and listen.”

      “Who was she meeting?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “Convenient.” Elwood shook his head to himself. “I guess you want to go and see her? She was asking for you. Said she didn’t want a lawyer, she wanted you.”

      “Yes, please.”

      Elwood put his hands on the table and pushed himself back upright. “Come on then.”
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      I met with Rosie in an interview room. She had her hands cuffed in front of her, and she remained as calm as she usually did, though with an underlying tenseness or anxiety that wasn’t often on show. She was wearing all black, and her face was smeared with dirt from her adventure the night before.

      “I’m sorry,” I said to her as soon as the door closed behind us. “I shouldn’t have let you go alone.”

      “No, I’m sorry. I messed up, boss. I messed up.”

      “What happened?”

      “I messed up,” Rosie repeated. “I shouldn’t have fired.”

      A trickle of alarm ran through me. “You did shoot the gun?”

      Rosie nodded. “I shouldn’t have.”

      “You… shot Charlene?”

      Rosie’s eyebrows went up. “No!”

      “Glad to hear it. You might want to be more careful with your phrasing, Rosie. The cops will latch onto anything. Tell me what happened?”

      “It was one mistake after another. The first was I went to the wrong hole.”

      “It was the ninth, wasn’t it?”

      Rosie nodded. “Yeah. I looked up the course online and found a map of the holes. Problem was, I didn’t know they switched the ninth and tenth holes a year ago. It was an old map. I was in the wrong place. I didn’t realize until it was after the meeting time, and no one showed. I crept up to the start of the hole, and that’s when I saw the sign. Then, I checked on my phone, and yep, they switched a couple of the holes around last year when they did some work on the course.”

      “Then what?”

      “I crawled as fast as I could to the right hole. While I was crawling, I heard a loud bang. A gunshot. So I crawled faster. When I got there—it was too late. Charlene was lying there. I put my hand on her neck. She was dead already.”

      “You didn’t see anyone else?”

      “No. Well, yes. When I first arrived, I snuck past a security guard, but he didn’t see me. I didn’t see who shot Charlene.”

      “So who did you shoot at?”

      “I… panicked. I’m sorry, boss. I’m not used to finding dead bodies. When I realized Charlene was dead, I figured I needed to get security there right away, and what better way than more loud noise, right? So I fired into the air a couple of times to attract the security guards’ attention. I figured they must have heard the killer’s shot already and were probably listening for where it came from. I thought a couple more shots would help them on their way.”

      “And then?”

      “I waited. Sure enough, a pair of security guards showed up. They had the wrong idea and pointed their guns at me! The next thing I knew, I was lying in the dirt while they waited for the cops to arrive.”

      “They said one of them saw you shoot Charlene.”

      “They didn’t. That’s not true. They were probably confused, or the police were. Maybe they saw me shoot into the air from a distance.” Rosie raised her cuffed hands and thumped them down on the table in irritation at herself. “I should have gone over and got them or called the police myself. That’s two big mistakes. I went to the wrong hole, and I shot your gun. Maybe I’m not cut out for this kind of work.”

      “Nonsense. Anyone could have done the same, Rosie. It’s much easier to recognize bad decisions with hindsight. We can always look back and say I shoulda, I coulda… all of us. Every day of our lives. But that’s not how the world works. We move forward, not backward, Rosie. We don’t know what’s going to happen until it happens.”

      “So, I’m not fired?”

      “Of course, you’re not fired. We’ve just got to get you out of here as soon as we can, so we can find out who did shoot Charlene. I’m going to call my cousin and get you out of here.”

      “Your cousin?”

      “Yeah, Amber. She’s a lawyer. She doesn’t do, y’know, this kind of thing, but I bet she knows someone who does.”

      “I’ll work off the debt. I’ll try harder, boss. I will.”

      “Rosie. You are doing amazing. You don’t have to work harder. You already work harder than anyone I know. Even in your free time you’re always working on cases or learning new skills. You’re great.”

      Rosie stared at my face, as if trying to tell whether I really meant what I said. Then finally, a shy smile crept across it, and she nodded. She believed me. Which was good because I meant every word of what I’d said. Rosie was turning into an amazing assistant, even if she had gotten herself in a bit of a scrape this time.

      If you can call a murder charge a bit of a scrape, anyway.
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      I called Amber and then went by her office. She told me she had a local lawyer acquaintance who was just what we needed, or so she claimed.

      Amber’s office was out in a strip mall, a small single-story building with a large office in the front and a smaller room in the back which had been converted into a playroom for her daughter, Angel.

      “Tiff’nee!” Angel shouted, running up and hugging my legs like she was trying to bring me down to the ground.

      “Hey, you little terror.”

      Amber half stood behind her desk, phone pressed against her ear, while she attempted to greet me and conduct business at the same time. I waved my hand for her to sit. She nodded back, and then nodded her head toward Angel, eyes wide, slight grimace on her face.

      I knew that look.

      She wanted me to watch Angel for a few hours. Well, that was no problem. Assuming Angel behaved herself…

      I knew the drill, and with Angel by my side went into the back room and grabbed the bag of Important Angel Stuff, while Angel took her own little backpack with the things that she deemed to be necessary. I hoped there was nothing too messy inside.

      As soon as we returned to the front of the office, a car screeched to a halt outside. It was an old Camry just like mine, except with a few more dents and a crack in the windshield. It also hadn’t been washed since it was brand new, judging by the caked-on, sandy dust and mud.

      A balding man with silver hair, who on closer inspection looked to be in only his thirties when I saw his face, hurried inside.

      “Hey Amber, where’s—” The man halted mid-sentence, then craned his neck to look around me at Amber. Then back at me. Then back to Amber. “What is this? She said cousin, not twin.”

      “Yeah, people say we look alike. In fact, that’s partly how we figured out we’re cousins. Or second cousins. Something like that.”

      Angel stomped her foot for attention, which she immediately got. “No cousin. Auntie. Auntie Tiff’nee.”

      “It’s complicated,” I said with a shrug. “I didn’t catch your name?”

      “Frank Troy. So what’re we doing? Is it the chick who got busted shooting a woman on the golf course last night?”

      “Amber told you?”

      “Nah. I guessed. I was listening to the police scanner last night, y’know, on the lookout for business. And I guess I found it. So what was it? Love rivals? Temporary insanity?”

      I shook my head. “She didn’t do it. She was just there to observe. She’s an investigator and was following a target.”

      Frank Troy peered closely at me. “She didn’t do it, or”—he raised his hands and made air quotes—“didn’t do it.”

      Angel giggled at that and made some air quotes of her own. “Didn’t do it,” she repeated.

      “Seriously, she didn’t. I’m not talking in code here. We were conducting an investigation into the person who got shot. It definitely wasn’t her.”

      “She didn’t take a few bucks on the side to whack the target without telling you?”

      “No! Absolutely not.”

      Frank shrugged. “Chill your horses, just asking. I don’t judge.”

      “Hi, Frank!” Amber shouted, holding the phone away from her ear for a moment.

      “Yo, Ambs! I’ll head out with your doppelgänger here.”

      Amber gave a thumbs up and a wave and then was back to talking on the phone.

      “So, what happens next?”

      “I’m going to make some calls. Try and get a bail hearing this afternoon, pull some strings. Then I’ll have a chat with your friend and the cops, see what we can figure out. I’ll have her out by this evening. Is she going to need a bail bondsman? Or has she got some ready cash?”

      “I’ve probably got enough to cover any bail,” I told him. I’d been so busy working on cases the past couple of years, I hadn’t had much of a chance to spend my earnings and now had quite a nest egg built up.

      “Great. Right. Let’s get this show on the road. Can you give me a ride to the Metro police? My car’s about to die.”

      “Uh, sure.”

      We grabbed Angel’s car seat from Amber’s car, and then the three of us were off to get Rosie released.
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      Angel and I waited outside while negotiations were conducted between Frank, the prosecutor, and the judge, and then the bail hearing itself.

      Frank came out, shaking his head and wiping his brow.

      “Is there a problem?”

      “Uh. No. Well, maybe a little one. You got a sofa?”

      “I’m sorry? Did you ask if I had a sofa?”

      Angel piped up, making little air quotes. She’d enjoyed learning about them from Frank earlier and was now dropping them at every opportunity, appropriate or not. “A sofa,” Angel said.

      “Yeah. For Rosie. I told the judge she’d stay with you. Apparently, you’ve got a decent reputation in town, at least that’s what the judge said. He’s heard of you from a guy called Jack Weber?”

      “Oh. I didn’t realize I had a reputation. I’m glad to hear it’s good.”

      “Well, mixed. Apparently, you get in a lot of scrapes? Anyway, the judge said there was no way he was going to let Rosie live in a motel while out on bail for murder, so it was suggested she could stay with you, but you’ve got to vouch for her.”

      “Right. I guess that won’t be a problem. Anything else?”

      “Yes. She’s going to have a tag on her to track her location, and she’s not allowed to leave the state. Also, she’s got a nine at night to six in the morning curfew.”

      “And?”

      “And $50K bail.”

      I winced. I could cover it, but it wouldn’t feel great to see that money disappear, even if it was temporary. But it had to be done. I never should have sent Rosie out on her own in the middle of the night like that.

      “Okay.”

      “Oh, and we got lucky. Well, not lucky, I just did my job. Usually, they wouldn’t let someone caught red-handed like that free so quick. But turns out, that security guard has admitted he didn’t see Rosie shoot the victim, he saw her holding the gun in the air and shoot it into the sky. And forensics say it was probably a different gun that was used to shoot the victim, but the final report isn’t there yet. They’re still running the labs, but their first thought is that a larger caliber weapon probably fired the shot.”

      “Sounds like they should release her altogether, doesn’t it?”

      Frank shrugged. “Yeah, well, she was still found at the scene with a dead body and a smoking gun. The cops are now working on a theory that she had two guns and managed to dump one to throw them off the scent. Oh, and you said your friend was the one investigating?”

      “Yeah, Emily. And Elwood.”

      “Not anymore. Seems their boss didn’t want them working on it. Too closely connected. The old one’s annoyed about it. Anyway, whatever pull you had is gonna be gone.”

      “Ugh. As long as they do their job, it shouldn’t matter, right?”

      One side of Frank’s mouth lifted in a half-smirk. “Yeah. Let’s hope so.”
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      It was just after five when I’d finally dropped off Angel and Frank Troy and picked up Rosie.

      She sat quietly in the car while we drove to the motel to grab her things. “I won’t be long,” Rosie said as she got out of the car, telling me she didn’t need any assistance.

      She was back in less than five minutes, the entirety of her possessions consisting of one large sports bag and half a dozen large plastic bags from the supermarket. She carried all of it in two hands and then dumped it into the back seat.

      Rosie wiped her eyes as she got in.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m just going to miss it. It’s the nicest place I’ve lived in years.”

      I’d also stayed in the motel for a couple of weeks while our apartment building had been renovated, and it had been categorically the worst place I’d lived in years. It was a squalid, old dump of a motel that would have been midrange at best when it opened fifty or sixty years previously. And it hadn’t improved since.

      “You’ll be in Ian’s place soon. That’s, uh, even nicer.”

      “I can still hardly believe it. And I get a cat as well. I can’t wait to live with Snowflake.”

      I laughed. “She’s very demanding,” I warned. “She’ll treat you like a servant.”

      Rosie shrugged. “At least I’ll be useful.”

      “Rosie! Don’t say that. You’re always useful. You’re the best—you’re a great assistant.

      “I won’t be great if they put me in the electric chair. I’ll be toast.”

      “That’s not going to happen. The police will conduct their investigation, realize they’re idiots, and then you’ll be free as a bird.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Of course, I’m right. Come on, let’s get you back to my place. Do you need to buy anything on the way?”

      Rosie shook her head. “No. I’m all set.” She peered down at her ankle. “I wish I didn’t have this, though.” She poked at the tracker. “You know I’m not allowed out after nine o’clock?”

      “Yeah. Frank told me. Don’t they say early nights are good for you?”

      Rosie nodded unhappily. “Yeah. But. What if we’re working on something? I’m going to be worse than useless.”

      “I think it’s for the best if we try to do our investigations in the daytime now, don’t you think?”

      “I just feel like I’m becoming more and more of a burden. Sure, I wanted to learn from you, but I wanted to help you as well.”

      “Rosie, you have to stop talking yourself down. That’s an order.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Rosie settled down quietly, and I drove us home.

      “Tada!” I said, with perhaps a little too much excitement when I showed Rosie where she was going to be staying.

      That afternoon I’d dropped by my neighbors, Glenn and Karma, and borrowed their camping bed. While Rosie would have been welcome on the sofa, I kind of liked having a sofa for me to relax on, and the camping bed might offer a little more comfort for her, as well. I’d pulled out one of the bedside tables from my room for Rosie and made up the bed, but I didn’t really have much more to offer her by way of furniture.

      “We can probably borrow a lamp from someone if you need it, to go by the bed.”

      Rosie shook her head, her hands pressed against the side of her cheeks. She looked astonished. Was it that bad?!

      “I can’t believe you did this for me. It’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever done. That, or you giving me a job.” Rosie admired the bed in its corner placement against the wall. “Or helping me get a lawyer. I owe you so much.”

      “No way, anyone would do the same. Hey, do you want pizza for dinner?”

      “I’d love that. I’ll get back to looking up information on Charlene.”

      “Nope. No way. We need an evening off, Rosie. Let’s forget all about that until tomorrow, okay?”

      “I’m not sure I can forget.”

      “As your boss, I’m ordering you to!”

      That got a smile out of Rosie. “Okay, I’ll try.”

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Ian,” I said. “Great.”

      When I opened the door, Ian stared at me. “What’s going on?”

      “Hmm? Nothing.”

      “Yes, there is, I can tell. You’re up to something.”

      “Nope!”

      “Hmph.” He did not look convinced. “Sally’s gone out. She’s got some friends to say goodbye to. She’s got, like, a hundred goodbye sessions for all her friends lined up. I told her why bother? We’re having a farewell party, she can say goodbye then, but nope, she’s got to meet them all individually first. I don’t know why she has so many friends in the first place.”

      “That’s fascinating.”

      “Thank you. Anyway, I’m ordering some ’zza. Are you in?”

      “We were about to do the same,” Rosie said from behind me.

      “Rosie!” Ian stared at her. “What are you doing here? Working late?”

      “Come in, Ian. I guess you’ll find out sooner or later. Rosie’s staying with me for a little while.”

      We all headed inside.

      “Don’t think much of the Coach Motel, huh?” Ian said. Then he turned to me. “You didn’t invite me to live with you when I started as your assistant.”

      “Ian, you live next door. Why would I do that?”

      “I suppose that’s true.” Ian turned to look at Rosie again. “What is that?” He’d spotted the tracking bracelet on Rosie’s ankle. Although she was wearing jeans, when she was sitting down, the bottom cuff had come up enough to reveal the metallic anklet.

      “New fashion,” I said quickly. “You should get one.”

      Ian slowly shook his head and craned forward. “That’s not fashionable, and I should know.”

      “Yeah?”

      Ian nodded. “I like to keep on top of these things, Tiff. And anyway, if they were fashionable, Sally would have one.” Ian stared some more.

      “You’re making her uncomfortable, Ian. Get your phone out and order some pizza. Rosie, what do you like? Is pepperoni good with you?”

      “Of course! I like everything.”

      “Of course she likes everything,” Ian muttered to himself. “You’re allowed to have your own favorite, you know!”

      “I do,” Rosie said a little defensively.

      “What is it? I’ll order it.”

      “Pepperoni.”

      I snickered under my breath.

      “But that’s my favorite. And Tiff’s. We can’t all have the same favorite.”

      “And yet, we do. Now hurry up and order.”

      Ian tapped away at his phone until the pizza was on the way, then he burst to his feet, realization on his face.

      “That’s a tether! A tracker!” Ian stared at Rosie. “You’re… a criminal!”

      “It’s just a misunderstanding,” I said quickly. “Wrong place at the wrong time.”

      Ian put his hands on his hips. “That place wouldn’t happen to be a golf course, and the time wouldn’t happen to be late at night, would it?”

      Rosie was already nodding.

      “I knew it! I knew it!” Ian turned to Rosie. “I warned her not to let you go there on your own. What happened? Get caught stealing golf balls?”

      “She didn’t do anything, Ian. It’s just a mistake. The person we’re investigating had a little mishap, and the police, out of an abundance of caution, charged Rosie with what happened.”

      “A mishap like… getting murdered?”

      “Mm.”

      “That never happened to me, Tiff. I’m not sure Rosie is going to work out as an assistant.”

      “Ian, it totally did. You’ve been investigated for murder.”

      Ian tilted his head in thought. “Okay, maybe, but I didn’t do it.”

      “And nor did Rosie.”

      Ian peered down at her. “Did you? Did you shoot them?”

      “No. I didn’t shoot anyone. It’s like the boss says, it’s just a misunderstanding. It was my fault for not being more careful.”

      Ian nodded. “Yeah, that sounds about right. You don’t have years of experience like me. You’re going to make mistakes.”

      Rosie nodded sadly. “I hope I learn quick.”

      “You are learning quickly! Ian, stop it. Rosie’s upset enough as it is. This was not her fault. Let’s talk about something else. Hey, Rosie, did you ever hear of freak waves?”

      “Oh, like out in the ocean? Those giant ones?”

      “Yes!”

      Rosie nodded seriously. “They terrify me. That’s why I don’t want to go on a cruise. They could swallow a whole ship in a snap of a finger.”

      “That’s never happened,” Ian said rather unconvincingly. “Has it?”

      “Not to a cruise ship, not yet. But it could.”

      “Oh, man. I’m going to keep my life jacket on the whole time.”

      “Then I hope you went with the red shirts.”

      Ian’s eyebrows went up. “Why? I went with blue!”

      “Red would match the orange of the lifejacket better,” I said with a shrug. “You might want to rethink that decision.”

      Ian sat back down glumly. “Don’t tell Sally about those mega waves, okay? I don’t want her to freak out.”

      “Sure thing.” Actually, I was pretty certain Sally wouldn’t be freaked out in the slightest. She was a much calmer person than Ian.

      “Shall we watch a movie?” Ian asked, keen to change the topic.

      “How about Titanic?” I suggested.

      “Ha-ha, Tiff. Very funny.”

      “A Perfect Storm?” Rosie said, completely straight-faced.

      “We could follow it up with Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.”

      “What even is a league?” Ian asked.

      “It’s about three and a half miles,” Rosie informed him.

      “Wow. Twenty thousand leagues is super deep.”

      Rosie shook her head. “No, it’s not.”

      “What do you mean no it’s not,” Ian said, sounding just a little irritated. “That’s like, mega, mega deep.”

      “The Earth’s only eight thousand miles thick. So if you went down twenty thousand leagues, which is about seventy thousand miles, you’d go right through the Earth, out the other side, and be off into outer space.”

      Ian scrunched up his nose and furrowed his brow. “So… it’s a stupid title?”

      Rosie shrugged.

      “Then we’re definitely not watching that. We’ll watch Under Siege instead. That’s a better boat movie, and it’ll be good information for me if we get raided by pirates.”

      Rosie sat up straight. “What’s in your pirate kit?”

      “My… pirate kit?”

      Rosie nodded very seriously. “In case you get boarded by pirates. What do you have prepped for that?”

      “I… don’t.”

      Rosie shook her head at him. “You’re definitely going to need to think about that.”

      Just about keeping a straight face, I went into the kitchen to prepare some plates and drinks for us.

      Living with Rosie wasn’t going to be so bad, I figured.

      But the sooner we cleared her name, the better. We couldn’t have the threat of a murder prosecution hanging over her. I wouldn’t let it happen.

      Especially since it was all my fault for letting her go on her own. I should have listened to Ian. And that’s not something I say very often.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, the first order of business was meeting with Clive Fontaine to let him know his entire case had blown up in a spectacular fashion. It was the kind of thing you had to do face to face. I sent him a message saying we had news, and he agreed to meet us at ten. We drove to his condo, and he invited us straight inside and into the den, overlooking the golf course behind. He didn’t bother offering us drinks, so anxious was he to get to the news. Unfortunately, it wasn’t news he wanted to hear.

      “I’m sorry to say that Charlene LeBlanc has been killed.”

      Clive blinked at me several times. “I’m sorry, what did you just say?”

      “Charlene is dead, Clive. You won’t be going into business with her.”

      “Dead?”

      “Dead.”

      “Charlene? The woman I asked you to investigate? She died? Charlene LeBlanc?”

      “That’s right. She was murdered at the Golden Valley golf course the night before last.”

      “That was her? I heard a body had been found. They said someone’s been arrested, right?”

      “While that’s true, the person who was arrested was not her killer.”

      “How do you know that? Your contacts in the police?”

      “Something like that,” I said first of all. Then, I decided we might as well come clean. “Actually, it was Rosie here who was arrested.” Clive turned to her, and she gave a sheepish grin and a little wave. “Rosie was following Charlene to see what her secret meeting was about, as part of our investigation, and she was there when it all went pear-shaped.”

      “You saw her get killed?” Clive stared at Rosie, wide-eyed.

      Rosie shook her head. “I just found the body. It happened before I got to her.”

      “Did you find out what the meeting was about?”

      “Afraid not.”

      “I see.” Clive mopped his brow with a handkerchief. “I’m stunned. I don’t know what to say.”

      “It must be a shock. Do you think you’ll try and take over the theater on your own?”

      “That’s something I’m going to need to seriously think about. Goodness. Charlene. This is all such a surprise.”

      “I know. For us, too. Look, we’re going to be looking into what happened to Charlene to clear Rosie’s name, but with her death, there’s no point in us continuing an investigation on your behalf.”

      Clive nodded. “Right, of course there wouldn’t be.”

      I took a brown envelope out of my bag and handed it to Clive.

      “What’s this?”

      “That’s the report on what we found out about Charlene, and our bill.”

      “Your bill?”

      “That’s right.”

      Clive tried to hand the envelope back to me. I didn’t take it. “That’s yours.”

      “What am I going to do with it?”

      “That’s up to you,” I said, a little confused.

      “I mean, why are you giving it to me?”

      “I always give my clients a written report…?” I felt like I was getting the wrong end of the stick but wasn’t quite sure what he was driving at.

      “And there’s a bill in there?”

      “Yes.”

      Clive shook his head. “I’m not paying for an investigation into a dead woman. What do you take me for?”

      “Clive, you hired us to work. We worked. Now you have our bill. That’s how the business works. I’m sure you understand.”

      Clive was shaking his head while dabbing at it with his handkerchief. “No, no, no. I would never give someone a bill for a product or service they didn’t receive. It’s not the done thing.”

      “You’ve got our report right there.”

      “But it’s for a dead woman! Why do I want a report on a dead woman? What use is that to me now?”

      Clive was seriously beginning to annoy me.

      “The fact she died doesn’t mean we work for free. We have bills to pay.”

      Clive rolled his eyes. “Yeah, lawyer fees for her, I bet.”

      Rosie’s mouth squeezed tight. Clive’s words were not what she needed to hear, but she had too much self-control to let him know what she was really thinking.

      I looked down at the envelope still in Clive’s hand. Reluctantly, he pulled his hand back, withdrawing his offer to return it.

      “I’m not happy about this, but I’ll pay it within ninety days.”

      “It’s due on delivery.”

      “I worked in business for more than two decades. I always pay at ninety days. It’s my rule.”

      Ugh. Fine.

      “We can work with that, if you need time to gather the funds.”

      Clive didn’t like that at all, and for a moment I thought he was going to start boasting about how much money he had. Thankfully, he didn’t. Instead, he changed the topic. Or at least, I thought he did.

      “You said you’re going to investigate what happened to Charlene.”

      “Yes, we need to find out what happened to clear Rosie’s name.”

      “So I take it you’ll still be joining our little theater club.”

      “Yes…”

      “And you’d like me to keep your secret? That you’re investigators?”

      “Yes, please. That would be very helpful.”

      Clive was already shaking his head. “Let’s make a deal.”

      “What kind of deal?”

      Clive held out the envelope again. “You take this back, and I won’t let everyone know that you’re investigators or that Rosie has been arrested for killing our beloved colleague.”

      “Seriously?”

      I frowned down at the envelope. Clive was holding it out to me again, a little smile now playing on his lips.

      “Deadly serious. We’ll call it even.”

      “That doesn’t feel very even to me.”

      “Take it or leave it.”

      Reluctantly, I took the envelope out of his hand.

      “A pleasure doing business with you.” Clive was grinning and looked almost as affable as the first time we’d met him. I now knew that he was anything but, and that his amiability and congeniality were a front. He was a bit of a snake underneath.

      “Oh, yeah. Real enjoyable. See you at rehearsal, Clive.”

      “See you then!”

      Clive walked us to the door and waved at us as we left, a big grin on his face. He looked genuinely pleased that I’d taken back my bill. Clive could clearly have afforded to pay it, but he took pleasure in getting what he thought was a good deal. He thought he was savvy, but I had a better term for him—Clive was a cheapskate.

      When the door was closed, we returned to my car, parked on the street. Inside, Rosie gripped my arm.

      “I’ll pay it. I’ll pay his bill. You can dock it from my wages.”

      “There’s no need for that, Rosie. We’ll just chalk it up to experience. And who knows, maybe Clive will change his mind about paying in the fullness of time.”

      “Do you think he will?”

      “We’ll see. It’s not over until it’s over, and we’re going to be seeing more of Clive over the next few days while we work on what happened to Charlene and get you in the clear.”

      Rosie gripped my arm again. I was going to offer more reassurance but then saw Rosie was staring out of the car window. Slowing down and signaling to turn into Clive’s driveway was another car.

      And driving the car was Letty Northrup. She didn’t lock eyes or seem to notice us as she passed, her gaze firmly fixed on the number attached to the mailbox at the entrance.

      “Letty. What’s she doing here?”

      “I guess they must be friends,” Rosie said, not sounding convinced.

      Letty stopped right by Clive’s front door. It opened almost as soon as she stepped foot in front of it, and then she was inside, door closed again behind her.

      “I’m not sure what this means,” I said, “but it’s interesting. Right. Where do you think we should start, Rosie?”

      “With her husband,” she said firmly, without needing any time to think—she’d already decided. I had no doubt she’d done most of the thinking she needed to do while at the police station. “He’ll know more than anyone.”

      “Excellent. I was thinking the same thing. Do we know where he’s likely to be?”

      Rosie shook her head but held up her phone. “I don’t know yet, but I bet I can find out.”

      I grinned at her. “You do that, and I’ll drive us somewhere for some breakfast.”

      “Thanks, boss.”

      With the beginnings of a plan, we headed off.
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      Over eggs, pancakes, bacon, and a bottomless cup of coffee that I’m pretty sure we nearly did reach the actual bottom of, Rosie and I hashed out a few theories.

      “How about this,” Rosie began, the grin on her lips telling me it was probably going to be a joke rather than a serious idea. “Clive killed Charlene, because he knew he didn’t want to do business with her after lunch yesterday, and he also didn’t want to pay our bill.” She fired a finger-gun out the restaurant window. “Two birds with one shot.”

      “I’m not sure even Clive is that cheap. But seriously, he would have needed some way to know about Charlene’s meeting. I was with him the whole time Charlene was on the phone.”

      “He could have her phone tapped. Or heard her talking about it another time.”

      “True. Right. Let’s get back into the realm of the likely. Close family are always the most likely killer. Husbands, in particular.”

      “And we already know they hated each other,” Rosie said. “Do you know if Magnus has been questioned?”

      “I’m sure he has, but I can’t get any inside information from the cops this time. Emily and Elwood aren’t on the case, and I don’t want to ask them to poke into one of their colleague’s cases. Cops don’t like it at all.”

      “Okay. We can do it all ourselves, right?” Rosie asked me.

      “Sure we can. Right then, we’ll start off with Magnus, and after that, whoever else we can find that she was close to. So our theater club, I guess.”

      Rosie had been tapping at her phone while we talked, and she turned it around and showed it to me, a look of small triumph on her face.

      “Look. Found him.”

      I squinted at the screen in surprise. “Is that right? The date and time?”

      Rosie nodded. “Yep. He arrived at his golf club at nine this morning. His status update says, Nothing like a round of golf after a stressful week! Can't wait for the nineteenth hole!!”

      “And there’s nothing about Charlene?”

      “Nope.”

      “And he really put that up today? Thirty-six hours after his wife died, he’s off golfing?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wow. What a cold-hearted piece of… something.”

      “I guess they weren’t playacting about how much they hated each other at the restaurant.”

      “No, I guess not. Is he still there?”

      Rosie tapped at the screen a couple more times. “He posted an update from the seventeenth hole a few minutes ago. He’ll finish his round soon. I looked through his photos earlier, and there are tons of them from the clubhouse. He’ll probably go there after.”

      “Then that’s where we’ll be. I don’t know this course. You direct me.”

      “Yes, boss!”

      And with that, the chase was afoot. We were going to interrogate our first suspect and see whether he really did seem like the type to kill his wife, or if the blustering animosity between the married couple had all just been an exaggerated act.

      After all, they both did perform on the stage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Magnus, it turned out, was as much of a fan of golf as his late wife. In fact, Rosie had dug up some much older photos of the pair of them playing golf together, before Charlene had discovered the joys of the women-only course without her husband. Those photos had been taken at Palm Drive Golf Club, which was where Magnus still played.

      Matching its name, the entrance road was lined with tall palm trees on either side of the road, each of them soaring sixty feet or more above us on both sides of the street. We parked in a shaded lot and headed into the clubhouse. We were both back wearing our golfing attire, complete with green visors.

      Our timing was nearly spot-on, and when we arrived Magnus had just finished his round and was propping up the bar with three other men, large cool drinks in front of each of them as they rested weary elbows atop the long wooden surface.

      Rosie and I kept a low profile, sitting quietly at a table behind the men so we could listen in and gain the lay of the land. I sent my new assistant up to the bar, visor pulled down over her head to avoid recognition, to get us a couple of coffees, while I did some eavesdropping. Magnus was just finishing regaling his friends with a story.

      “…best night’s sleep I’ve had in years!” Magnus slapped the bar with two palms and roared with laughter. Two of the other men, joined in with hearty chuckles, while the other made a quick, inauthentic ha.

      “Excuse me,” said the third man. When he hopped off his barstool, he was shorter than the other men, and he hunched his shoulders down with the air of an introvert as he headed for the restrooms.

      Rosie returned with coffees, and I nodded for her to keep listening to Magnus. I wanted to see what his golfing companion thought of him.

      I caught the man up in the hallway that led between the clubhouse’s main bar and the shop, restrooms, changing rooms, and other facilities.

      “Excuse me, sir, do you have a minute?”

      The man looked to be in his fifties, and if I had to guess, I’d say he was contentedly early retired. He gave me a shy smile and nodded. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “You know Magnus LeBlanc, right?”

      “Just finished a round with him. Need me to introduce you?”

      I shook my head, considered for a moment what I wanted to do, and then extracted a business card and handed it over. “Tiffany Black. Investigator.”

      The man took it. “Chuck Locke. Look, I don’t want to be rude, but I don’t know if I should talk to an investigator about my friend.”

      “Sure, of course. It’s not about him, actually, it’s about his wife, Charlene. Did you know her?”

      “Oh, I see. Right. Well, I never met her, but I heard enough from Magnus. We all did.” Chuck looked down, as if a little embarrassed.

      “Yeah? What kind of impression did you get of her?”

      “It’s not my habit to speak ill of the dead. But from what Magnus said, the world isn’t a worse place with her passing.”

      “Was she a bad person?”

      “As I said, I never met her, so I don’t rightly know, but from what Magnus told us all, it would be hard to have a charitable impression of her. I think he was almost scared of her.”

      “Magnus looks like he could handle himself.”

      Chuck nodded agreement. “Oh, sure he can. But the way he described her, she sounded like a… I don’t know. A monster?”

      “A monster, huh? That’s very helpful, thank you. Still, it must have been a big shock for him, right?”

      “Yep, I suppose it would have to be. Even if they weren’t a great couple, they still spent years together.”

      “Magnus seems to be in good spirits.”

      “Yes. Yes, he does. But that’s what he’s always like. You never see him any other way.”

      “So it could be a facade that he’s putting on?”

      Chuck thought for a moment. “If he always has the facade up, maybe it’s not a facade. Maybe that’s what he is. Unflappable.”

      I grinned at him. “Everyone can be, uh, flapped.”

      Chuck laughed. “I’m sure you’re right.” Then Chuck’s eyes went wide, and he forced a smile onto his face.

      “What’s going on here?” boomed Magnus from behind me.

      “This young lady just stopped me in the hallway.” Chuck’s voice had the hint of a quiver in it, like a school kid busted for something that looked bad, even if the intentions weren’t.

      “Hi, again, Magnus,” I said, turning to him.

      He stared down at me and narrowed his gaze when he recognized me. “Hey. You’re the new actor. What are you doing here, talking to Chucky?”

      Chuck mumbled a quiet excuse and hurried away toward the restroom.

      I didn’t see any other option than to come clean with him. “I’m investigating what happened to Charlene. I’m not just a wannabe actor, I’m also a private investigator.”

      “A PI? And you’re investigating what happened to Charlene?” He sized me up, reassessing me, updating whatever first judgment he had made when we met in the restaurant. “Who do ya work for? Cops hire you?”

      “No. The cops don’t often hire private investigators. I’m actually not working for anyone. My assistant—Rosie—was following your wife the night she died and was arrested at the scene. Of course my assistant had nothing to do with her death, so now we’re trying to find out what happened to Charlene to remove any hint of suspicion.”

      “Why was she following her?”

      “We were working for someone. A business associate of Charlene’s who wanted to make sure she was on the up-and-up. With her passing, they’re of course no longer interested.”

      I awaited a grilling about the business associate. I didn’t want him to know it was Clive, at least not at this stage. It would only cause acrimony in the group, and while sometimes a little chaos can help uncover things long hidden, it wasn’t a card I wanted to play yet. We needed to know what we were dealing with first.

      “Doesn’t surprise me. I always thought she was up to something shady.”

      That wasn’t the response I was expecting. “You did?”

      “Sure. How’d she make so much money from nail shops and hair salons anyway? Never made much sense to me.” Magnus shrugged.

      “You didn’t know much about her business?”

      “No. She ran her businesses, I ran mine. Long time ago, we worked together. That was a disaster. Now we do our—we did our own thing.”

      “And what line of work are you in?”

      Magnus lifted and dropped his heavy shoulders then threw up his palms. “All kinds. Whatever looks like a good investment. Property, mostly.”

      “Did you see Charlene the night she died?”

      Magnus shook his head. “Nope. Figured she was out with the girls or something.”

      “When did you notice she was missing?”

      “When I got woken up by the cops about three or four in the morning. Was having the best darned sleep I ever did have, ‘til they woke me up.”

      “Do you have any idea who may have wanted Charlene dead?”

      “Probably anyone she ever met.” Magnus chuckled. “You met her. She was a difficult woman.”

      She’d been pretty normal as far as I could tell, but Magnus knew her better.

      “Is there anyone in particular, though?” Apart from you, I didn’t add.

      “Y’know, she was talking about buying the theater with Clive.”

      “Yes. Has that upset anyone?”

      “‘Course it did. You know what she was like. Thing is, if she got her claws on it, she would have been in charge, right? At the moment, it’s a kind of… collective. A group thing. But if she bought it, she’d be the boss. She’d be able to say I pay for everything, so what I say goes.”

      “Her and Clive.”

      “Charlene would have walked all over Clive. He wouldn’t have been an issue. No, y’all gotta realize, Charlene always got what she wanted in business, and she’d a tried to do the same thing with the theater group.”

      “Do you think any of them would be concerned enough about that to… do something about it?”

      Magnus gave me another rolling, heaving shrug. “Who’s to say? They’re actors. They’re dramatic people. They work themselves up into a tizzy over anything.”

      “Of them, who would you say is the most drama prone?”

      “Letty’s the most in-your-face, but probably Kerri’s the one who takes it most seriously. Henri’s serious, but he’s more laid back. He doesn’t get so upset about who takes what part; he’s happy to go with the flow.”

      “And you?”

      Magnus laughed. “I just like being on the stage. Center of attention. Everyone looking. It’s a rush. I don’t care that much about what I’m doing, as long as I get some time out there in front of everyone. Of course, if we had some bigger audiences, it’d be better. But I guess there ain’t that many people into theater these days. At least not what we put on.”

      “How many people came to your last show?”

      Magnus looked up in thought. “Eight, fifteen, and twelve. Three nights. Thirty-five altogether. Earned enough to pay the electric for the month and some bottles of water for us to drink backstage, and zip-all else.”

      “And rent?”

      Magnus shook his head. “No rent at the moment. The club owns the place. It’s a registered charity. Been around a long time, but it’s been getting smaller and smaller. Doubt it’ll last much longer without Charlene.”

      “But if Clive buys it, he’ll support it.”

      Magnus snorted. “Yeah, if. Who is he anyway? New to town, no one knows the guy, and he comes in saying he wants to buy the place and rent it back to the group for a dollar a month. Reckons he’ll make money running a café or acting classes or something. Twaddle.”

      “Twaddle?”

      “Twaddle. Whoever heard of making money from that? It’s a pipe dream. He ain’t got no business sense if you ask me.”

      “Are you the sole beneficiary of Charlene’s will?”

      Boom. A quick change of pace, a change in the line of questioning. Sometimes it can catch people off guard, and they’ll reveal something they didn’t mean to.

      Magnus’ bushy eyebrows went up and his cheeks lifted in a smile. Not a mean one, but more one of admiration, or at least recognition.

      “Clever. Y’all think I whacked her for her riches?” Magnus shook his head and laughed. “Sorry, that ain’t it. We changed our wills years ago. Both of us. Our money goes to our kids. She had two before she met me, and we had two together. Half of hers goes to her kids, and half to ours. I don’t get jack.”

      “No life insurance?”

      Magnus found that amusing. “Funny thing. I’m the only one of the pair of us with any. So again, nope.”

      “Sorry for prying.”

      “That’s okay. Cops are prying more. Say, do you want me to keep who you are under my hat?”

      “We would very much appreciate some discretion, yes.” I was surprised that he was offering—unlike Clive, who demanded something in return.

      “I figure it’s in my interests, too. You figure out who did it, and this whole mess will be over. Sooner the better. So, if y’all need any help, just ask.”

      “Thanks, Magnus. We’ll do that. Have a nice afternoon.”

      Back in the clubhouse bar, Rosie had been talking to another one of Magnus’s friends, but when she saw me, she nodded toward the door to indicate she was ready to leave.

      Back outside, we regrouped.

      “Get anything?” I asked as we stood under the shaded entranceway.

      “Nothing firm, but confirmation that Magnus really didn’t like his wife very much. One of his buddies thinks that may be a bit of an act, that Magnus was exaggerating, and he’s probably secretly all beat up inside over her death.”

      “And the others?”

      “They don’t. They believe he’s genuinely pleased she’s gone. They think he’s got a heart of ice, at least when it comes to Charlene.”

      “Okay, interesting. I think we’re going to need to keep poking around. Magnus thinks some of the theater group might not have wanted Charlene to purchase it because she’d be too bossy if she was in control. We need to look into them.”

      “And what about him?”

      “Not sure yet,” I admitted. “He doesn’t seem to have a huge amount to gain from Charlene’s death—apart from her not being around anymore. From what he said, he’s not going to inherit much, and I’m sure he makes plenty of money anyway. Not that greed couldn’t be an issue in a case like this, but it just doesn’t feel right this time.”

      “What next?”

      “I think we need to psych ourselves up for the amateur dramatics. We’ll go tonight and see if we can sense anything, maybe lob a few questions at whoever we can and just get a feel for the vibe.”

      “Sounds like a plan, boss. If it goes on long, I might have to skip out early. Curfew. The meeting starts at seven, so I better leave the venue by eight thirty.”

      “Yeah, we’ll get you back, don’t you worry.”

      Rosie looked like she was going to apologize again. Before she could, I raised my hand and held out a warning finger. She gave me an embarrassed smile, her cheeks flushing to match her name.

      We’d figure out what happened to Charlene and get Rosie out of this little mess soon. I was sure of it.
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      The John Longstreet theater looked nicer in the evening. It wasn’t quite dark out, but the inside felt homier and cheerier than it had when we visited in the middle of the day. Somehow, the contrast of the bright sun and dingy interior had made the place feel like a dump, but with the sun soon setting, the theater had a comfy, homeyness at dusk and into the evening.

      The dust was less visible, the cracks and flaws seemed smaller, and the addition of more people filled the air with a human warmth that had been lacking when it was just Clive and us.

      But the mood amongst the people was chilled. Everyone knew what had happened to Charlene, and they were talking about it in hushed voices when we arrived. The actors were all on the stage, sitting on prop chairs gathered in a loose circle. We went and joined them, dragged over chairs older than my parents to the circle—which grew to accommodate us—and sat down.

      “Tiffany, Rosie, so nice to see you again,” Clive greeted us. Back to his genial self, there was a glint in his eye that seemed to say, I got one over on you, and I didn’t much care for it. But I wouldn’t let him know that.

      “We’re excited to be here,” Rosie said, “but also terribly sad about what’s happened. Charlene was so welcoming to us.”

      “It’s a tragedy of the highest order,” Letty declared. “It reminds me of when I lost my first husband at sea.”

      “Wasn’t that in a movie?” Kerri asked.

      Letty smiled. “So it was. For us seasoned pros, our work and our life become so intertwined, it can be hard to keep them separated in our memories.”

      “It’s true,” Henri said. “Especially if you spend as much time in the theater as me. Now that I’m here all day and half the night, I almost feel as if me and the stage have become one.”

      Letty patted his knee. “It’s so true.”

      Kerri did not look convinced.

      There was a thump from the door behind us as the last person arrived. Magnus.

      “Howdy folks!” Charlene’s bereaved husband swaggered down from the back doors and took the small stairs up to the stage to join us. “Now I want y’all to promise me not to be too glum. Me ’n Charlene may not always have seen eye to eye—in fact, we were more likely to be plucking each other’s out—but y’all know what she would have wanted: for us to soldier on. So I want y’all to be positive and not get too sentimental. Think you can do that for me?”

      “I shan’t ever recover,” Letty said. “But as an actress, I shall put on the bravest of brave faces and fool you all with my feigned positivity.”

      “Glad to hear it!” Magnus’ gaze swung next to Kerri.

      “We’re all going to miss her, but we have to carry on. As actors, it’s what we do.”

      “Precisely!” Magnus slapped his thigh for emphasis then turned to Henri.

      “I concur, Charlene will remain in our hearts, but we have to keep our little troupe going, don’t we? In honor of her and all who preceded her in our historic group.”

      “Has it always been this small?” I asked, curious about how such a small group of people had been managing to keep on for so long.

      “When I joined, there were twenty-four of us,” Letty declared. “But then life happened.”

      “And death,” Kerri muttered.

      “Death is but a part of life,” Letty carried on. “And some of our older members have sadly moved from our humble boards to the great stage in the sky. Others moved away, and others simply stopped coming, consumed with the humdrum affairs of modern life.”

      “But we’ve got you now,” Henri said to Rosie and me. “As one member leaves us, two join, breathing fresh air into the lungs of our acting home.”

      “So,” Clive said, “to business?”

      “Showbusiness, I hope,” Letty said.

      “Of course. Now, as you know, Charlene and I were considering taking on the theater in joint ownership and injecting some much-needed funds so we can renovate and get the place fit for purpose again.”

      Nods and murmurs filled the room.

      “With Charlene no longer here, I need to reconsider my position. I simply can’t take it on alone. Do any of you know any potential investors who perhaps may wish to join me?”

      Heads were shaken, and regretful declarations that no one knew any such person were murmured.

      “What about you, Magnus?” I asked. As Charlene’s husband, surely, he had similar resources he could bring to bear.

      “Afraid not. My capital’s all tied up, and everything of Charlene’s is going to the kids. I can't help at this particular juncture.”

      “When I was in Hollywood, I would have had a list a hundred pages long,” Letty said, “but I’m afraid my current contacts with investors in this backwater are rather more limited.”

      “Las Vegas is hardly a backwater,” Rosie told her.

      “My dear, when you know as much about show business as me, you will learn that everywhere is a backwater, bar Los Angeles and New York.”

      Of course, this was nonsense. Las Vegas had some of the world’s biggest shows and performers, but I wasn’t there to get in an argument with Letty, so I just smiled and nodded. Rosie followed my lead and dropped the topic.

      “I’ve had dealings with the Lindseys,” Henri piped up. “I can ask, but I certainly can’t promise anything.”

      Magnus grunted. Kerri shifted forward in her chair. “The who?”

      “Is that the Lindsey Syndicate?” I asked. They were a family-run business group with their fingers in a lot of different pies that I had run into in the past. In my experience, they were a rather unpleasant group, but I’d only met a couple of them, so perhaps my judgment was premature.

      “That’s right,” Henri said. “I’ve known them years. I’m not sure theater is really their thing, but I can try.”

      Letty clapped her hands together in a loud slap. “Excellent!”

      “Perhaps they would go halves with me,” Clive mused. “They sound like they know what’s what in the business world.”

      “They sure do,” Henri said. “We can but ask.”

      “Now, onto other things,” Magnus said. “The play.”

      “And more importantly, the audience,” Kerri said. “We don’t want the same thing to happen as last time.”

      “We’ll change printers,” Henri said.

      I wasn’t sure what they were referring to, but it sounded intriguing. “What happened last time?”

      “There was a mix-up with our marketing,” Henri said. “The wrong date and time got put on the fliers and posters that Charlene had printed.”

      “It was the print shop’s fault,” Letty said. “We shall have to be on top of them for our next production!”

      “Everything is going to have to go perfectly this time,” Henri said. “Or we will be completely bankrupt. I’ll be out on the street.”

      Letty patted Henri on the arm. It was the arm that was in a sling. He stared down at it. “Ow!”

      “Sorry, my dear. Just trying to offer you some comfort in these trying times. And I’m sure you won’t be on the street. Clive will save the day, won’t you?”

      Clive looked up to the ceiling and slowly shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m frankly having second thoughts about the whole thing. It’s a big risk to take. Perhaps if these Lindseys get involved…”

      “We’ve survived before, and we’ll survive in the future,” Letty said. “Theater is struggle. Struggle is theater. It’s the way it’s always been and always will be. Quite frankly, I’m surprised at how easy we have it. We’ve got this beautiful venue and an enthusiastic group of amateurs. In my opinion, we’re thriving.”

      “The financial statements don’t agree,” Henri lamented. “We’re on the edge. I had to take twenty bucks out of my paycheck to pay the electricity this month.”

      “Think positive!”

      “Unfortunately, the electric company don’t take payment in positive thoughts.”

      “Nonsense. The world runs on them. Now. The play! I have been thinking, and given my experience, I think that I should take the role of Lucille, the femme fatale spy.”

      “She’s supposed to be in her late twenties,” Kerri said. “It should be Rosie, Tiffany, or me. And no offense, you two, but you’re new. Newbies don’t get the best roles. You’ve got to pay your dues.”

      Letty cleared her throat. “Ahem! I have a half-century of experience playing femme fatales, I think the role should go to me.”

      “Why don’t you take the part of her mother?” Kerri suggested.

      “Why don’t you.”

      “Because I’m the right age for the young spy and you’re the right age for her mother.” Kerri looked down and lowered her voice. “Or grandmother.”

      “I heard that! How dare you! And I think it’s time you were reminded of something: we’re actresses—”

      “Actors.”

      “We’re actresses, and we can play anyone. I could be a Supreme Court justice, or an orphan waif, a fighter pilot, or a talking toad. Once we are in character, we are whatever we decide to be!”

      “Letty, hon,” Magnus said, “we all love ya, but Kerri’s got a point. Remember, the audience has to buy it, too.”

      Letty folded her arms across her chest. “Well, I must say I’m disappointed in you all. But if there is a consensus that I should play the mother, then I shall carry that burden.”

      “I think I’d like to play the lady spy,” Rosie said. “Kerri, you’re so tough, you could play the cop.”

      “I thought I was gonna be the sheriff.”

      “It’s police superintendent,” Kerri said, “and yes, I think you should. I’ll play the spy.”

      “Maybe we should audition,” Rosie said. “The others could decide who does it best.”

      Kerri gave Rosie a very hard look. “I’ve been in this group for more than two years. This is your first meeting. You don’t get to jump in and be the star.”

      Rosie shrugged. “I think the roles should be given on merit, not on experience.”

      “If it were on experience, the role would be mine,” Letty said.

      “Exactly,” Rosie said.

      I just watched. It was hard to tell with Rosie what it was she was up to. Did she have a sudden passion for theater, or was there something more to what she was doing?

      Kerri put her hands on her knees and then stood, glaring at Rosie.

      “I’ve paid my dues. You haven’t.” She froze, staring down at Rosie. “And look! Criminal! She’s a criminal!”

      Rosie’s cheeks flushed and she yanked on the leg of her jeans to try and pull the denim down lower to cover the tracking device Kerri had spotted. “It’s a misunderstanding!”

      “We can’t have a criminal taking one of the leads! No way.” Kerri stomped a foot for emphasis.

      “I was arrested for a string of grand theft autos and bank robberies,” Letty said, “in the sixties.”

      Magnus and Clive both remained quiet.

      “I think everyone deserves a second chance,” Henri said. “No matter what they did.” He leaned toward Rosie, his eyebrows lifted. “What is it they said you did…?”

      “Nothing!” Rosie shouted. “I didn’t do anything. Fine. Kerri can take the role. I’ll just take whatever. When I have this stupid thing off, I want a fair audition for roles in future plays.”

      “Fine,” Kerri said, satisfied with Rosie’s withdrawal. “Seems fair to me.”

      “Rosie?” I said, gently. “We have to go now. We have an appointment.”

      Kerri’s eyebrows went up, and a smirk appeared on her lips. “Yeah, I bet you do. Let me guess. Nine o’clock curfew?”

      “That’s right,” I said through gritted teeth. “Come on, Rosie.” I swung a smile across the group. “Thanks everyone for letting us join. I’ll take whatever the smallest part there is. We’ll let you all decide. Sorry for leaving so early.”

      “Better to leave the stage too soon while the audience is still begging for more!” Letty told us as we left.

      Back outside, Rosie was looking rather glum.

      “I hate having this thing on me. I hate it.”

      “Of course, you do. But it’ll be gone soon enough. So. Pick anything up?”

      “Kerri. She reminded me of some of the people I used to see at the poker table. It was like she had a little secret that she didn’t want anyone to know. That glint in her eyes.”

      “I know exactly what you mean.” As a blackjack dealer, I saw everyone’s cards, but sometimes someone would have a little gleam in their eyes if they were working a system, like they thought they were going to get one over on the house. They never did, of course, except through luck, but you could always tell when someone thought they were going to beat the casino at its own game.

      “That’s why I tried to wind her up a bit. See if she’d crack and reveal something.”

      “You don’t really want the acting role?”

      A shy smile spread across her face. “I wouldn’t mind. I think it might be fun. But no, my primary goal was to see what happened when Kerri got mad.”

      “And what do you think?”

      “Not sure. I want to look into her more though. Can we do that tomorrow?”

      “We sure can. All right. Let’s get you home before you turn into a pumpkin.”

      “Yes, boss.”
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      The next morning, Rosie and I sat at my dining slash work slash everything else table with mugs of steaming coffee before us. Rosie had already been awake and frowning down at her phone when I’d emerged from my bedroom, and she told me she’d been doing a little background research.

      “Come up with anything in your dreams?”

      Rosie shook her head. “No. Not in my dreams. But something’s up. Kerri sent me a message.”

      “Yeah?”

      “She says sorry for embarrassing me, and I can take the role if I want it.”

      “She’s offering you the part of the spy? The one she was making a fuss over last night?”

      “Yep. Suspicious, no?”

      “I don’t know. Is it?”

      “She certainly didn’t want to give it up last night. What’s happened in the meantime?”

      “It is odd behavior. But I’m not sure how that connects to what happened to Charlene. What do you want to do about it?”

      “I said I want to meet her to buy her brunch. She agreed. Is that okay?”

      “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      Half an hour later, we were on our way to meet Kerri.
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      We met Kerri at a place with killer breakfast burritos stuffed with onions, peppers, sausage, egg, bacon, and cheese. With some fresh squeezed orange juice and some hot coffee, it was the perfect way to start a day with a new friend. Or a suspect you wanted to interrogate.

      We sat at a table in the corner. The restaurant was packed despite it being mid-morning, and the chatter and clatter of happy diners echoed off the painted concrete walls and tiled floor.

      “So you’re really keen on acting, huh?” Kerri said.

      Rosie nodded. “Yep. Sorry for being pushy last night. I just got a bit excited.”

      “Yeah. Me too. I’m sorry as well. I feel bad about you know… pointing out your ankle jewelry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “Can I ask why you have it?”

      “I’d rather you didn’t.”

      “Okay.” Kerri sipped her coffee. “I understand. I’m just being nosy. Hey, thanks for breakfast. This place is amazing.”

      “So how come you don’t want to play the spy?”

      “Oh, it would be great. But you seemed so keen, and I was so mean to you, I think you should do it.”

      Rosie shook her head. “No. You were right. You deserve it.”

      “I insist, you take the role. If you don’t, Letty will, and while she’s very experienced she’s a bit too mature to play the role of a young seductress spy.”

      “No, I insist. You should do it, Kerri.”

      The two of them reached an impasse. I continued munching on my delicious breakfast burrito to see where it would go.

      “I don’t want to do it anymore,” Kerri said. “I’m serious.”

      “But there must be some reason,” Rosie countered. “Why don’t you want the role? Did something happen?”

      “No. It’s just… I might not be around to play it.”

      “No? Do you have a trip planned somewhere?”

      Kerri shook her head, a shake not of denial but of deflection. “I can’t say. I just might not be there, that’s all. I wouldn’t want to take the part and then not be able to play the role.”

      “So you might be leaving. But you don’t know.”

      “Something like that.”

      “It sounds very mysterious,” Rosie told her and leaned in as if wanting to avoid being overheard. “Is it because you’re an actual spy? Going on a mission?”

      Kerri covered her mouth to stop from laughing. “No, I’m not a real spy. Though if I were, I guess I’d have to kill you now.”

      Kerri laughed and Rosie followed after a moment. I just took it all in.

      “Sorry,” Kerri said, “I shouldn’t have said that, not after what happened to Charlene. It was just a joke.”

      “What do you think happened to her?” I asked. “We heard she was shot, but who do you think did it?”

      “The only person I knew who didn’t like her was Magnus.”

      “Her husband.”

      “Exactly.” Kerri took another sip of coffee. “But if he did want her dead, I don’t know why he’d bother going all the way out to a golf course in the middle of the night. That doesn’t make much sense.”

      “Maybe to avoid being seen,” Rosie mused.

      Kerri shook her head. “There’s a billion square miles of empty desert just outside the city. A husband wouldn’t take his wife out to a golf course to kill her.”

      “Unless he had the exact same thought,” Rosie countered. “Maybe he figured no one would suspect him if it happened somewhere like a women-only golf course. Whereas if it happened at home, or she just disappeared, he’d be the top suspect.”

      “I hadn’t thought of it like that.” Kerri shuddered. “Let’s stop talking about it. I don’t know how we got on the topic. It’s horrible what happened to her. I can’t imagine why anyone would do such a thing.”

      “Sure, sure,” I said and then proceeded to stay on precisely the same topic. Kerri had said something odd at the lunch we’d had with Charlene, before she was killed, and I wanted to get to the bottom of it. “I’m curious about something.”

      “Oh?”

      “When we had lunch the other day, you said something about Charlene trying to kill Magnus. What was that about?”

      “Goodness. I shouldn’t have said anything. Not that I knew what was about to happen. Should have kept my mouth shut.”

      “What was it, though? Did she really try and kill him?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      Rosie and I looked at each other and then both leaned forward. “You can tell us. We won’t blab. We’re just curious.”

      “I shouldn’t. But okay. I used to date this guy who played golf with Magnus. Anyway, after Charlene and Magnus got back from a vacation, Todd, my ex, and Magnus were out for drinks. They stayed out late, way too late, and Magnus—after a few too many—got emotional. He told Todd that down in Cancun, he thought Charlene tried to kill him. The pair of them were out on a jet ski. They went out pretty far, and then Magnus fell off. I’m not sure if she pushed him or if it was an accident, but she just… kept going. Headed back to shore, leaving him behind. When she got there, the rental place asked where her husband was. She looked at the back of the jet ski, and just went, like, Oh my goodness, where’s my husband? I didn’t even notice, or something like that.”

      “And what happened to Magnus?”

      “Some other lady on a jet ski found him bobbing around out there by chance and brought him back in. When he got there, the rental store guy told him his wife was looking for him and hadn’t realized he’d fallen off. But from what Magnus told Todd, it sounded like he didn’t believe her story—that she hadn’t noticed he’d fallen off. He thought it was deliberate. She tried to get rid of him.”

      “And despite that, they stayed together?”

      Kerri shrugged. “People are weird. Especially in Vegas.”

      “Not all of us.”

      Kerri grinned at me. “Oh, I don’t know. I bet you’re weird in your own way.”

      Rosie leaped to my defense. “No, she is not! I might be, just a little, but Tiff is not weird in any way at all.”

      “Thanks, Rosie.”

      Kerri’s face creased as she giggled. “Hey, the way I see it, if you want to join the John Longfellow theater group, you’ve got to be at least a little kooky. We all are.”

      “Well, maybe we’re a little kooky,” I accepted. “Do you know anything about Charlene’s business? I wonder what’s going to happen to it.”

      “The hair and nail salons?” Kerri pushed out her bottom lip and tilted her head. “Not a lot. I went to one once, out of solidarity, but she wasn’t there. I got the impression she rarely was. She’s got her whole business running like a well-lubricated machine, she’s mostly hands off. She had managers handle everything.”

      “Sounds efficient,” Rosie said. “I guess it can keep going without her then.”

      “I guess so. You guys are really interested in Charlene, huh?”

      “Sorry, I’m just a really curious person. It’s so sad. We only just met Charlene, she invited us along to the theater, and then boom, just like that, she’s gone. It’s a real tragedy.”

      “A real shame. Hey, what do you two do when you’re not joining acting groups or hanging out at golf courses?”

      “We do cruises,” I answered quickly. “Themed cruises. We help plan and coordinate them. Like, if someone has a scrapbooking club and they want a scrapbooking cruise, we find the perfect ship, negotiate facilities and block rates for rooms, and put together a program that integrates with what the cruise company is already offering onboard. It’s all tailor-made.”

      “Wow, that sounds fascinating.”

      “It’s really fun. I went out on a comedy cruise not so long ago. It’s incredible being out at sea.”

      “Amazing.” Kerri looked at her phone. “Right, sorry, I’m going to have to go.”

      Rosie caught her eye before she could slip away. “Busy day? What are you up to?”

      “You know. Errands. Busy, busy, busy! Thanks again for the breakfast, it was delicious.”

      And she was right about that. It sure was.

      But we weren’t done with her yet.
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      Kerri stepped outside of the restaurant and headed toward Fremont Street. Head down, shoulders square, she walked briskly like she had somewhere she needed to be.

      Rosie and I stayed as far back as we could while still keeping her in sight, but there was no indication that she was worried about being followed. She didn’t look over her shoulder once while she walked. Kerri kept pounding the pavement until she hit Fremont Street and then, without missing a beat, she swung a right.

      “She’s heading for Las Vegas Boulevard,” Rosie remarked.

      “I wonder what errands she’s running there.”

      The streets were packed with little pockets of tourists who always seemed to have a great desire to spread out as wide as they could across the sidewalk. It was amazing how much blocking a single couple could do. Groups of four or more were even worse. But with the skill of locals, we weaved our way through with just a few shoulder brushes and excuse me’s, keeping Kerri in our distant sight.

      We passed a stand run by a white-clad cult offering people a chance to measure their ‘earthtones’ and giving out free cookies, and then one of the finest bakery-cafes in town, Decadent for You.

      “I wish we could stop for some dessert,” I muttered as we hurried past.

      “I know what you mean, boss. Ever since I met you, I got a taste for dessert with breakfast.”

      Maybe I wasn’t having the best influence on Rosie.

      A few minutes later, Kerri finally made it to Las Vegas Boulevard and came to a halt on the corner. She kept looking up the road to her right and checking her phone. We paused where we were, outside a boutique, and faced the dresses looking out at us from the window while surreptitiously keeping an eye on Kerri.

      We didn’t have to admire the dresses for long. After a few short minutes, a noisy red Lamborghini came to a stop, and a man dressed like a mafia member got out. Dark pants, white shirt, slicked back hair and dark sunglasses, he could have been a wax model from the nearby Mob Museum brought to life.

      We shifted our gaze from the window to look at Kerri directly. Now that she was engaged in conversation, there was little chance of her turning around suddenly without giving us a chance to blend back into the surroundings.

      The pair of them talked, and then Kerri withdrew a thick brown envelope from her bag and handed it to the man. He thanked her and got back in the car. Kerri looked around and then headed toward a taxi stand.

      The red car turned at the corner and headed in our direction. Rosie had her phone out and ready, and as the vehicle passed us, she snapped the license plate.

      With the car gone, we turned back to Kerri. She was climbing into a cab, and it whooshed her away before we could even consider trying to follow it.

      “Thoughts?”

      Rosie put her hands on her hips. “She’s up to something, but it’s hard to know whether it’s anything to do with Charlene.”

      “Exactly. Send me that photo and I’ll ask Emily about the license plate, and we can see if that leads us anywhere. If not, let’s keep our eye on her.”

      “Yes, boss. Dessert?”

      “What an excellent idea.”

      Laughing, we headed back to Decadent for You. We had time for some breakfast dessert, and then we were going to be off to the John Longstreet Theater.

      There was lots to be done, even if we didn’t quite know which things would prove to be vital and which were wastes of our precious time.

      But there was one thing that was definitely, nonnegotiably important and would be dealt with at the highest priority: Rosie and I needed cupcakes, stat!
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      Back at the John Longstreet Theater in the harsh light of day, it was looking like its old, decrepit self again. If anything, the boards of the front facade looked even more weather-beaten and cracked than they had the first time we visited.

      Outside was a smart black sedan with tinted windows. The front driver’s window was rolled down, and inside sat a chauffeur who gave us a beady look when we headed to the theater.

      Henri and another familiar-looking man exited from inside. Henri’s eyebrows went up when he saw us, and then he broke into a smile.

      “Goodbye, Mr. Lindsey!” Henri said loudly. “We do hope to hear from you.”

      The businessman grunted and then headed for the car. His driver had left the vehicle and was now standing by the back door to let his employer in. After Lindsey climbed in, he pushed it close with a satisfying thunk, got back into the driver’s seat, and backed the car out.

      “Hi, Henri!”

      “Our two newest recruits! What a delight to see you again!” Henri raised his good hand in greeting, the other still stuck in its sling.

      “Who was that?” I asked innocently. I knew exactly who it was.

      “That was Dutch Lindsey. I mentioned I knew them at the meeting yesterday. I managed to get him down here to come and look at the theater. I explained how important it is to us, to the community, and how historic it is as well. I really tried to sell it to him.”

      “And?”

      Henri’s face fell a little. “I’m… not hopeful. Unfortunately, the Lindseys seem to be interested in money rather than supporting the fine arts. I told him about some of Clive’s ideas for making it more profitable, but he didn’t seem interested, I’m afraid. Chicken scratch. That’s the word he used to describe the potential for this place.” Henri shook his head sadly. “It’s always about the money with rich people, isn’t it? I suppose that’s why they are rich though, right?”

      “Right,” I agreed.

      “So, what can I do for you today? I was just going to start painting the ticket office. It hasn’t been painted since before my time, and it’s really showing its age.”

      “Must be hard with a bad arm,” Rosie said.

      “Yes. Yes, it is. But it’s got to be done, you know?”

      “Oh, I know.” Rosie raised her right hand and squeezed her left shoulder. “I think I strained myself, too. Not as bad as you, but I should probably see someone about it.”

      “Sorry to hear that. You should get it seen to.”

      “Who did you see?” Rosie asked. “Maybe I’ll go to them. We can be doctor buddies.”

      Henri laughed, but it sounded forced. “Doctor buddies. You are funny. I think I have his card in my bag in the ticket office.”

      We followed Henri in. The ticket office wasn’t much to look at, just a small wooden counter with a grayish wall, complete with peeling paint behind it. Underneath the counter, Henri found his wallet, a beat-up old brown leather number, and extracted a business card which he handed over to Rosie.

      “Doctor Finn. He’s very good.”

      “Thank you, Henri.”

      “You’re welcome. But I’m sure you didn’t come down to the Henry Longfellow theater for medical advice, did you?”

      We both laughed. “No, we certainly didn’t,” I agreed. “Actually, we left rather suddenly last night and wondered whether we’d missed anything. We were in the neighborhood, so we figured we’d just drop by and see what all happened after we departed. We’re only new and still learning the ropes, after all.”

      “Ah. That shows remarkable dedication to the theater. With that kind of attitude, you’ll be volunteering to help me out before you know it!”

      “I wouldn’t mind helping out,” Rosie said. “If it can help the theater survive, if Clive doesn’t find a partner.”

      “Glad to hear it. So. Last night. What did you miss? Not a whole heck of a lot, I’m afraid. Mainly, we carried on talking about parts for the play.”

      “Did Kerri say anything about not wanting to be the spy?”

      Henri’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “She was quite adamant she wanted the part, I’m sorry to say.”

      Rosie shook her head. “Actually, we met her earlier. She offered it to me instead.”

      “She did? How very odd. Why would she do that?”

      Rosie shrugged. “We’re not sure. I think maybe she felt guilty about being harsh to me.”

      “How very kind of her. Do you think you’re ready for such a big role?”

      “I’m ready for anything.”

      “Glad to hear it!”

      We fell into a quiet lull, and Henri ran his eyes over the lobby of the theater, letting out a soft sigh.

      “Are you worried about this place?” Rosie asked.

      “I must confess, I am. If Clive doesn’t find someone else to take it over with him, the coffers will be empty soon. And there’s so much that needs doing just to keep the building safe.” Henri lowered his voice, as if hoping the building wouldn’t hear. “Sometimes I think this place is cursed.”

      “Oh, don’t say that,” I said to Henri, giving his arm a squeeze. “It’s stood for decades. If it was cursed it wouldn’t have survived this long.”

      “I know. But with everything that’s happened the last few months, it just seems… I don’t know. Like the universe is against us. Like it wants us to fail.”

      “Why, what’s happened?”

      Henri indicated his arm. “This, for one. But that’s not all. Come and see.”

      Henri led us backstage and pointed at an electrical outlet in the tiny green room. Around it, the wall was scorched black.

      “There was a fire, can you believe it? Luckily, Kerri spotted it and put it out. She wasn’t even supposed to be here!”

      “Goodness, that is some bad luck.”

      “It was. And then there’s the roof.” Henri looked up to the ceiling, which actually looked in better condition than most of the building, but of course we couldn’t see the roof above. “We lost a bunch of tiles in the last storm. I managed to put some plastic over it, but that’s only temporary. We’re trying to get the insurance company to pay out, but they’re claiming poor maintenance was the cause, not the storm.” Henri ran a hand through his thinning hair. “Everything’s going to pot. And you should see our insurance rates now! If it wasn’t required by law, we’d cancel it in a heartbeat. Waste of money if you ask me. What’s the point of insurance if they won’t pay out?” He ran his hand through his hair again, concern written all over his face. “I don’t know how we’ll balance the books this year. Unless we get a full house every night for the rest of our plays this year, it could be curtains for us.”

      “And then what would you do?”

      Henri shook his head sadly. “I don’t know. I’d have to find a job, I suppose.” Henri did not sound keen at the prospect. “With my savings, I can live off my stipend working here. But without that, I’ll have to go back to work. And who’s going to want to hire an old guy like me? I’ll be lucky to get minimum wage.”

      From what I’d heard, minimum wage would actually be an improvement over the stipend he was receiving managing and caretaking the theater. But that wasn’t the point, not for him.

      “And then there’s what happened to Charlene,” Rosie said quietly.

      “What?” Henri said, confused.

      “The curse. Charlene was killed. If there is one, then that has to be part of it.”

      “Oh. Yes. But that didn’t happen here, thank goodness. Poor old Charlene. She was the heart of this place, in a way. Without her…” Henri shook his head sadly at the thought of the future.

      “Did she have any enemies? Why do you think that happened to her?”

      “I really wouldn’t like to say. She was bossy, but I don’t think anyone hated her. How could they? She brought so much energy to everything she did. Sure she upset Letty, and of course Magnus and her didn’t get along, but that was just the way she was.”

      “Did Letty and Charlene have a fight?”

      Henri closed his mouth tight and shook his head.

      “Something happened between them?”

      “I shouldn’t say. But, well, if you’re going to be joining our family here, I suppose you better learn some of the dark secrets.”

      “We don’t want to pry,” I lied.

      “…but I sure am curious,” Rosie said with an embarrassed smile.

      “The thing is, and I can’t prove it, but a couple of us have noticed that Letty and Magnus have been rather… close.”

      “Close?”

      “You know. Like they might be romantic with each other.”

      “You think Magnus was having an affair with Letty?”

      “I shouldn’t have said anything.” A cheeky look appeared on his lips, and he whispered. “Though I do love a good bit of gossip!”

      “Don’t we all,” I said amiably. “Got any more?”

      “More gossip? Oh, I think that’s enough for now, don’t you? I’ll end up with a reputation!”

      “You already have a reputation,” Rosie told him. “From what everyone says, you work very hard to keep this place running. You have a wonderful reputation.”

      “Is that so?” Henri smiled with quiet pride. “It’s nice to be appreciated.” He looked around sadly. “It’s a shame it’s all still so futile. It seems every time I get something fixed around here, a half-dozen other things go kaput.”

      Rosie patted him on the shoulder. “I’m sure Clive will find another partner, and then the theater will get the cash injection it needs. Then you’ll be able to hire some workmen to fix everything up. This place will be like new again.”

      “Chance would be a fine thing. Still, as my mama used to say, whatever’s going to happen is going to happen, so there’s no use complaining about it.” Henri straightened up, pushed his shoulders back, and smiled. “So, I’ll just keep on keeping on.”

      “That’s a great attitude. We’re really excited to be part of this place. It’s already beginning to feel a little like home.”

      “I’m thrilled to hear it. If you have any suggestions for the place, just let me know.”

      “Oh, we will,” I told him. “We will.”

      “So could we get a copy of those scripts?”

      “Absolutely! I printed them out for you earlier.”

      Five minutes later, Rosie and I were back on the road, two fresh scripts on our laps.

      “Do you often end up doing things like this?” Rosie asked as she flicked open her copy of the script. As my new assistant, she was still learning the ropes.

      “I wouldn’t say often, but every case seems to have its own little quirks and necessities. You should be grateful we’re not dressing up as wild animals.”

      “Animals?”

      “Oh yeah. We went undercover at the Savannah Safari restaurant once. I was juggling blackjack dealing, sleuthing, and waitressing all at once. It was a heck of a couple of weeks.”

      “I’d love to do something like that. You know, boss, I think this might just be the best job in the world.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. Rosie had been arrested for murder, had a tag on her ankle, and she wasn’t even fazed.

      “Did I say something funny?”

      “No, Rosie. I was just laughing at myself. I’m glad to have you as my assistant. I appreciate you.”

      “Thanks, boss.”

      “Now, tell me about that bad shoulder of yours.”

      That caused Rosie to laugh in turn.

      “Actually, my shoulder’s perfectly fine.”

      And then she told me what we were going to do next.

      Rosie really was working out well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      We were parked in the lot in front of Doctor Finn’s small orthopedic clinic.

      “I had my suspicions at the restaurant,” Rosie explained. “Several times, Henri used his supposedly bad arm to eat something with his fork. And then when Letty touched his arm last night, it was several seconds before he responded. Like he forgot he was supposed to be hurting, then he suddenly yelped like an injured puppy.”

      “That’s some good observational skills, Rosie. Well done.”

      We went inside and ran into the doctor himself. He was standing talking to his receptionist in the front room, casually leaning on the front desk, his unbuttoned white medical jacket hanging loosely.

      “Doctor Finn?” Rosie said. “I was wondering if we could have a moment of your time?”

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      We both shook our heads. “I’m afraid not. But is there any chance you could fit me in?” Rosie winced and put a hand to her shoulder. “I can pay cash.”

      Doctor Finn smiled and nodded. “Gladys, please take down the details and send her through.”

      Rosie filled in a registration form and answered a few questions, and in a couple of minutes we had been whisked into Doctor Finn’s office. I was there as a friend, ostensibly for moral support.

      Inside Dr. Finn’s neat examination room, we sat down on the other side of his large, almost bare desk. There was a computer in the corner, and a single pad of paper and a pen, but otherwise just an open expanse of polished wood between us and the doctor.

      “So, your shoulder is bothering you?” Doctor Finn asked.

      “Well, kind of,” Rosie said.

      “Kind of?”

      Rosie nodded. “Actually, it’s more my boss that’s been bothering me.” Rosie flashed an apologetic look my way. “It’s overtime, overtime, overtime. Nonstop. I need a break. And my shoulder is a little achy. But what I really want, is a doctor who can advise me to take a couple of weeks' rest.”

      Doctor Finn didn’t say anything.

      “I’m just exhausted,” Rosie said. “And I really need a couple of weeks off. A friend of mine said you’d given him a, err, favorable diagnosis on an arm problem he had?”

      “Oh?”

      Rosie nodded. “Yes. And now his arm is in a sling. It’s giving him a much-needed rest. I wouldn’t mind something like that. A couple of weeks sick leave, and I’ll be right as rain. I’m sure of it.”

      “But your shoulder is actually okay?”

      Rosie shrugged. “If, officially, it wasn't okay, that would really help. If you see what I mean.”

      Doctor Finn understood what Rosie was driving at. “Perhaps you’ve been working a little too hard at the computer? And your workstation isn’t as ergonomic as it could be?”

      “Exactly!” Rosie said. “It’s nowhere near as ergonomic as it should be. Yeah, if you could write that down, it would be great.”

      “And two weeks rest.”

      Rosie nodded.

      “We’re going on a cruise,” I added. “Out of New Orleans.”

      “Ah.”

      “It was a last-minute deal, and the prices were so good we couldn’t pass them up. But poor Rosie doesn’t have any vacation to use.”

      “Everyone needs a vacation now and then. And you have insurance?”

      Rosie nodded.

      “I’m sure we might be able to work something out then. I do charge an additional, uh, cash charge for my consultation. I’ll bill your insurance, but an additional two hundred in cash will be sufficient.”

      “That would be wonderful,” Rosie said. “What do you think, bo—, err, Tiff?”

      “Very interesting,” I said. “Very interesting indeed. Good work, Rosie.”

      “I’m sorry?” Dr. Finn said. “I’m not quite sure I understand what you’re talking about now. I’m lost.”

      “Rosie?” I said. “Tell him.”

      My new assistant smiled happily. She really did enjoy playing these little character roles. “Actually, I’m not here for a medical consult.”

      “No? Then what was all that just now? I haven’t done anything wrong, you know.”

      “Of course not,” Rosie said reassuringly.

      “We’re private investigators,” I told him and then watched carefully as I saw his face fall. He licked his lips nervously.

      “And we’re looking into a murder that happened recently,” Rosie continued. “We think you may be able to assist us in our investigation.”

      “A murder?” Finn repeated. He was both surprised and relieved. “I don’t know anything about any murders.”

      “Of course not,” I said. “We don’t mean to link you to the actual killing. But you may be able to provide us with some information that could prove relevant.”

      “I’m sure I can’t.”

      “But please, indulge us for a couple of minutes of your time. We’ve recently become acquainted with Henri Williamson, who works—or at least volunteers—at the John Longstreet theater.”

      Doctor Finn’s face fell a little at the mention of Henri’s name. “Oh?”

      “We believe you also know him.”

      “He’s a patient of mine. As such, I have to respect his confidentiality. I won’t be able to tell you anything.”

      “Sure, sure,” Rosie told him, pushing his worries aside. “Of course. We wouldn’t want to inquire about any medical conditions that he has.”

      Dr. Finn nodded for us to continue, but he was looking increasingly displeased.

      “We would be fascinated to learn about medical conditions that he doesn't have.”

      “I’m sure if you search online, you can find tens of thousands of conditions he doesn’t have.”

      We smiled politely at what I took to be a joke, but it didn’t warrant even a fake laugh.

      “Doctor,” Rosie said, “we don’t want to interfere with your business. We really just want to leave you alone. We definitely don’t want to pry, do we, boss?”

      “No, of course not,” I agreed. “We’re only looking into one person right now, and that person isn’t you. Assuming you continue to be as delightfully helpful as you have been. Otherwise, we might have to start poking around.”

      “And who knows what we might find,” Rosie continued. “I have a friend who’s a medical insurance investigator, and I’m sure they’d love a little binder of evidence. I’m not intending to produce one—my free time is mostly spoken for—but if I were to feel like someone was deliberately being unforthcoming, or unhelpful in our investigation, then I might do a little side-investigating.”

      “You don’t want to waste your time doing that,” Doctor Finn said through gritted teeth.

      “No, I really don’t want to. Now, back to Henri. As I say, we’re not interested in any medical conditions that he may actually have. But we’d really like to know if he’s faking his arm injury.”

      Doctor Finn, cursed under his breath.

      “Doctor?”

      “If I tell you, will you leave me alone? You won’t talk to any insurance investigators?”

      “Correct,” Rosie answered. “So?”

      “Okay then, fine. It’s true. Henri came to me and told me he needed his arm in a sling. That’s it. That’s the end of it. There’s nothing wrong with him, but he had his reasons.”

      “Which were?”

      “You should ask him. I didn’t.”

      “You just take the money and don’t ask questions?”

      Finn kept his mouth tightly shut and glared at us, answering Rosie’s question perfectly without a word.

      “Thank you, doctor. You’ve been very helpful.”

      “And you can hand over that two hundred dollars.”

      Rosie laughed at him. “I don’t think so. Have a nice afternoon, doctor.”

      We left Dr. Finn muttering to himself in his office and headed out. It was time to see what Henri was playing at.
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      We stopped outside the theater. It was a quiet afternoon, with everyone with any sense hiding inside away from the oppressive heat of the day. Clearly, we were lacking in the aforementioned sense as we stepped outside and our bodies did their best to melt into a pair of puddles on either side of my car.

      Fighting through the heat, we hurried inside to the delicious cool of the theater. The air conditioner groaned and thumped like it was on its last legs and fighting for survival against someone bashing it to pieces with a wrench. But it kept the lobby at a sane temperature, just about.

      “Henri!” I called. “Are you here?”

      The caretaker came out from behind the stage, putting his arm back into the sling as he did so.

      “Back again? Did you forget something?”

      “No. But it looks like you nearly did.” I indicated Henri’s arm. “Feeling better?”

      Henri looked down. “My arm? Err, yes, it’s getting better.”

      “What did you do to it?” Rosie asked.

      “I wrenched it while I was moving a ladder. Silly me.” Henri gave us a quizzical look. “You came back to ask about my arm? Did you see the doctor?”

      We both nodded at him. “We did.”

      Henri’s eyebrows pushed together as he put on a puzzled face. “I’m sorry ladies, but I don’t quite understand what you’re doing here. Do you want my help with something?”

      I took out one of my business cards and handed it to him. He peered at it.

      “Tiffany Black, licensed private investigator? What’s this? Method acting for the play?”

      “Afraid not, Henri.”

      “You’re a bespoke travel agent and an investigator?”

      “Nope. Just the latter.”

      Henri shook his head as if to clear it. “I don’t understand. Are you saying you lied to us all? Why would you do that?”

      “We were hired to investigate Charlene initially. Then she died. Now we’re finding out what happened to her. The question is, Henri, why you are lying?”

      Henri gulped as he tried to process the new string of information.

      “I’ve never lied,” Henri lied. “And so you’re not interested in theater?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I am now!”

      “Henri,” I said. “We know you’re faking your arm injury. Do you want to tell us why?”

      “Do you promise not to tell anyone?”

      “Possibly. Why don’t you tell us why you did it, and then we’ll decide.”

      Not having much of a choice, Henri agreed.

      “It’s this place. All of it. I’m exhausted. It’s nonstop. One day I’m climbing on the roof trying to do a makeshift repair, the next Charlene is telling me somewhere needs painting. Magnus tells me all the screws in the theater seats need tidying. Lightbulbs need changing. The floors need vacuuming and polishing. The stage is creaking. It never ends!”

      “It’s hard work, looking after this place. We get it. But why the fake injury?”

      “I just needed a rest. With a bad arm, no one will ask me to do any more hard work. That’s what I figured. Of course, they still do ask, but it’s letting me take it easy for a bit. That’s all I wanted. Just a break from the hard grind for a few weeks. I couldn’t say anything. People think I just hang out in the theater all day relaxing. They don’t know how hard I work. I’m basically keeping this whole place standing all by myself. And for what? A stipend that works out less than minimum wage!” Henri wiped his eyes with the back of his hands.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” I told him.

      Rosie squeezed his shoulder. “Don’t cry, Henri.”

      Henri sniffed and took out a cloth handkerchief to wipe his eyes and then his nose. “I love this place,” he said between sniffs, “but it’s just too much. It’s too much!”

      Rosie patted his arm.

      “If Clive finds a partner, they’ll be able to hire a whole team of people to get this place fixed up, Henri. Just hang in there.”

      “But what if he doesn’t find one?” Henri lamented. “Then what do I do? This place will be the death of me, it really will. I’m too old for all this. I just want to be on the stage. That’s all I want.” Henri sniffed and wiped his eyes again. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for breaking down on you like this.”

      “It’s okay, Henri. We understand,” I told him. “Why don’t you sit down?”

      Henri nodded and walked over to the ticket office, sniffing the whole way there. He sat on the other side, resting his arms on the wooden counter, looking out at us, looking as forlorn as anyone I’d seen in months.

      “Will you find out what happened to Charlene?” Henri sniffed again. “She was the heart and soul of this place.”

      “We’re doing our best,” I told him.

      “That’s why you asked all those questions earlier.”

      “It is.”

      He tilted his head as a thought struck him. “What about Clive? Have you looked into him?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just, he’s one of the newest members of our group. And he wasn’t happy about Charlene not wanting to expand to a café and acting classes, and all the rest of his grand vision.”

      “But he needed her,” I pointed out. “Without her, he’s not willing to take the risk.”

      “Yes, but maybe now he’ll be able to find another, more open-minded partner.”

      “Do you know if he’s found anyone else?”

      Henri shook his head. “He hasn’t told me if he has. You saw earlier. I tried to get the Lindsey’s to invest, but they won’t. But maybe Clive can find someone among the business community.”

      “Right. Anyway, let us worry about that, Henri. You focus on pulling yourself together, okay?”

      He sniffed again. “Okay.”

      “And how about we make a little deal,” Rosie said.

      “What deal’s that?”

      “We won’t tell anyone about your arm, if you don’t tell the others that we’re detectives.”

      Henri nodded. “Sure, sure, that’s no problem.”

      In actuality, Clive, Magnus and Henri all knew we were investigators now. Only two of them didn’t. But the pretense still seemed worth keeping up. With three of them sworn to secrecy, everyone was still playing along, and that worked in our favor—for the time being.

      “You have a good afternoon,” I said to Henri before we left.

      Back in the car, Rosie and I had to decide what to do next.

      Rosie took out a coin.

      “Heads we go and see Letty, tails we go to Clive.”

      Rosie flicked the coin with her thumb, bouncing it off the roof and catching it with a snatch. She slapped the coin down on the back of her other hand and then lifted it to reveal the coin.

      We both smiled.

      We knew where we were going next.
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      Letty worked at Buy a Thread, a vintage clothing store. There were two other women working with her when we arrived, and we were initially greeted by a slightly younger lady dressed in nineteen-fifties vintage attire.

      “We’re looking for Letty, if she’s here?”

      The woman didn’t initially move or answer and just looked us up and down contemplatively. Her eyes hung on Rosie.

      “You’re theater people, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, that’s right,” Rosie told her. “But we’re new, and we need to ask Letty some questions.”

      “I knew it. I can always tell.” The woman turned and yelled over her shoulder. “Letty! Get out front! Folk to see you!”

      I winced at the noise, but none of the other customers browsing seemed to be bothered. It must be that kind of place.

      “Oh! My dears!” Letty’s voice rang across the whole shop from the back when she spotted us, though at least it didn’t sound like a yell. She had the actor’s skill of being able to project her voice without screaming, unlike her colleague.

      “Come to learn from the master, have you?” Letty’s colleague asked us while we waited for her to scuttle across the shop floor.

      “Something like that,” Rosie said with a benign smile.

      Letty arrived with a giant smile on her face. “A pleasure! An absolute pleasure! Are you here to shop, my dears?”

      “Not really—” I began, but I didn’t get very far before I was interrupted.

      “Flappers!” declared Letty’s colleague.

      “Flappers?” I was confused.

      “Flappers!” Letty confirmed. “You two would make the most adorable pair of flappers. You’ve got a real twenties air about you.”

      “Twenty-twenties?” Rosie asked hopefully.

      “Nineteen-twenties. The era would suit you perfectly.”

      “That’s a fascinating thought, Letty, but it’s not why we came today. Perhaps we could look at clothes a bit later.”

      “I’ll leave you to it.” Letty’s nineteen-fifties-style colleague bustled away to ‘help’ another customer.

      Letty waited until her friend was gone and then said quietly. “I know why you’re here.”

      Oh, this would be interesting. “You do?”

      Letty nodded. “And it’s very clever of you.”

      “Thank you?” I said hesitantly, not quite sure what Letty was thinking.

      “It’s what it’s all about. It’s not what you know, it’s who you know. Frankie taught me that, and he should know. He knew everyone.”

      “I’m sorry,” Rosie said, “I’m a little slow. Could you explain?”

      “Why, dear, it’s clear to me what you’re doing. You’ve come here to butter me up. You want me on your side against Kerri.”

      “Ah,” Rosie said, nodding slowly to encourage Letty to keep going.

      “You want that role, and you’re not going to stop until you get it! That’s how I got my first part. I handcuffed myself to the casting director and said I wouldn’t unlock myself from them until they gave me a part!”

      “And that worked?”

      Letty nodded. “Yes. I mean, not in that particular film, but I got a part the following week, and it was all down to my never-give-up attitude. It’s also how I snagged my third husband!”

      “By not giving up?” Rosie asked.

      Letty shook her head. “Handcuffs!”

      “Wow. So, you think I should have the part of the spy?”

      “Only if you want it hard enough! Tell me, Rosie dear, would run through a burning building for it? Would you jump off a bridge? Would you hijack a plane?”

      I hoped to goodness the real answer was no.

      “Absolutely!” Rosie said. “Though I must confess, I actually do have the part. Kerri offered it to me. We met her this morning.”

      Letty put her hands on Rosie’s shoulders. “Wonderful! You have the killer instinct that’s needed for success in this game!”

      Rosie dropped her head and stared at the floor.

      “What’s the matter, my dear?”

      “You said killer instinct. It made me think of Charlene. It was her who introduced us to theater. And now…” Rosie sighed dramatically and wiped at her eye with the back of her hand.

      “You are a sensitive soul, aren’t you? You barely knew the lady, but there you are, sad as can be over her loss.” Letty shook her head. “I used to be like you, soft as Jell-O, before Hollywood toughened me into the diamond you see before you today.”

      “You’re a real gem,” Rosie said. “Do you mind if I ask you something?”

      “Of course not! I’m an open book for you to peruse at your leisure. Whatever you wish to know, I am here to enlighten you. What point would there be in my decades of experience if not to share them with young hopefuls like yourselves?”

      “I just don’t want you to think I’m being nosy.”

      “Nonsense!”

      “I couldn’t help but notice that, well, you and Magnus…”

      Letty’s hands went to her cheeks in a good impression of being shocked. “You are perceptive, aren’t you? That will take you far in the world of acting, I can tell you. If you pick up on things like that, you’ll be able to reproduce them yourself, and your audience will love you for it!”

      “So?” Rosie said, shyly, “Am I right?”

      Letty nodded. “You are indeed. Magnus and I have been close this past year. Intimate. Madly in love, but subtly, without the showiness.”

      “Wow,” Rosie said.

      “I was the centerpiece of a love triangle for the ages. Charlene, Magnus, and myself! What drama, what romance, what tragedy! Our three hearts intertwined in ways that the humdrum folk of the world could never imagine. People like us, actors and actresses, are cut from an entirely different cloth, and our lives become storms of emotion. It’s a crazy life, but I’d have it no other way!”

      So, what Henri said was true about Magnus and Letty. It sure sounded more dramatic to have Letty describe it.

      “Why did he never leave Charlene?” I asked.

      “Leave her?” With an adamant toss, Letty shook her head. “I would never hear of such a thing! What would the point of that be?”

      “You and Magnus could get married?” Rosie hesitantly suggested.

      “Married? Me? Again? Never! I am no longer the marrying kind. They used to say, if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again. I did that. Four times! No, it’s much better to live life as a free spirit, especially if you’re involved in show business like us. I’m sure if I’d asked him, Magnus would have left her, but I wouldn’t hear of it. Our secret passionate affair was much more exciting than a dull old marriage.”

      If that was true, it would remove a potential motive for killing Charlene, at least for Letty. With Letty’s rather fanciful way of living, it was impossible to know if he was on the same page as her. For all we knew, he might want to spend eternity with Letty. Somehow, I doubted it, but it wasn’t something that could be discounted just yet.

      “You sure do have an interesting life,” I said. “I was wondering, I couldn’t help but sense a small frisson between you and Clive, as well…?”

      This wasn’t strictly true, but we had seen her arriving at his house for reasons we hadn’t yet ascertained.

      Letty’s eyebrows went up. “You did not.”

      “She did,” Rosie said in my defense. “And so did I. I saw you looking at him. Are you…”

      Letty looked over her shoulders to make sure no one was listening—as if perhaps she were used to Hollywood reporters stalking her every move and recording every conversation and liaison—then leaned in close. “You two are good. You should be detectives instead of actresses.”

      Rosie and I genuinely laughed. “Thank you,” we both said.

      “It’s true. Magnus is wonderful, but even the most delightful flower grows tiresome if you only ever fill your house with it. You need a variety to make up a bouquet, and that’s what life should be, shouldn’t it? A bouquet?”

      “Definitely,” Rosie agreed. “Heather and roses. Lilies and daffodils. Honeysuckle and tulips.”

      “Precisely. Magnus is my honeysuckle and Clive is my tulip.”

      Neither of the two men struck me as being particularly delicate or petal-like, so the labeling of them as flowers stood in amusing contrast to what they were actually like in person.

      “I don’t know how you have time,” Rosie said.

      “It’s good to keep busy. It keeps me young. It’s what Deano used to tell me in my New York days!”

      I wondered if murdering people fit into her busy schedule as well. She didn’t seem to have a malicious bone in her body from what I’d seen, but she was also an actress, even if an overly dramatic one. We couldn’t trust appearances with someone like her.

      “I wonder what did happen to Charlene,” I murmured, also to myself.

      Letty shook her head sadly. “Who can say? Was it mobsters? A lover? A mugging gone wrong?”

      Mobsters or muggers were completely out of the question from what we knew about her. A love interest was a possibility, except for the fact Charlene didn’t have one as far as we knew.

      “Was Charlene seeing anyone else?”

      “I don’t think so,” Letty said. “I think she gave up on romance after Magnus. A shame, if you ask me. A life without romance is like a play without a leading lady!”

      “How tragic. It’s sad to think that she was being murdered while I was out at a casino.”

      Letty took the hint and ran with it. “Were you at a casino? Which one? So was I.”

      “I was in The Treasury.” I didn’t mention that I was working rather than a gambler. “Blackjack, mostly.”

      “Poker’s my game,” Letty said. “Because I’m an actress, I’m really very good at it. I read the other player’s faces and use my considerable talents to make people think I’m bluffing when I’m not, or that I’m confident when in fact I’m bluffing. Poker is a wonderful game for theater folk like us. I usually lose less than almost anyone else at the tables I play at.”

      “Where were you playing that night?”

      “I was in The Tremonte,” Letty told me. “I met the owner once. A lovely man, though he clearly had a thing for me. Still, I can hardly blame him. We actresses have a magnetism that men just can’t resist.”

      I tried to keep a straight face. The owner of the Tremonte, Jack Weber, was a friend of mine and the husband of my homicide detective friend, Emily. I was ninety-nine-point nine percent certain that although he had surely been charming to Letty, he had shown no interest in her romantically.

      “Letty!” screeched the nineteen-fifties coworker from the back of the store. “I’m going on my break! Take over the register!”

      Letty winced. “I must teach her how to project,” she murmured to herself.

      “Or how to walk over and talk like a normal person,” Rosie suggested.

      “Oh, we’ve tried that before. It didn’t work.” Letty laughed. “I’m afraid I’m needed. And I didn’t even have a chance to share any of my secret tips!”

      “It was nice just to chat with you,” I said amiably. “We’ll let you get back to work. We’ll talk more at the theater.”

      “Drop back by any time you like,” Letty said. “Fellow artistes are always welcome here, and I’ll give you a five percent theater discount if I’m working the register.”

      “That’s incredibly kind of you. Have a good afternoon.”

      “Letty!”

      Wincing, Letty hurried away and left us.

      “She sure is interesting,” Rosie said. “Clive and Magnus? What a fascinating life.”

      “But not one either of us should try to emulate, I think.”

      We started heading toward the door. “You’re probably right,” Rosie said. “But I bet she never has a dull day.” When we were outside, Rosie added an addendum to her thoughts. “Then again, I haven’t had a dull day since I started working with you, either.”

      “Sometimes I crave a dull day,” I admitted. “Though they don’t seem to come along very often.”

      Before getting back in the car, I checked my phone. I’d received a message from Emily, finally. I read it and then sighed.

      “Got details on the Lamborghini?” Rosie asked me when I’d finished reading.

      “Afraid not. Emily took a sick day, and she didn’t want to ask one of her colleagues to run the plate because, y’know, it’s not strictly allowed. She says she’ll be back at work tomorrow and she’ll get us the information then.”

      Rosie shrugged. “Cool.”

      “I got a message from Nanna as well. She says we should drop by if we have a spare moment. What do you think? Nanna or Clive?”

      “Your Nanna’s more likely to offer us cake, isn’t she?”

      Laughing, I gently punched Rosie’s arm. “You’re a fast learner, you know that?”

      Rosie smiled innocently. “Am I?”

      “You sure are.”

      And with that, it was decided. It was cake over Clive, all day, every day.
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      We were on our way over to Nanna’s when we got a call from our lawyer to meet him at Amber’s office. I was about to ask him whether he had an office we should meet at instead, but he hung up before I could.

      When we arrived, his car was parked in the same spot as last time, and through the large window at the front of the building he could be seen inside, pacing up and down.

      “Tiffany!” Amber said when I entered.

      “Rosie!” Frank Troy barked. “Didn’t run yet?”

      Rosie gave him an alarmed look. “Should I?”

      “Huh? No, definitely not. Never run. Unless there’s no other option, and then make sure you don’t need to come back.”

      Rosie took on his words with diligent concern, and I could tell she was mentally filing them away. If no other option, flee! Let’s hope it wouldn’t ever come to that.

      “I am so glad you’re here,” Amber said, “I don’t suppose you have half an hour spare to run Angel over to your Nanna’s, do you?”

      “We were just heading there ourselves. What’s up?”

      “Something’s come up and Nanna said she’d babysit. Sorry to ask. I was going to get Frank to do it, but his car’s broke down again.”

      “I’ve got the same model,” I told him. “And mine never breaks down.”

      Frank shrugged. “You probably treat yours right. I don’t.”

      “Ah. So, any news on Rosie?”

      “I called you to pick up Angel, actually. But yeah, got some news.”

      “And?”

      “So. Basically, the cops that Rosie’s case have been assigned to are really trying to make a target. And that target is more cases going to trial. They’re working with the prosecutor to really build a case against Rosie.”

      “Uh, that doesn’t sound good.”

      Frank waves away my concern. “Yeah, well, they’ve still not got much evidence. They’ve got some crackpot theory that Rosie has gambling debts to someone and may have killed Charlene in a paid hit.”

      Rosie looked at me for guidance.

      “Gambling debts…?”

      “Yeah, something about some gangster who calls himself The Pike? You ever hear of the guy.”

      “I know him,” Rosie said quietly.

      Frank froze for a moment. “You… know him?”

      Rosie nodded slowly.

      “Do you owe him money?”

      “It’s paid off! I don’t owe him anything anymore.”

      “Huh. So they weren’t bluffing.”

      “Bluffing about what?” I asked.

      “They said they had some video of Rosie meeting with The Pike with another lady and some college professor, handing over some money for debts.” The lawyer peered at me. “That wasn’t you, was it?”

      “It was,” I said. “We were discharging Rosie’s last debt. Anyway, that happened way before Charlene died. A couple of weeks at least.”

      “That’s good then.” Frank didn’t sound completely convinced. “They raided The Pike’s place and claimed they had that stuff on video. I thought it was all a bluff. And I guess it still is.”

      “Is there any connection between The Pike and Charlene?”

      “Apparently, he owns a nail salon which they suspect is used for money laundering. I’m not sure if there’s any more connection than that.”

      “Okay. So basically, they’re still trying to build a case against Rosie.”

      “Yep. But it’s a house of cards.”

      “Why? Do they really believe she did it?”

      “Ya know, I think the cop running it isn’t the smartest tool in the shed. She keeps saying Occam’s razor, y’know? The simplest explanation is the most likely. So because Rosie was found at the scene with a gun, she doesn’t want to accept the possibility it might be someone else.”

      “Even though it’s the wrong gun. Speaking of which, when do I get it back?”

      “Couldn’t tell you. Anyway, just wanted to update y’all. I’ve got it all in hand.”

      It didn’t sound in hand. It sounded like Elwood and Emily’s colleagues were really gunning for Rosie now.

      “So can ya give me a ride?” Frank asked.

      “A ride where?”

      “To Nanna’s! I said I’d take Angel, so that’s what I’m gonna do.”

      “You know Nanna?” I asked.

      Frank shrugged. “Sure. We go to the same church. My mom drags me along every Sunday.” He gave us a knowing look. “And she bakes a mean cake, y’know? Sometimes I snag one before our bake sales even open for business.”

      Frank didn’t strike me as the churchgoing type, but nor did he strike me as the kind of man who lived with his mother. I guessed appearances could be deceptive.

      “Then I guess we’re all going.”

      Rosie went to grab Angel’s car seat from Amber’s car while I headed into the backroom to get the toddler-care bag Amber kept. When I picked it up, Angel snatched it from my hand.

      “Mine!”

      “Good idea. You carry it.”

      Angel hugged the bag to her chest and headed back out toward the front door.

      Frank tapped my arm to get me to hold off a moment.

      “You sure about Rosie?” He spoke in a low, serious voice, his usual bluster absent.

      “Absolutely. There’s no way she was involved in what happened, except as an unfortunate observer.”

      “Okay. Just making sure. Don’t want you to lose your bail money.”

      “I’m sure I won’t.”

      “Come on then. It’s cake time.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At Nanna’s house, there was the air of a small party atmosphere. As well as Nanna and Wes, her half-brother Great Uncle Joe was there, along with my neighbors Glenn and Karma, and to my surprise, Stone.

      The festivities were taking place in the backyard, which had recently been turned into Nanna’s new but thriving vegetable garden, with a series of raised beds that Wes had constructed for her. There were cucumbers and tomatoes, lettuce and cabbage, chili peppers and beans, as well as a whole row of herbs, all of which were sprouting and shooting up under the loving care of Nanna.

      When we arrived, Nanna and Frank Troy exchanged hugs and then he made a beeline for the outdoor dining table which had four different cakes as well as some small sandwiches on offer, each plate under its own personal fly screen.

      Stone caught my eye, and I was drawn over to him. We stood in the large shaded outdoor dining area, a hand’s reach away from a tempting lemon drizzle cake.

      “Tiffany,” Stone said, lips twitching with a smile. “Good to see you.”

      “How are you holding up?” I gave his arm a squeeze, and it was as hard and thick with muscle as I remembered. The weeks lying in hospital after being shot had seemingly not left him seriously weakened, despite the gravity of his injuries and subsequent infection.

      “Good. I wanted to ask you about something.”

      “Oh?”

      I figured I knew where this was going. Before Stone had been shot, he’d been asking me to join his security firm—to expand it into the investigations business. I’d be able to run the investigative side of the company with my own team, and with many more resources than I currently operated with. But I’d be giving up my independence, too. With Stone in the hospital, those ideas had been put on the back burner. But I figured that was what Stone was about to ask me again. And of course, I was completely wrong.

      “I’m thinking of giving a talk.”

      I just about managed to keep a straight face. If there was one thing Stone wasn’t, it was a talker. Words were a valuable commodity in the world of Stone, and he didn’t waste them when a look or a nod or a gesture would do. It meant that when he did speak, the words were worth listening to. He had something to say, and you’d be wise to listen.

      “A talk?”

      “Yes. I’ve been approached by Giant Industries.”

      “Sue Giant?”

      “Correct.”

      “Interesting. She wanted the video from your takedown of the person who tried to kill you at the hospital. Ian shot that idea down.”

      “He told me. I agreed with him. But Sue has now asked me to give a talk. In person and streamed for her online subscribers.”

      “What’s the topic?”

      “It’s up to me. But she suggested I talk about resilience, stoicism, not giving up, overcoming challenges, perseverance. Those kinds of things. With some of my experiences as examples.”

      “And she’s going to pay you for this?”

      Stone gave a curt nod.

      “And you want to do it?”

      Half of Stone’s mouth lifted in an amused part-smile.

      “Not sure.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re not usually a big talker. You’re not one of those people who can’t shut up. Quite the opposite.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Exactly?”

      “I need to work on my weaknesses. I’m not verbose. This will be a chance to improve.”

      “Hmm. Yes, maybe. Of course, talking on a stage is different from making chitchat.”

      “Good.”

      “Cake?”

      A curt nod. I grabbed two small plates, lifted the fly screen off of the lemon drizzle and selected two moderate-sized slices. I handed one plate over to Stone with a fork.

      “What would you talk about?”

      Stone slowly chewed some cake while he thought how best to answer. I was anticipating a single word like trouble. Or hospital. But instead I got a full-on lecture, by Stone standards.

      “I have had several experiences which were challenging at the time but helped make me stronger. Stuck in the desert for three days with no more water. Being in a helicopter when the pilot got shot and having to take the controls. Being shot in a park.”

      I winced. “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be. It was my own fault.”

      “No, it was the fault of the person who shot you!”

      Stone’s mouth lifted in another smile. “Yes, they can take some of the blame, too.”

      “All of it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “So you think you’ll enjoy it? Standing on a stage and talking to dozens or hundreds of people?”

      Stone swallowed some more cake before answering. “If I thought I’d enjoy it, I wouldn’t be interested.”

      “Uh…”

      “It’s about becoming stronger. Better. Working on my weaknesses.”

      “So, you would enjoy it.”

      Stone shook his head. “No.”

      “Yes,” I said adamantly. “You enjoy working on your weaknesses. You enjoy improving yourself. So you would enjoy it.”

      Stone rubbed his chin. “So, I shouldn’t do it?”

      “What? No! We’re supposed to do things we enjoy. That’s like… the point of being alive.” I waved my lemon drizzle cake for emphasis. “This. This is why we’re here, Stone.”

      “Lemon drizzle cake?”

      “Yes. And cupcakes. And friends and family and movies and pizza and…”

      “And standing on a stage talking to people.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Okay. I’ll do it then. You’ve talked me into it. Sue Giant will be pleased.”

      “Wait, that’s—”

      “Thank you. You always give good advice.”

      Rosie sidled up beside us. “She does, doesn’t she?” Rosie smiled at Stone and nudged me. “You’re the best, boss. And the best boss, boss.”

      My cheeks flushed. What was with all these compliments all of a sudden? It wasn’t normal. I was used to being teased by Ian, not complimented all the time. This was going to take some getting used to.

      “Cake!” Angel nudged me with the empty-except-for-crumbs plate she was holding.

      “Please,” Stone growled.

      Angel gulped.

      “Please! Cake, please! Please! Cake! Please!”

      I took the plate from the little girl and gave her a large slice.

      Angel’s eyes went wide at the sight of it. “Yum! Grow cake!”

      “Grow cake…?”

      Angel was already walking briskly away and so I went to follow her, concerned as to what she was about to do. And I was right to be worried.

      There was a large plastic box in front of one of Nanna’s raised beds which stored small trowels, forks, unused pots and other gardening paraphernalia. Angel clambered up onto the lid and immediately stuck a hand into a gap between two cabbages and yanked out a handful of dirt.

      “Angel? What are you doing?”

      “Plant cake! Cake plant!”

      I picked her up and set her back down on the ground. She flashed an angry look up at me. “What doing!?”

      “Cake doesn’t come from plants, Angel. You can’t grow cake.”

      Angel gave me a skeptical look. “You try?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      “Try!” Angel hopped up back onto the box.

      “No, Angel, we’re not going to try that,” I said sweetly. “Cake comes from kitchens, not from plants. You have to make it.”

      Angel scrunched up her face. “Making difficult. Grow easier.”

      “Not for cake, I’m afraid.”

      Nanna came up beside us. “Are you trying to grow a cake plant?”

      Angel nodded emphatically.

      “That is some very smart thinking,” Nanna told her.

      Angel gave me a look of triumph. But I didn’t say anything. I knew I was going to win this one in the end.

      “…but I’m afraid it won’t work, dear. You can grow some of the ingredients for cake. You can grow wheat; you can grow sugar. Unfortunately, we also need eggs and butter, and they don’t come from plants.”

      Angel didn’t look happy at the news.

      “Cake difficult.”

      Nanna laughed. “It’s not so hard. Would you like me to teach you how to bake cakes?”

      Angel nodded excitedly. “Yes!”

      “Then that’s what we’ll have to do. We’ll have to ask your mom to let me babysit you more often.”

      “Not baby! Angel-sit, not babysit!”

      “Of course, I am sorry, my dear. We’ll have to ask your mom if I can Angel-sit you more often.”

      Angel nodded happily. “Yes! Bake cakes!” She pointed a finger at me. “Tiff’nee eat cakes. Angel make cakes!”

      “I make them too!”

      Angel shook her head at me. “Angel see Tiff’nee eat cakes. Not make.”

      Nanna laughed. “Your Auntie Tiffany makes lovely cakes, especially her cupcakes. I’m sure she can teach you how to do that one day as well.”

      “Uh…”

      Angel nodded happily. “Good!”

      “Thanks, Nanna.”

      “You need to get used to looking after children sooner or later, dear.”

      I narrowed my gaze at her. “Do I, Nanna? And why’s that?”

      Nanna just smiled, picked up Angel, and walked away.

      We’d see about that.

      An hour or so later, refueled and refreshed, Rosie and I hit the road again. It was time to go back and see our original client and see what he had to say for himself.
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      I didn’t mean to wind Clive up.

      But these things just tend to happen.

      Clive greeted us at the front door. Actually, greet wasn’t quite the right term. He opened the door, saw us, and scowled.

      “Didn’t think you’d be back.”

      “We wouldn’t have been if you hadn’t been keeping secrets from us. Shall we come in?”

      Rosie assumed the answer was yes and headed straight for the den overlooking the golf course behind Clive’s condo.

      “Is it too late to say no?” Clive muttered, more to himself than to me, as he followed us inside.

      When we were all sitting, Clive decided to start the conversation.

      “Look. I know it was me that started this, but I think it’s time we drew things to a close. Why don’t you let the police do their job, and you two go back to looking for kittens and following cheating spouses or whatever you normally do? I don’t think the theater club needs you, and you’re clearly not making any headway. Why not stop wasting our time and leading people on with your pretend interest in theater. Let the cops do the investigating. They’re the professionals, after all.”

      Ugh. There were so many things I wanted to say.

      “We are professionals,” I said with a voice of ice. “I am fully licensed, and I have a string of successful investigations behind me.”

      “Yeah, sure, but seriously. Obviously, no one in our club had anything to do with what happened to Charlene. You’re just stirring up trouble now. Why not let it go?”

      Rosie reached down and tapped her tracking device. “Can’t.”

      “Sure you can. Stay home and relax until the police finish their investigation.”

      “We’re not going to do that, Clive. We’re going to keep investigating until we’ve found who killed Charlene. We need to clear Rosie’s name, and we want justice.”

      “But you’re not being fair to us.” It sounded to me like he meant him. “You’re getting everyone excited about having new members, and you’re just going to abandon us before too long.”

      “I’m not,” Rosie said. “I think I’m going to enjoy acting.”

      Clive stared at her. “You’re serious?”

      Rosie gave him a firm nod back. He turned to look at me.

      “We’ll see.” But that wasn’t what I wanted to be talking about. “Back to our investigation. It seems you’ve been keeping secrets from us, Clive.”

      He just stared at me.

      “You and Letty have been having an affair.”

      He tilted his head. “I don’t think it counts as an affair, does it? Neither of us are currently married.”

      “Well, she is in a relationship with Magnus as—”

      “What?!”

      Rosie caught his eye and stared at his face as if trying to read it. She probably was. I think she didn’t believe he could be so naive, and I understood where she was coming from.

      “You didn’t know that?” I asked, surprised.

      “Of course, I didn’t know that! You’re saying Letty has been cheating on me with Magnus?!”

      “More like she’s been cheating on Magnus with you.”

      “But… Magnus is married! Was married!”

      “Not exactly happily, Clive. Now, tell me, are you a good actor?”

      “Huh?” Clive was bewildered at the sudden turn in the line of questioning. But it wasn’t actually a turn. It was following the exact path I wanted it to.

      “I said, are you a good actor?”

      “Of course.”

      “So we probably can’t trust anything you say. You could be lying or pretending at any moment.”

      “I…” Clive froze for a moment while he tried to figure out how to respond. If he claimed he wasn’t a good actor, then, well, he’d be saying he wasn’t a good actor. But if he was, then perhaps he could be lying to us about anything and everything.

      “You and Charlene didn’t see eye to eye on the future of the theater. But at the same time, you could hardly go looking for another partner outside of the theater, what with Charlene right there.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m not saying anything,” I said contradictorily. “I’m merely observing that from your point of view, you were stuck with limited options. Your theater needed saving, but if you partnered with Charlene, all your other dreams for the place would be dashed. But with her out of the way, you could search for a different partner who might see things more your way.”

      “That’s not true! I could have persuaded Charlene to come around to my way of thinking, I’m sure of it. I just needed to find the right way to explain things to her.”

      “You tried that. It didn’t work. We saw. She wasn’t interested.”

      Clive said nothing.

      “I’ve got a theory,” Rosie said to him.

      Clive did not look like he wanted to hear it. He stared at her, hard. Rosie ignored him. She was going to tell him her theory, whether he liked it or not.

      “You initially hired us to look into Charlene because you knew she didn’t want to grow the theater in the way you did.”

      “Why would I do that?” Clive’s voice was low, hoarse almost.

      “Because you wanted us to dig up some dirt. You figured a successful businessperson must have done something wrong. That they would be rotten. That they would have lied or cheated or stolen somewhere along the way. And if she had, then you could use that against her. You could tell her to withdraw or you would reveal her dirty laundry to the acting club. Then you’d be able to find a different partner to work with. You’d get your way. You’d win.”

      “You didn’t find any dirt on her.”

      Rosie’s lips curled and she slowly nodded at him, her movement saying, yes, now you get it.

      “You’re implying that because there was no dirt on Charlene, I killed her so I wouldn’t have to partner with her?”

      Rosie ignored his question. “Where were you the night she died?”

      “Here.”

      “And can anyone verify that?”

      “I live alone.”

      “Doesn’t mean you don’t have guests.”

      Looking around the room. It didn’t look like the kind of place that saw a lot of guests. It had the air of a show home rather than a place that was truly lived in, that hosted friends and neighbors, that held gatherings and parties. Clive’s existence here was probably lonely, I realized.

      “I didn’t have any guests that day. So I suppose if you’re asking if I had an alibi, no, I didn’t. And I don’t need one because I’m not a suspect!”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “No! I’m not.” Clive banged his leg with his fist and then winced when he realized what he’d done. “Look, I want you to leave. I don’t want to see you again!”

      “You’ll see us tonight,” I told him. “We’re doing a read-through of our lines, remember?”

      “Don’t come!”

      “Well, we’re going to,” Rosie told him. “And I’m going to enjoy every minute of it.”

      “You’re harassing me!”

      Rosie shook her head at him. “No. We’re going to enjoy a fun-packed evening at acting club. We’re not harassing anyone, are we, boss?”

      “Nope. It’s just a happy coincidence that you’ll be there, Clive.”

      “Happy!” Clive repeated in a strangled tone. “I’ll be anything but! Anything but happy!”

      Rosie shrugged at him and stood up in a fluid, graceful movement. “That’s all for now, Clive. It’s been nice chatting with you.”

      “See ya,” I said to him with a friendly smile that made his eyebrows shoot up in disbelief.

      Back in the car, Rosie tilted her chair back, a self-satisfied smile on her face. “I think we’re getting somewhere, boss.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m pretty good at reading people. There was something on Clive’s face in there. Like he knew something we didn’t. I think we’ve got to keep on him.”

      “Your theory, about him wanting us to find dirt on Charlene to kind of self-scupper his own deal. Do you think that’s right?”

      Rosie rocked her head side to side. “Maybe. It sure got a rise out of him.”

      “Yep.” I shrugged. “And anyway, even if that wasn’t his plan, he deserves it after the shenanigans with the bill.”

      “My thinking exactly,” Rosie told me with a laugh. “Shall we go back and look over the scripts before tonight?”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      Things were coming together. I wasn’t quite sure what they were being combined into, but all the different parts and pieces, people and clues, related to Charlene’s death were being assembled like some kind of Lego monster.

      What they would reveal when they were all together was still impossible to say. But it wouldn’t be too long now.

      I could feel it.

      And my feelings are never wrong.

      Well, almost never.
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      The air inside the theater tingled with excitement. This was a big day for everyone. The parts for the next exciting performance—A Whole Pack of Lies—were going to be finalized. There was also a sense that this may be the last performance the group managed to put together. If Clive didn’t find another backer, this would be it, the grand finale of decades of independent community theater.

      “My loves, my dears, my treasures,” Letty began. She stood on the stage in what looked like a costume but was in fact just everyday attire for her. A large, billowing dress with a nineteenth century feel hung and extended around her. Deep red, it matched the blooming glow of her cheeks and made her look like an upside-down strawberry.

      The rest of us were sitting in the audience seating, all in the front row, looking up at her.

      “Our femme fatale, the treacherous spy, shall be played by Rosie McCann.” The group patted her arms and murmured hearty congratulations. “And the spy’s glamorous, spirited, beautiful, incredibly young mother shall be played by me. The police superintendent will be Magnus—who unfortunately can’t join us tonight—and Kerri will be taking on the role of a seemingly innocent bystander who turns out to be anything but. Clive will be our leading gentleman, playing the spy’s secret love who is working as a triple agent, and Henri shall be the government bureaucrat who throws wrenches in the works like it’s his job. Tiffany will take the role of the servant who sees too much. Now let’s all congratulate each other!”

      Everyone stood and huddled up. Letty climbed down from the stage. Hugs were exchanged, kisses were blown, and excited words of encouragement, support, and envy dished out with gleeful abandon.

      “You’ll be a wonderful spy, Rosie,” Kerri told her.

      “You look just like a servant!” Henri told me happily.

      “Letty, you’ll be a fantastic mother,” Clive told her.

      “Unlike in the real world!” Letty laughed at herself. “Sometimes I forget how many children I have!”

      “Do you have any?” Clive asked quizzically.

      “I don’t know!” Letty’s head fell back in giddy laughter, the absurdity of her words striking her as even funnier than it did the rest of us. “I think I left one at home once when the rest of us went to Paris.”

      “Nope, another movie,” Kerri told her.

      Letty shrugged. “With a life as exciting as mine, it all feels like a movie, anyway.” Letty laughed at herself a moment longer and then clapped her hands together rapidly to get everyone’s attention. “The night the parts are finalized is always an exciting one, but it means that it’s now time for us to get to work!”

      Theatrical groans filled the theater.

      “You love it, really!”

      Laughter and shouts of agreement erupted from the group.

      “We’re going to do a read-through of our parts. Is everyone excited?”

      They were, indeed, excited. In short order we all climbed onto the stage, pulled chairs around into a circle, and held our scripts in front of us. Henri handed out some highlighters he got from the office, and soon we were all sitting quietly, diligently highlighting our lines, or in my case, line, singular. I don’t know what I saw, but I know it wasn’t what I was supposed to be seeing! I saw Miss— at which point my character is shot from offstage. It’s very dramatic, apparently.

      Rosie was staring intently down at her script, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she was attempting to memorize the entirety of her lines all in one go.

      Ten minutes later, Letty clapped her hands together again. It was time to begin our read through.

      “I shall read both my part and Magnus’s, I had a torrid affair with a police chief once, so it will be easy for me to summon up his character.”

      “Where is Magnus?” Rosie asked.

      “Unavailable!” Letty answered. “Now let us begin!”

      “And when will we be performing?” Rosie asked before it could, in fact, begin.

      “Henri?”

      “If we want to be guaranteed a chance to perform, we’ll have to do it the last week of the month. After that, well, unless Clive finds a new partner, we may not have a club any longer.”

      “That’s only ten days away!” Rosie said.

      Letty beamed. “Pressure, my dear, pressure is what we thespians thrive on! I once learned a one-hour monologue with only ten minutes' notice, and so stirring was my performance, I received three standing ovations.”

      “That’s incredible,” Rosie said.

      “Unbelievable,” I murmured.

      Letty basked a moment. “Now! To work, my lovelies, to work!”

      Sitting on our chairs, though with a few excited swings of arms and a couple of bursts to the feet, we read through the entire play over the course of the next hour. It was a humorous spy thriller, though from the way some of them were approaching it I got the feeling that they were taking it rather more seriously than the writers had intended.

      When we finally got to the end, Letty stood up again. “Excellent work, my lovelies. Excellent work. Now, shall we do it all again?”

      “I need to be somewhere,” Clive said.

      “And so do we,” I said on Rosie’s behalf.

      “Then I suppose we shall have to practice alone. That is the actor’s way. It’s a truly solitary existence, except when we are with our casts and troupes.” Letty sighed performatively. “Does anyone else have anything that needs to be said?”

      “I’m going to go check out what we’ve got in wardrobe,” Kerri said.

      “Remember, you can always come to Buy a Thread for a five percent discount if nothing takes your fancy!”

      “Yeah, I’ll remember that.”

      “I’ll be in the box office for a little while,” Henri said. “I’ve got some paperwork to do, but I want to lock up in half an hour if everyone can be done by then?”

      “While I wish we could do a forty-eight-hour rehearsal marathon, that shall have to wait for another day,” Letty lamented.

      Kerri muttered something about that only happening in Letty’s dreams as she wandered off backstage.

      “Right, I’ve got to go,” Clive said. “See you all soon, I hope!”

      Clive walked away briskly. With not long left until Rosie’s curfew, it was time for us to make an exit as well.

      “Thanks for the opportunity to be in the play,” Rosie said to everyone who was left. “We won’t let you down!”

      “I am certain you shall not, my heart! Call me any time, day or night, if you need urgent acting advice.”

      “Thanks, we’ll keep that in mind.” Yeah, if I had a theater performance emergency at three in the morning, I now had a contact to fall back on. Letty would be there to save the day with urgent acting advice.

      Before we left, I took a final look around the theater. With its old-fashioned lights, beat-up old chairs, and scruffy appearance, it had the feel of an elderly relative’s home. Not like Nanna’s, which was modern and new and clean, but more like an imaginary old relative, the kind who’d lived in a country cottage for the best part of a century.

      “It’s nice in here,” Rosie said to me as we headed down the center aisle toward the lobby. “Peacef—”

      Rosie’s words were cut off.

      Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Four loud gunshots blasted from outside, one after the other. It wasn’t an accidental discharge, it was a serious shooting by someone who meant serious business.

      After the final shot, silence reigned until it was punctuated by a loud shrill yell behind us. I whirled around. Letty had her hands pressed to the side of her face like she was trying to recreate Munch’s The Scream. Finally, she stopped shrieking, lowered her hands, and ran toward us.

      “Are you okay?” I said, confused. The gunshots sounded like they’d happened outside.

      “We’re under attack!” Letty announced. “Mobsters! Or spies! Perhaps our little play is going to cut a little too close to the truth? Reflect some dastardly plan already in action?”

      “I don’t know what just happened,” I told her, “but I can assure you, it’s not that. Wait here, Letty. Rosie and I will go and check it out.”

      Letty sat down on an audience chair and watched us head up the aisle and out into the lobby. Henri stood by the front door. “Did you hear that?” he asked us, rather stupidly.

      “Yes, we heard it. Did you see anything?”

      Henri shook his head. “No. I didn’t see a thing.”

      Tentatively, I went to the main door and peered outside. Clive was balled up on the floor, and over him stood Kerri.

      I dug into my bag for my gun and didn’t find it. Then I remembered, the cops had taken it off Rosie. Instead, I grabbed a can of pepper spray, put my finger into the firing position, but kept it inside my bag ready to be whipped out should I need it.

      Quietly, I pushed the door open and surveyed the scene. Kerri did not seem to be armed. Clive was slowly pushing himself up into a seated position. I judged that Kerri had not fired the shots—or if she had, the weapon had now disappeared.

      “What happened?”

      “I heard shots, and hurried out to see what was happening,” Kerri said. “I came out the fire exit in the back.”

      Clive put his fist in his mouth and shivered. He looked up at us, wide and pleading. He slowly removed the fist. “Someone tried to shoot me.”

      Clive looked behind him at his vehicle. Sure enough, it had been pierced with four bullet holes.

      “They didn’t hit you,” Rosie said.

      “Thank goodness,” Clive said. “One whistled right by my ear. And one went between my legs. It’s a miracle I’m alive. A miracle.”

      “Who was it?”

      Clive shook his head. “I don’t know! They were in the shadows, all in black. The only thing I really saw was the gun. It was shiny and silver. They clearly meant business, so as soon as I saw the gun, I started jumping to get out of the way of the bullets! He kept firing, and firing at me, and I fell over. He must have thought he got me because he sprinted away.”

      “Can you describe them at all? Were they tall, short, wide? Long-haired, short-haired? Long torso? Big head?” Rosie asked.

      Clive shook his head sadly. “It’s dark, and I couldn’t see! They had on black clothes, that’s all I know. I couldn’t say if they were big or small.”

      “But it was definitely a man?” I probed.

      Clive began to nod emphatically, then his head froze and tilted to the side. “I thought it was. But… I really can’t be certain. It could have been anyone.”

      “Kerri?”

      She shook her head. “By the time I was here, they were gone.”

      “Which way did they go?” I asked

      Clive pointed down the street. “That way, I think.”

      “You didn’t get a good look at them when they were running?” Rosie asked.

      “I was hiding behind my car! They could have turned and shot me again at any moment!”

      “Okay. Kerri, call the police. Rosie and I are going to look down the road and see if we can spot anything.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” Kerri asked.

      “We can handle ourselves.”

      “We’re travel agents,” Rosie said with a steeliness. “We solve problems all day, every day.”

      Side-by-side, we marched down the street. If the assailant was still out there, we were going to catch them.

      “Sorry I lost your gun,” Rosie said to me as we headed down the quiet road.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, while keeping my worries to myself. “Sounds like they wanted to get away from the scene as fast as they could. They probably disappeared in a vehicle already.”

      “Yeah,” Rosie said. “Most likely.”

      And with that, we began our fruitless search of the neighborhood.
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      Rosie and I weren’t really expecting to catch anyone when we walked away. Whoever had fired the shots was long gone. But we needed a moment to talk things through, away from prying ears.

      “Thoughts?” I prompted.

      Rosie’s eyes were on the distance, but her thoughts were tracking close to mine. “It wasn’t Letty. She was with us. It could have been any of the others who fired the gun.”

      “Exactly. Henri told us he was in the box office, but we saw him standing by the door. He could have just come back in. Kerri was supposedly in the wardrobe, but she could have gone out the fire exit earlier than she claimed.”

      “And who knows where Magnus is. It could have been him for all we know.”

      “Motive?”

      Rosie spoke with some uncertainty in her voice. “Someone who doesn’t want the theater to survive. With Clive and Charlene gone, it won’t have a hope.”

      “That kind of excludes the actors, doesn’t it?”

      “What about Kerri?” Rosie mused. “She suddenly lost interest in playing the spy, and we saw her talking to that shady looking guy.”

      “But why? What possible reason?”

      “Not sure yet. We’ll hear from Emily about that license plate tomorrow, right?”

      “I sure hope so.”

      “Then I guess only Letty is in the clear for now. At least with the Clive shooting.”

      Rosie and I, having spotted no sign of the shooter, made our way back to the theater. The whole little town of Black Canyon Pass seemed to have gone to bed hours before people did in Las Vegas. It was like they were several hours ahead. Or many decades behind.

      When we got back, there were a couple of police patrol cars pulling up, and then a black sedan that I recognized. Elwood.

      The grizzled grump of a detective heaved himself out of the car, saw me, and stomped on over.

      “Nice to see you, Elwood.”

      He grunted.

      “I thought you weren’t on the Rosie and Charlene case?”

      Elwood grunted again and nodded. “I’m not. But who possibly could have known the events here could be connected to that.” We all could, obviously, but Elwood was going to play dumb so he could poke around. Maybe he even wanted to help us out. Judging by his face, you wouldn’t think so, but then Elwood’s face was often deceptive—while he always looked like a grump, he wasn’t actually always in a curmudgeonly mood. Sometimes he was annoyed, irritated, irked, angry, hungry, furious, or disappointed instead. “What’ve we got?”

      I pointed toward Clive’s car. “Victim’s car. He was shot at. Not hit.”

      “Where is he?”

      Good question. It was answered when I spotted Clive walking down the steps from inside, shaking his hands as he did so. I caught his eye and gestured for him to join us.

      “Sorry, I just had to splash some water on my face,” Clive said when he joined us.

      “Feeling better?” Rosie asked.

      Clive shook his head. “No, I’m not. I’m really not. Someone tried to shoot me. With a gun. Nothing like that has ever happened to me before.”

      “Must be your lucky day,” Elwood muttered.

      Clive stared at Elwood, his mouth falling open in surprise. “What?”

      “It’s a joke. Lighten up.”

      “Someone just tried to shoot me!”

      Elwood turned his attention back to me. “Are all actors as whiney as this?”

      I had to feel a little sorry for Clive. Even if he wasn’t exactly my favorite person recently.

      “We’re sensitive people.”

      Elwood stared at me incredulously. “You’re not one of them now, are you? An actor?”

      “Oh, I dabble.”

      We were joined by Letty in her billowing strawberry dress. “Thank goodness! The cavalry are here!” Letty pushed her face close up to Elwood’s. “My dear, you have character don’t you?”

      Elwood raised one eyebrow and made a questioning grunt.

      Letty held out a hand and gently touched Elwood’s face. He jerked back.

      “Yes, this face, it’s so expressive. So earnest. Craggy, like the landscape where I used to film Spaghetti Westerns. You would make a wonderful character actor.”

      “Character actor?”

      “It means you’re too ugly to be a leading star,” Rosie told him, “but an audience might like to, you know, gawk at you.”

      “No!” Letty cried. “You are not ugly, you are beautiful. A beautiful, beautiful man.”

      It was hard to tell who was more surprised at Elwood being called a beautiful man, him or me, but needless to say they weren’t words that had ever, or ever would be again, used to describe Detective Elwood.

      “You should join our troupe,” Letty declared. “We’re having a few minor difficulties at the moment, but we’ll soldier through and be stronger than ever. We could do with even more fresh, young, beautiful blood.”

      I winced at the imagery. The words fresh, young, and blood all being used to describe Elwood were borderline obscene.

      “I don’t act. I’m here to find out what went on. Witnesses?” Elwood was looking at me.

      “Only Clive.”

      “Of course.” Elwood sighed. “Want to come to the station and make a statement?”

      Clive didn’t answer. He was staring straight ahead, his eyes glassy.

      I gripped his arm. “Clive? Are you okay?”

      Clive shook his head, and then sunk to his knees, a hand pressed against his chest. “I… I…”

      Clive toppled over onto his side.

      Elwood rolled his eyes. “Slow acting bullet?”

      I thumped the detective on the arm. “Elwood!”

      Rosie crouched down. “I think he’s in shock.”

      “Great,” Elwood said sarcastically.

      Calls were made, and in short order, Clive was whisked away to a hospital.

      “What do you make of all this?” Elwood asked me.

      “Not sure, yet. It has to be connected to Charlene.” Elwood nodded, looking rather disappointed at the prospect. “Probably right. I won’t be able to touch it if it is.” As if on cue, another black sedan rolled up, and a middle-aged woman and a younger one got out.

      “Great,” Elwood said under his breath. We watched as the younger detective walked up to the theater, while the more senior came over in our direction. “Detective Lee,” Elwood said in a disturbingly chirpy voice. “What a lovely surprise.”

      The dark-haired woman gave him an icy look. “What are you doing here, Elwood?”

      Elwood stretched his arms above him. The stretch was the closest thing to exercise I’d seen him do. “Acting, detective. I’m taking up acting.”

      Lee gave him a very skeptical look. I kept my own—just as skeptical—look under the wrap of a benign smile.

      “You’re taking up acting?”

      “Yep.” Elwood gave her a patronizing smile. “The best cops know the importance of time off. Relaxing. Doing something to take your mind off work. And what better than a nice bit of acting on stage?”

      If only Elwood would take his own advice more regularly, he might be a lot less of a grump, I mused.

      “You heard the call and came out here because your friend is a suspect in a related murder.”

      “Friend?” Elwood gave Rosie a scathing look. “Her? I barely know her.”

      Rosie nodded in agreement. “I don’t know Detective Edward at all.”

      “Elwood,” he corrected.

      “Are you sure? I thought it was Edward?”

      “I know my own name.” Elwood lifted his chin up at me. “I thought this one was smarter than your last dolt?”

      “Ian was brilliant, in his own way,” I said in defense of my outgoing partner. “And so is Rosie.”

      “Elwood?” Lee snapped. “Stop trying to distract us. Sling your hook.”

      “What am I, a sailor?”

      “Perhaps you can play one on stage.” Detective Lee turned back to me. “I’ll want a full statement from you, Tiffany Black.”

      “Do you know me?”

      “I know everyone connected to my case.”

      “Have you been investigating me?”

      A slow, cold smile spread across Lee’s face like a rash, and that was all the answer she gave. She had been investigating me. I didn’t like that one bit.

      “You sure know how to waste the taxpayer’s time and money,” Elwood said sweetly. “I’ll leave ya to it.” Elwood grunted and grumped back to his car.

      “I’ll want a statement from you. After I speak to the rest of them.”

      “Sure. I’ll look forward to it.”

      Lee didn’t like my enthusiasm. And I bet she would have hated it if I’d been more reluctant as well.

      “Don’t go anywhere.” Lee had spotted Kerri making for her car and made a beeline for her. “Don’t go anywhere!”

      With Lee out of the way, I grabbed Rosie’s arm. “Come on. Let’s find Letty.”

      “But she said don’t—”

      I dragged Rosie back inside. We found the acting group’s matriarchal figure sitting in the center of the stage like a queen on a throne.

      “Letty? Is everything okay?”

      She didn’t seem to hear me at first, but a couple of seconds later she blinked, shook her head, and then smiled at us. “Sorry, my loves, I was just reminiscing about the time a friend and I stole a car and drove it off a cliff.”

      “How incredible, you’ll have to tell us about it some time. I was wondering, do you know what happened to Magnus this evening?”

      Letty pressed her lips tightly closed and shook her head rapidly.

      “Letty? Please tell us.”

      “No. You’ll have to ask him.”

      “Can’t you tell us? Why wasn’t he here this evening? Does he miss many meetings?”

      Letty put the back of her hand to her brow and breathed out deeply. “Must I betray every confidence to you?”

      “Where he was is a secret?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you give us a hint?”

      Letty gestured for us to come close. We pulled up chairs around her. She put her head down and pulled ours down too with a hand on the back of our necks so we were huddled together. A rich, flowery perfume wafted from Letty’s wrists and neck.

      “Magnus is not who he pretends to be. In this world, we are all actors, and Magnus especially so.”

      “Okay…”

      “I don’t get it,” Rosie said more bluntly.

      “Magnus is not the magnate you think he is.”

      “You mean he’s not a successful businessman?”

      “Exactly,” Letty confirmed. “He was somewhat… reliant on Charlene. I didn’t tell you before because I didn’t want to embarrass him. But now you know.”

      “And so where was he tonight?”

      Letty lowered her voice even more, to an actual whisper rather than a stage whisper. “He had an interview.”

      “For a job?” I asked.

      “At night?” Rosie followed up.

      Letty pulled her hands away from our necks and sat back up straight.

      “Now I have revealed the darkest secret of one of the loves of my life. I hope you’re satisfied.”

      “We were just curious,” I told her.

      “I must say, you two are very curious girls, aren’t you? Then again, so was I at your age. It’s how I ended up in Africa looking for a precious jewel.”

      “That sounds amazing,” Rosie told her. “And yes, we’re very curious. It’s just how we are, isn’t it, Tiff?”

      “Yep, always have been! Thanks for sharing with us, Letty.”

      “Any time, my dears. We actresses have to stick together!”

      We left Letty still sitting in the center of the stage, proud but alone.

      It was time for us to go and see one of her lovers.

      “I want to get to Magnus before Detective Lee,” I said to Rosie as we snuck out the back door.

      “But my curfew…”

      “Drat. You’re right. Sorry Rosie, but I’ll have to drop you home first.”

      Rosie made a sad noise of agreement.

      “And Detective Lee?”

      “Don’t worry about her.”

      We’d give Lee her statement.

      But not yet.

      Not until we were good and ready.

      And we wouldn’t want Rosie breaking curfew for the detective, would we? No, no we definitely wouldn’t.

      Rosie and I hopped in my car and headed off.

      Although curfew was approaching, the night was still young for me.

      There were things to do, and I was going to be the person that did them.
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      We just about got Rosie home before her nine o’clock curfew. Ian heard us getting back and wandered out into the hallway before we were fully inside.

      “Pumpkin time!” Ian declared.

      Rosie gave him an irritated look. “What?”

      Ian tapped a non-existent watch on his wrist. “Nine o’clock. Your curfew. You turn into a pumpkin if you’re not back in time.”

      “Oh, I see. Anyway, you’re wrong.”

      “I’m not wrong, it’s from the fairy tale. Snow White.”

      “It’s Cinderella,” Rosie corrected, “and it wasn’t her that turned into a pumpkin, was it?”

      Ian looked unsure.

      “It was her carriage. And I don’t have a carriage. Someone burned it, remember?”

      “Burned or turned into a pumpkin, either way, you’re not supposed to be out.”

      “I know. That’s why I’m back.” Rosie turned to me. “I’m sorry, boss. I wish I could with you. You could take Ian instead.”

      Ian’s face lit up. “Take me where? Is it a restaurant? Sally and I already ate, but I could handle a second dinner, if you needed me to.”

      “No, it’s not that. We want to follow up on a suspect before the cops get to him. See what he was up to this evening.”

      Ian punched a fist into a palm. “Grill him until the pips squeak!”

      “That’s squeeze,” Rosie corrected. “Squeeze until the pips squeak.”

      Ian tutted. “Looks like someone’s never grilled a lemon.”

      “Why would I grill a lemon?”

      “To hear the pips squeak! They totally do.”

      Rosie didn’t look convinced. Nor was I. But there were even more pressing matters than the audible outcome of heating lemons. And having someone with me wouldn’t be a bad idea. I could have called Stone, of course, but Ian was right there.

      “So? Do you want to come with me?”

      “I think I’d better,” Ian said. “For protection.”

      It would have been mean to laugh, but I guess I do have a tiny sliver of it inside me, because I couldn’t help myself from a brief little outburst of laughter.

      “Don’t laugh, Tiff. It wouldn’t be the first time I had to save you from the gaping maws of death.”

      I had to push a fist into my mouth to stop from laughing even harder. Red-faced, I nodded at him. “Okay, you can be my bodyguard one last time.”

      “I wish I could go with you.” Rosie looked forlorn. “I’ll keep researching while you’re out. See what I can find.”

      “Okay, you do that. But if you want to take a rest, you can do that, too. We’ve worked hard today.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Rosie clearly had no intention of taking it easy, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. It was nice to have an assistant who was so keen, actually. I was sure she’d develop some other interests to fill her time with eventually, but for the time being, I was okay with her dedicating herself to our work. With this case, we needed all our efforts. And staying out of prison was a pretty strong source of motivation for her.

      With my old assistant back by my side for one final last mission, we headed out.
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      Magnus, and until recently Charlene, lived in a large, white two-story home with neoclassical columns at the entrance.

      I’d filled Ian in as best I could on the way over, but he was still going to be looking at things with fresh eyes. Sometimes a new perspective could be a huge benefit. And sometimes… Well, that wasn’t worth thinking about.

      We had to ring the doorbell three times to get a response, a muffled yell that he was coming, finally.

      When Magnus opened the door, I jerked back in startlement. Ian cocked his head as he sized Magnus up, bemused.

      Magnus was wearing makeup. Not feminine makeup, but more like costume makeup. His nose was black and there were whiskers drawn onto his cheeks. But he seemed to be completely unaware of it.

      “Tiffany?” Magnus said, blinking in confusion. “What are you doing here? And who’s this?”

      “Ian, investigative assistant emeritus.”

      Magnus didn’t understand.

      “He’s helping me,” I explained. “It’s past Rosie’s curfew. Can we come in?”

      After a brief hesitation and a twitch of his rodent-like nose, he consented, and we followed him inside. He led us to the kitchen and sat down at a large wooden table. On top of it were three empty cans of beer. He pointed a finger at them. “Want one?”

      “No thanks.”

      “Yes please!” Ian said.

      While Magnus went to the refrigerator, I gave Ian a questioning look. He didn’t drink beer normally.

      Ian shrugged at me. “Love me a nice cold brewski.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      Magnus came back and handed a cold can to Ian, keeping one for himself. I noticed he didn’t offer me any other kind of drink. It was beer or nothing, seemingly. Ian cracked his open. “Ahh, nothing like an ice-cold brewdog on a hot day like today, is there?”

      “It’s night,” Magnus told him. “But yeah. I know what you mean.”

      Ian took a gulp and tried to look like he was enjoying it, but I caught the slight wince as the bitterness hit his tongue. Yep, he was definitely more of a soda person.

      “So what’s up, Magnus? How come you weren’t at rehearsal tonight?”

      Magnus took a long pull on his beer before he answered. “Couldn’t make it. I had some business to attend to.”

      What kind of business involved putting makeup on his face?

      “Yeah? Your property business?”

      Magnus nodded. “Yeah. Something like that.”

      Ian shook his head at him. “You might be able to pull the wool over Tiffany’s eyes, but not me. I know exactly what you were doing.”

      Magnus cocked his head at Ian and then ran a hand through his mustache. Some of the face paint came off on his hand. Magnus froze when he saw the dark makeup on his hand.

      “Oh, shoot!” Magnus dragged his fingers across his cheeks again and examined them. “Tarn it! Am I… Have I…”

      Ian nodded at him. “You do. Let me guess—Magnus the Mouse?”

      Ahh. I finally got it. Or half got it.

      “You’re working at the Savannah Safari restaurant?”

      Magnus blinked in surprise. “How did you figure that out from a bit of face paint?”

      “I’m not only an investigator emeritus, I’m also a server emeritus,” Ian told him.

      Magnus still didn’t get it. “What does that mean?”

      “He’s using a fancy word to talk about work he used to do. It’s never used to talk about investigators or servers, so he’s being a pompous dolt.”

      Ian gulped down some beer. “I’ve been reading a book on expanding your vocabulary. It makes you cleverer.”

      “Magnus, are you really working at that restaurant?”

      Magnus let out a long, sad sigh before he responded. “I guess I am. I had an interview, and then went straight into my first shift. Some comedown, huh? Working as a server. At my age.”

      “Hey,” Ian told him. “A job’s a job.”

      “I guess.”

      “But how come? What about all your other businesses?”

      Magnus shook his head at me. “It was a bluff.”

      “A bluff?”

      “Yeah, like in poker, where you pretend you’ve got better cards than you do.”

      Unsurprisingly, as a casino dealer, I was already familiar with the term.

      “I understand the meaning, but do you mean to say you don’t have a business?

      “I did. I used to. But it didn’t work out. I’m broke, Tiffany. Have been for years.”

      “You were living off Charlene’s income?”

      Magnus nodded. “Yeah. Pretty much. And with her gone…” Magnus shook his head. “It’s just me now. I’ve put the house on the market. That’ll give me some wiggle room when it sells, but I’ll have to give half to the kids. It’s half theirs now.”

      “And you’ve got nothing else?” Ian asked.

      “Got my truck. That must be worth 20K, but I need it to get to work.” Magnus laughed at himself and then rubbed his hands over his face, smearing the makeup. “Where’d it all go wrong, huh?”

      “Don’t think of it that way,” Ian told him. “Think of it as an opportunity for a fresh start. You can turn over a new leaf. Start again.”

      “I’m too old for all that.”

      “No, you’re not,” Ian told him. “You’re never too old. Don’t believe anyone who tells you otherwise.”

      Magnus chuckled softly to himself. “Thanks for the encouragement.”

      Ian leaned forward. “Now, where were you two hours ago?”

      Magnus looked to Ian then to me and then back to Ian, confusion in his eyes. “At the Savannah Safari. Why?”

      That would be easy enough to check. Ian and I knew the owners and managers from a previous case where we’d worked there undercover.

      “Something happened earlier, after the rehearsal,” I told him. “Someone tried to shoot Clive.”

      “Shoot Clive?” Magnus’s eyebrows went up. “Like they shot Charlene?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Is he okay?”

      “Yep. They missed. But they dinged his car pretty good.”

      “Oh shoot, and you thought it might be me? Because I wasn’t there? That’s why you’re here?”

      It didn’t need an answer.

      “Why would I want to shoot Clive?”

      “Jealousy?” Ian suggested.

      “Why would I be jealous of him? No offense to the fella, but he’s not got much to envy.”

      “Clive has been having a… relationship with Letty,” I explained.

      Magnus cocked his head at me. “Letty and Clive?”

      “Yes. And we know about you and Letty as well. Perhaps you were jealous.”

      Magnus squinted and shook his head. “Naw. But I’m surprised. Clive seems a bit too dull for Letty’s tastes.”

      “You’re not angry?”

      “Why should I be? Letty and I weren’t serious. She’s not the settling down type, y’know? Nothing to get upset about. She has her own life to lead.”

      “That’s very understanding of you.”

      Magnus heaved his shoulders up in a shrug. “Truth is, I just wish I had Charlene back.”

      “You hated her,” I pointed out.

      Magnus shook his head ruefully. “Naw. I thought I hated her. Now she’s gone, really gone, I just wish she wasn’t, y’know? I wish she’d come home.”

      “So you could live off her income,” Ian said.

      Magnus could have been offended, but he wasn’t. He just chuckled at Ian’s words. “Guess that’s part of it. But it’s not all. Honestly. Now she’s not here, I miss her. Miss having someone to talk to, even if it’s just bickering.” Magnus shook his head ruefully. “So are you getting anywhere? Y’know who did it yet?”

      “We’re making progress, but we’re not there yet,” I told him. “But Rosie and I are going to find out who killed Charlene.”

      “And me,” Ian said.

      “I hope y’all hurry up. It’s killing me not knowing what happened.”

      “What about the police?”

      Magnus shook his head. “Detective Lee is on the case. She seems like a tough broad, but I don’t know if she’s getting anywhere. I think she suspects me, so she doesn’t tell me jack.”

      “Thanks for your time, Magnus. Good luck with the new job. And I guess I’ll see you at rehearsal next time?”

      Magnus nodded. “Yep. I’m trying to get rehearsal evenings off, but as the new guy, I’m bottom of the totem pole when it comes to scheduling.”

      “Good luck with it. It’s a fun place to work.”

      Magnus nodded. “It’s sure got some atmosphere. They got me learning some birthday song. Can’t get the words locked into my old brain. Not sure if I’m fully cut out for it.”

      “You’ll get there,” Ian said. “It took Tiffany ages to learn it when we worked there.”

      Magnus’s bushy eyebrows shot up.

      “We were there undercover,” I explained quickly. “And Ian’s right, it took me a while to get that song down. I’m sure you’ll get there. All right, we’ll let you get some rest, Magnus. Have a good night!”

      I got us out of there before Ian could suggest we all sing through the song a few times together. There was not much I relished the idea of doing less.

      Back in the car, Ian sounded puzzled. “We could have done the song with him, Tiff. Given him some pointers.”

      “Never again, Ian. Now, what’s the deal with you and the beer?”

      “I told you; I love the stuff.”

      “You do not.”

      Ian sighed. “Fine. Sally told me that, sometimes, in some ways, she wished I was just a little bit more mature.”

      “She told you to drink beer?”

      “I inferred it from her words.”

      “She said you weren’t mature enough, so you took that to mean you need a beer habit?”

      “Precisely. Pretty smart, huh?”

      Shaking my head and smiling softly to myself, I drove us home.

      I believed Magnus had nothing to do with what happened to Clive that evening. Which meant Rosie and I had a lot more work to do.
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      The next morning I got a text from Emily saying she would be at work later and would run the plate for the car Kerri spoke to the driver of as soon as she could. In the meantime, Rosie and I had a different plan for how to start the day. We’d begin at the hospital.

      Clive was in a private room up on the second floor. The blinds were pulled down, and the lights were off when we arrived. Clive lay in the dark under a white sheet pulled right up to his chin.

      “Clive?” I called into the gloom. “It’s Tiffany and Rosie. We’ve come to see how you are.”

      “Ti… Tiffany.” Clive breathed in a long, slow breath. “Yes, I remember you.”

      I should hope so. It had only been a few hours since we last met. “Yes, of course you do. Rosie’s going to open the blinds.”

      Already by the window, Rosie tugged on the cord to open the blinds. Clive swung his arm up to cover his eyes. “The light!” A moan passed through his lips. “So… bright.”

      “Welcome to Las Vegas,” I told him. “Where both the days and nights are bright. How are you feeling?”

      Clive still had his arm pressed against his eyes, and he shook his head, grinding it into the pillow. “Terrible. I had the worst nightmares. They kept waking me. And then, I would worry that the killer would sneak into my room to try to finish me off. I couldn’t get back to sleep. I couldn’t get any rest, I was so petrified.”

      “How awful,” I said, bored. “Any more thoughts on who it was? Did you remember anything else?”

      “I… I’m not sure. Now that I think about it, I think they were quite big. And they might have had a mustache.”

      No prizes for guessing who he was implicating.

      “It wasn’t Magnus. He was elsewhere and has an excellent alibi. I checked.”

      “Then…” Clive slowly lowered his arm from his eyes, squinting and wincing. “I don’t know who it could have been. Will you find them?”

      “Since it’s probably connected to what happened to Charlene, we are looking into it, yes. I don’t suppose you want to hire us again, do you?”

      Clive shook his head.

      “Didn’t think so.” Cheapskate.

      “How long until you’re released?”

      “I don’t know. I’m suffering from the most terrible, awful, case of shock. How long do you think that lasts?”

      I shrugged. “Ten or twenty minutes?”

      That made Clive sit up straight and stare at me. “Ten or twenty minutes? Nonsense! I’m still feeling it now, more than twelve hours later!”

      It was a number I’d plucked out of the air, mainly to get that exact reaction out of him.

      “Yeah, I’m not a doctor, Clive, I’m an investigator. Is there nothing else you can remember that might help us figure out what happened?”

      “No,” Clive said sadly. “I think the sheer shock of it all gave me a kind of amnesia. It’s like everything happened so fast, but like time was slowed down as well. Does that make sense?”

      “Mm,” I said noncommittally. “Sure. Okay, and there’s no one else who wants you dead that you know of?”

      “No.”

      “You have a good day then, Clive. Come on, Rosie.”

      “Could you close the blinds?”

      “No. The light will be good for you.”

      We left Clive behind and caught up with a nurse making rounds in the hallway outside. She glanced back towards Clive’s room, raised her eyebrows, and gave me a knowing smile.

      “How bad is his shock?”

      “Frankly, he seems fine,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with him. Just taking up a bed. Hopefully, the doc will kick him out later.”

      “I figured.”

      “It’s not unusual. People like the attention. Especially if they’re lonely.” The nurse shrugged. “And so we give them a bit. Keeps the insurance companies in business, y’know?”

      “You’ve got that right. So, you think he’ll be released today?”

      “I’m certain of it. Unless he manages to hurt himself while he’s in here.”

      We left the nurse and were crossing the lobby when someone else spotted us.

      “Tiffany Black,” boomed a commanding voice.

      I turned with a smile on my face. “Detective Lee, what a pleasure.”

      “When are you coming to give your statement? Want me to drive you down there now?”

      “Sorry, got to dash. We’ll be by later.”

      Lee gave me a hard look. “You better.”

      “Of course, we will. There’s nothing we’d like to do more, is there, Rosie?”

      My assistant shook her head. “Looking forward to it!”

      “Any luck with Clive’s attempted murder?” I asked Lee brightly before we left.

      Lee stared at me for several long seconds before she responded. “If I did, I wouldn’t tell you, would I?”

      “You might. Professional courtesy.”

      That made her snort in amusement. “Yeah, right. Stay away from it. Got it?”

      “I’ll do my job, and you do yours.”

      She didn't like that answer at all, but Rosie and I were walking off before she could let us know just how unsatisfied she was with my response. I grinned at Rosie as we headed out.

      Just in time, Emily sent us a message. It was the full name and address of the owner of the Lamborghini. Perfect.
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      The owner of the car was Len Lopez, and he lived in a penthouse apartment in a new condo building a couple of blocks back from The Strip.

      We followed another resident inside and made our way up to Len’s front door. On either side were large bunches of fresh cut flowers in vases in alcoves built into the wall to welcome him home.

      Len greeted us in a silk robe with mussed up hair, blinking sleep out of his eyes. “Huh? Who’re you? Did I order something?”

      I waved my private investigator license at him. “We’re detectives. Got time for a couple of questions?”

      Rosie was already inside and past him, and I followed her as she strode to the double-height windows that looked out across the city.

      Rosie let out a low whistle. “Some view,” Rosie said, not looking at Len, who was trailing behind us, rather confused but not overly upset.

      “Yeah, best in the city,” Len said with some uncertainty. “Cost enough, you know? This is a penthouse.”

      Rosie turned around. “Kerri Dunsmore. Tell us everything. Go!”

      Len blinked and flapped his mouth open. “Kerri?”

      So much for him telling us everything in one fell swoop.

      “We know you know her,” I told him. “How, why, and what are you two involved in?”

      “I don’t know her.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      Len slowly nodded. “Uh, yeah, I guess I do. I mean, I don’t know her well. We only just met.”

      “What’s the nature of your relationship?” I asked.

      “She’s a client.”

      “Are you a hitman?” Rosie asked him.

      “A hitman? Umm, no? I don’t think so?”

      “You don’t think so?”

      “Well, I don’t know. You mean a guy who, like, murders people? Because no, I’m not, and no one’s ever asked me that before. It’s a kind of strange thing to ask. I thought maybe it could be code for something else?”

      “It’s not code,” I told him. “So, what do you do?”

      “I’m an agent.”

      “A travel agent?” Rosie asked.

      Len looked around his penthouse rather pointedly, then held out his hands in an, are you kidding?! gesture. “You think a travel agent lives in a two point two-million-dollar apartment?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Depends on how rich his daddy is.”

      Len laughed.

      “So what kind of agent are you?”

      “Acting.”

      “And Kerri’s a client of yours?”

      “Yeah. Is she in trouble? Because if so, I need to know yesterday.”

      I ignored the question. “Have you got her a role recently? Is that why you were speaking to her the other day?”

      “Yeah. It’s a new reality show filming here. It’s about almost-made-its. They’re gonna put actors, artists, and musicians in a house together and see which one of them has the biggest success. Kerri’s going to be one of the actors. Someone else dropped out, and I got her the part as a last-minute fill-in. Look, if something’s up, then I need to know because it starts filming next week.”

      Rosie turned to me. “That would explain why she didn’t want the part.”

      “Huh? What part? She’s exclusive with me. There shouldn’t be any other parts. Has she been working with someone else?”

      “It’s community theater,” I told him.

      “Oh.” Len shook his head disparagingly. “I thought you meant real acting.”

      “Community theater is real acting,” Rosie snapped at him.

      “Whoa, whoa,” Len held up his hands in submission. “Chill out, yeah? I just meant there’s no cash in it. No money pie for an agent like me to take a sneaky little slice out of, y’get me?”

      “Just because there’s not much money doesn’t make it not real.”

      “Sure, fine, whatever. So is Kerri going to be in trouble or something?”

      “Hopefully not,” I said. “Unless you think she might have murdered someone?”

      “Err what? Murdered someone? Why the heck would she do that?”

      I just shrugged.

      “I sure as heck hope not.” Then Len’s head tilted to the side in thought. “Though… if the police were to raid the house and drag her out, that would make for a pretty good dramatic moment.” Len twirled the cord of his robe around his finger while he thought. “Do you think you girls could arrange that?”

      “Arrange what?”

      “A police raid and an arrest for murder. It’ll give us some juicy drama to go along with all the standard romance stuff that inevitably happens in these reality TV shows. Oh yeah, a nice piece of criminal intrigue could be great for ratings.”

      “No, we can’t arrange police raids.”

      “Shame. But she might have killed someone?” Hope hung in Len’s voice.

      “No, probably not. The reason we’re here is because she behaved suspiciously. She dropped a role in the community theater that she had been extremely eager for, and then we saw her meeting with a suspicious-looking man.”

      Len put his hands on his hips. “Are you saying I’m a suspicious-looking man? Most women say I’m handsome. Rich and handsome.”

      Rosie laughed, and it wasn’t particularly kind. “Do they?”

      “Yes,” Len said, sounding slightly offended, “they do. But you two saw me, and, what, you thought, yep, that guy looks like a hitman! Man. Maybe I need a new stylist.”

      “That won’t help,” Rosie told him. “The best hitmen don’t look like hitmen. They could look like any one of us.”

      “Man. I’m not sure whether I should be offended, irritated, or pleased right now. This is not how I was expecting my morning to go. So, you want to ask me anything else?”

      “Is there anything else you can tell us about Kerri?”

      “I don’t know her that well. She’s been on my books for a while, but I didn’t get her many gigs until this reality show. She made it into a female pop group once, but the label dropped them before they released anything—they thought the timing was wrong for another manufactured girl group. She did a couple of television ads. She did a voiceover for a local PBS children’s show focusing on Southwestern characters. But mostly she hasn’t got far. Still has a day job, I think.”

      “Okay, thanks. You’ve been very helpful. We’ll let you get back to it.”

      “Tell Kerri to call me if anything’s going to go wrong, would you? If I need to find a replacement, I want a heads-up.”

      “Sure. Will do. Oh, and could you not mention this to her? She doesn’t know we’re investigators.”

      “What does she think you are?”

      “Actors, darling,” Rosie said, gave Len a wink, and then headed for the door.

      Len stared after her. “See you around,” I told him and followed my assistant out.

      We’d cleared up the mystery of Kerri’s man.

      But that didn’t help with putting Rosie in the clear.

      “What’s next, boss?”

      “Why don’t you tell me, Rosie?”

      “I was thinking…”

      Rosie told me her idea. And darn if it wasn’t a good one.
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      Rosie had caught onto a detail that could easily have been overlooked, and it was something we hadn’t yet followed up on. That’s what made her so good. She was dogged, relentless, and sharp. Not perfect of course—only I'm perfect, after all—but she was good.

      We turned up to Print It Your Way! clutching a copy of the flyer for A Secret Gentleman, the last play the John Longstreet Theatre group had put on. The print shop was a laidback kind of place, with the a/c turned up not quite enough, lending it a sleepy atmosphere. The air inside smelled of ink and paper and was thick with the heat of the desert sun.

      A man with round glasses, a name badge reading Walt, and a tired demeanor, greeted us with a small wave and a nod. For a moment, I thought he was going to speak, but then he decided his energies would be better put to use leaning back on the counter.

      We introduced ourselves as local actors and then I put the flyer down on the counter.

      Walt immediately straightened up, apparently rejuvenated, and a scowl developed on his face. “Just how many of you are there?”

      “Not many,” I said, surprised by the reaction. We hadn’t even asked anything of substance yet. “The reason we’re here is to figure out what went wrong last time.”

      Walt’s face flashed with irritation. “I already told that other woman, Charlene, that it wasn’t our fault. She seemed quite satisfied. What in goodness’s name do you people want with us now?”

      “Charlene was here? When?”

      “A couple of weeks back, I don’t remember exactly. She said she was trying to get to the bottom of our mistake. Which I pointed out to her was your mistake.”

      “Mine?”

      “Y’all’s.”

      “We didn’t hear about that,” Rosie told him. “I wonder if you could tell us what you told Charlene?”

      “Why don’t you ask her yourself.”

      “Because,” Rosie said sweetly, “she was murdered. Shot. She’s dead.”

      “Shot? What the…” Walt shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      He didn’t sound very sorry. I got the distinct impression he wanted to say something else.

      “Did you not like Charlene?”

      “Don’t know her.”

      “You just said you met her here.”

      Walt rolled his eyes. “Yes, fine, I know who she was. I mean, I didn’t know her, know her. She was rude and pushy, that’s all I know.”

      “Make you want to shoot her, huh?” Rosie gambled.

      “No! Of course not. I just mean, I’ve got a saying: The customer is sometimes wrong.”

      “That’s not how that saying usually goes…”

      “No. I improved it. More accurate. Especially in a business like ours.”

      I was getting the distinct impression he didn’t think much of his customers, or at least a good contingent of them. “How’s that?”

      “It doesn’t matter how many times we ask people, are you certain that’s what you want? Are you sure the details are all correct? Are you sure about the colors? As soon as it’s all printed, they start with the ‘Actually, I was hoping that…’ or ‘There’s an error in the text…’ It doesn’t matter if I ask them to check it a hundred times. They’ll claim everything is perfect until the actual order goes through, then they find something to complain about. Like your lot.”

      I tapped the leaflet in front of us. “But the date is wrong here. That was your mistake, right?”

      “No!” Walt slapped his hand on top of the flyer and jabbed at the date. “That is the date we were given. Look, I’ll show you.”

      Walt tapped away at a computer terminal behind the counter and then lifted up the screen and turned it around. “This is the exact file we were given. I asked that awful woman—”

      “Charlene,” Rosie said.

      “No, not Charlene, a different one. The first one. I asked her if the details were correct, and she assured me that there was no possibility of the file having the wrong information. She said it would be like questioning whether Clark Gable was her favorite leading actor, whatever the heck that was supposed to mean.”

      “Ah, it was Letty who brought it in?”

      “Letty. Yeah, that sounds right. A crazy old lady. She was the one who brought in the original order and confirmed it. It was Charlene who came back a couple of weeks ago to complain after almost no one showed up for the performances. You theater people are the worst.”

      “We are?” Rosie asked.

      “Yes. In fact, you’re banned. Your whole theater. All of you. We don’t need or want your business.”

      “Thanks for your time,” I said to Walt. “You’ve been a real help.”

      “A help?”

      “Yes. Excellent customer service.”

      Walt’s brow furrowed in irritated confusion. “You call that excellent customer service? I just told you I didn’t want your business!”

      I shrugged at him. He clearly wanted a rise out of us, so we weren’t going to give him one.

      “We’ve got another play coming up at the end of next week,” Rosie told him, “if you’d like to come?”

      “Absolutely not!”

      “Keep up the good work. Come on, Rosie. Let’s go and see Letty again.”
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      Buy a Thread only had a couple of customers inside, but nonetheless, it was noisy. Letty’s coworker was shouting across the shop floor about a delivery that needed unpacking, while Letty was calling from a rack of scarves that her attention was urgently needed to adjust the display.

      Letty spotted us when we got close.

      “My dears! My hearts! What a delicious delight to have you here again. Flapper costumes for you both?”

      “Not today, Letty. We wanted to talk to you about fliers.”

      Letty threw the back of her hand against her forehead. “Fliers! Fliers! Oh, don’t talk to me about fliers. I have enough drama in my life as it is with my love triangle, my acting, and my fans.”

      “I’m worried about the next show,” Rosie explained. “We don’t want the audience to be too small. We heard what happened last time.”

      “It was a tragedy, a drama of the darkest of sorts. It reminds me of the Hitchcock film I was in.”

      “You were in a Hitchcock film?”

      Letty nodded. “In The Birds, I was the birds.”

      “You were… the birds?”

      “Indeed. It was thought actual bird calls didn’t sound realistic enough, not what the audience expected, so I lent my vocal talents to be the squeaker and squawker and caw-er. It was one of my earlier triumphs.”

      “You must have been very young then,” Rosie said.

      “I’m still young now,” Letty snapped.

      “Indeed. Back to the fliers—what happened last time?”

      “Printers error! That inept dolt, Walt, printed them with the wrong dates.”

      “He says he just printed the file that was given to him…?”

      “He would say that.”

      “We saw the original. It looks as if it did have the wrong dates.”

      “Then he should have checked! What kind of ignoramus doesn’t confirm the dates of the season’s greatest performance themselves? The blame is all on him, that’s what Charlene said.”

      “Who made the original design of the flier, Letty? Was it you?”

      “Me? I’m afraid the bulk of my talents lie in the realm of acting, performing, singing, dancing, and educating and training people in the above. I don’t design leaflets or fliers.”

      “Then who did?”

      “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Charlene.” Letty frowned. “Well, maybe not her, now that she’s left us bereft. Ask Clive. He was involved. I’m sure of it.”

      Ugh. I didn’t really want to talk to Clive again. But I guessed we’d have to before long.

      “You’ve been very helpful, Letty, thank you.”

      “Shall we fit you out with some outfits, girls?”

      “Sorry, we’ve got to get going.”

      “A shame, a shame. I shall see you dears soon, back on stage!”

      “Yeah, you will. Have a good afternoon, Letty.”
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      With some reluctance, Rosie and I headed down to Metro police headquarters to leave a statement with Detective Lee about what we had seen the night before when Clive was shot at.

      Lee welcomed us into an interview room along with her junior partner, Garcia.

      “Making any progress?” I asked her cheerfully before we began.

      Lee raised her eyebrows at me. “I wouldn’t tell you either way. This is a police investigation, not a topic for amateur gossip and speculation.”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “You know, a little professional courtesy wouldn’t go amiss. I have actually helped out this department on several occasions.”

      Lee shook her head dismissively. “We are the professionals, and we don’t need help from rank amateurs. If any of my colleagues have needed your help, it says a lot more about them than it does about you—though it serves to remind us how nosy you can be.”

      “Go on then, get it over with.”

      Lee got me to recite what happened the night before in four different ways, asking questions along the way to try and catch me out or slip me up. I told her everything that happened, and of course, she didn’t catch me out because there was nothing to be caught out on. From the way she glared at me through most of the process, you wouldn’t have known it.

      Finally, we were done.

      Despite her rudeness, I had one more go at convivial information sharing.

      “What’s your opinion of Clive’s condition?”

      Lee didn’t even open her mouth this time. She just shook her head at me and jerked her head in the direction of the door. “Gee, it was a real pleasure speaking with you,” I said as I got up to leave.

      Outside, I sent Rosie in next. “Just tell her what happened and don’t embellish or explain anything else. She won’t appreciate it.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      When Rosie was inside the interview room, I saw someone beckoning me from across the floor. I smiled broadly. It was Emily. Finally, a friendly face.

      We hugged and then she ushered me into a stairwell.

      “Very cloak and dagger.”

      “Yeah. Elwood wants to speak to you. He’s in the basement parking lot.”

      “And he doesn’t want Lee to know.”

      “Exactly. She’s got spies all over the place.”

      “Spies?”

      “Okay, maybe that’s too strong. But she’s friendly with a lot more people than Elwood, and she’s asked them to keep a lookout.”

      “She’s more popular than Elwood?” I said in disbelief.

      Emily gave me a quizzical look. “You have met Elwood, right? World’s grumpiest grump?”

      I laughed. “Well, yeah, but she’s not much better.”

      Emily shook her head. “Actually, she is. Not with suspects, but she can turn on the charm real thick. She’s one of the most popular homicide detectives we’ve got.”

      I clutched my head in disbelief. “Lee is one of the most popular? If it was anyone but you, Em, I’d say you were trying to pull the wool over my eyes. Okay. Let’s go see Elwood.”

      Emily led us downstairs, taking the stairs slowly with big, wide steps, grasping the handrail as she moved.

      “Shoulda taken the elevator…” Emily complained to herself. I squeezed her shoulder. “How long now?”

      “Not long, Tiff. Not long.”

      Panting, Emily led us down to the underground lot to speak with Elwood. I couldn’t wait to hear what he had to say.
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      I was ushered to Elwood’s car, where I climbed into the passenger seat, sinking deeply into the cracked and worn leather seat that must have been nearly as old as me. Young, I mean nearly as young as me.

      Elwood grunted a greeting and then got down to business. No, how are you doing? Or, What’s new in the life of Tiffany Black? It was straight to work.

      “What do you know about Clive?”

      “Moved to town a little over a year ago. Lives near a golf course. Likes acting. Used to be in business of some kind or another. Doesn’t seem to have many friends outside of the theater group, and he’s not exactly close with any of them.”

      “Love life?”

      “He’s in a non-serious relationship with another theater member, Letty Northrup. Not much else going on.”

      “What’s he like?”

      “Tight. Tried to welsh us on our bill for the canceled investigation into Charlene we were running.”

      Elwood nodded. “Deceitful?”

      “Possibly. What’s going on, Elwood? Got some information to share?”

      Elwood took a few labored breaths before he continued. “No. But I don’t trust him. I wanted to make sure you’re looking into him.”

      “Because you can’t?”

      “Not my case. Did Lee tell you anything?”

      “Nope. She wasn’t exactly friendly with me.”

      “Nor me.” A mischievous twinkle appeared in his eye. “Must be jealous of her betters.”

      Was that… was that a compliment?

      “You’re saying I’m better than Lee?”

      Elwood heaved his shoulders in a shrug. “Known you longer. And we’ve always recovered from your mess-ups.”

      My mess-ups? Pah. I didn’t have mess-ups. I just had bends in the path from beginning to end of each case, and some of those twists and turns could perhaps occasionally look like mistakes to the untrained eye but were simply part of the process. At least that’s what I told myself.

      “You think Detective Lee won’t get far with the case?”

      “Didn’t say that. But you might get to the bottom of it quicker.”

      “Thanks, I think. Okay, Rosie and I are going to dig into Clive a bit more. Anything else?”

      “Yeah, there is.”

      Elwood nodded out the front windscreen. Emily was in front of the car, leaning on the hood.

      “Emily?”

      “Yeah. Why don’t you tell her to go home already? I don’t want to have to play midwife when she pops.”

      “I’m sure she’ll go to hospital when it’s time.” Of course, knowing Emily, she probably would want to make absolutely sure it was time to go before she went.

      “I’d just prefer it if she didn’t give birth while we’re chasing down a suspect.”

      “Emily isn’t going to do what I tell her,” I said with a shrug. “She’ll start her maternity leave when she’s good and ready.”

      Elwood grumbled something under his breath.

      “Nice chatting with you as always, Elwood.”

      I left the grumpy old detective and went to wait for Rosie. We’d dig into Clive some more. Elwood may have lacked charm, grace, humility, friendliness, and a whole litany of other positive traits, but he was a pretty good detective, and his instincts were always worth listening to.
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      Rosie and I headed home. Clive was from out of state—Indiana before Nevada, and Iowa before that—so any digging we were going to do would be online and by phone.

      I set Rosie up at my worktable underneath the tacky sign Ian had put up reading, You Don’t Have to Be Crazy to Work Here, But it Helps! Rosie arranged her phone, tablet, laptop and a stack of papers in a neat row and methodically moved between each item as she began some deep research into Clive.

      I prepped coffee and then grabbed all our notes from the case so far and began to go back over them again. Things which initially seem innocent can look a whole lot more incriminating after a few days of an active case, and details that looked completely inconsequential could turn out to be anything but.

      Rosie worked quietly with headphones in, keeping most of her thoughts to herself. It was in stark contrast to Ian, who tended to let every thought that idly flitted across his mind run out of his mouth. They both had their advantages and disadvantages—Ian sometimes stumbled across things as they tumbled out of his mouth before his brain had even recognized them—but I did enjoy the peace and quiet of working with Rosie as well.

      My new assistant had made a few self-satisfied hmms and muttered, “that’s interesting,” under her breath, but she hadn’t yet shared any of her findings when our afternoon of studious research was interrupted.

      There was a series of raps on the door.

      “Ian,” I said, recognizing the way he knocked.

      It was. But it wasn’t just him. In his arms he held Snowy, and by his side…

      “Look who I found wandering down the hallway!”

      “I wasn’t wandering,” Stone said. “I was heading right for here.”

      “We thought you were wandering, didn’t we, Snowy?”

      The cat said nothing.

      “So, what’s up?”

      “I wanted some advice,” Stone said. “If you have a minute?”

      “I said we’d be happy to give him some,” Ian said. “It’s right up our alley.”

      I ushered them inside, poured some coffees, grabbed a package of cookies, and we gathered around my sofa where Stone and Ian sat down with a couple more chairs pulled up for Rosie and me.

      “It’s this talk for Sue Giant,” Stone said, leaning forward from his perch on the edge of the sofa. “I’m looking for tips, tactics, and battle plans for giving a motivational speech.”

      “And I said we’d be just the people to help. Right, ready to take some notes, Stone?”

      Stone whipped out a pen and notebook from the inside pocket of his leather jacket. “Always.”

      “Excellent,” Ian told him. “You’re going to make a very good student. Right. Tiff, hit him with your best advice, then I’ll follow up!”

      “My public speaking advice? Umm, let me see…” While I’d been roped into giving a few toasts, speeches, and even a lecture in my time, I wasn’t exactly a confident public speaker. Then again, Ian had excellent confidence, but I wasn’t sure that meant he was great at it. “Don’t talk too fast,” I told him. “That’s a mistake a lot of people make. They get nervous, and then their words start tumbling out faster than anyone can take them in. A talk is different from a conversation. You need to leave pauses between sentences and let ideas sink in a little bit.”

      “Yes!” Ian agreed with a clap of his hands. “That, and you’ve got to keep moving. Don’t stand still. Pace up and down like a lion in a cage, swing your arms like an Italian angry at a bad pasta sauce!”

      “But not too much,” Rosie countered. “You don’t want your movements to distract from what you’re saying.”

      Stone stopped writing and sat back on the sofa, shaking his head to himself. “Maybe it’s not for me.”

      “Nonsense,” I told him, sounding rather like my Nanna.

      “No way, you’ll be great,” Ian told him. “You’ve got a good voice for it.”

      “I do?”

      “Yes, you sound like a serial killer or something.”

      “Ian!” I turned to Stone, who was looking quite alarmed now. “You do not sound like that. I think what he meant to say is that you have a rich intensity which makes people perk up and listen.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I meant, like a s—”

      “Ian, stop saying that. No one listens to serial killers. You’re thinking of trained actors in movies, not actual psychopaths.”

      “Hmm, yes, maybe you’re right. You’re like an actor, Stone.”

      “That’s better.”

      “You do have a nice voice,” Rosie agreed, “when you use it.”

      “When I use it?”

      “She’s saying you don’t talk enough. You should be more like me, talk while you think instead of thinking first. That’s what slows you down.”

      “Ignore that,” I said. “You have an excellent way of talking. Your economy of words really makes people pay attention. Anyway, I think we’re getting off topic. This was supposed to be about public speaking, not how to jabber away like a… well, like Ian.”

      “Sally says I’m a great conversationalist.” Ian sounded a little defensive.

      “What will you talk about?” Rosie asked.

      Thinking before he spoke, Stone slowly explained that the topic of his first talk was going to be resilience and how to keep going in the face of adversity.

      “Oh, I’ve got a good idea! Put some quotes in it. You know, from famous people. Like what you just said: Roosevelt said, ‘If you’re going through hell—keep going!’”

      “That was Winston Churchill,” Rosie corrected.

      “I’m pretty sure Roosevelt said it to him in private and then Churchill repeated it,” Ian blustered. “Anyway, you should dig up a few quotes like that. Put them up on your PPT.”

      “On my what?”

      “You need images to go with your talk,” Ian explained. “Like with PowerPoint. You can put those motivational quotes up there and intersperse them with pictures of people being resilient. Oh, I know a good one!”

      “Yeah?” we all said, some of us a little more dubious than others.

      “Touch the truck! You know, where people have to keep a hand on a truck, and the one who lasts the longest gets to keep it. Now that’s resilience.”

      “Interesting,” Stone said.

      “What about people who hold their breath under water for a really long time?” Rosie asked.

      Ian clapped excitedly. “Excellent! That was some good riffing off of my idea, Rosie.”

      “Thank you, Ian. I trained to do that for a while.”

      “Breath holding? Yeah, I can do a minute, easy.”

      “I got up to five minutes when I was practicing in my free time last year,” Rosie told him nonchalantly. “But then I worried my brain cells might start dying, so I stopped.”

      “Five minutes?” Ian shook his head. “Impossible.”

      “Nope. Want me to show you? I can probably only do four or so now that I’m out of practice.”

      “Guys?” I said. “Let’s stay on topic. Any more tips for Stone’s talk?”

      “Okay,” Rosie agreed, turning back to Stone. “Practice. The very best thing you can do is practice. Learn what you want to say inside and out. You don’t want to be reading your speech on the stage, and you don’t want to be fumbling and stumbling over the words. The more you practice, the better.”

      “That is pretty good advice,” Ian agreed. “But make sure you don’t sound robotic. You want to have some room for some freestyle riffing while you talk, react to the crowd, burn the hecklers, that kind of thing.”

      “Hecklers?”

      Ian was nodding enthusiastically.

      “I’m sure there won’t be hecklers,” I said. “People who go to Sue Giant events tend to listen to what’s being said. It’s not like standup comedy where people go along with the specific purpose of heckling.”

      “Oh yeah, good point,” Ian shook his head at Stone. “You’re pretty fortunate. Motivational speaking is a much easier gig than comedy.”

      “Lucky me.” Stone put his notebook and pen back into his pocket. “Thanks for the tips. I need to finalize my talk and practice it, I think.”

      “That sounds like a great idea. I’m ready to listen when you want to try it on a practice audience.”

      “Thank you, Tiffany, Rosie, Ian.”

      Snowflake meowed from Ian’s lap.

      “And thank you too, Snowflake.”

      The little white cat gave another meow of acknowledgment and then swatted at Ian’s hand with her paw.

      “What’s that, Snowy? You’re hungry?” The cat gave him another swat. “Okay guys, wish I could stay and help for longer, but we’ve got to go. Snowy gets angry when she’s hungry.”

      “I know that feeling,” Stone said. “The third day is the worst.”

      “Third day?” Ian repeated. “You mean third hour without food?”

      “No. Third day.” Stone stood and patted Ian’s shoulder. “You should try it. Build up some resilience.”

      Ian shook his head rapidly. “No way. I’d die.”

      Stone nodded at him. “Maybe.”

      I walked Stone to the door and repeated my offer to listen to his talk. Stone thanked me, gave me a hug, and was on his way, head down in thought as he headed for the elevator.

      Ian and Snowy left right after, and then it was just Rosie and me again.

      Back to looking into Clive.

      And figuring out just what the heck had happened the night before.

      “Boss?” Rosie called from the living room. “I found something interesting…”
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      Rosie and I got out of my car outside Geoff Thomas’s Place, a small bar that specialized in gin and tonics and looking flashy. The owner was expecting us and offered us a seat at a distressed wood and chrome table under a bare incandescent bulb hanging from a long steel chain.

      Geoff Thomas himself was a late middle-aged man with laugh lines around his eyes and mouth and a comfortable paunch around his middle. He sat back in his chair like he was lounging on vacation, eyes alight with interest at us. He knew we were there because we wanted to talk about his old partner, Clive Fontaine, but he didn’t know much else about us.

      “Gin and tonic?”

      “No thanks. We’re on the clock.”

      Geoff called up to the bar. “June! Two tonics!”

      He didn’t leave us any chance to decline. The drinks were brought over immediately, with plenty of ice and a squeeze of lime. I took a swig and tried not to wince. It was bitter as heck, and I wished he’d offered me a coffee or soda or even a water. But nope. Artisanal tonic it was.

      “Good stuff, huh? We flavor it ourselves.”

      I smiled weakly. “It sure is something.”

      “Very refreshing,” Rosie said amiably, doing a better impression of being impressed than I had. “So. You know Clive Fontaine, right?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Can you tell us about him?”

      Geoff nodded. “I can tell you my little slice of interaction with him. Me and him met each other at a golf course, in Gary, Indiana. We became golf buddies, and slowly he told me about a line of business he was thinking of getting into—importing high-powered LED flashlights from China. He said there was a good market for it here in the US—for hunters, campers, security guards, all kinds of people. He showed me a sample, and boy, that thing was bright. Like the floodlights on a Texas high school football field at night but in the palm of your hand. Powerful stuff. I was impressed.”

      “Sounds interesting.” I tried not to wince as I had another sip of the horrible tonic.

      “Yep. It sure was. And so we did a deal. We got some warehouse space, found some distributors, and got to work. These things retailed for a hundred bucks a pop, but we were buying and shipping them stateside for just fifty. One hundred percent markup. Pretty good, huh?”

      “Sounds great.” Actually, I had no idea about the economics of flashlights and thought a hundred dollars for one sounded like a lot of money. Then again, if it was anywhere near as bright as he claimed, it did sound like an impressive bit of kit.

      “Yeah. It would have been. It was all great for about a year. I used my contacts to get our flashlights distributed in hunting stores, gun stores, outdoor stores, and Clive arranged for national online sales.”

      “But something went wrong?” Rosie asked.

      “No. Not wrong. Not exactly. But I discovered something.”

      Rosie took a thoughtful sip of her tonic. “He was ripping you off somehow?”

      “Yep. Usually he dealt with the China end of it all. Clive was the one who had the contact there, after all. But he went on vacation just as I made a giant sale to a new distributor. It was some serious money, but I needed to arrange an extra shipment of lights. Clive always handled it before, but he was away. I thought I’d impress him by arranging this whole deal myself and surprising him when he returned. Ha. Do you know what I found out?”

      “I’d love for you to tell us.”

      “Those fifty-dollar flashlights? Clive was getting them for fifteen bucks a unit and then faking the invoices so they read fifty. He was making another thirty-five bucks on every flashlight we sold, and we were selling a lot. I was making a pretty good profit out of it, but he was making way more, mostly profiting off my contacts in our distributor locations.”

      “Ouch.” Rosie set her empty glass down. Mine was still nearly full.

      “Yeah, ouch. We had—to put it politely—a falling out, and I sold him my half of the company. Moved out here to retire and open a bar. Now you’re telling me he’s down here, too?”

      “Yep.”

      “He’s not in the flashlight business, is he? Because he’s not supposed to be. We signed a non-compete when I sent him packing.”

      “No. He’s retired, too. Mostly does acting now.”

      Geoff laughed loudly and slapped the table. “Oh yeah, I bet he’s good at that. He can lie right to your face and smile while he does it. And that’s what acting is, right? Lying?”

      “That’s one way of putting it, I suppose.” Rosie sounded almost offended on behalf of the acting profession.

      “All I’ll say is, if he offers you a chance to go into business with him, run.”

      “We’ll bear that in mind. Thanks very much for your time, Geoff.” We stood up. “By the way, did he ever show any signs of a violent temper?”

      Geoff whistled loudly. “Oh yeah. When I caught him out, told him I knew about how he was ripping me off? He lost his rag. Yelled and screamed his head off at me. Even though it was him that was in the wrong. Thought he was going to punch my lights out.”

      “But he didn’t?”

      “Naw.” Geoff shrugged. “I ran out to my car and drove off until he cooled down and we could arrange our, how do ya put it, divorce proceedings, you could say.”

      “Thanks very much for your time.”

      With my glass still three-quarters full of the yucky tonic, Rosie and I made our exit.
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      Back at home, Rosie showed me a photo she had taken outside the John Longstreet Theater the night Clive had been shot at.

      Rosie had edited the photo slightly to zoom in on Clive’s car and had drawn red circles around each of the bullet holes.

      “Look at this, boss. Something struck me as weird that night, but now I really look at it… well, tell me what you see.”

      I stared at the picture and slowly began nodding to myself. Yes, things were beginning to make sense. But I wanted to hear it from my assistant. “You tell me, Rosie.”

      Rosie gestured at the screen. “The shots are all grouped close together. If the shooter was really aiming at Clive and he was jumping and ducking and diving like he claimed, they would have been more spaced out.”

      “Yep.”

      “And,” Rosie continued, “it’s kind of hard to tell from this picture, but you can kind of see it: they all went in at an angle. Like this—” Rosie held out her hand, palm flat but slanting down.

      “As if they were standing by the car and fired down at it.”

      “Exactly. And I saw a couple of the slugs in the floor well of the car, but I’m sure the cops got them.”

      What this whole thing looked like, with some careful consideration, was that someone had stood next to the car and shot it a bunch of times and then claimed it was an assassination gone wrong. But that wasn’t the only suspicious thing about the night before.

      “There was one other thing,” I said to Rosie. “Did you notice?”

      Rosie rubbed her lip with a finger then quickly tossed her head. “Not sure, boss. What did I miss?”

      “Do you remember when Elwood arrived? What was Clive doing?”

      “I think… yeah, I remember now. He was walking down the steps from inside.”

      “Yep. And?”

      “And… he was shaking his hands!”

      “Exactly.”

      Rosie’s eyebrows went up excitedly. “He said he splashed water on his face. But that’s not what he was doing, is it? He was washing his hands! He was removing the powder residue from firing the gun!”

      “Exactly. No one shot at Clive. He shot up his own car and claimed someone tried to kill him.”

      Rosie whistled again and slowly shook her head. “And he did that to draw attention away from himself.”

      “Yep. It was the night after we went back to see him. He must have thought we were getting close, and so he came up with a plan to put us off his trail.”

      Rosie grinned at me. “It hasn’t worked though, has it, boss?”

      “Nope. Thanks to your excellent detective work, we’ve caught him out.”

      “And you taught me everything I know, boss.”

      I laughed and squeezed her arm. “I might have taught you a few things, but you already brought a lot to the table, Rosie.”

      She grinned at me and then ran her hands over the top of her computer, tablet, and pile of notes. “Yep. I brought a lot to the table.”

      Laughing, I went to the kitchen to pour us some celebratory coffees.

      It was time to take down our client turned killer.

      And put Rosie in the clear once and for all.

      We had barely sat down again when my phone buzzed. On the other end of the line was Henri.

      “I have something I need to tell you…”
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      We met Henri at the theater. He looked up and down the quiet street when we arrived to make sure no one else was coming and then ushered us quickly inside.

      We sat on chairs on the stage. While the audience seating was okay, sitting in a straight line isn’t conducive to conversation, so it made more sense to sit up on the prop chairs. I couldn’t help but feel like we were part of some kind of performance—that an invisible audience would be hanging on our words.

      “It’s about what happened. With Clive.”

      “You saw something, didn’t you?” Rosie said.

      Henri bit his lip and then nodded. After the gunshots, we had found him standing by the front door. At the time, he claimed not to see anything, but it was now obvious he’d lied. Did anyone around here tell the truth?

      “I… I’m a loyal person. At least, I try to be. To my friends and family, I mean.”

      “I’m sure you are, Henri. Tell us what you saw.”

      “I just need you to understand. I wasn’t trying to hide things from the police or you. I mean, I was, but not for bad reasons. I wanted Clive to have a chance to explain himself. What I’m saying is, I’m not a snitch.”

      Except now he was about to be. But I figured all he was going to tell us was what we’d discovered on our own.

      “You saw him shoot his own car?” Rosie said.

      Henri’s eyebrows went up. “You know?”

      “We figured it out,” I told him. “Now, keep going.”

      “Last night, I remembered that I wanted to ask Clive something before he left, about printing the next fliers. When I stuck my head out the door, he was holding a gun! I froze, trying to figure out what he was doing. The next thing I knew, he shot his own car! I closed the door as quietly as I could and hurried back inside.”

      “And you didn’t tell us, or the cops, what you saw.”

      “Yes. Like I said, I try to be loyal. And Clive has been good to us. He wants to save our theater. So I wanted to give him a chance to explain himself. I wanted to find out why he did it. I couldn’t think of a good reason, but I figured he must have had one. So I didn’t turn him in. Not right away.”

      “But you are now. Why?”

      “Because he’s not the person I thought him to be,” Henri said rather darkly.

      “How so?”

      “I went to see him. To ask him about what I’d seen. It was in the hospital, just before he was released. He made me lean over so he could whisper right in my ear.”

      “What did he say?”

      “He said… He said if I told anyone, he’d kill me.” Henri gulped and his shoulders quivered in a shudder.

      “But now you’re telling us? Aren’t you afraid he’ll kill you?”

      “No. I mean, a little bit. But he’ll be arrested, right? He won’t be able to. I wanted to do him a favor by not telling anyone what I’d seen, if he had a good reason for it, but all he did was threaten to kill me! Why would I be loyal to him anymore, huh?”

      “Makes sense,” Rosie said.

      “What are you going to do?” Henri asked.

      “We’ll go and see him,” I said. “In the meantime, I suggest you lie low. Just in case.”

      “In case…”

      “In case he shows up here. Why don’t you lock up and make yourself scarce for the next day or so? Until Clive’s in the custody of the cops.”

      Henri bobbed his head. “Okay, yes, I’ll do that. Do you think…” Henri lowered his voice to a stage whisper, which was pretty appropriate since we were in fact sitting on a stage. “Do you think he killed Charlene?”

      We didn’t answer him with anything more than a look, but it was a look that made Henri swallow nervously again, and then he was on his feet. “I’m going to go into hiding! I know a place. It’s… wait, I shouldn’t tell anyone, should I?”

      “Yeah, just keep a low profile for a day or two. Thanks for telling us, finally.”

      Henri nodded. “I know I should have done it sooner, but like I said…”

      We told him we understood again and then left him to lock up.

      It was time to pay another visit to our ex-client.

      And this time we really meant business.
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      Rosie and I pulled up in front of Clive’s house. He was home from the hospital now, having been released after only a one-night stay. In the eyes of the medical professionals at least, he had recovered from his shock. Or ‘shock’, as Rosie and I now believed it to be. Then again, maybe shooting up your own car was a pretty traumatic experience.

      Rosie and I both had cans of pepper spray discreetly hidden away but ready to be whipped out at a moment’s notice. We also had zip ties to bind him after the takedown.

      Now all we had to do was get him to confess.

      Clive opened the door in an old T-shirt and training pants. His hair was unkempt, and all in all, he was looking pretty rough.

      “We’re coming in to talk.”

      Clive gulped, turned, and went inside, running his hand through his hair. We followed.

      In the den, the sliding doors that led out to a small yard and then the golf course beyond were cracked open as if he had just returned inside.

      Clive perched on the edge of a dining chair, right on the lip, like he might burst to his feet at any moment. He bounced his right leg nervously.

      “So? What is it? Have you caught them yet?”

      “No,” Rosie said. “But we will very, very shortly.”

      “Good, that’s good.” Clive’s eyes were wide as he stared at us, his look half fear and half expectation with a sprinkle of nervousness on top.

      “Clive,” I said, not wanting to drag out the anticipation. “We know.”

      Clive gulped again. “Know… what…?”

      “I thought you were supposed to be an actor?” Rosie asked. “If that was you trying to look innocent, I suggest you go and ask Letty for some pointers.”

      Clive’s throat bobbed as he swallowed nervously again. “I’m not acting.”

      “No?” I asked. “So, is it over? Are you ready to confess?”

      Our former client shook his head rapidly. “No, no, no. Confess? Confess what?”

      “Where’s the gun, Clive?” Rosie asked.

      “Gun? There is no gun. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “The gun you used to shoot your own car with,” Rosie said coldly. “And the gun you used to kill Charlene.”

      “No! It wasn’t me. Why would I shoot my own car?” Clive dropped his head back and fake-laughed. “Preposterous!” he said when his head had dropped back down, his eyes meeting neither of us. Instead, he stared at the floor.

      “We figured it out, Clive. Now just admit it. It’ll make everything a whole lot easier.”

      “It… it wasn’t me! You’re wrong. And I can prove it. I can prove it!” Clive burst to his feet. “Wait there! I’ll show you!”

      I glanced at Rosie. She had her pepper spray in hand now, ready for action. My own hand was wrapped around the matching cylinder in my bag on my lap.

      “Just over here, I have all the proof. You’ll see…”

      Clive walked toward a dresser next to the doors that led outside.

      Rosie had silently risen to her feet and was now just behind Clive. I had a nightmare vision of Clive pulling out a gun and blasting us both.

      “Clive?” I called. “Stop. Don’t open the drawer.”

      Clive didn’t, in fact, open the drawer. He got close, and then with a little yelp, he jumped forward through the gap in the sliding door into his yard. He quickly turned and slammed the sliding door shut behind him. It clicked back home, locking itself automatically.

      Through the glass, we watched helplessly as Clive turned and began to run across the paved yard, past a large grill, and then over the small fence that separated it from the golf course beyond.

      Rosie yanked frantically at the door. “It’s locked! It locked itself!”

      And there was no key in the lock. Clive knew exactly what he was doing when he made his escape.

      “Darn it,” I muttered.

      At least he hadn’t tried to shoot us, I reasoned. He ran instead of fighting. That at least kept things safe for my new partner. If something had happened to Rosie… It didn’t bear thinking about, so I pushed the thought aside. We had to think about Clive.

      “Wait a moment…” Rosie pressed her face up against the glass. “Who’s…”

      Clive didn’t even see it coming. While he was sprinting forward toward the flag of a distant green, someone else was making a move for him. A woman, dark ponytail streaming behind her, head low, pounded toward him at an intercepting angle from behind. She was much faster than him—and quiet too, apparently.

      Clive didn’t know what hit him. One second he was swinging his arms and legs as fast as he could to get away from us, the next he was flying through the air before crashing down onto the green, the dark-haired woman immediately bouncing to her feet and putting a foot on his back to stop him going anywhere.

      “Huh,” I said in considerable surprise. “That isn’t what I expected to happen next.”

      “No,” Rosie said. She turned away from the window and her face went pale. “Uh, boss…”

      Spinning around, I found two men pointing guns at us. I put my hands on my hips and glared at them.

      “Who are you bozos?”

      “Homicide! Drop the bag! Hands on your head! Get on your knees!”

      Ugh. I much preferred lovely, cuddly, grumpy old Elwood to whoever these guys were. Muttering complaints under our breath, Rosie and I complied.
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      I sat across from Detective Lee in Clive’s living room.

      “What did I tell you?” she asked me.

      I shrugged.

      “What the heck did you think you were doing? You nearly blew it for us. He was going to know we were onto him and destroy the evidence.”

      “Actually, I intended to restrain him so he couldn’t do that,” I said with a shrug. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “You’re not a cop. You don’t know what you’re doing. You’re just interfering, and you nearly blew everything.”

      Clive was cuffed with his hands behind his back sitting next to Rosie, who was in the same position on the sofa beside him.

      “I didn’t shoot Charlene,” Clive said for the dozenth time. He really was quite insistent about it.

      “You shot Charlene, and you faked an attempt on your life to draw attention away from yourself,” Lee told him.

      “Didn’t.”

      “Did,” Rosie said to him. “Hey, can you let me go now? If you think it’s him, there’s no point in restraining me, is there? And you can get them to drop the case against me.”

      “How do we know you’re not in it with him? You were at the golf course and the theater. Mighty coincidental, no?”

      “Since I was investigating the victim and Clive, it’s not coincidental at all. But not because I was involved!”

      “Save it.”

      Lee turned back to me. “I should charge you with something.”

      “Good luck making it stick,” I said with a shrug.

      “Hello?” Clive said. “Can you just listen to me? I want to confess.”

      Aha.

      Like a good performer should, Clive knew how to get an audience’s attention.

      Lee raised her eyebrows at him and nodded for him to speak. While I’m sure she would have preferred a confession to be made while being recorded in an interview room, she’d happily take this as a tasty appetizer before the banquet down at the station.

      “I did it. Okay? I faked someone trying to shoot me. I shot my own car, and I hid the gun and pretended to be in shock. Actually, it was a very unnerving experience. I think I was shocked.”

      Rosie nodded. “And you did it because you knew we were hot on your trail. You wanted to distract us.”

      “I think you mean because the homicide department was closing in,” Lee said.

      “No!” Clive slumped back on the sofa. “No, that’s not it. Not it at all.”

      “Well then?” I prompted. “Why’d you do it?”

      “I’ll ask the questions around here,” Lee said. She nodded at Clive. “What other possible reason would you have to do what you did?”

      Clive licked his lips nervously and glanced up at me. “You’re half right. It was because these detectives were getting close.”

      “They’re not detectives; they’re private investigators.”

      Clive shook his head, uninterested in Lee’s attempt at clarification. “They suspected me! They told me as such. They came here and said they thought I killed Charlene because of our disagreements over the future of the theater. But it wasn’t like that, not at all. I wouldn’t do something like that. I’m a good person.”

      “Geoff Thomas wouldn’t agree,” Rosie said.

      “Geoff…” Clive frowned darkly. “Oh, that bitter guy? He was just a bad businessman. He’s got nothing to be bitter about. How do you know about him?”

      “We had a chat with him.”

      “You went to Indiana?”

      “Nope. He lives here now. So is that it? Your argument is that you’re a good person? Got anything else?”

      “You didn’t let me finish. Look, I had nothing to do with what happened to Charlene. But you thought I did! I wanted to get you off my tail. What better way, right? I knew for a fact that it wasn’t me that killed her, so I didn’t want you to waste time investigating me anymore. I figured two birds, one stone. You’d get back to looking for the real perpetrator.”

      “Two birds, six bullets,” Rosie said.

      Clive laughed. “Yes, that too. But now it’s all backfired! You suspect me.”

      “Yep,” I confirmed.

      “Absolutely,” Lee agreed.

      Clive sighed. “Fine. Look. I can prove it wasn’t me that shot Charlene, okay?”

      Lee, Rosie, and I all gave him looks very heavy with skepticism.

      “Seriously!” Clive sat up straight. “It wasn’t me the night Charlene died because I was meeting someone, a guy.”

      “Boyfriend?” Lee questioned.

      “Huh? No! A business associate. A potential one.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us this before?” I asked him.

      “Because it was none of your business!”

      Rosie slowly shook her head. “You mean you were up to something shady.”

      “None of my businesses have ever broken the law,” Clive said sullenly.

      “What kind of business?” I asked.

      “Flashlights again,” Clive said. “I met a guy at the golf course. He does purchasing for a big outdoors store, OutCamp. He said he’d heard about these ultra-high-powered flashlights. I told him I used to distribute them myself and I still had contacts. One thing led to another, and he suggested we go into business together. He said he had a lot of contacts at other similar stores and local retail chains and could distribute them. I cleaned up pretty well in the business in Indiana, and when an opportunity presents itself like that, you don’t just turn it down, you know?”

      I stared at him. “How much did you tell him the unit price was?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Did you tell him it was fifty dollars?”

      Clive kept his lips tightly pressed together. I turned to Lee. “He ripped off his last business partner. The other guy thought they were splitting it fifty-fifty, but it was more like eighty-twenty.”

      “He knew and agreed to the prices,” Clive said.

      “I still don’t get why you didn’t tell us this before,” I said. “There must be more to it.”

      “Maybe he’s just lying now,” Rosie said. “We’re going to need all the details on this guy.”

      “I can give them to you.”

      “So?” I prodded. “What else is it? Why’ve you been keeping it a secret?”

      Rosie suddenly nodded, a thought occurring. “Noncompete!”

      Clive winced. Lee and I raised our eyebrows at Rosie.

      “Remember Geoff mentioned something about their divorce settlement? Clive signed a noncompete clause with Geoff so that he wouldn’t distribute flashlights in the US again for a few years. And he was going to break it. He probably figured that Geoff wouldn’t hear about it, so no harm, no foul. But if we all started digging into this business deal, we’d figure it out, contact Geoff, and the whole deal would go up in smoke. Am I right, Clive?”

      Clive kept his lips tightly pressed together, but his face told us everything we needed to know. Rosie was right on the money.

      “So you let us keep thinking you were a murder suspect to protect your shady business deal?” Lee asked, contempt dripping from her voice.

      “I should never have been a suspect,” Clive said. “I’m a successful, honest, retired businessman. You shouldn’t ever have investigated me in the first place. If any of you knew how to do your jobs properly, this wouldn’t have come up. People like me don’t murder people. But now you know. Fine. Blow my business deal out of the water. I’ll give you the guy’s card and you can confirm that we were eating together in the Italian restaurant inside The Tremonte resort.”

      “I can get the security footage,” I told Lee. The Tremonte was owned by Jack Weber, my friend and Emily’s husband. I’d helped him out enough times that a little favor like that wouldn’t be a problem.

      “So can I,” she said with a harsh look.

      “I mean, I can do it without making a fuss.”

      “I do things by the book. Always have, always will.”

      “And back to the point,” Rosie said. “You shot up your car to put us off your trail. And instead, you’ve got yourself in a whole heap of trouble instead.”

      Clive nodded and sighed. “I never should have listened,” he muttered under his breath.

      “Listened to who?” I snapped.

      And when he told us, it changed everything.

      Rosie and I exchanged a look. It explained everything.

      Lee barely even noticed. “I’m going to hold you until we can confirm your alibi. And then we’ll figure out what to do with your latest crime. Insurance fraud for one.”

      “I didn’t put a claim in yet,” Clive said quickly.

      “Wasting police time. Obstructing an investigation. Yeah. We’ll just need to decide how much of the book we want to throw at you.”

      “Could you uncuff Rosie, please?” I said sweetly. “We’ve got things to do.”

      Lee’s dark eyes bore into mine for several long seconds. Then her lips twitched. “Fine.”

      A couple of minutes later, Rosie and I were back on the road.

      It was time to take down a killer.
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      Rosie and I were pretty sure we had figured out who had killed Charlene.

      The problem was proving it.

      They had no doubt covered their tracks extensively.

      But I’ve got a little trick for situations like that. What you do is, you catch them red-handed committing another crime. In the ensuing mess, the truth comes out and you bust them for both.

      But it was going to be a tough trick to pull off.

      Our first stop was OutCamp, the everything-outdoors store, where we purchased three boxes of ammunition. The first was regular nine millimeter, and the next two were boxes of blanks for the same kind of gun. It was a lot of bullets. But sometimes you need an arsenal to take down a killer.

      Shopping complete, it was on to Buy a Thread.

      Letty’s face lit up when she saw us and hurried over

      “My hearts, my dears! My little acting diamonds! How are you this fine afternoon? Are you ready to become flappers?”

      “Afraid not. Actually, there’s a couple of things. We’ve got something to tell you and a favor to ask.”

      Letty rubbed her hands like an actress playing a character who’s excited about something. With Letty, it was sometimes hard to tell where the actor ended and the real person began. If there even was a real person left underneath.

      “I am positively intrigued!”

      “First, we have a confession.”

      Letty’s eyebrows went up and then she slowly nodded. “I should have known. I was the same at your age.”

      Somewhat confused, I gave her a questioning look.

      “Life is complicated, isn’t it, my dears? I should have known that meeting you would lead to all kinds of exciting disturbances. Two young ladies like yourselves always end up in trouble!”

      “Huh?”

      Letty patted my shoulder. “It’s okay, my love, I forgive you.”

      “Forgive me…?”

      Letty nodded. “It’s written all over your face. Tell me I’m wrong… Tell me I’m wrong! But I shall survive!”

      I was completely bemused. “You’re… wrong. I think. What do you think we were going to say?”

      “You said you were here to confess, and there is only one possible explanation.”

      “Which is…”

      “The pair of you fell in desperate love with an older man. Oh, I know the feeling. It was the same with me and Kirk. I know I’m right. You two seduced Magnus, didn’t you? You’ve stolen his heart from me!”

      “What?! No!”

      “Oh.” Letty shrugged. “Then it must have been Clive. I shall weep for a week, but I shall keep soldiering on!”

      “Neither of us have seduced anybody, Letty.”

      And Clive or Magnus? Yuck.

      “Then what are you here to confess? Whatever it is, I forgive you, my sweets.”

      “I shouldn’t have said confess,” I said. “I think I gave the wrong impression. What we wanted to tell you is that we are actually private investigators. We’re not actors.”

      Letty put her hands to her cheeks. “Private investigators? Oh my. Is it about the diamond necklace in Cairo?”

      “No. It’s nothing to do with you, Letty. We were initially hired to investigate Charlene. Before she died. And since then we’ve been trying to figure out who murdered her. Rosie was following her at the time and was arrested, and she’s out on bail. That’s why she has the tether on her ankle. But it wasn’t Rosie. We think we’ve figured out who it was.”

      “Oh, this is frightfully exciting! Like the time I was on that flight and the overhead baggage turned out to be full of snakes!”

      “Yep. Just like that. Now, Letty, we want you to help us take the killer down. But you’ll have to pretend to be a killer yourself.”

      Letty couldn’t have beamed any brighter. “Wonderful! Wonderful, wonderful, wonderful! I shan’t let you down! I was born for this role! Should I shave my head? Do I need a tattoo?”

      “Nope, neither of those things. But it will still be a very interesting role. You’ll have to do this while we’re rehearsing. So you’ll be acting while acting.”

      “Acting while acting? This could be a Tony-winning performance!”

      “Unfortunately, there won’t be judges there, but if you pull it off, it really could.”

      Letty pushed a hand to her chest. “In my heart, I will know I am Tony and Oscar worthy, and that is all I need.”

      “Wonderful. We’ll meet up with you and go over the details later. And don’t mention this to anyone else, okay?”

      “My. Lips. Are.” Letty closed her mouth and mimed zipping them shut. “Sealed!” Letty realized she’d just opened them again, pressed them closed and re-zipped them. She made a sound like she was saying, okay? behind her closed mouth.

      “Excellent, Letty. You are going to be amazing, isn’t she, Rosie?”

      “Yes, boss! Thank you, Letty. We’ll let you know the details soon.”

      With one willing accomplice confirmed, it was time to move on to the next one. And I had a feeling this one would be unwilling. So we were going to have to be a little sneaky.
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      Dutch Lindsey had the kind of office I expected him to have. A corner office with a bar cabinet and views looking out over the city. We’d got a meeting with him by claiming to be real estate investors from Europe with a deal he absolutely wouldn’t want to miss out on.

      “Ladies,” Dutch said, looking us up and down like we were mannequins in a shop window. “Welcome to the best city in the best country in the whole hecking world—Las Vegas, USA.”

      “Oh, merci,” Rosie said with a convincing accent. At least it was convincing to me.

      “You ladies are French, huh? France, that’s the City of Love, right?”

      “That’s Paris,” I told him in a regular American accent. Surely some Europeans can speak proper Nevadan, right? “France is a country, not a city.”

      Dutch snorted derisively. City, country, they weren’t important distinctions. “Coffee?”

      Rosie and I did, indeed, both want coffee. We were desperate for it, in fact. Dutch made some idle boasts about the building and his company, as well as the quality of his coffee, while we waited for his secretary to bring in the drinks. When they arrived, he was ready to get down to the nitty-gritty.

      “So, what do you two business broads got for me?”

      Rosie leaned forward and with a thick accent asked him, “Are you familiar with the Luxembourg Palace in Paris?”

      Dutch squinted at us. “I know your Eiffel Tower and that gate thing.”

      “L’Arc de Triomphe de l'Étoile?”

      “Yeah, that. And y’all got a gallery or something with the picture of that broad on a chair.”

      “The Mona Lisa, in le Louvre.”

      “Yeah, that. But I don’t know about your Luxey burger palace.”

      “I do not wish to overstate its splendor. Please, take a moment, and use le Google on your phone to look at a photo.”

      Dutch grunted, unmoving for a moment. Then he shrugged, dug out his phone, unlocked it, and tapped at the screen, squinting as he did so. Finally, he held it up in front of his face.

      “Gee. Looks pretty fancy. I like it. So what’s the play?”

      “We have an opportunity,” I told him, “to purchase it on very favorable terms. We’ll turn it into luxury apartments. We expect a hundred fifty percent return on investment, minimum. Possibly much more.”

      Dutch’s eyes lit up, but he did his best to maintain a poker face. “Yeah? And why are you coming to me?”

      “The consortium that is being developed is being led by an American based in Paris. He won’t let us join unless he has someone he can trust, as he puts it, involved. He wants an American. So, we want you to join us. We’ve asked around, and everyone says you’re a big player.”

      “Yep, I sure am. Real big.” Dutch looked at his phone again, swiping through another couple of photos. “Says they got some Senate in here or something?”

      Rosie nodded. “Oui, oui, that’s being moved. This is a real once in a generation opportunity.”

      Dutch nodded and set down his phone. “So, what do we need to make this happen?”

      Rosie dug into her bag and slid some papers onto Dutch’s desk. “This is a proposal. Please, take a look at your leisure.” As Rosie was pushing the papers onto the desk, she jabbed them into her coffee cup. The liquid spilled forward toward Dutch. “Oh la la! I am so sorry!”

      Dutch pushed his chair back and stood up, stepping away from the desk before the encroaching coffee could reach him. His face was scrunched up in irritation.

      Rosie whipped her papers back off the desk and shoved them into her bag. “Oh, they have café on them. I will email you some new ones.”

      “They look okay. Hand it over.”

      “No.” Rosie shook her head with Gallic stubbornness. “Only the best for a big monsieur like you.”

      Dutch grunted. “Bring ‘em over today. Maybe we can have dinner. I know a French joint that’s better than any of the ones y’all got in Paris.”

      Rosie gave him a skeptical look. “Better than in Paris? I do not think so.”

      “Yep. Las Vegas has the best of everything. Best French, best Italian, best Chinese. Whatever you like, Las Vegas has the best.”

      “We’ll call later,” I told him. “We’ve got another meeting to take now. Come on, Rosie.” I put an attempt at a French accent on her name.

      Dutch jabbed a finger at me. “You don’t sound French.”

      “My mother is American,” I told him, completely truthfully. I didn’t add that so were all my relatives for several generations at least…

      “And you look familiar.”

      We were hoping he wouldn’t recognize us from when we’d briefly seen him at the theater. We were both wearing glasses to disguise ourselves and had tied up our hair.

      “You probably saw me in Fortune magazine.”

      “Yeah, that’d be it. Say, why—”

      “Bye!”

      Rosie and I hurried out, and we had no intention of calling or emailing him later.

      I gave Rosie a questioning look. She returned first one nod—she got the phone, and then another—she saw the unlock code he used.

      Excellent.

      Mission accomplished.

      Or at least the first planning stage was. There was still a lot of work to be done, and several other pieces to fit together.

      But soon, our plan, which was a veritable work of art in itself, would be ready to put into action and bring down Charlene’s killer.
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      We picked up Clive from the police station that afternoon. He was out on bail for the time being while they decided whether they wanted to prosecute him for a whole list of crimes. There was still no word on what they intended to do about Rosie, though from the look on Detective Lee’s face, it was clear they were going to have to drop the charges before long.

      “Gee, it’s great to see you,” Clive said sarcastically.

      “And you, too, Clive. Now, we can’t help you out with your other crimes, but we’ve got a way to catch Charlene’s real killer.”

      “Oh, so you finally believe me? Fine. Then hurry up and do it.”

      “Clive, we want you to help. If you help bring them down, it might make the Metro police look a lot more favorably toward you. And we’ll put in a good word.”

      “From the way that cop spoke to you, I’m not sure a good word would help.”

      “That’s just one cop. I know a lot of others. Trust me, you want me on your side.”

      “Yeah, whatever, maybe. So what do you want from me?”

      “We want you to help take down the killer. Of course, you’ll have to do a little acting. If you’re up for it?”

      Clive’s face lit up. “Acting, you say?”

      Excellent.

      Another piece of the plan was falling into place.
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      Then I called up Henri.

      “Hello? Henri? Yeah, things are moving fast. Do you think you could do us a favor? Clive is going to come to rehearsal… Yes, Clive… No, it’s all part of a plan. Don’t worry about it, he won’t hurt you. Just act natural… You won’t be in any danger. He doesn’t even know you turned him in… Yes… See you later, Henri!”
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      Next, we dropped by Stone’s office. He wasn’t officially back to working after his release from the hospital, but nonetheless, he had been dropping by his workplace most days just to keep on top of everything.

      The office was minimalist, everything plain white, black, or shiny metal, from the computers to the desks to the blinds. Stone was in a back room that had a single, hard, straight-backed chair and a glass desk. The only adornment was a book titled, How to Be a Great Public Speaker!

      “What do you need?” Stone asked.

      So I gave him a little list.

      Stone nodded, smiled, and we got to work assembling everything we required.

      Yep.

      Things were definitely coming together.
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      Rosie and I worked hard, pulling out all the stops. We had to meet another one of the crew to help arrange things and visit a rental car place for another vehicle, but, finally, we arrived at the theater that evening at just before seven.

      Henri, Clive, and Letty were already there chatting together in the lobby, and they all expressed delight at our arrival, throwing up their arms as we all exchanged hugs. Just after seven, Magnus and Kerri arrived, and our group was fully rounded out. Letty had us gather on the stage.

      “So, my dears, my hearts, my loves, my stars, today we are going to read through the lines again, but this time we shall layer in some acting as well,” Letty announced.

      “Love it,” Kerri said.

      “I am so excited,” Rosie squealed in a very un-Rosie like way, clapping her hands together and bouncing on her toes.

      “I’m ready,” Clive said.

      “As am I,” Henri said. “Now, let’s talk about props!”

      “I shall need a scarf,” Letty said. “My character shall wear a scarf at all times, day and night, even in bed! It will be integral!”

      “Sounds great,” Henri said. “And of course you’ll need the gun.”

      Letty nodded eagerly. “For my grandest part!” Letty made a finger gun and pointed it at Clive. “Pow! Pow!”

      Clive clutched his chest. “Ah! You got me!”

      Clive fell to his knees and then toppled over onto the floor, while Letty laughed in delight. She held up her hand and blew imaginary smoke away from the tip of her finger. “No one messes with young Letty!”

      “And I need a broom and a duster,” I reminded Henri.

      “Yes, you do, though they shall be coming from the cleaning supply cupboard rather than the prop cupboard!”

      We all laughed at that.

      Soon we were back on stage, clutching our scripts in one hand while we went through the physical motions as well as our lines. It was only a very general, rough effort, but we were learning where we needed to stand and figuring out what actions we should be doing to either draw the audience’s eye or not distract from whoever was in the limelight during a scene. It was actually quite interesting, seeing how it came together. While we obviously weren’t ready to perform, it was easy to see the potential.

      Rosie had just exited the stage after a surprisingly seductive turn when it was time for me to stand in the corner, my character a silent observer for the drama that was about to unfold. With a brush in one hand, a duster tucked into my waist, and my script in the other, I actually felt like a proper actor for a few moments.

      Of course, I’d been acting all evening, pretending we were here for the rehearsal and not to take down a killer. It’s what most of us were doing. With a vacant smile on my face but an eagerness in my eyes I couldn’t hide, I had to force myself to keep breathing as I watched the real drama unfold. This was it. The finale. The plan coming together. If we had an audience, this would be the part that got their heart pumping, their blood flowing, and then holding their breath as they waited in anxiety to see what would unfold.

      In the center of the stage stood Clive and waiting in the wings was Letty. Clive was examining an imaginary clue—we didn’t have a prop for it yet—while muttering to himself.

      “This… my goodness… this means…”

      Letty burst onto the stage in the performance of her life. With the demeanor of a Golden Age actress, she strutted until she was half a stage away from Clive, a long draping scarf hanging around her neck, the ends covering her hands. She gave a dramatic look out to the mostly imaginary audience before turning to the man before her.

      “You deceitful rat! You’ve ruined my daughter’s life!”

      Clive shook his head. “No, I didn’t. It wasn’t me!”

      Letty wouldn’t stand for it. She tossed her head and then pulled out her hands from behind the hanging scarf to reveal that she was holding a gun.

      “No!” Clive feigned terror, eyes turning to startled circles, eyebrows peaking above them.

      “Yes! You ruined her life, and now I shall ruin yours!” Letty dropped her head back and cackled like the evilest of witches, revealing a whole new side to the character of the femme fatale’s mother. Then, she returned her gaze to Clive.

      And pointed the gun at him. She gripped it in both hands. They were so close, she couldn’t miss.

      The moment hung in the air, the audience of fellow actors deathly silent, the only sound the distant rattling of the air conditioner.

      Clive slowly shook his head. We could see him mouthing no, no, no like the very words were being telepathically transmitted into each audience member’s brain.

      Letty’s gaze narrowed.

      Clive held up a hand as if to ward off a shot.

      And then Letty pulled the trigger.

      The trigger of the gun that was supposed to be loaded with blanks.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Red immediately bloomed across Clive’s chest.

      Clive’s mouth dropped open in shock.

      The gun tumbled from Letty’s hands.

      Clive fell to his knees, hands pressing against his chest, clutching at it, immediately soaked red, and quickly dripping.

      “I…” he gasped, “I… I’ve been… shot…”

      “No!” wailed Letty as she, too, sank to her knees.

      My own mouth had fallen agape.

      “Clive! Clive!”

      Then he toppled over.

      Still.

      Unmoving.

      Dead.
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      We had a plan.

      In the plan, the gun had blanks in it.

      In the plan, Clive was not actually shot in the chest.

      In the plan, Clive was not murdered before our eyes.

      There was absolute silence for several long seconds.

      “Clive.” I spoke through my hands as I walked across the stage, crouching down beside him.

      “I got him,” Letty said. “I got him good.”

      I stared at her, trying to understand what she meant.

      “Oh my!” Henri ran across the stage and knelt beside Clive. “How could this have happened?” Henri clutched at his hair. “It’s the curse! This theater is cursed. It has to be!”

      Henri pressed a hand against Clive’s neck then pulled it back, looking down at him quizzically. Henri put his hand down to Clive’s neck again, tilting his head in confusion.

      Clive moved.

      I yelped.

      Letty laughed.

      Clive sat up, a beaming smile on his face. He patted at his chest. “Blood packs. Pretty neat, huh? I never got to try them before!”

      Letty caught my eye. “We wanted it to be the performance of a lifetime! And it worked, right?”

      Henri was blinking. “What’s going on? What happened?”

      Magnus walked across the stage in his policeman’s outfit and put a hand on Henri’s shoulder.

      “Son, you’re under arrest.”

      Henri looked at him strangely. “What? That’s not your line. You’re not even in this scene. What on Earth is happening?”

      Magnus wasn’t messing around. He pushed Henri’s hands together and locked them together with a shiny pair of handcuffs I’d loaned him for this role.

      “Henri,” I said. “You’re caught. Busted.”

      He stared up at us, then shook his head. He put on his best innocent-man-acting voice. “But I didn’t do anything. What is it that you think I’ve done?”

      Before we could answer, the doors at the other end of the theater opened and Stone marched in holding a laptop computer. He walked up to the stage and held it up. “Wanna see?”

      We did, in fact, want to see.

      We all gathered around the screen, Henri in the center of us on the floor. Trapped by bodies on all sides and with his hands still bound, he wasn’t going anywhere.

      On the screen, Stone had caught everything. When we went by his office earlier, it had been to collect four video cameras, radio equipment, and the computer to record. Stone had been in his surveillance van outside, watching the whole thing go down.

      The first little video Stone showed us was filmed in the trunk of the car we’d hired earlier that day. We had parked it half a block away with the trunk left unlocked.

      The screen started blank, and then it filled with light. After a second, the camera adjusted, and Henri’s face loomed into view.

      The non-screen Henri was visibly shocked. “What… you don’t understand. It was Dutch! I was just doing what he said!”

      We ignored him. On the screen, Henri was seen reaching inside the trunk and pulling something out. When his hand went up, we could see him holding a fistful of nine-millimeter ammunition.

      When Henri was gone, Stone switched to the next video. This was taken in the ticket office. On the desk was the gun used in the play and a box of blanks. Henri took out a row of blank ammunition and stuffed it in his pocket. He then proceeded to load the gun with—what he thought—were real bullets, taken from the trunk of the rental car.

      All the bullets in the real bullet box had been replaced with blanks. The actual, real projectiles were safely in the trunk of my own car.

      “What’s going on here?” Kerri asked as she watched the video of Clive in the office.

      “That,” I said, “is Henri attempting to kill Clive. He thinks he’s swapping blanks for real bullets. Actually, they were all blanks.”

      “But why?” Kerri was more out of the loop than most people there and didn’t really get what was going on.

      Magnus held out a cell phone in front of Henri. “Unlock it.”

      “Hey, that’s mine!”

      “Unlock it.”

      Henri gulped and with his cuffed hands unlocked the phone. I took it from him and opened up the messages.

      “The last message Henri received was from Dutch Lindsey. Except, it wasn’t actually from him. It was from us. It reads, ‘Clive knows. He has to go. I’ve left what you need in the trunk of a rental car. Make it happen. White Cadillac, fifty yards from theater. Trunk open. Do it tonight.’ There was a small note with the ammunition explaining exactly what he had to do as well.”

      “See?” Henri said. “It wasn’t my fault! I was just doing what I was told.”

      “That ain’t gonna fly,” Magnus told him.

      “And what happened just now?” Kerri asked.

      “Just now, Letty pretended to shoot Clive. We had to go through with it to see if Henri would try and stop it. He didn’t. He watched as Clive was supposedly murdered before his very eyes.”

      “I… I knew they were blanks,” Henri said. “That’s why. I knew he wouldn’t be hurt.”

      It was a weak argument, and I was pretty sure it had no chance of flying.

      “What about my wife?” Magnus growled in his ear. “Tell the truth or I’ll break your neck.”

      Henri gulped. No one made a move to rein Magnus in. Of course, we wouldn’t actually have let Magnus do that, but we all played our roles exceptionally well, and Henri believed him.

      “Answer.”

      “I… I had to! I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Explain everything. Now.”

      And so Henri did.
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      Henri 

      Henri was short of money. It wasn’t his fault. It was the world’s. It had conspired against him, time and time and time again. Everything he touched turned to dust. And it was never his fault. Of course not.

      The time he tried flipping cars and got sued by a disgruntled customer was totally not his fault. And nor was it his fault when his computer business went bust after selling low-quality units to an influential buyer. And it definitely wasn’t his fault when he got fired for sleeping on the job at a warehouse he was supposedly guarding one night when it was robbed.

      No, nothing had ever been Henri’s fault. He was certain of it.

      Henri always found pleasure in acting, and the John Longstreet Theater was one of his few joys. After retiring from his last awful job, he volunteered to take on the management and maintenance of the theater for a small monthly stipend. Of course, Henri intended to boost the miserly stipend with some creative accounting, but it turned out, the money simply wasn’t there. The theater made so little that he found himself using his stipend to keep the lights on instead of boosting his income from the coffers.

      Like usual, Henri’s latest scheme had gone nowhere and left him worse off than before. Another plan, failed.

      At least it seemed that way until a certain someone stepped into his life. Someone who could turn things around for him. Give him what he deserved.

      Dutch Lindsey had shown up one day.

      “You the owner?”

      Henri shook his head. “No, it’s owned by an independent charitable foundation. I manage the place though.”

      “I wanna buy it. How much?”

      “It’s a historic property, and I don’t think our members, who are co-owners of the charity, would approve a sale.”

      Dutch grunted. “You check. Give me a figure.”

      Dutch wandered off, but he would soon be back.

      Dutch had discovered that there were some very valuable mineral rights under the theater, and he wanted them for himself. The ground underneath the old theater was worth a fortune.
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      “I remember that!” Magnus said. “We all voted against it, didn’t we?”

      “We certainly did,” Letty said. “I didn’t realize it was the Lindseys who made the offer. I would have been even more forthright in my dismissal of the offer if I’d known. I dated one of them once. Awful, awful man.”

      “Shoulda taken it,” Henri mumbled.

      “Back to the story!” Magnus shoved Henri in the back to encourage him to return to his tale.
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      Henri didn’t hear from Dutch for a couple of weeks after the initial offer was rejected, but then he came back again. This time he had a new proposal.

      “I’ve been looking into the finances. This place is in dire straits. Won’t take much to bankrupt it.”

      Henri nodded and agreed; that was correct.

      “I want you to push it over the edge.”

      “I could never!” Of course, unspoken, was that he totally could—for a price.

      Dutch didn’t want to take no for an answer. And so he came back again and made Henri an offer he couldn’t refuse. They sat in the ticket office on old chairs, drinking whisky that Dutch had brought with him.

      “One hundred grand for you, personally, in cash. That means tax-free.”

      “What do I have to do?”

      “Bankrupt this place. Then I’ll snap it up.”

      “But… I couldn’t…”

      Dutch put a thousand dollars in hundred-dollar bills on his lap. Henri licked his lips. “I wouldn’t know how…”

      But Dutch had a few ideas.
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      Magnus thumped Henri on his bad arm. “Is that what this is about?”

      “Ow!” Henri said, a little too slowly. Then he nodded. “When I made an insurance claim for my injury, the agency reassessed our policy. Our rates almost doubled.”

      “You rat!” Letty said and gave him a very nasty look indeed. “And to think I considered beginning an affair of the heart with you!”

      “You did?” Henri said, puzzled.

      “Not anymore! I like bad boys, but you’re not a bad boy, you’re a bad man.”

      “Back to the story!” Magnus growled.
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      So Henri faked an injury and even started a fire, which was put out by an observant Kerri. But the theater kept on stumbling on, just about scraping by.

      Dutch was growing impatient.

      “You’ve got a month, or the offer will be withdrawn.” Dutch leaned in. “And I’ll break your legs.”

      “You’ll break my… that’s not fair!”

      Dutch winked at him. “Life ain’t fair.”

      And then, the worst thing of all happened. Clive and Charlene started talking about purchasing the theater themselves from the charity and then leasing it back at a rate of a dollar a year. The theater would get a large cash investment, and it would be saved from bankruptcy.

      If they went through with it, Henri would get a pair of broken legs and make an enemy of Dutch Lindsey for life. He needed to scupper the deal. And fast.

      That’s when Henri decided to kill Charlene. Out of Clive and Charlene, she was by far the richer. If it had been Clive out of the picture, Charlene might just go on ahead and do it by herself. In fact, he was sure she would if the theater was truly in danger of being lost. But Clive wasn’t quite so wealthy. He didn’t have as much cash to splash. And he hadn’t been a member so long. He wasn’t so invested. No, Henri wagered, without Charlene, Clive would be out. He’d make sure of it.

      Henri was clever.

      At least, he thought he was.

      He arranged a secret meeting with Charlene under the pretext of making a plan to get the two best roles for the next play. Charlene wanted to be the femme fatale spy, and Henri wanted to be the police superintendent. To get them in the mood for an espionage play, Henri suggested they meet under the cover of darkness—at a women-only golf course! It was incredibly naughty.

      When they had been in the restaurant all together and Charlene had gone out to make a phone call, the person she had been speaking to had been none other than Henri, still sitting at the table! While the private investigators had thought Charlene was speaking to someone else entirely, she had in fact been talking to the man sitting right in front of Tiffany.

      Henri thought he was very cunning indeed.

      So Henri went and met Charlene. Of course, she told him to make sure he went to the right hole and that two of them had been swapped around. So, he got there, and he did the hardest thing he’d ever had to do. But he didn’t have a choice, did he? No, he didn’t. He made it quick and painless, shooting Charlene and saving Dutch Lindsey’s business deal.

      Of course, Dutch was not pleased about this turn of events. He wasn’t a sentimental sap of a man—he cared not a whit for the life of Charlene—but he didn’t like cops or private investigators, and he worried Henri’s actions might bring them in. But what could he do? The damage was already done. He might as well try and make the most of it. In for a penny, in for a pound, and all that.

      Then Tiffany and Rosie started poking around, and of course the police were conducting their investigation. But Henri kept things ticking along. He misdirected. He tried to seem helpful. He pointed attention elsewhere.

      When it looked like the investigators were closing in on Clive, he made a very clever move.

      “They think you killed Charlene,” Henri said to him.

      Clive nodded unhappily. “I know! But I didn’t. It wasn’t me, it really wasn’t, Henri. What can I do?”

      “You need to make sure that it couldn’t possibly have been you.”

      “But how could I do that?”

      “You need to make them see that it wasn’t you. That the killer is still out there. You need to make it look like the killer is after you as well.”

      “But how?”

      So Henri explained to Clive how he could fake an attack. By simply shooting up his own car, he would clear himself of suspicion—it would look as if the ‘real killer’ was after him.

      Unless he got caught.

      And Henri was definitely going to make sure Clive got caught.

      And then Clive would look very guilty indeed.

      But it wasn’t a foolproof plan.

      When Henri got the message from Dutch that Clive had to be taken out as well, he wasn’t overly surprised. He wasn’t pleased, of course, but what can you do? Sometimes in life you have to make hard decisions and take harsh action.

      It’s the way of the world.

      It wasn’t Henri’s fault that Clive was going to get blasted into pieces on stage during a rehearsal.

      Not at all.

      It was Charlene’s fault. It was Clive’s fault. It was Dutch’s fault. It was the whole stupid universe’s fault.

      But not Henri’s.

      Oh no.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Rosie nudged Clive. “What about the fliers? Why did you make fliers with the wrong dates on them?”

      Clive gave Rosie a puzzled look. “Huh?”

      Henri sighed.
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      The fliers?

      That was another attempt to hasten the bankruptcy of the theater. The fliers were designed by Clive, and it was Letty who took them to the print shop to be printed. And it was Charlene who later complained that they were wrong.

      But there was another step in between their design and delivery to the print shop.

      Clive brought the files to the theater and left them there for Letty. Under Henri’s care. He made a few little adjustments and made the dates wrong. When Letty came to collect them, she had no idea. She just took them to the print shop and demanded they be printed.

      When they later realized they were wrong, it was Charlene who had gone there to complain. She was the best complainer of all of them.

      But the print shop hadn’t made a mistake.

      And nor had Clive, or even Letty.

      It was all Henri.

      It was always Henri.

      But it definitely wasn’t his fault. Of course it wasn’t.
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      Magnus nudged him. “Stop saying it wasn’t your fault. It was all your fault. Every last bit of it.”

      “It wasn’t! What was I supposed to do!”

      “Not try and destroy our home,” Letty told him.

      “Not kill my wife,” Magnus growled.

      “Not try and frame me for murder! And then try and kill me!” wailed Clive.

      “But you don’t understand…” Henri slumped over. He wasn’t injured or having a heart attack. He was just giving up. On everything.

      The back doors to the theater opened again, and this time it was Detective Lee who stepped inside. She walked up to the stage.

      “I got your message.” She looked at Henri. “This is him, I take it?”

      A minute later, Henri was marched out of the theater, complaining the whole way that he didn’t deserve any of this. He was just a victim of circumstance.

      But no one believed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later, Rosie and I had a very busy day ahead. We were going to watch Stone give his talk at Sue Giant’s massive conference. Stone was one of the motivational speakers at Giant Mind, Giant Heart, Giant Life! And we were going to watch from the wings. After that, it was off to the theater to perform—one night only! And then on the following day it was, what Ian called the biggest day of our lives—his and Sally’s leaving party.

      “Your life is so hectic, boss,” Rosie said as we headed toward Stone’s dressing room. “I don’t know how you’ve kept doing it all these years.”

      “One day at a time, Rosie. One day at a time.”

      Rosie was now thankfully tracking device free, all charges dropped, and she even had a letter of thanks from Detective Lee for her work in bringing down Henri. It was weird, but that cop was growing on me.

      We arrived at Stone’s dressing room. He was wearing brown leather boots, dark jeans, and a white shirt, sleeves folded up to just below the elbows, and he looked fresh and alert.

      “This is the most nervous I’ve ever been in my life.”

      “You don’t look nervous.” And he didn’t. He looked the same as usual, though with perhaps just a hint of bouncing energy in his movements, a little more speed from the adrenaline running through him.

      “It’s an act. I’d rather jump out of a helicopter.”

      “We could just drive you home, if you like?” Rosie offered.

      Stone gave her a half-smile. “Nah. If I wasn’t nervous there wouldn’t be any point. Right. I’m almost up. Any last-minute tips?”

      “Just be yourself,” I told him. “They’ll love you.”

      “Don’t let them intimidate you,” Rosie offered. “You’re tougher than any of ‘em.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” Stone gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I don’t feel tough at all right now.”

      A black-shirted runner came in. “Sir, time to go.”

      We followed behind Stone to watch from the wings as he gave his talk.

      The conference room was huge, as was the crowd. Sue Giant sure could bring ‘em in when she wanted to. She was on the stage herself, in-between speakers, pumping them up for Stone.

      It was finally time.

      I gave him a kiss on the cheek good luck and then a gentle push to his back to send him onto the stage. He strode out, not just like he owned it, but like it was his and he wanted everyone to know it. He stood in the middle of the stage and stared out at them, running his eyes across the people gathered to hear him. It was like he drew energy from them. Stone seemed to grow. Then, he began.

      “Resilience. Fortitude. Stamina. Grit…”

      Rosie and I watched rapt. If I hadn’t known it, I would have thought this was Stone’s full-time job, giving speeches on stages. He was a natural. His powerful voice resonated with seemingly every person present, and his skilled use of pauses between ideas seemed to make the preceding words thunk into the audience like nails driven with a hammer.

      Twenty minutes felt like two. Stone told a couple of anecdotes, about getting shot and helicopters crashing and being stuck in a desert. But it wasn’t just the stories that were impressive, it was his delivery, the way his words seemed to go right into you and then hang around for a bit, resonating, filling your mind and your heart.

      Rosie and I kept exchanging glances. Wow! or He’s right! or Did you hear that? on our faces.

      But like all good things, it had to come to an end.

      “…and once you’ve developed it. You. Will. Be. Unstoppable.”

      The audience were perfectly silent. They didn’t clap. They didn’t move. For the first time, Stone glanced out to us on the side, his eyes suddenly wide, eyebrows raised. I gave him a thumbs up.

      And at the same time, the audience erupted as one. As they realized the talk was finally over, they burst to their feet, hooting, hollering, cheering, and clapping.

      “Is he… blushing?” Rosie asked, bemused.

      She was right. There was a slight tint to his cheeks.

      Stone raised his right arm and gave a final wave to the crowd, then he strode off the stage.

      And now he really did own it.

      Stone stood in front of us, dumbstruck, not saying anything.

      “Darn, that was good!” Rosie punched him in the arm.

      “You were incredible, Stone. Amazing.” I rubbed his arm. “Best motivational speaker I’ve ever seen.”

      The crowd were still clapping, but they came to an abrupt stop after a signal from Sue Giant.

      “I did okay?” Stone finally asked, his voice with more disbelief and doubt in it than I’d ever heard before from him.

      “Better than okay! So much better than okay!”

      “Huh.” Stone pushed his shoulders back and blew out a long deep breath. “That’s a bigger rush than jumping out of a plane.”

      “Yeah?”

      Stone nodded. “I guess it’ll be the same for you two at the theater later.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “We’ll be lucky if the audience is a fiftieth of the size. You saw the size of that place.”

      “But it’s the same thing. Okay, you two better head off. I’ll see you there, okay?”

      We each gave Stone a congratulatory hug and then sent him back to his dressing room to recover.

      It was now our time to shine.

      Two actors extraordinaire, on their way to the theater.

      “Ready, spy girl?”

      “Sure am, cleaning woman boss!”

      Laughing nervously, we headed out.

      It was going to be a day to remember.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      We were gathered in the small green room behind the stage of the John Longstreet Theater, exchanging last-minute words of encouragement, adjusting each other’s costumes and makeup, and psyching ourselves up for the big night ahead.

      It had been decided the performance was going to be one night only. Kerri was going to start filming her reality television show the following day, I wasn’t going to dedicate any more time, and the rest were excited to relaunch the theater and acting group. This was just a last fling for the old team.

      Magnus swaggered in with a broad smile on his face. “Y’all hear the news?”

      I told him I hadn’t.

      “Me and Clive are buying the joint. Lock, stock, and barrel. We’re gonna rent it back to the club for a dollar a year, guaranteed for the next fifty years.”

      “Wow. But I thought you didn’t have the, err, resources…?”

      “Y’all thought I was broke? Well, truth is, so did I. Turns out, Charlene’s will wasn’t how I thought. She actually did leave me half. And half of a whole hunk is still a pretty big chunk.”

      “You’re loaded,” Rosie surmised.

      Magnus chuckled. “Sure am.”

      “I guess you’re not Magnus Mouse at the Savannah Safari anymore, then?”

      “Actually, I am. I’m doing a few shifts a week. It’s such a darned fun place, I found I love it. It’s like actin’ all day long.”

      “If it makes you happy, then that’s all that counts.”

      “My dears! My loves! Are you ready? Are you jittering? Are your nerves a-fluttering?” Letty peered at us anxiously.

      “We’re ready as we’ll ever be,” I told her. I had my duster in hand already, as well as my broom, and I’d remembered the entirety of my line.

      Rosie fluttered her long, false eyelashes at Letty. She was wearing a formfitting black dress, high heels, and more makeup than I’d ever seen on her before. She’d spent more than an hour working on her hair, and it was incredible what she had achieved in the bathroom of my apartment with just a pair of scissors, a brush, a hairdryer and a curling iron. You would think she’d spent the afternoon in a salon.

      “My darling,” Rosie said in a voice I’d never heard before, “I was born ready.”

      Letty put two hands on Rosie’s shoulders. “You are a star, my dear! You remind me of Audrey! We used to have breakfast together at a jewelry store in Manhattan.” Letty looked at me for a moment like she was trying to remember something. I imagined it was to do with my name. Letty couldn’t quite put her finger on it, gave up, and turned back to Rosie. “Audrey was such a fun girl, just like you!”

      “You’re too kind.”

      I heard the wheezing and irritated grunt before I saw him, so I had my best smile on when Elwood came into our small green room.

      “I can hardly believe it, but I’m nervous. I didn’t remember what that felt like.”

      “You’re going to be great, Elwood.”

      The curmudgeonly cop was taking the part that had originally been assigned to Henri. Acting, he had decided, was his new hobby. Also, it was his only hobby. A confirmed workaholic, Elwood’s doctor had been on at him to find some other way to spend his time other than working for years, and now he had finally succumbed: amateur acting was Elwood’s new free time vocation.

      Letty gave Elwood a hug. “You are going to be a little gem today, I can feel it in my acting bones.”

      “A little gem? You make me sound like an elementary school girl.”

      “Aren’t you though? Aren’t you?”

      Elwood looked completely flummoxed.

      “You’re an actor now, my dear, and that means you are everything and everyone! One moment a precocious schoolgirl, the next a dragon, a moment later a cult member, and then a bus driver. We can be anything, my dear. It is what makes this profession the noblest in the world.”

      “I don’t know about all that,” Elwood grouched. “I don’t think I can do any roles that aren’t a middle-aged man.”

      “Nonsense. Give me ten, twenty years to train you up and you’ll be everything.”

      “I don’t think I’ve got that long.”

      “Actors live forever, my dear. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to do my vocal exercises.” Letty dropped back her head. “Tra-la-la-la-la! Tra-la-la-la-la!”

      Elwood took a startled step backward and gave me a worried look. I just shrugged at him. I was getting used to these theater types.

      Letty tra-la-la-la-la’d, Rosie practiced her femme fatale faces in the mirror, I went over my line a million times, Magnus swaggered around looking at the theater with fresh eyes as he sized it up, and Elwood sat on a chair in the corner, staring at his script.

      What a night it would be.
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      Nanna hugged me afterward but then immediately turned to Rosie.

      “You are my new favorite granddaughter! You were stunning!”

      “Hey!” I complained. “She’s not even related!”

      Rosie grinned at me over Nanna’s shoulder. “Sorry, boss.”

      She didn’t sound sorry.

      Ian nodded approval at us. “That was some pretty good stage work, Tiff, I liked the way you held your broom. If I hadn’t seen your apartment, I could almost believe you knew how to clean.”

      Sally nudged Ian. “Be nice. Tiffany was amazing.”

      “I was being nice,” Ian said. “If I wasn’t, I’d point out the flaws in the performance, but I’m not doing that.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Flaws?”

      Before he could answer, Sally jabbed him with her elbow. Ian closed his mouth before any words came out, and he just shook his head after coming to the abrupt realization that, no, there were not any flaws in the performance whatsoever.

      Stone approached and gave me a congratulatory hug. “The best performance on a stage all day.”

      “What? No way! We had nothing on you.”

      Stone shook his head. “I was just talking; you guys were acting.”

      I guessed he did have a point. We were acting, weren’t we? I tried not to smile too proudly. I had the most minor role in the play.

      Letty came over to us, re-energized from the performance. “This is the life, isn’t it, my dear?”

      “It sure was a rush.”

      Letty lowered her voice to a whisper, but unfortunately it was one of her stage whispers, so everyone could hear exactly what she said. “Three gentlemen have propositioned me! Would you like me to send one your way?”

      “Yes!” Nanna said loudly.

      “No, thank you.” I couldn’t imagine Letty and I shared a potential dating pool. She had decades and decades on me.

      “One of them is very young. He’s only in his fifties. He reminds me of my old boyfriend Michael, before he married that Welsh girl.”

      “Thanks, Letty, but my social calendar is fully booked at the moment.”

      Letty turned to Nanna. “Does she have many lovers?”

      Nanna laughed, I turned red, and Stone rescued me. “You must be thirsty. Soda?”

      Stone led me away to the new concession stand. Clive was standing behind it, still in his costume, eagerly selling drinks and snacks. It was step one in his efforts to make the theater more financially successful.

      Stone and I took our cans of pop outside and sat on the steps of the theater, sipping quietly.

      We didn’t need to talk.

      We’d both done enough that day already.

      We just sat, looked out at the stars, and took a well-earned rest in each other’s company.

      Finally, Stone broke the comfortable silence.

      “I’ve been thinking.”

      “Oh?” Anxiety began to set in. Stone was going to ask me to join his firm again, I just knew it. I just couldn’t decide if it was the right thing to do or not.

      “About work.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Lying in that hospital, it gave me time to think. And one thought kept popping into my head, again and again, nagging at me.”

      “What?”

      “Maybe it’s time to move on. Business is great, but…” Stone lapsed into his more-than-customary silence.

      “You mean… sell your business? And do what?”

      “I don’t know. I thought saying it out loud might make it clearer.”

      “Has someone made you an offer? Is that why?”

      “No, not yet. But I expect I could find a buyer.”

      “And what would you do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Professional speaker? Like today?”

      Stone’s lips twitched. “I don’t think anyone would want to pay to see that.”

      I smacked him on the arm. “Yes, they would.”

      Stone didn’t say anything; he just smiled.

      “How long are you going to think for?”

      “I don’t know, Tiff. I don’t know.”

      We lapsed back into another warm, comfortable silence. I guessed that meant Stone’s offer to combine forces was withdrawn. Or maybe he was trying to get me to make a decision, get me to tell him that I did want to work with him, and if I did that, he’d carry on, too.

      But I needed to do some thinking of my own.

      We stared out at the stars.

      It had been a long couple of weeks.

      But everything had turned out well in the end.

      Actually, it wasn’t quite the end.

      We still had Ian to say goodbye to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Ian and Sally held their farewell party in one of the ball rooms at The Tremonte, courtesy of Jack Weber himself.

      Rosie and I slowly walked around the room.

      “How does he know so many people?” Rosie asked me, bemused by the scale of the event. “If I had a farewell party, you’d be the only person there.”

      I was sure that wasn’t true. “About half of them are Sally’s. She’s got half her high school graduating class, and all her friends from college, and then the rest from the spas she’s worked at. And Ian, well…”

      I pointed at one table. “This table of geeks are gamers. From a case we worked with a group of role-players.” A man dressed as a dwarf waved at us.

      “Over there at that table are cult members.” I indicated a table of healthy, youthful looking people, all dressed in white.

      “Cult members?”

      “Yeah. I don’t recommend joining a cult, by the way. It’s less fun than you might think.”

      “I didn’t think joining a cult would be fun at all. What about that group?” Rosie pointed at a table where a noisy woman holding a bottle of wine and waving it at her young companion.

      “That table are all artists, we had a case involving a gallery once. The noisy woman is Kylie Mince, and that’s her boyfriend Pierre.”

      “And them?”

      “Oh, that’s a non-alcoholic beer group and entrepreneurs from the Scented Threads multi-level marketing team. And then at the next table are some graduate students. One of them’s our cousin.” I waved at Midori. She was something like a second or third cousin, possibly with a step- or half- in there. It was hard to figure out.

      “Wow. You guys know half the city.”

      I tilted my head in thought for a moment. “Yep, I’d say you’re about right.” I pointed out a few more tables to Rosie. There were workers from the Savannah Safari restaurant, members of the Red Hogs secret society, a table of stand-up comedians all sitting down together, a book club, lawyers, accountants and bakers, a pickpocket, a strip club manager, hospital workers, and countless more.

      “I hope I get to meet as many people working with you.”

      “You’ll wish you hadn’t said that, knowing some of the people we meet.”

      Rosie laughed. “Maybe. But I figure you can learn something from everyone, right? Even if they’re horrible, you can learn how not to be horrible like them.”

      “That’s a very optimistic way of looking at things.”

      “I guess. Look, your friend is waving at you.”

      Emily was sitting down and didn’t look like she wanted to get up again, and I couldn’t blame her. She was sitting with her husband Jack, Stone, and Elwood. They’d saved us a couple of seats, as well as those for Ian and Sally, who had been busy working the room.

      Much of my family was sitting at the table next to us, including Nanna and Wes, Amber sans Angel, Mom and Dad, Great Uncle Joe, and our neighbors Glenn and Karma.

      “Attention please!” It was Ian, with a microphone, at the front of the room.

      I sat back and watched.

      “We want to thank you all for coming here this evening, the best and greatest social event of the season. Sally and I are thrilled you could all be here to send us off. You’ll be excited to know we intend to keep you fully informed of our adventures, with daily updates on social media networks.”

      “Can’t wait,” Elwood grumbled sarcastically. Emily nudged him to stop. He quirked a smile at me. He knew I got him.

      “But for now, please, enjoy the food and get to know each other. There are dozens of interesting, fun, amazing people here, so feel free to mingle with each other and talk about how much you love us.”

      Elwood laughed again. “I better not. They’ll kick me out.”

      Ian said a few more words and then he and Sally came to join us.

      “This is it, Tiff,” he said to me. “Last chance to use my brilliant mind. Need me to figure out anything before I go?”

      “Umm, I think I’m good for now. Thanks, though. I’ll give you a call if need anything.”

      “Sure, but I can’t promise I’ll answer. If I’m exploring Mayan ruins or fighting off cannibals or wrestling an anaconda, I might not be able to get to the phone.”

      “None of those things are happening,” Sally told him sternly.

      “Not even Mayan ruins?” Ian said forlornly.

      “Well, maybe, if it’s in a group tour. No adventuring.”

      Ian shrugged. “Fine, fine.” He pushed his head next to mine and whispered. “I’ll give a tour guide the slip and do my own exploring.”

      “Hey! What are you saying?”

      “Hmm?” Ian shrugged “Nothing. Just telling Tiff how excited I am to go traveling with you, my sweet.”

      Sally gave him a suspicious look, while Ian grinned at me. Then, he turned to Rosie.

      “Rosarino—”

      “Rosie.”

      “Rosalind.”

      “It’s just Rosie.”

      “Rosemary?”

      “It’s still just Rosie. It’s not short for anything.”

      “Oh. You might want to think about lengthening it then. I could see you as a Rosalinda. Then you could shorten it to Rosie.”

      “I don’t think she needs to do that, Ian. What were you saying?”

      “Rosie. This is a moment of great honor.”

      “Are you getting an award?”

      “Huh? No. An honor for you.”

      “It is? What’s happening?” Rosie looked at me for guidance. I just shrugged. It was an Ian thing.

      “Rosie McCann, I officially pronounce you Tiffany’s investigative assistant. The torch is handed over. The crown is upon your head. The scepter is in your hand. The ball, as they say, is in your court.”

      I was pretty sure I’d already done that. But it was Ian’s last moments in Las Vegas, so we could all play along. I nodded to Rosie to accept.

      “Thank you.” Rosie gripped Ian’s hand between her own. “I shall perform the role as best I can. I hope I can live up to the incredible example that you’ve set.”

      Ian nodded graciously. “I wouldn’t set your heights that high. Perhaps for the first year or two, you can just hope not to embarrass yourself.”

      “Umm, okay.”

      “And now, I shall tell you the code.”

      “Code?”

      “For the front door. If you’re going to be housesitting and serving Snowy, then you’re going to need to know how to get in, aren’t you?”

      Ian had replaced the lock to his apartment with a numbered keypad, and it was the code to this that he was referring.

      “But I already—”

      “It’s one, five—”

      “—Nine, five, star,” Rosie finished for him.

      Ian blinked. “But… how could you possibly have guessed that?”

      “I didn’t guess. I saw you put it in,” Rosie said.” She raised her hand to her face and pointed at her eyes.

      “She’s very observant,” I told Ian.

      “But… you could have broken in at any moment!”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Yes, but you could have.” Ian turned to Sally. “We could have been robbed!”

      Sally shrugged. “We weren’t, and we’re leaving tonight. Doesn’t matter now!”

      Ian folded his arms. “Well… don’t look next time.”

      Rosie nodded seriously. “I shall close my eyes.”

      “Good.”

      Soon food was brought, five excellent courses followed by coffee. Ian had arranged a soda pairing for each dish, though I noticed Sally had wine instead. I kept with Ian’s theme.

      “You’re right,” I told him at one point. “Cherry soda does go well with filet mignon.”

      “Wait until you try lemon pop and grilled fish!”

      “I’ll look forward to it!”

      Soon, the food was gone, and it was nearly time for Ian and Sally to go. They were taking a private flight down to New Orleans at eleven o’clock that evening, and from there they would board the first of their many cruises.

      I had to say something. These moments demand it, don’t they?

      “I am going to miss you, Ian.”

      Elwood snorted. Emily elbowed him. Jack Weber grinned at me.

      Ian nodded seriously. “I know you are, Tiff. It’s only natural.”

      I glared at him. “You were supposed to say you’re going to miss me, too.”

      “Huh? But I’m going on a luxury cruise for a year to see the world. I probably won’t even—”

      Sally gave him a look that nearly made his already-red hair literally turn into flames.

      “—I probably won’t go more than an hour without thinking how much I’ll miss you.”

      “That’s better. You’ve been a good neighbor, a great assistant, and a better friend.”

      “And cousin,” Ian said. “Don’t forget, I’ve been a fantastic cousin.”

      “Mm. Yes, that, too.”

      “I have been all of those things,” Ian nodded happily. “I really am pretty great all around.” Sally gave him another look. “Oh! And you’ve been good too! Nice cupcakes, and neighborly stuff, and not a bad boss!”

      I poked him in the shoulder. “You watch that mouth of yours. It might get you in trouble.”

      Ian nodded happily. “I’m going to get in trouble in so many different languages, Tiff. It’ll be amazing.”

      “Please,” Sally said, “no trouble. Not anywhere.”

      “You know me, Sally. I don’t get in trouble myself; trouble finds me.”

      “Then let’s try and hide from it for a while.”

      “Yes, Captain!” Ian saluted his fiancée. “And now, my dear, it’s time for our final performance. Come along!”

      Ian gave my hand a squeeze before heading up toward the stage. We’d talk more later before we put him in his limo.

      Jack looked at me. “Get ready.”

      “Ready? Ready for what.”

      Jack just shook his head and nodded toward the stage. Clearly, he knew something that we didn’t, and most probably it was because he was the owner of this resort. It sounded like Ian had arranged a final surprise.

      Ian and Sally stood hand in hand on the stage.

      “Attention, attention, attention!” Ian waited for the clatter and chatter to die down. “Sally and I urge you to enjoy the rest of the evening. The ballroom is booked until midnight, and all the food and drink are covered. Please, enjoy yourselves.”

      “And now,” Sally said, a big grin on her lips. “We have to bid you…”

      “Adieu!” Ian shouted. At the same time there were two pops, and the stage was filled with smoke.

      “What on Earth…” I said.

      “Told you,” Jack said.

      The whole front of the room was quickly invisible as the clouds of dry ice hid the stage, and half the guests, from view. But it didn’t last long. In under a minute, the clouds had dissipated.

      And Ian and Sally were gone.

      “He said he didn’t want to have to deal with hundreds of people weeping as they said goodbye to him individually,” Jack told me. “So he arranged this final exit.”

      “He’s gone? Gone gone?”

      “Yep.”

      “No final hug? No walking them to the car?”

      “Afraid not. That’s it, Tiff. No more Ian.”

      “Huh.”

      “But you’ve got me, boss,” Rosie said.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

      I slumped back in my seat, irritated but perhaps also a little grateful. Saying goodbye is hard.

      Perhaps Ian was right to do it the way he did.

      Still. A final, final goodbye would have been nice.

      I laughed and shook my head to myself. No, it was better this way.

      And we had the rest of the night to enjoy.

      The soda was flowing, coffee was going to be served, and more desserts were going to be delivered to the tables as the night progressed.

      And then, I had a whole new future to look forward to. I’d have my apartment back to myself, a new neighbor down the hall, and, I thought, a new friend.

      The night rolled on. Sitting turned to standing and then standing to dancing.

      In a way, it was just another night in Las Vegas.

      The greatest city on the whole wide planet.

      

      The End
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        Note from the author: THANK YOU!

        And Please, Please Leave A Review

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading my books!

        I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

      

        

      
        If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review. Even just a few words help!

      

        

      
        An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

      

        

      
        Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

        Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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