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      I glared at the black Rolls-Royce car in my parents’ driveway. It wasn’t the fault of the driver—he was just earning his salary. It was the person he was driving that was beginning to irritate me, and she was already inside my parents’ home.

      “Why does Sue Giant have to keep coming over to Mom and Dad’s?” I asked Rosie, in what should have been a rhetorical question.

      “Because her assistant is dating Stone,” my investigative assistant Rosie explained unhelpfully. “So she uses Laura for access to Stone, and Stone is presumably here. He and your Nanna get on very well.” Rosie looked at me expectantly and then read my face. “Oh. You knew all that already. You didn’t want me to answer the question.”

      I laughed. “Serves me right for asking a question I already know the answer to. Come on, let’s go in. I’ll play nice. Sue isn’t that bad. It just feels like she’s trying to weasel her way into our family.”

      “I think she’s got a thing for Stone,” Rosie said. “I bet she’s jealous of her assistant.”

      “Stone’s far too young for her. He’s closer to our age than hers.”

      “That’s why everyone thinks you and he should—”

      I leaped out of the car before I could hear the rest of what Rosie was saying. I still heard it in my head, though. People kept saying the same silly things about how Stone and I were supposed to be a couple. Well, we weren’t. And he had a girlfriend. A delightful one. Laura was Sue’s assistant, and she was pretty and kind and intelligent. She was perfect. Irritatingly, annoyingly—

      “Boss?”

      Rosie had interrupted my runaway thoughts and pulled me back to the here and now. We were here for brunch, and then Rosie and I were going to go and meet a potential new client. That’s what I needed to focus on.

      In the backyard of the house, Mom, Dad, Stone, Laura, Sue Giant, Nanna, and her husband Wes were all sitting down at the covered, outdoor dining table, already feasting on a buffet of pastries and juices before the cooked part of the meal would be served.

      “There they are!” Nanna said. “Come on, girls. Come and sit down. We’re all waiting for you!”

      “We’re not late, are we?”

      “If you’re not early, you’re late,” Sue Giant announced as if dropping words of true wisdom. “We’ve been here an hour, haven’t we, Laura?”

      Sue’s assistant was sitting between Stone and Sue, and I don’t think anyone knew whether she was there in a work capacity as Sue’s assistant or a social one as Stone’s girlfriend.

      “Yes, Sue, we got here nice and early.”

      “We weren’t even ready for you,” Mom said with a lying smile on her face.

      “That’s a good business tip,” Sue declared. “Get there before the person you’re dealing with is ready for you. Puts them off kilter, then pow, you smack them with your demands before they can catch their breath. Then they have to say yes.”

      “Amazing,” I told her. “It’s a surprise to see you here again.”

      Sue beamed at me. “I know! I should be charging you all with how often I’ve been coming around! But you know what they say, Sue Giant lives to give.”

      I didn’t think they did say that. At least not any of the they that I could think of.

      “It’s nice that you enjoy our company,” I said to Sue as diplomatically as I could.

      “Oh,” she said to correct me quickly. “I don’t. Not really. Actually, I wanted to talk to you, and Laura suggested I come by.”

      Laura shook her head at me very quickly. She had not suggested it at all. This was all Sue’s doing, she seemed to be saying.

      Nanna stood up. “Come and give me a hand, Stone. Let’s bring the food out.”

      Quick as a flash and quiet as a cat, Stone fluidly rose to his feet and slipped inside the house beside Nanna.

      “You wanted to talk to me?” I asked Sue. I waved my cell phone at her. “I’m only a phone call away.” Not that I’d definitely answer it, but if it were a choice between that and Sue invading all our family meals, I’d take it.

      Sue laughed. “I prefer to give people the benefit of a face-to-face meeting when I can spare the time. You should be honored.”

      “Oh, I am. So?”

      Nanna and Stone emerged carrying trays full of food before Sue could get to the meat of her business. Stone set down platters of sausages, bacon, eggs, hash browns, and fried peppers, while Nanna added yogurt and chopped fruit to the food on offer.

      We piled up our plates with food and began to eat before Sue got back to telling me the purpose of her visit. I tried to give her as much attention as I gave my food, just for the sake of manners, but it was a hard task. The food was that good.

      “As you know, Giant Investigations is in the process of launching, thanks to our purchase of Stone’s security business.”

      Stone gave me an apologetic look, while Laura rolled her eyes. She clearly hadn’t been enjoying the recent expansion of Sue’s business and the work it had entailed.

      “And,” Sue continued, waving a fork at me, “we are targeting the premium end of the market. No lost kittens or stolen masks for us. Not unless they’ve been lost by celebrities or billionaires or world leaders.”

      “That’s great.”

      “It is,” Sue enthused. “I would suggest you do the same, but we’re in competition now, and anyway, you don’t really have the, you know, presence to deal with high-end clients.”

      “The presence? What does that mean?” Rosie asked innocently.

      Sue looked at the pair of us rather pointedly. “You don’t exactly dress to impress.” That felt a little unfair. The graphic tee I was wearing didn’t even have any stains on it, and neither did my cargo shorts. “You don’t have the zing that I have. Not that I’ll be dealing with the day-to-day, but I exude an aura that the rest of my business absorbs.”

      “How interesting,” I said icily, calming my irritation with the delicious taste of eggs and peppers.

      “Actually,” Stone said, “Tiffany dresses practically, which is important in hands-on work like she does. But when she needs to, she can wear a gown that makes a whole ballroom turn their heads.”

      I wasn’t the only one that looked at Stone in surprise. Not only was it a particularly long utterance for a man of few words, it was much more complimentary than anyone else had been, or was likely to be, that morning.

      Sue ignored him. “Anyway, of course, we’ve got off to a roaring start. Celebrities are literally banging down our doors, aren’t they, Laura?”

      Laura looked up startled, like she’d been put on the spot. “We have a client, yes.”

      “See, we already have one! That’s fast. And not just any old client, a proper high-flyer. A household name. A real go-getting, bona fide celebrity.”

      “I’m very happy for you,” I said, and then tried to pay attention to my plate of delicious food rather than her.

      “I thought I might give you one more chance…?”

      “Chance?”

      “The generous offer I made you before. To manage the whole investigative side of the Giant Security and Giant Investigations business.”

      “Oh, no, thank you. Rosie and I are happy being independent. It keeps us nimble, doesn’t it, Rosie?”

      “Yes, boss. We’re nimble as flying squirrels.”

      I wasn’t quite that nimble, but the point was made.

      “You call me when you change your mind,” Sue said to me. “But be quick, the offer won’t be open for much longer.”

      “I don’t think we will change our minds; I wouldn’t wait on my call.” I turned back to my plate. I felt Sue staring at me for several long seconds, then she sighed and got back to her own food.

      “Are you hiring investigators?” Nanna asked Sue a couple of minutes later.

      “Oh, yes,” Sue said. “We’re probably going to need a very big team once the clients start rolling in.”

      Nanna tapped herself on the chest with her index finger. “You need to hire me.”

      “You?” Sue peered at Nanna. “Aren’t you… retired?”

      Nanna shook her head. “I’ve been resting a few years. Now I’m ready to get back to work! I’ve been training.” Nanna caught my eye. “Haven’t I, dear?”

      “Oh, yes. Nanna has been learning about all kinds of things. She can tail cars. She can dust for prints. And she’s great at coming up with ideas.”

      “And stakeouts,” Nanna added. “I love a good stakeout.”

      “And you’re licensed?”

      “Not quite,” Nanna said. “The thing is, you need ten thousand hours of experience for a license in Nevada, and I’m not quite there yet.”

      “No? How many more hours do you need?”

      “About…” Nanna looked up thoughtfully and began to count off numbers on her fingers. Then her head dropped back down and she smiled at Sue. “I just need nine thousand nine hundred and fifty more hours!”

      Sue blinked. “That’s quite a lot.”

      Nanna shrugged. “It seems like a lot for you youngsters, but time flies by when you’re my age.”

      “You would certainly bring a wide range of life experience to the role,” Sue said.

      “You’re not saying I’m old, are you?”

      “Only in the best possible way,” Sue said. “Now, I do think we need to recruit with diversity in mind, and someone with your wisdom would certainly help with that. But since you’re not very experienced, you would probably need to start as an intern.”

      “An… intern?” Nanna asked.

      “Yes,” Sue said. “We’ll need to put you under someone else’s wing until you’ve got your hours up. Yes, I think an intern would be the ideal starting position for you.”

      “How much does an intern get paid?”

      Sue laughed like it was the funniest thing she’d heard all day. “Paid? An intern? Oh, you sweet summer child. Interns don’t get paid. In fact, they should be charged for all the experience and skills they learn.”

      Nanna shook her head adamantly. “When I was young, apprentices got paid. That’s how it worked.”

      “And times change,” Sue said. “Now businesses realize just how valuable the training they provide is. You don’t get anything for free these days, and nor should you.”

      “It sounds like you want your interns to work for free,” Nanna pointed out.

      Sue tapped her chin thoughtfully. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

      “Rosie started as an intern,” I said. “And I paid her minimum wage, plus expenses, and gave her housing.”

      Sue turned to Laura. “What do you think?”

      “I think that providing payment would incentivize hard work.”

      Sue slowly nodded. “That makes sense. That’s why I hired you. You’re a smart cookie.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Right then,” Sue said, addressing Nanna. “Perhaps we could generously start you with minimum wage.”

      Nanna looked at me. “Is that generous? Minimum wage?”

      “I’m not sure generous is the right term. But it’s better than nothing.”

      “It’s very generous,” Sue said. With that matter settled, Sue moved onto the next item on her agenda for my family brunch. “Now, Stone, what are you doing with your windfall?”

      Sue was referring to the generous payment she had made to him for his portion of his business. After getting shot, Stone had started reassessing his life and decided to move on from the security company he had founded and had sold his share to Sue Giant.

      But now, the person who had handed over the money was questioning what he was doing with it. Stone looked positively startled by the question, which for him took the form of his eyebrows slightly twitching upward. He wasn’t one for big displays of emotion.

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “If your money isn’t working, it’s wasting away,” Sue said. “And you wouldn’t want to waste it. I’m going to come up with a plan for you.”

      “There’s no need,” Stone said quickly. “I like to figure things out on my own.”

      “Nonsense,” Sue said. “I don’t mind helping. It’s why I do the work that I do. It’s simply not fair for me to keep all my ideas and knowledge to myself.”

      “Perhaps you can share them with someone other than Stone,” I suggested.

      Sue shook her head to herself. “I’ll have a good think about it.”

      “Please, don’t.” Stone spoke quietly, but his words carried a weight that everyone at the table could feel—everyone except Sue, who seemed completely oblivious. She was now focused on her plate of food and showed no sign of having heard what Stone had said.

      “No Owen, today?” Mom asked.

      “Hmm? Who?”

      “Owen. Your blind date.”

      “Ohh, that Owen.”

      Nanna stuck her head forward. “Is there another Owen? Do you have two Owens?”

      “No. Sorry. I just forgot. We only went out once.”

      “No, you met at my barbecue as well,” Nanna said. “That counts. Don’t you like him?”

      I could feel Stone trying not to stare at me as I withered under the harsh interrogation. “He was fine. Very interesting.”

      “So you’ll see him again?” Mom pushed.

      “She will,” Nanna said, decision made.

      “We’ll see.” I didn’t want them to commit me to something I wasn’t sure I wanted to do. Owen was nice, that was for sure, but he wasn’t— I didn’t know what exactly he wasn’t. But he wasn’t something.

      “You should see him again,” Rosie said. “He really liked you. He said you were the most interesting person he’d ever been on a date with.”

      “Me? I don’t think so.”

      “You should tell him about me,” Sue suggested. “Then you really will be interesting. Tell him about the snake that was in my bed. Do you remember?”

      “Yes, Sue, I remember.”

      “It killed my last assistant. Do you remember that?”

      “Yes, it would be hard to forget.”

      Sue patted Laura’s hand. “Don’t worry, you’ll be safe. What are the chances of two assistants being murdered in a row? You’ve got more chance of winning the lottery!”

      If Laura was reassured, she didn’t show it, offering only a nervous smile in response.

      “I want to hear more about this Owen,” Dad said. “Maybe I should meet him.”

      Oh, no. No, no, no. This wasn’t happening, none of it. I had to get out of there.

      “Rosie, what’s the time?” I asked innocently.

      Rosie checked her phone. “Oh my goodness, boss! We’ve got to go!”

      “Darn it! I really wanted to stay and chat. Sorry, guys, but duty calls.”

      “I do wish you could stay longer,” Nanna said. “I made cupcakes.”

      I froze.

      “We’ll grab some on the way out!” Rosie said, tugging on my arm. “In the kitchen, are they? Tiffany will find them. She’s an excellent cupcake detective.”

      I thought I was an excellent everything detective, not just a cupcake one. But Rosie was right. As we left them behind, we found the cupcakes cooling on a tray in a cupboard to keep them from flies. We grabbed four for the road and headed off.

      “Thanks for the save, Rosie,” I said when we were safely back in my car and heading into town.

      We could have stayed another hour if we’d wanted to, but Rosie had read the situation perfectly. If I’d tried the same trick with my old assistant, Ian, he would have been pulling up calendars and emails that proved we could stay much longer. But Rosie was much more astute at reading my feelings.

      “Any time, boss. I know a little park where we could stop for a cupcake picnic before our meeting if you like. They sell coffee, too.”

      “I would like that very much. Just tell me where to go.”

      With my assistant by my side, we got into the day’s action.

      A good breakfast.

      A new client.

      And a beautiful day in Las Vegas.

      What more could I wish for?

      In my head, I tried to drown out the imaginary voices of Mom and Nanna: You should have a husband! You should have a baby! No, you should have four babies! You should settle down! You should—
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      We met Paolo Bianchi at a café he had suggested in a mall. We grabbed coffees and found him in the corner with a baseball cap over his head and wearing a puffy jacket which seemed excessive even with the powerful a/c that blasted through the mall.

      “Paolo Bianchi?” I asked to make sure we were at the right table.

      He raised a finger to his lips. “Shh,” he sounded with a furtive look around. “We don’t want people hearing.”

      Didn’t we? Why not? Curious, Rosie and I sat down across from him.

      “You’re in disguise,” Rosie said to him, indicating his jacket and hat. “Are you in danger?”

      Paolo laughed and shook his head. “You must be new in town, right?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Pretty new. Are you well known in Las Vegas?”

      Paolo chuckled again, shaking his head. “You could say that.” He turned to me. “Do you want to tell her, or shall I?”

      “I think you should.” I sounded generous, but the real reason was because I had no idea who he was either.

      He huddled up close to us, dropping his voice to the lowest audible level. “I’m Paolo Bianchi. I’m kind of a big deal.”

      Rosie just continued to stare at him expectantly.

      “I’m a reporter,” he explained. “Light news, hospitality, and education. Channel Eleven news.” He indicated his baseball cap with his hand. “If people recognize me, we’ll be mobbed.”

      “Mobbed, huh?” Rosie asked, wide-eyed. “Wow.”

      “That’s the price of celebrity.”

      “Right, now that we’ve cleared that up and Rosie has been informed of your stature in the community, let’s move on to business. Why are you interested in hiring us, Paolo?”

      “I need your help. I was present at a tragedy. I saw a man die right before my eyes. It’s been haunting me ever since. I can’t sleep, I can’t focus, I can’t do anything. I need to know what happened to him, why it happened.”

      “What did he die of?” Rosie asked. “Was it an accident?”

      Paolo laughed loudly. “An accident? You tell me. You ever hear of a guy getting a knife in the back by accident?”

      Rosie played it straight and shook her head slowly and thoughtfully. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Exactly. The guy was murdered. He must have been. But I need to find out who did it and why, to satisfy my own curiosity. I can’t get past it. I need to know what happened. When you’re in the public eye like I am, you can’t let these things hang over you. It can ruin careers.”

      “It sounds traumatic,” I said. “Who was it that was killed?”

      “I got the name just now, just this morning. I used my police contacts.”

      “Okay, so?”

      “They say his name was Monty Guthrie.”

      Rosie and I looked at each other. The name didn’t mean anything to either of us.

      “And you don’t know anything else about him?”

      “Not yet. That’s where you come in.”

      “Okay.” I took a sip of coffee. “Can you tell us a little more about what happened? Tell us how it unfolded from your point of view.”

      “Okay, well, we were covering the grand opening of Nunzio Morelli’s new restaurant, San Marcos’ Gondola.”

      “Ohh,” Rosie said. “That guy! Doesn’t he have like… eight Michelin stars?”

      “I thought three was the maximum?” I asked, confused.

      “He has multiple restaurants,” Rosie said and looked to Paolo for confirmation. “Right?”

      “That’s correct, and all together he has eight Michelin stars. He has restaurants in Rome, London, Paris, New York, and Las Vegas. This is his second restaurant here, and he’s hoping to get his number of stars up into double digits. He says Las Vegas is his favorite city in the world.”

      “Wow, he must have good taste,” I said.

      “Or he was trying to butter up the local reporter,” Rosie suggested.

      Paolo and I both gave Rosie looks of disbelief. Of course, Nunzio thought Las Vegas was the best city in the world. Who wouldn’t? I turned back to Paolo. “You were filming when the incident occurred?”

      “Yes. We were outside filming an introduction for a piece we were going to run on the restaurant. We were grabbing some footage of the outside of the building, the architecture, and so on. It was quite stunning with its nighttime floodlighting. Then, I was going to film one of my famous introductions.”

      “Famous introductions?” Rosie arched her eyebrows at the reporter.

      “Yep. It’s what I’m known for, isn’t it?”

      Paolo looked at me for confirmation. I nodded quickly, as if I both knew and agreed. In reality, I was pretty sure I’d never spent more than about two seconds on his television channel while surfing for something to watch.

      “I always do an introduction like I’m telling a story, and then I end it with a funny pun, a punny, as I call them.”

      “Amazing.”

      “You butter believe it.”

      Paolo waited until we caught on to what he said then slapped the table. “Clever, huh? That was the punny I was going to use.”

      “Amazing,” Rosie repeated.

      “You know, that’s what people actually do say,” Paolo said modestly. “Check it out.” Paolo pulled up the sleeve of his jacket then undid the cuff of a long-sleeved shirt and rolled that up as well. He displayed his forearm for us, where he had a small tattoo just below his elbow. It was a single word: Amazing.

      “Amazing!” Rosie repeated for the third time.

      “Shh, not too loud. People will cotton on.” Paolo looked around nervously. “You know, a lot of people are completely freaked out when they see I’m all tatted up. They can never imagine a straitlaced television star like me could have a crazy tattoo like this.” He fingered the small letters in awe at himself. “But they don’t realize, I’m a wild one at heart.” Paolo’s eyebrows suddenly went up. “Oh, shoot! Now you’ve done it. Here we go.”

      A waitress was approaching.

      “Can I clear anything away for you guys?”

      “Please, I’m honored, but we’re in an important meeting here,” Paolo said to the bemused girl.

      “O-kay…”

      “No, thanks,” I told her. “We’re all good.”

      When she was gone, Paolo tutted and shook his head to himself. “Can’t get away from it all for a minute. My wife says I have to keep being polite to them, but it gets tough, you know? If I’d known what life in the public eye was like, I’m not sure I’d do it all again.”

      “It sure seems tough,” Rosie said sympathetically. “You were saying, about the piece you were filming…?”

      “Right, so Charlie—that’s my camera guy—he was just rolling, filming the scene, while I started scatting and riffing and rapping.”

      “You did what now?” I asked him.

      “It’s how I roll. It’s how I warm up. You’ve got to get the mind and the mouth working in sync. You have to warm up. You just have to. I figured out the best way to do it years ago. I just start speaking and speaking, until the words start coming out how I want them, then I’m ready to record. Everyone loves it when I get started. ‘There he goes,’ they say, or ‘Paolo’s at it again.’ My whole team just loves the way I get into it.”

      “Can you show us?” Rosie asked, eyes alight. “Pretend you’re going to do a piece on this café. How would you warm up for that?”

      “I should charge you for this.”

      Rosie laughed like it was a joke until Paolo joined in. Then he began a demonstration of his unconventional warmup method.

      “Cuh, cuh, cuh, café. Café, café, café. Fooooood. Coffffffffee. Driiiiiiinks. Peeeeee-ple. Coffee, food, drinks, people. Decor! Decor! Staffffff. Waitressssss. Managerrrr. Theme. Theme! Theme! Theme!” Paolo was bobbing his head while he spoke, his eyes taking on a slightly glassy look. Some of his words warbled into a high pitch, while others he gave a bass resonance. “What do you think about when you hear the word café? Café? Café? Foooooood. Foooo—”

      I gently squeezed Paolo’s arm to get him to shut the heck up. I’d had quite enough of his demonstration. “That’s an amazing insight into your method,” I told him. “Absolutely fascinating. Now, you say you were doing this while Charlie filmed you?”

      Paolo held up a palm. “Hold on. I need a moment to come back.” He sucked in a big breath, blew it out, closed his eyes, then opened them again rapidly. “Okay, I’m back. Sometimes I get stuck there in a loop, you know? One day, we were filming at a park, and I just got stuck saying ‘blades of grass,’ over and over again. Charlie had to throw a bucket of water over me.”

      “Truly incredible,” I said. “Okay, now, back to the restaurant and filming outside.”

      “Right. So, Charlie was filming, and I was getting into the zone. But then, we were interrupted. There was this guy kind of staggering toward us. He looked as if he’d had one too many drinks. No, scratch that, he looked like he had ten too many drinks! Can you guess what I did?”

      “What?”

      “I said to Charlie, on the camera, I said, ‘Looks like someone has had one too many drinks. Scratch that. Ten too many drinks!’”

      Rosie and I both laughed politely.

      “Very droll,” Rosie offered.

      “That’s what I thought,” Paolo told us. “I thought we’d just captured a little nugget of absolute gold we could use for a blooper reel or outtakes or something like that. Sometimes I amaze myself with how quickly I come up with these quips. But that’s why I earn the big bucks, you know?”

      “So, this guy was staggering…” I prompted to get him back on track.

      “Yeah, I made my joke—Charlie had to keep his face completely straight, or he would have just collapsed—and then, the guy just… tipped over. Splat.” Paolo slapped the table. “Landed on his face. That’s when we saw it.”

      “The guy had a knife in his back?”

      Paolo nodded. “Yeah. With the benefit of hindsight, I don’t think he was drunk. I think it was the knife in his back that made him stagger like that.”

      “Sounds like a reasonable assumption. So, what do you want us to do?”

      “It’s been two days now,” Paolo said, as if it were a huge amount of time, “and I can’t move on. I just keep thinking about it. How he staggered toward me, looking to me for help. He must have known who I was and thought, if anyone can help me, it’s Paolo!”

      “Are you a doctor?” Rosie asked.

      “Huh? No, I’m not a doctor. We’ve been over this. I’m a reporter.”

      “So, it was probably just a coincidence that he staggered in your direction instead of someone else’s?”

      “I assume he looked up to me, saw me as a leading light, a lantern that guided him through living in Las Vegas. A familiar, friendly face on his television screen. And when he was dying, he wanted the reassuring presence of my face nearby.”

      “Or it could have been random,” Rosie said.

      “There’s no such thing as random coincidence when you’re a celebrity like me.”

      There totally was.

      “Paolo, it’s only been two days, but you want to hire us to look into it, is that right?”

      “Precisely.”

      “The police have barely had a chance to begin investigating. Why do you want to hire private investigators on top of their efforts? For all we know, they could be arresting a suspect right now.”

      “The police move slowly, and they’re burdened by bureaucracy. As I said, I can’t move on. I need to know what happened, and fast. And I’ll pay. Even if the cops catch the killer tomorrow, I’ll pay for a week’s worth of investigating. This is important to me.”

      “Well, okay,” I said. The offer sounded generous. And the case was intriguing. “Do you know anything about the victim?”

      “Yes. His name was Monty Guthrie. Have you heard of him?”

      Rosie and I checked with each other and then both shook our heads. “Afraid not. Should we have?”

      Paolo shook his head. “No one seems to have heard of him. I used my reporter’s investigative skills to look into him. Nothing. He was just a nobody. I need to know why this happened. Why him? Why in front of me?”

      “It’s likely that your presence was a coincidence,” I told him.

      “Perhaps it was, but I still find that hard to believe. If I was a nobody, sure. But an idol like myself? It doesn’t seem likely. Okay, are you ready to see the video?”

      Paolo pulled out an iPad and set it up in front of us on the table. The video began much like he had told us, with him doing his cringe-worthy warmup, spouting nonsense words and phrases over and over while the bored cameraman panned around the scene. Although it was early evening, the scene was quite well lit with the building’s floodlights and the cameraman’s equipment.

      When the subject of the investigation staggered onto the screen, Rosie sucked in a sharp breath. For a moment, I could tell why Paolo thought the victim had been inebriated. Rosie winced as the victim staggered into view, a vacant look in his eyes. Paolo made the exact same quip he had repeated to us. On the other side of the café table, he cringed at himself and shook his head as he heard himself say it again.

      The video was short, and when it finished, Rosie and I both sat silently, contemplating what we had seen.

      “We’ll need all the information you’ve collected so far,” I said. “And then we can start right away. Let me go over our rates, and then I have a couple of documents for you to sign to authorize us to proceed…”

      We left the café ten minutes later with an interesting new client and a case so fresh it was like it was still wrapped in plastic. But we’d have that yanked off soon, and the new case aroma would soon dissipate as we started to dig in.

      This was what life was all about. Solving cases. Not settling down or finding someone. Nuh-uh. I was Tiffany Black, private investigator. Not Tiffany Black wife and—oh goodness—mother. Those were fine things for other people, but I was a private investigator, darn it.

      “Come on,” I said to Rosie. “Let’s get to work!”
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      We started with a dual-pronged approach to the investigation. Rosie was going to get to work online, digging up everything she could about the victim from his social media presence and any other appearances she could uncover. I was going to see if I could get anything out of the police. They had already begun their investigation and would have had the advantage of seeing the crime scene and interviewing the immediate witnesses.

      I dropped Rosie at home and then went to meet my friend Emily at the large café on the first floor of The Tremonte hotel and casino. She and her husband, the owner, had a large apartment at the top of the building, and she was currently on maternity leave from her job in the homicide department with her new baby, Jack Junior.

      Emily was looking radiant when she came down to join me in the café. It had been several weeks since she’d given birth, and Emily seemed to be positively glowing with vitality. In her arms, she held her newborn, who I cooed over politely before we got down to business.

      “You look great, Em,” I told her.

      She shook her head. “I think it’s the daily massages. It really does help me relax.”

      “I bet it does.” I got straight down to business. “Have you dropped by the office recently?”

      Emily grinned at me. “Are our worlds overlapping again?”

      I knew she wouldn’t mind. Emily lived for dead bodies. Okay, that was putting it a bit strongly, but she greatly enjoyed her work with the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police homicide department.

      “Yeah. I’ve got this new case. Some guy got stabbed in the back in front of a reporter. Did you hear about it?”

      “Oh, yeah. I saw that on the news. Poor guy. Has his family hired you?”

      “Nope. Weirdly, it was the reporter that he died in front of, Paolo Bianchi.”

      “Huh. That’s a bit strange, don’t you think?”

      “It is,” I agreed. “But this is Las Vegas. That’s probably like the hundredth weirdest thing to happen today.”

      Emily giggled and nodded. Little Jack Junior gurgled happily in her arms at the sound.

      “Maybe the reporter wants to be more involved than he is,” Emily suggested. “So he can write a tell-all book or film a documentary about it, or something.”

      I nodded. “That’s quite possible. He framed it like it was just eating away at him, that he had to know what happened, and that he wouldn’t be able to properly get back to work until he did. But then, that’s the kind of thing he’d say at the beginning of a documentary about the subject, isn’t it?”

      “Exactly. Okay. I wonder who’s on the case. If It’s Elwood, I’ll needle something out of him. Let me check…”

      Emily began to tap away at her phone. After a minute or so, she looked up. “Detective Franklin’s on the case,” she said with a frown.

      “Is that bad?”

      “Not bad…”

      “But?”

      Emily put her phone back down on the table. “He’s a bit…”

      “Grumpy? Like Elwood?”

      “Not exactly. He’s a stickler for the rules. Doing things by the book. Me and Elwood, sometimes we, y’know, bend the rules a little bit. They have some flex when we’re working. Not Franklin.”

      “Do you think he’ll talk to me about the case?”

      “Probably not.” Emily shrugged. “But you might as well try, right? You never know, maybe he’ll be dazzled by your charm.”

      “I doubt that very much!”

      Emily giggled, and little Jack burbled happily. Emily tapped at her phone and then turned it around so I could see the screen. “Franklin’s number. Don’t tell him I gave it to you.”

      “Thanks, Em. Anything new with you?”

      “My life is very dull right now. Happy, but dull. But we’ve got to rush off in a minute. We’ve got baby yoga at the community center, and then I usually have an herbal tea with some of the other moms after. It’s very boring and very domestic.”

      “But you love it?”

      Emily laughed. “Strangely, I do. It’s not satisfying in the same way catching a murderer is. It’s a different kind of satisfaction, but it feels good to take it easy for a while. I’ve never tried it before. Maybe you should give it a go.”

      “Taking it easy? What, just… stop working?”

      Emily nodded. “Like a sabbatical or something. Or, you know, settle down with someone…”

      I laughed and shook my head. “I don’t think that’s for me.”

      Emily rocked Jack Junior in her arms. “Well, when you have a little one, you’ll probably have to take a break for a bit. Then you’ll see.”

      “Ha. I don’t think that’s going to happen any time soon.”

      Emily shrugged. “We’ll see.”

      “It seems like everyone’s on at me to find someone or settle down at the moment. Even my new assistant is arranging blind dates for me. Why won’t anyone believe I’m happy as I am?”

      Emily patted my hand. “Sorry.”

      “No, not you.” I gave her a crooked smile. “Everyone else.”

      “Just ignore them, Tiff. You do you. If you’re happy, you’re happy, right?”

      “Yeah.” I was happy. Wasn’t I? Of course I was. I stood up. “Right, you better get to yoga, and I’m going to figure out what happened to Mister Knife-in-the-Back.

      I sent Emily on her way and then dug out my phone in the lobby of The Tremonte. I dialed up the homicide detective.

      “Hi, is this Detective Franklin?”

      “It is. To whom am I speaking?”

      “My name’s Tiffany Black, I’m a private investigator, and I’m looking into the murder of Monty Guthrie, and—”

      And nothing. Because the detective had hung up on me. Hoping that it could have been accidental, I redialed. The call went straight to voicemail. With a sigh, I shoved my phone back into my bag. Nothing could ever be easy, could it?
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        * * *

      

      Clutching a box of donuts, I made it up to the homicide department of Metro Police Headquarters and headed to Detective Elwood’s desk. I set them down in front of him while he scowled at me curiously. He arched an eyebrow in a what the heck do you want this time? Look.

      “I was just passing—”

      “Nope.”

      “Nope?”

      Elwood’s scowl twitched in amusement. “You weren’t just passing. You came here to see me.”

      “Actually,” I said. “I didn’t. I came here to see Detective Franklin.”

      “Ah.”

      “Ah?”

      Elwood opened the donut box and took one out, holding it in front of him as he inspected the offering.

      “The restaurant case? Guy stabbed in the back?” Elwood bit off half of the donut and began to chew while he waited for my answer.

      “Good sleuthing, detective.” Elwood smirked at me with his mouth full of donut. “I heard Franklin is on the case. I want to see if we can compare notes. And if you know anything about it, I’d love to hear whatever you know, as well.”

      Elwood slowly finished chewing and swallowed.

      “Interesting case,” Elwood said, finally. “Knife in the back, but no blood trail—the knife mostly sealed the wound, and what there was got caught in the clothing.”

      “Okay, that’s interesting. Anything else?”

      “Nope. You need to talk to Franklin.”

      “Where can I find him?”

      “His cubicle is in the back corner. You’ll recognize it by how he’s decorated it.”

      “Yeah? How’s that?”

      “He hasn’t.”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s plain. Unadorned. Like it just rolled fresh off the factory line.”

      Elwood’s cubicle wasn’t much to look at either, but it wasn’t unadorned. There were receipts and notes that looked years old stuck to the fabric walls. There were old yellow sticky notes with indecipherable scrawls. There was a plant pot with the remains of a dead cactus, and even a picture of a young woman which I took to be Elwood’s daughter who lived out of state. Elwood’s cubicle looked like trash, but it was his trash.

      “Thanks for the tip.”

      “Thanks for the donuts.”

      “Donut.”

      I grabbed the box and hurried away before he could get his paws on the rest of them. If it was Franklin I needed to speak to, then he was going to get the bulk of the donuts.

      Everyone in the office had decorated their cubicles to at least some extent—even if it was only with a framed photo of a husband or a kid’s drawing stuck to the wall. All except one.

      Detective Franklin’s cubicle looked like a display model. There was a computer and a shiny white keyboard that looked like it had been unboxed just moments before. There were three pens in a row next to a blank notepad and a small block of yellow sticky notes ready to be used. Apart from that, the desk and walls of the cubicle were completely bare.

      The detective himself was sitting up straight, staring at a single sheet of paper which he held in his hands. He was a slim man of indeterminate age—somewhere between his thirties and fifties I would guess, but it was hard to say. He had pale, smooth skin, neatly trimmed light-brown hair, and a soft smile on his lips.

      “Detective Franklin?” I said cheerily.

      He swiveled his chair to look at me and then stood up, offering a hand. “I am. And you are?”

      We were already shaking hands before he heard me say, “Tiffany Black, private investigator. We got cut off on the phone earlier.”

      “Actually, I hung up on you.”

      “Yeah, I was giving you a chance to pretend you weren’t rude.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way. I don’t talk about investigations. It seemed the safest way to deal with the situation.”

      “If you don’t talk about investigations, how do you interview suspects?”

      Franklin’s soft smile flickered. “Are you a suspect?”

      “No. Look, there’s no reason to be hostile. I’ve had a good working relationship with the Metro Police for years. We’re both looking into the same case, and it might be beneficial to share information. I’ve helped out a lot of your department members in the past.”

      “What information do you have to share?”

      “I only just took the case, and I’m—”

      “None?” Franklin asked.

      “I will shortly. My technical team are doing an online analysis and investigation right this moment. I’ll be overloaded with information soon.”

      “If you do uncover anything of pertinence, you need to inform me immediately. Withholding information from a police investigation would not be a good look.”

      “I’ll be sure to keep you fully informed,” I said icily. “But do you have anything yet? A motive? Do you know where he was when he was stabbed?”

      “I’m afraid that information can’t be released to the general public yet.”

      General public? Me? I was Tiffany Black! Not the general public.

      “So, nothing?”

      “Good day to you, Ms. Black.”

      “Yeah, you too.” I just about stopped myself adding a final unflattering noun to describe Franklin before I left the cubicle.

      I was halfway across the floor before I realized I was still holding the box of donuts. I was pretty sure that if I’d handed it over, it wouldn’t have helped. Maybe he would even have tried to arrest me for bribing a police officer.

      Standing by Elwood’s cubicle was a massive hulk of a man, a young guy who had been assigned to Elwood while Emily was on her maternity leave.

      “Hi, Dodge,” I said as I approached Elwood’s cubicle.

      His eyes went straight to my chest. Because that’s where I was clutching the box of donuts.

      “Hello, Ms. White.”

      “Black,” Elwood and I corrected at the same time.

      Dodge licked his lips.

      “You were right,” I said to Elwood. “Franklin is irritating as heck.”

      “I don’t think that’s how I described him,” Elwood said. “He does his work well.”

      I held out the box of donuts toward Elwood. “Here. I don’t think Franklin would appreciate them anyway. I bet he’s the kind of person who doesn’t even eat donuts.”

      Dodge’s meaty paws flew through the air with the speed of missiles to grab the box, half crushing it when they connected. “I’ll take ‘em!”

      “Elwood can split them with you if he likes.”

      “Take a couple,” Elwood said grudgingly.

      Dodge set the box down, opened it, and then picked up a donut in each hand. He took a bite out of one, then the other, moaning with delight.

      “Let me know if you hear anything?” I asked Elwood, hopefully.

      “It’s Franklin you need to ask that to.”

      “Ugh. Later, Elwood. Bye, Dodge.”

      I left the cops to it and headed back to my car to figure out what to do next. I hoped my assistant was having more luck than me. I got out my phone to call Rosie, but before I could dial it, the phone rang with an incoming call. It was from The Treasury casino, my other place of work.

      “Tiffany Black?” said Stella Smithfield, HR director and general nuisance. I confirmed it was me. “I’m going to need you to come in to cover for a shift. We’re going to need you here in half an hour.”

      “What if I can’t make it?”

      “Are you saying you won’t be covering the shift that you’ve been assigned?”

      “No, Stella. I’m just saying this is very last minute. I might already be doing something.”

      “Plenty of dealers would leap at the chance for an extra shift. I’ll make a record of these comments on your file.”

      I closed my eyes and leaned back in the car. Deep breaths, Tiff. Don’t let her get to you. “I can be there.”

      “Good. We’ll see you shortly.”

      Great. It was funny, dealing cards at the casino used to be my dream job, and on a good day, it was still an incredibly fun place to work. But like any kind of work that involves dealing with other people, any enjoyment could be sucked right out of a job when those aforementioned other people didn’t gel with you. And I did not gel with Stella.

      Whatever. It didn’t matter. Ninety-nine percent of my time was spent with customers, and they were usually having an infectiously good time. It was rare for me to finish a shift at the casino less cheerful and energetic than when I’d started. It would be another fun shift; I was sure of it. And I didn’t have any trail to follow up on with our new case yet anyway, so I might as well sling some cards while Rosie did the online research.

      Which reminded me. I got back to calling Rosie.

      “Hi, boss,” Rosie said when she answered. “Get anything from the cops?”

      “Nope. Please tell me you’ve found something.”

      “Er… I found something…?”

      “You don’t sound very convincing, Rosie.”

      “I’m not. I didn’t find anything. Nothing useful, anyway. Not yet. This guy seemed to keep a low profile. I’m going to keep searching, though. I’m sure I’ll find something. I always do.”

      “Yeah. Okay. Look, I have to do a shift at The Treasury. Four hours. I’ll be back home later this evening, so we can reconvene then if you’ve got anything.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll find something by then, I promise.”

      I laughed. “If there’s something to find, I’m sure you will. And if there isn’t, don’t sweat it. He might not even have an online presence. Some people don’t.”

      “I’ll find something, boss. Even if he doesn’t have one, other people do. And everyone’s connected these days.”

      “We’ll talk later.”

      I was about to hang up, but then in the background I heard loud laughter. Curious.

      “Who’s that with you?”

      “No one…?” Rosie said hesitantly. More laughter came from behind her. Probably someone sitting on the couch, I’d guess, by how distant it seemed to sound.

      “You might want to look behind you, Rosie. I think there’s someone on the sofa.”

      “It’s Jan,” Rosie said. “Sorry. She came over to hang out. I am working though, I promise. She’s just watching reruns.”

      “The tech lady?” I asked. We’d met her during our previous case. Jan was an old friend of Stone’s who’d newly returned to town. A formidable woman, and she and Rosie got on like a house on fire.

      “Yeah, she’s been helping me.”

      “That’s great. You don’t need to apologize. I’m glad you’re making friends, Rosie. We all need them!”

      “Okay then, boss. See you later!”

      Rosie hung up quickly, and I started the car to head to the casino. I usually walked to The Treasury when I was heading straight from home, but I’d have to skip the mind-clearing stroll and swap it for some enraging traffic on this occasion.

      Just before I pulled out, my phone rang again. I sure was popular today.

      “Tiffany,” Nanna said, excited. “I am now officially an intern at Giant Investigations!”

      “Congratulations, Nanna. I’m glad you and Sue managed to agree compensation. Did you negotiate her up from minimum wage?”

      “I did!”

      “Well done! How much are you getting?”

      “Minimum wage plus expenses! All the gas I can use, and I’m allowed to bill five meals a week!”

      “That’s great, Nanna. You’ll get your ten thousand hours in no time.”

      “That’s what I figure. And that’s not all. Sue sealed the deal with our new big-shot celebrity client.”

      “Good for her,” I said, mildly irritated. Who the heck would hire Sue Giant to lead an investigation? She’d only been in the business for five minutes. “So who is it?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Your big-shot celebrity. Who is it?”

      “Tiffany!” Nanna said. “Sue said I’m not to tell you, in case you try and poach them!”

      “I’m not going to do that. I’m already working on a case, remember?”

      “I’ll try and get permission to tell you later. I don’t want to get fired my first day.”

      “It’s okay, Nanna, I don’t really care. I was just mildly curious. Good luck and let me know if you need any help!”

      “Oh, I will, dear, don’t you worry!”

      On second thought, maybe that wasn’t such a wise offer to make.

      “Catch up soon, Nanna. Congratulations again.”

      “Thank you, dear.”

      Nanna really did sound proud. And perhaps it would be good for her. She was no spring chicken, so it was good that she was keeping busy and staying active.

      Speaking of keeping busy, I had a casino to get to. With the phone finally silent, I went to work.
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      My shift at The Treasury reminded me of how much I enjoyed dealing cards. I did a four o’clock to eight o’clock shift, which is always a fun time. It was late enough that everyone was wide awake and excited after another day in Las Vegas. Some of them were a little tipsy, while others were just thrilled to be in the greatest city in the world and all that entailed. And of course, they enjoyed playing blackjack with me.

      I got through a whole shift without anyone getting upset. It was just happy customers who could laugh when they lost. And when they won? It was just frosting on top of the lovely cake that was a day in Las Vegas.

      My last customers of the day were a couple celebrating their tenth wedding anniversary. Lucky Luke and Lucy left the table a hundred and fifty dollars up, with giant smiles on their faces. Before leaving, they excitedly told me they planned to spend their winnings on a celebratory meal. They were only about my age, so it was hard to believe they’d been married ten years, but some people do settle down younger than others. I wished them the best and felt an odd pang as I saw them walk away hand-in-hand.

      Some people settle down young, some older, and some never do—living their lives untied and free as a bird instead. That wasn’t so bad, was it?

      I collected my phone from my locker and saw I had a couple of text messages. The first was from Owen—the blind blind date that Rosie had set me up with before. We’d gotten on well, and it was nice to hear from him again. He was asking me if I had time for a full meal—I’d left before dessert last time. I tapped back a quick reply that I’d like that, but my schedule was a bit up in the air right now with a new case and covering shifts at The Treasury. It would be good to see him again, at least.

      The next message was from Rosie. It suggested I come over for pizza when my shift was over. A surge of excitement rushed through me. She’d found something. She must have. She wouldn’t be inviting me over otherwise. I sent her a message back saying I’d be over as soon as I’d got home and changed out of my work clothes, and that I’d order us a couple of pizzas.

      On the drive home, I found myself thinking about Owen. He was a smart, interesting man who had traveled the world—well, Italy, at least, I wasn’t sure about the rest of it—and he seemed to like me. But was I looking for a smart, interesting man? Was I looking for anyone? Wouldn’t it be nice to have someone like Owen as a friend, rather than something more? I was good at asking myself these questions, but I never could come up with an answer. Of course, I could ask Nanna or Mom, but I knew what they would say. I needed to handle these kinds of things myself.

      I was still thinking about Owen when I knocked on Rosie’s door. It was opened by the grinning figure of Jan, who filled the doorway with her impressive frame. She enveloped me in a quick bear hug and then pushed me inside toward the sofa. Jan was the kind of woman you’d never want to get on the wrong side of. She was broad of shoulder and must have been nearly six feet tall. With her shaved head, replete with somewhat menacing tribal tattoos, she sure made an impression. Luckily, she had taken to Rosie and thus to me, and I was glad to have her as a part-time part of our team.

      I found the pizza I’d ordered had just beaten me to it, and Rosie was in her little kitchen preparing napkins, drinks, plates, and ranch dressing which she liked to dip her pizza into.

      Soon we were all sitting on the sofa, with Rosie in the middle between Jan and me. “What have you guys been up to?” I asked.

      “I was watching I Love Lucy reruns,” Jan said, “but then Rosie made me help her.”

      “I did not make you! You volunteered!”

      Jan laughed. “Fine, I volunteered. Tell her what we found.”

      “Did he have an online presence after all?” I asked, excited.

      Rosie nodded and quickly swallowed the pizza she’d been chewing. “Yes. But not much of one. Jan cut out his face from a photo, and then she did a reverse image search on him. She found a few photos of him on other people’s online profiles. Check this out.”

      Rosie wiped her hands on a napkin and then pulled up a photo on her tablet and held it up for me to see. Our victim, Monty Guthrie, was standing with a short, slender, and attractive woman in front of a climbing wall. They were both smiling, and although we couldn’t see it, as it was out of the frame, it looked like they had their arms around each other’s waists considering how they were standing.

      “Wife?”

      Jan and Rosie both laughed. “Nope,” Jan said finally. “That woman is called Teresa Baynor, and she works at Free Rock Climbing Center. And she is definitely not his wife.”

      “But he does have a wife, right?”

      Rosie was nodding already. “Yep, I found a record of his marriage. His wife is named Sheila Tomas.”

      “Not Guthrie. Are they together? Or rather, were they before he died?”

      “We’re not sure,” Rosie said. “They certainly weren’t divorced, so we assume so.”

      We all looked at the picture of Monty and Teresa again. “These two look mighty friendly…”

      Rosie and Jan were nodding. “That’s what we were thinking,” Rosie said. “Weren’t we, Jan?”

      “Yeah. Maybe they were having an affair, so Sheila stabbed her husband. Makes sense, right?”

      “Could be. It often is one of the people closest to the victim who kills them. Did you find out anything else?”

      “Yep. There’s another person. Sheila has a son from before she met Monty. His name’s Leo Tomas, so he was Monty’s stepson.”

      “Maybe he killed Monty because he didn’t like Monty cheating on his mom,” Jan suggested. “What do you think?”

      “Possibly…” I said. “It’s too early to theorize too much without any evidence. We need to dig into all these people. Good work, you two. If you want to send me a consultancy bill, I can add it to our expenses.”

      Jan waved the idea away. “Naw, I was just helping out a friend. The pizza is payment enough. I didn’t do much, anyway, just a bit of image searching. Anyone could have done it.”

      “Not me,” I said.

      Jan laughed. “I’ve been teaching Rosie. She can teach you.”

      Rosie beamed at her new friend. “Jan is amazing,” she told me, sounding almost proud.

      “You’ve certainly been incredibly helpful to us. Rosie, did you find out anything about his employment situation?”

      “We couldn’t find where he was working, but I did find out that he graduated from a catering college about twenty years ago.”

      “But no employment history?”

      Rosie shook her head. “I’m sure he’s been working, but whatever he’s been doing, it’s been kept quiet.”

      “He could be a spy,” Jan said. “I worked with a lot of CIA guys. You wouldn’t know it to look at them.”

      “But he’s been resident here for years. Aren’t they normally abroad?”

      Jan nodded hesitantly. “I guess so. But he could definitely have been doing something that required high security. That would explain why it was so hard to find information on him. Maybe he works for another agency.”

      “I guess the cops will get a call from someone if that’s the case,” I mused. “Emily will probably hear about it if a federal agency starts poking around. Okay, so he went to catering college, and he’s got a wife, a stepson, and a female friend that it looks like he was intimate with. Is that a fair summary?”

      Jan and Rosie both confirmed it was.

      “Okay then. Rosie, tomorrow we’ll start looking into all these people. In the meantime, let’s see if we can finish these pizzas.”

      “Won’t be a problem,” Jan said, picking up two slices, laying them face down on each other like a handmade calzone, and biting the end off.

      I grabbed another slice for myself before they all disappeared.

      We finished the pizzas, drank more soda, and chatted about life in Las Vegas. Jan was still new in town and figuring out what she wanted to do. She had been planning to work for Stone, only to find out he had sold his company, and now she was open to suggestions.

      “Sue Giant might want to hire you,” I offered.

      Jan visibly shuddered. “I saw that woman’s ads on television. I don’t think me and her would get on.”

      “You’re both very strong, independent women,” Rosie told her. “You have a lot in common.”

      “Yeah, that might be the problem,” Jan said, laughing. “I like me being the strong independent one. I don’t like having others like me around. One of us is enough.”

      “You’re not like her,” I said. “You’re more down to earth.”

      “You mean I’m rougher?”

      “Well…”

      Jan guffawed and slapped her knees. “I know I am. Don’t sweat it. Right. I’ve gotta go for my run.”

      “You don’t mean literally, I assume,” I said.

      Jan and Rosie both laughed at me like they knew something I didn’t.

      “She does mean literally,” Rosie said. “Jan says you always have to be ready to run.”

      I gave her a questioning look. Who the heck wants to go for a run after eating a whole bunch of pizza? Scratch that, who the heck wants to go for a run, period.

      “Think about it,” Jan said. “Imagine five thousand years ago. You’re sitting around the campfire. You’re eating your barbecue. Sipping on a nice jug of mead.”

      “Okay…”

      “Then, boom, out of nowhere a grizzly bear steps into the light. He’s gonna chase you and eat you! What do you do?”

      “I’d probably shoot it.”

      “Not five thousand years ago, you wouldn’t. So, you’re being attacked by a grizzly. Do you say, ‘Oh, sorry Mr. Bear, not right now, I’ve just been eating my dinner. I couldn’t possibly run away now. I have to let my dinner digest. Would you mind coming back later?’”

      I shook my head. “No, grizzlies aren’t good listeners, from what I’ve heard.”

      “Exactly. What you do is, you run. You’ve always got to be ready. I bet if a grizzly knocked on the door now you’d run, right?”

      “I guess…”

      “So, I like to train in all conditions. When I’m hungry. When I’m full. When I’m tired. When I’m awake. When I’m drunk. When I’m jet lagged. Doesn’t matter. You’ve always got to be ready to fight or flee. Every moment of every day.”

      “That sounds stressful. I prefer to relax.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s how you get eaten by a grizzly. Thanks for the company and the pizza. See ye around!”

      Jan stood gracefully and was out the door before we could barely manage to say farewell.

      “She sure is interesting,” I said when the door was closed behind her.

      “She’s incredible,” Rosie said. “She can do anything.”

      “I’m sure she can’t do anything.”

      Rosie wasn’t convinced. “I don’t know…”

      My phone began to ring, and when I saw who it was, I glared at the screen and just stared at it, not yet moving to answer.

      “Who is it?”

      “Sue Giant. Ugh. I wonder what she wants.”

      “Maybe it’s about Nanna,” Rosie said.

      She was right. Perhaps it was. Irritated that I felt obliged to answer it, I did so anyway.

      “Ah, Tiffany,” Sue said, “glad you could answer on the twelfth ring. I need your assistance. Could you come down to the office?”

      “It’s after ten o’clock at night, Sue.”

      “Mm, yes, so it is. Is that a no, then?”

      “What is it that you want?”

      “We had a slight hiccup on our first case. I thought you might be able to come along and… help us out.”

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Tiffany Black, if you recall, I graced your family with my presence for brunch today, and I even offered your Nanna a valuable intern position. I didn’t have to do those things. They were favors. In the business world, when someone does you a favor, it would behoove you to do one back.”

      “Ugh. Fine. Can you tell me what the problem is, at least?”

      “It’s your Nanna,” Sue said. “She’s stuck in a closet, and she needs your help getting out.”

      I wish she’d started with that.

      “I’m on my way…”

      I grabbed Rosie, and we were off.

      Nanna needed us.
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      Rosie and I arrived at the small office building that used to be home to Stone’s security business but had latterly been taken over by Sue Giant. A pair of huge, illuminated signs had been mounted on the roof reading Giant Security and Giant Investigations. She sure didn’t believe in keeping a low profile.

      We parked out front and headed inside the small lobby. Sue was standing in the center, dressed in a ballgown with pearl earrings and a diamond necklace. Whatever the issue was, she must have been pulled out of a charity gala or similar to come down here to the office. She lifted a hand and waved at us as we entered, a false smile of relaxed confidence on her face, as if she weren’t in the middle of some kind of disaster.

      “So glad you could make it. This little hiccup is causing quite the upset. Come into my nerve center.”

      “Nerve center?” That isn’t what Stone had called it.

      “The brains of our operations!” Sue led us into the spartan offices—they were all glass, chrome, brushed aluminum, and distressed wood, though the walls had begun to be decorated with some of Sue Giant’s favorite quotes—all hers, of course. We passed one reading Giant Leaps Every Day, and another reading Giant Success Is Within YOUR Grasp! Before arriving in a conference room. There were two large screens at the front of the room and a pair of worried-looking people in front of them.

      “Giles,” Sue said, “explain the situation.”

      Giles, a man in his early thirties with a nervous disposition, pushed his glasses up his nose and gave us an unhappy look. “We’re down three agents.”

      “Down?” I repeated, aghast. “They’re… injured?”

      He shook his head. “No, they’ve been trapped.”

      “Trapped? What in goodness’ name are you playing at here? What’s been going on?”

      The door opened again behind us. I turned and was surprised to see Stone stalking into the room. He did not look happy. Stone caught Sue’s eye. “Explain,” he commanded. Then he turned to me. “Hey,” he said quietly with a nod, before turning back to Sue.

      “As you know, we’ve taken on a very high-profile client, a singer with a residency here in Las Vegas. They asked us to investigate their manager. They were worried that the manager may have been embezzling funds.”

      Stone and I nodded for Sue to continue.

      “We sent an operative undercover to gather information. Your Nanna, Tiffany.”

      “You sent Nanna on her own?”

      “She wasn’t supposed to do anything. She was supposed to be a confused old lady on a simple fact-finding mission. Unfortunately, she decided to… go a little deeper into the role. The manager wasn’t home, and she decided to let herself in to look around. It turns out she can pick locks.”

      “Right. So, Nanna went into this house, and…?”

      “And the manager returned. Your Nanna didn’t want to be accused of breaking and entering, so she secreted herself inside a walk-in closet in the second bedroom. She’s hiding there, waiting for rescue.”

      “Okay. Then, we need to get her out without being seen.”

      “And Laura?” Stone asked, inquiring about his girlfriend.

      “Laura?” I repeated. “What’s Laura got to do with it?”

      Stone put his hands on his hips and gave Sue Giant a stony look.

      “The plan was for Laura to cause a distraction so that Nanna could escape. Unfortunately, Laura is now hiding inside the cleaning supply cupboard underneath the main staircase.”

      “You got two of your employees stuck in the house of the person you’re investigating?” I asked.

      “Three,” Sue corrected.

      “Who and where is the third? Please don’t tell us it’s another one of our friends or family.”

      “No, the third is Maxwell—”

      “Your butler?”

      “You remembered! He will be pleased. Or not. He likes to keep a low profile. A butler should be neither seen nor heard until they’re needed. That’s what he says.”

      “And where in the house is he?”

      “The roof.”

      “The roof? As in, he’s on top of the house?”

      “Yes. There was an attic window which he intended to use to gain access to the home. Unfortunately, it turned out there were bars on the inside which were not visible from the ground. He cannot access the interior of the house and is temporarily stuck on the roof.

      “What a mess!” Rosie laughed softly. “And you had to turn to Tiffany Black to save you!”

      My heart swelled with pride. Rosie was right. Sue had messed up, and she was coming to me to save her. It showed that my gig as a private investigator wasn’t so easy after all.

      “We just need a little consulting, that’s all. None of this would have happened if Tiffany had taken up my generous offer of running the investigation business in the first place.”

      “Don’t try and pin it on me,” I said. “Okay. The manager is inside the house and doesn’t know about Nanna, Laura, or Maxwell. That means we need to get him out and away from the property so that we can get our people out.”

      “Yes,” Sue said. “But that’s exactly what we’ve been trying to do, only it keeps going wrong.”

      Standing next to Giles was a slightly younger man with a shaved head and sparkling diamond studs in both ears. He put his hand up in the air like he was in school.

      “Yes?” Sue said in a rather teacherly voice.

      “My cousin’s a firefighter, and he told us they had to evacuate a whole street when there was a suspected gas leak. We could try something like that to get the manager removed.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Tommy,” he said quietly. “Tommy Rolls.”

      Sue glared at him. “I told him that was a silly idea before, because we would need a big firetruck, and we don’t have one of those.”

      Tommy shrunk in on himself under Sue’s withering words. It seemed rather unfair to me. It was an idea we could work with.

      “Tommy,” I said, “you said your cousin’s a firefighter? Do you know if he’s on duty right now?”

      “Yes, he’s at the fire station.”

      “Okay, Tommy, I want you to liaise with Rosie.” I took my assistant aside for a moment. “I want that firetruck out there, and I want a couple of spare uniforms for Stone and me. Money isn’t an object—Sue will pay.”

      “I heard that!”

      I nodded at Sue. “Good.”

      Rosie and Tommy went to huddle together and get to work. I tapped out a message to Nanna, telling her that help was on the way, and sent it off. She didn’t respond.

      “Sue? Do you know why my Nanna isn’t answering her messages?”

      Sue floated toward me, her elegant ball gown and flashy jewelry looking quite out of place in the fraught atmosphere of the nerve center.

      “She stopped answering an hour ago,” Sue said quietly.

      “Why the heck didn’t you tell me that before?”

      “I didn’t want to worry you. She’s probably focused on the job at hand.”

      “She’s stuck in a closet! She could have asphyxiated!”

      Sue gave me a ponderous look. “Are closets usually airtight? I didn’t think they were.”

      “That’s not the point! What if she was caught by this manager? You think he’s embezzling funds? What might he do to protect that money? Greed is one of the most dangerous vices out there. People do the most awful things for money.”

      Sue put two hands on my shoulders. “Tiffany, please, don’t worry.”

      “I am worried! Why shouldn’t I be worried?”

      Sue leaned in and lowered her voice. “Don’t tell anyone else—I don’t want them to be envious—but I gave your Nanna a Giant mantra in lieu of expenses this week.”

      “You gave her a what?”

      “A mantra. A phrase to repeat in one’s head, this one was designed for trying times, like starting a new internship. Each of my mantras has been carefully crafted over hundreds of hours for maximum internal and external impact and has been scientifically proven to rewire the mind and body.”

      I just glared at her.

      “Giant folk can always cope, Giant folk are never broke.” Sue stared at me, eyes wide with earnestness. “If she remembers that, she will be able to handle anything. Please, don’t worry about her.”

      How the heck was that going to help?! It wasn’t!

      “Tiffany.” A reassuring hand landed on my shoulder. “Let’s head to the scene. Tell your assistant to follow when everything is in motion. At least we’ll be close.”

      I handed my car keys over to Rosie so she could drive over when the plan was ready. Stone walked slowly out of the building, pausing in the entranceway.

      “Do you miss it?”

      Stone froze, and just as I was getting ready to give him a wake-up poke, he slowly shook his head. “I don’t know.” He headed out the door. “Come on.”

      Stone was using a large, black truck. Before we set off, he rummaged around in the back and dug out a cylindrical red light with a magnetic bottom. He stuck it onto the roof of the truck with a clunk.

      “For emergencies.”

      Stone didn’t switch the light on yet, but we got in the truck and started driving toward the musician’s manager’s house. It was a quiet evening by Las Vegas standards, and as we skirted the city center, the roads were clear.

      “Nanna will be fine,” Stone said. “She’s tough.”

      “I know she is, but we don’t know anything about this manager… What if they’re violent?”

      Stone applied logic. “Even if they are, they wouldn’t be foolish enough to harm an investigator. It would be too risky for them.”

      It made sense. But the problem with that was while facts and reasons may point out something perfectly logical, unfortunately, people themselves weren’t. Sometimes they did stupid things. Sometimes they did things they would regret. Sometimes they—

      No. I wouldn’t think about that.

      It was Nanna.

      And Nanna was always fine.

      She had to be.

      She had to be.
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      We drove past the house slowly. There were lights on both downstairs and upstairs, and we saw shadowy movement as at least one person inside moved behind curtains that blocked our view of anything other than a silhouette.

      I kept checking my phone, but Nanna didn’t respond. Then Rosie called with bad news.

      “Boss, I’m sorry, but Tommy’s cousin says they can’t help. Apparently, what we wanted them to do was kind of, you know, illegal. But I have another idea…”

      Rosie told me her plan, and it sounded better than anything else we had right now. I gave it the go-ahead. Stone and I would have to put some parts in motion as well.

      “Stone, there was a drugstore just down the road. We need some props.”

      Stone responded with a slow nod. He didn’t argue. He always trusted my judgment. “What do we need?”

      I told him while we drove.
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        * * *

      

      Less than an hour later, a small convoy had formed on the street outside the manager’s home, a few doors down so he wouldn’t see us if he happened to peer out.

      Rosie hopped out of my car, and I was surprised to see Jan as well. Rosie must have grabbed her on the way. She raised a hand in greeting toward Stone and me and then dug into the car to remove a couple of big bags of supplies.

      We communed in a small circle. Rosie had dropped by the John Longstreet theater to raid their props and costumes. Not long before, they had performed a play featuring firefighters and still had some outfits in storage. Soon, we were equipped with costumes that would look incorrect to anyone who was familiar with the latest issued Las Vegas firefighter uniforms but would pass to a layman.

      Sue Giant kept her ballgown on. She wasn’t part of the extraction team, though we had a small role for her to play as well.

      When we were all set, Stone set the light flashing on the roof of his truck and slowly drove it in front of the house. Jan, Rosie, Stone, and I rushed up to the door. We rang the bell and put stern expressions on our faces while we waited.

      A balding man in his thirties opened the door, wrinkling his nose in displeasure at the sight of us.

      “Yes?”

      “Sir,” I said in my gruffest voice. “We’re detecting a gas leak in the area, and we need to evacuate while we confirm that your home is safe.” In our hands, Stone and I held two small electronic devices which we intended to look like some kind of gas measuring device. Actually, they were the base units for a pair of blood-pressure monitoring devices, but they had the right look to them. Stone was staring down at his with a very worried look on his face, slowly shaking his head and muttering.

      “No, I don’t want to do that,” said the manager in an irritating, prissy voice. “I’ll take my chances, thanks.” He went to close the door, but Jan stuck her hand out, stopping him.

      “This is not optional,” she growled. “You can walk out or I’ll carry you.”

      “I’d like to see you try! I do Brazilian jiujitsu and—”

      Jan tilted her head analytically and then reached out and grabbed him around the upper arms. She lifted him bodily into the air.

      “Argh! That’s not fair! I wasn’t ready!”

      Jan tossed him over her shoulder. “I’ll evacuate this idiot,” she announced.

      “You can’t talk to me like that! I pay your salary with my taxes!” he called, upside down, from her shoulder.

      Jan marched off with him.

      “She won’t hurt him, will she?” I asked Stone.

      He looked up thoughtfully. “Probably not.”

      “I guess that’ll have to do.”

      “Jan is so cool,” Rosie said quietly as we hustled into the house.

      “Rosie,” I said. “Let Laura out of the closet and then snap pictures of anything that seems interesting. We’ll do Sue’s job for her while we’re here. Show her how it’s done. Stone, see what you can do about Maxwell on the roof.”

      And I, meanwhile, went upstairs. We had received a blueprint of the house while we were waiting, and I knew the exact location of the second bedroom. I turned right at the top of the stairs, past some tasteful framed photographs—one of which I recognized as a Monica Galgavhan—a local photographer who had taken some incredible photos some twenty years earlier before going missing, and her work was now something of a collector’s item.

      I opened the door to the second bedroom. It was dark. I turned on the lights. It was a clean, neat guest room with a door leading to an en suite bathroom and a pair of doors leading to the walk-in closet. The one Nanna had been trapped in.

      I walked over and, holding my breath, pulled open the door. The interior light switched on automatically as the doors swung silently open.

      My heart skipped a beat. I stopped breathing. Nanna was lying on the floor.

      I stepped inside in trepidation. Nanna wasn’t moving. I crouched down.

      “Nanna?”

      Her eyes snapped open, and her hands flew up, grabbing me by the scruff of my blouse.

      Nanna blinked a few times. “Huh? What time is it? Where am I?”

      “You’re in a walk-in closet, Nanna. In the home of a musician’s manager. Did he hurt you?”

      Nanna sat up, then I offered her a hand to climb to her feet. She brushed herself down and smoothed out some wrinkles in her dress.

      “No, he did not hurt me. I was trapped, so I decided to take a power nap to refresh myself.” Nanna squinted at me. “What are you doing here?”

      “Sue called me in.”

      “Because of little old me?” Nanna looked aghast.

      “Not just you. Laura and Maxwell as well. They’re both trapped here.”

      “Oh dear, oh dear. I was perfectly fine. I was planning to sneak out in the night when he was asleep. Everything was under control.”

      “You stopped answering your phone. We were worried.”

      Nanna shrugged. “You should never worry about me, dear. I’m always okay.”

      It was true, she was. But that didn’t mean she always would be. Perhaps one day—no, it didn’t bear thinking about. All that mattered was that Nanna was safe and sound. I gave her a hug and a squeeze.

      “Let’s get you out of here.”

      “But I haven’t finished my investigation yet.” Nanna pulled out her phone. “Sixteen messages. Huh. Right, I need to take some pictures.”

      “What were you going to take pictures of?”

      Nanna grinned at me. “I figured it out. He’s using art to embezzle funds. You should see some of the stuff on his walls.”

      “Snap a few pictures on your way out. We’ve got to keep moving. He didn’t seem keen on staying outside the house for long.”

      We moved along the upstairs hallway and then down the stairs while Nanna took pictures of each piece of art on the walls. She really might be onto something. There was enough artwork to fill a modest gallery. Actually, it wouldn’t even be that modest.

      Downstairs, we found Rosie and Laura.

      “Boss,” Rosie said. “There’s a lot of expensive artwork on the walls. I think—”

      “—he’s using it to embezzle funds,” Nanna finished for Rosie, waving her phone in her direction. “Great minds think alike.”

      Rosie’s face lit up. “You think I have a great mind?”

      “Of course, you do,” Nanna exclaimed. “You wouldn’t be working with my granddaughter if you didn’t.”

      And that made me feel proud, too.

      “I found some invoices and some other evidence in his office, too,” Rosie said, nodding her head toward a nearby doorway. She waved her phone. “I got pictures of it all.”

      I squeezed Rosie’s shoulder. “Excellent work, Rosie. Now, everyone, it’s time to get out of here,” I announced. “Let’s see if Stone got Maxwell off the roof.”

      At the entrance door, a man was barreling toward us. Stone stepped directly in front of him.

      “Oof!” cried the manager as he ran straight into Stone’s lowered shoulder.

      Jan appeared behind him, grabbed him, and slung him back over her shoulder.

      “The little worm slithered away,” Jan complained. “He was supposed to stay in Sue’s car.”

      That had also been part of the plan. We were going to have him sit in the back of Sue’s fancy Rolls-Royce and drink a relaxing cocktail while we searched his home. Sue would pretend to have been visiting a friend nearby and stopped when she saw the commotion. It looked like the manager had other ideas though, and now he was paying the price

      “Put me down! Put me down!”

      Jan sighed, grabbed him again, and sat him down, keeping two strong arms on his elbows to stop him from going anywhere.

      “Who are you people,” he said, head swiveling from Nanna to Laura and back again. “Why were you in my house?”

      “We weren’t,” Nanna told him brightly.

      The manager blinked in confusion. He’d just seen us exiting.

      “Not at all,” Laura said. “You must be hallucinating. It’s the gas.”

      “I don’t believe there even is any gas! What’s going on?”

      Stone leaned forward and peered into the manager’s eyes as if examining him, and then turned back to me. “Yep, he definitely took a dose. He’s very confused. He needs to go directly inside and sleep it off.”

      “You hear that?” I said to the manager. “Go inside and sleep it off.”

      Jan leaned forward and whispered something in his ear. He gulped and then nodded.

      “I think I’ll go and, uh, sleep it off.”

      “Good idea,” Stone told him.

      We let the manager back into his house and closed the door behind him.

      Sue’s butler, Maxwell, stepped out from the shadows where he had been waiting inconspicuously. That evening, he was wearing black jeans and a black shirt, making him disappear even more effectively than he did in Sue’s home, where he could usually be found lurking in any nearby corner.

      “Thank you, Stone. This has been a most interesting evening.” Maxwell walked off down the driveway.

      “All’s well that ends well!” Nanna said brightly. “Now, who’s going to give me a ride home?”

      “I will. But we’d better talk to Sue first.”

      I climbed into the back of Sue’s Rolls-Royce, where she was sipping a cocktail out of a martini glass.

      “There you are,” she said. “Did you fix it?”

      “Yes, I fixed your problems for you,” I said. “I’ll send over my invoice in the morning.”

      “Charging to rescue your own Nanna. That is a very interesting way of operating, Tiffany Black.”

      “Yeah, I worked, and then I got paid for it. So weird, huh?”

      Sue gave me a dark look but said nothing.

      “I’ll send you a Giant bill so I can live a Giant life of my own.”

      Sue quickly shook her head. “You’re not allowed to say that. It’s trademarked. If you want a Giant life, you’ll have to pay me for it.”

      I ignored her. “We found a lot of valuable artwork on the walls of the house, and Rosie found some purchase receipts on the manager’s desk which look to be related. We’ll send it all over. We suspect he was using artwork—both paintings and photography—to embezzle funds from your client without having to transfer them into bank accounts.”

      “I see,” Sue said. “Sounds like it’s easy when you just charge into the home instead of trying to be more subtle.”

      “Yeah, why don’t you try that next time. I’m sure it’ll work out great for you.”

      Sue nodded then grasped my hand. “Thank you for your advice.”

      She did know I was being sarcastic, right? Whatever. She could run her business how she wanted. I just needed to warn Nanna to be careful following any directions she might receive from Sue and her team.

      “Where’s my Laura?” Sue asked. “We need to go back to my home. I have some brilliant ideas for her to record. This whole thing has been very inspirational. I’m going to make a course about it.”

      “Don’t you think you’ve worked her late enough this evening? Why don’t you let her and St—” I stopped myself. I didn’t need to say that. “Why don’t you let her go home?”

      Sue sipped her cocktail thoughtfully. “I suppose I could.”

      “You don’t want to lose another assistant due to overwork…”

      “I only lost one due to overwork,” Sue retorted. “The other one died from a snake, which wasn’t my fault.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re not doing well with assistants, period. I suggest you treat this one better. But you do you. Right, have a nice night, Sue.”

      I got out of the car and found the rest of my team.

      “Thanks, Stone, Jan,” I said to the pair of friends. “Do you need a lift anywhere, Jan?”

      She shook her head at me. “Nah, I’m crashing at Stone’s.”

      Laura raised her eyebrows. “You are?”

      Stone nodded. “She is.”

      Uh-oh. Was that tension between Laura and Stone? I hoped I hadn’t caused it with my innocent question.

      “You can crash at mine whenever you want,” Rosie said.

      Jan grinned at Rosie. “Thanks, sweet cheeks. Might take you up on that if I don’t get my own place soon.”

      “You should,” Laura recommended, but no one reacted.

      “Right, Rosie!” I said loudly to cut through the tension. “We better get out of here. Nanna, come on.”

      We left a rather unhappy seeming Laura behind with Stone and Jan. For a reason I couldn’t put my finger on, I felt delighted.

      It was probably because I’d just rescued Nanna and shown up Sue Giant.

      Yeah, that was definitely it.

      Under sparkling stars on a clear desert night, we made our way home.

      We’d had an exceptionally busy day and the next wasn’t going to be any different. We had a murder victim’s killer to find. And where better to start than the woman we assumed to be his girlfriend?

      “Rosie,” I said before saying goodnight. “Find the address of Teresa Baynor’s climbing gym, would you?”

      “Already have, boss. Already have.”

      “Of course, you have. Good work today.”

      “Thanks, boss.”
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      Overnight, Rosie had poked around online and found a few more pictures of Teresa Baynor together with Monty. They were definitely a couple, but neither of them was very active online. It was only through friends of friends that Rosie was able to track down so much information.

      After grabbing a light breakfast and some coffee, we headed over to the Free Rock Climbing Center, a large indoor climbing facility in a converted warehouse facility. According to their website, Teresa Baynor was one of the full-time climbing instructors, as well as a somewhat successful competitor herself with several medals to her name.

      There weren’t many cars in the lot, and the interior felt echoey and cavernous when we entered. There was a front desk, but no one was behind it.

      “I figure they’re pulling double duty,” Rosie said. “At this time of day, they’re not going to have many customers. Most people are working or studying.” Rosie pointed ahead. “Look, there they are.”

      We walked past the desk to the climbing center beyond. There were several different walls set up, each with large fake rocks, anchors for attaching ropes and harnesses, and color-coded routes to follow.

      Only one wall was in active use, with two seniors gingerly doing a horizontal climb while Teresa and another staff member looked on. We stood to the side for a moment to get a feel for the environment and who we might be dealing with, not announcing our presence immediately.

      Teresa was a short, slender, dark-haired woman in her thirties with thick wrists corded with muscles and hands that could crush coconuts. She stood next to the wall the two seniors clung onto, calling out encouraging words while the other woman she was working with held on to a rope.

      “Go on, Gladys. Reach across. There. You’ve got it. Now, you should be able to step a few inches to your right… There you go! You’ll be summiting Everest in no time.”

      There was nervous laughter from the wall.

      “Tom, you’re doing great. I want you to reach up and to your right. You’ll have to stretch, but you can do it.” A gentleman who can’t have been much younger than Nanna extended his arm and grabbed a handhold.

      “There you go! Now, you should be able to move across… yep… just like that! Are you sure you weren’t a professional mountain climber before you retired?”

      Gladys and Tom finally made it across their horizontal wall climb and then stepped back down onto terra firma.

      “We’ll get you up there next time!” Teresa indicated a steep wall that even sloped back on itself, reaching up to the full height of the ceiling far above.

      Tom and Gladys both laughed, shaking their heads. “I’d have a heart attack,” Tom said.

      “Yeah, another one.” Gladys giggled.

      “You guys did great. Nicole will hook you up with a smoothie. You deserve it.”

      Teresa turned around and then smiled when she saw us. “Hey there! Didn’t hear you guys wander on in. You shoulda’ hollered at me.”

      “We were enjoying watching,” Rosie said. “You’re a wonderful instructor.”

      “Glad you folks think so, but the guy I left hanging this morning probably wouldn’t agree.” She looked us up and down. “So, you wanna climb, huh?”

      We both shook our heads. “Actually,” I said. “We came here to see you.”

      Teresa’s expression froze, and when she moved again, it was with a new iciness. “Yes? What about.”

      “It’s about Monty,” I said.

      “He’s dead,” Teresa said quietly. Any pretense of joviality immediately disappeared. She had been covering up her feelings, and now they came to the fore.

      The other instructor, Joan, turned to us. “She’s had a rough time of it. Can’t y’all just leave her alone now?”

      “Of course,” I said, “we don’t want to cause any distress at all. But we need to find out what happened to Monty, and we’ve got to gather all the information we can.”

      “It’s okay,” Teresa said quietly. “Go give our wall heroes their smoothies. I’ll deal with this.”

      Joan led the two seniors away for their well-earned reward then turned back to us. “I’m sorry, but I think I’ve told you everything already. There’s nothing more to add.”

      Aha. Someone had gotten here before us.

      “You talked to Detective Franklin.”

      “Yes, I told him everything. He recorded it. Please, listen to the tapes.”

      “We’re not with the homicide department, Teresa. We’re private investigators.”

      “Private investigators? Why? Who hired you? What does this have to do with you?”

      “We were hired by someone else who was present at the scene, Paolo Bianchi. He wants everything done possible to find out what happened to Monty.”

      “Paolo Bianchi? The reporter?”

      “That’s the one. Do you know him?”

      “I didn’t, but of course I do now. He had a tape.” Teresa shuddered. “I couldn’t watch it.”

      “No, of course not. Teresa, we’d like to ask you a few questions. We’re not the police, but we really do want to find out what happened to Monty, as I’m sure you do, too.”

      “No.”

      Rosie looked at me nervously.

      “No…?”

      “You can talk to the police if you want anything. I don’t want to answer any more questions. It’s all too much.” She stared at me. “You know what I want to do?”

      “What…?”

      Teresa pointed at another tough-looking wall. “Climb.”

      “Lucky you work here, then,” Rosie said cheerily. “Say, what if we climb that wall with you. Will you answer our questions then?”

      Teresa snorted and then looked up at the tall wall. It wasn’t the one that went back on itself, but the height was giddying. A small smile crossed her lips. It was the kind of smile a sociopath got at the idea of torture.

      “If you climb to the top of that with me, then I’ll answer your questions.”

      Rosie beamed at me excitedly.

      “I’ll observe,” I said.

      Teresa shook her head. “No. Both of you have to do it.” Teresa began walking toward the wall, her spirits seemingly lifted for now. “I’ve got harnesses and ropes all set up over here! Come on!”

      Rosie interlocked her arm with mine and walked with a skip. “It’s been so long since I climbed. I can’t wait.”

      “Umm, Rosie? I don’t think I can do this.”

      “Huh? Of course you can, boss. Just keep going up. Easy-peasy.”

      “But… I don’t know how.”

      “Sure you do. We evolved to climb, boss. We’re basically monkeys. And anyway, that wall’s easy.”

      I was pretty sure I’d evolved past climbing. I was more into reading and watching television than climbing trees or cliffs or walls.

      When we got to the wall, I peered up and immediately felt dizzy. Was I mistaken, or could I see actual wisps of clouds toward the top of the wall? “It doesn’t look easy.”

      “Look at the color codes on the holds,” Rosie said. “Now, if you take only the purple ones, it would be a really hard climb. I think I’m going to go for the reds. But you can use any of them, any you like. You’ll be up there in no time.”

      While I stared up some more, Teresa got me to step into a harness and then cinched it tight. She attached a rope to me with a carabiner and then checked that everything was fitted snugly and securely attached. Teresa went to help Rosie next, but she was already all set. Teresa checked her anyway.

      “You’ve climbed before?” she asked Rosie.

      My assistant shrugged. “I dabbled.”

      “And you?”

      I shook my head. “Not much.” I had a few ladders under my belt, not to mention countless flights of stairs. But nothing like this. This was a veritable mountain. An indoor mountain, sure, but it certainly appeared to have the height of a mountain.

      Joan, fresh from her smoothie making, came back over to stand at the bottom of the wall and manage the ends of the ropes.

      “What do I do again?” I asked Rosie as I stood at the bottom.

      Rosie leaped from the ground onto the wall, landing her feet on two holds around the height of my waist and grabbing on with one hand. She hung loosely, swinging her body out to look down at me.

      “Just keep on moving up. Don’t stop. Don’t look down.”

      “And if I fall?”

      Rosie shook her head. “Oh, no, don’t do that.”

      And with that, Rosie was off, flying up the wall as if she were running around a track. With leaping jumps, she grasped handholds seemingly out of her reach and then stood on footholds so small they seemed invisible from where I was.

      Teresa, now looking positively cheery, winked at me. “See you at the top. If I don’t, I’ll ask you to leave immediately.”

      With a pit of worry in my stomach, I watched as Teresa leaped onto the wall in the same way Rosie had and began an even faster ascent. I was pretty sure she had greater velocity moving vertically than I usually managed horizontally.

      Tentatively, I put out a hand and grabbed my first handhold, then I stepped onto one of the small outcroppings and tested my weight. It was working! With another step and a gentle reach of my arm, I was a full six inches off the ground.

      I peered down.

      Already the ground looked further away than it should. There were people taller than me who spent their whole lives at this height without even needing to climb, yet somehow, it almost made me dizzy. Don’t look down—that’s what Rosie had said.

      I scanned around my hands and saw two more handholds that were easy to reach. I moved an arm, then a leg, then an arm, then a leg. I was doing it!

      Slowly but surely, I made my way up the wall.

      “You’re doing great!” Joan called from down below.

      She was right. I was doing great. I was!

      Another reach, another grab, another step up, and—

      “Oh!”

      I was too fast. My foot slipped. My fingers squeezed tight enough to almost crush the fake rocks. I put my weight on the other foot. I didn’t fall. Yes!

      My heart pounded, and I told myself to take some deep breaths. One, two, three…

      Giant folk can always cope… Giant folk can always cope…

      Uhhh. Where had that come from? Sue Giant was getting into my brain, and I didn’t like the idea of that at all. She was supposed to be in her mansion or her Rolls-Royce or her office, not chanting silly mantras inside my head!

      Just keep going, I told myself.

      “Just keep going!” Rosie yelled from above. Great minds.

      I craned my head to look up to see my investigative assistant. She was already at the top and appeared to be lying down with her head over the edge, grinning at me. Teresa stood beside her.

      “It’s a fun wall! Get up here and check out the view!”

      “What can you see?” I called in a voice that trembled more than I wanted it to.

      “The whole center! But it’s really high. Keep going, boss!”

      I did as I was told. It was all for the job. For the case. If I could just make it to the top, Teresa would talk to us. Quite frankly, after completing this climb, she owed me more than a conversation, in my view. She should give us massages and bake us cupcakes or something as well.

      Then again, some people paid to do this. That was something I struggled to comprehend. Who could enjoy something like climbing up a wall to a dizzying height? At least I was going to get a suspect interview out of it. What did anyone else get? A sore body and a chance of tumbling to their death.

      One hand, one foot, one hand, one foot. One. Two. Three. Four.

      I didn’t look down. I stopped looking up. Just focused on moving. Slow and steady wins the race. Not that I was going to win—Rosie got to the top in about two seconds flat—but I would win in another way—I would get to the top.

      One. Two. Three. Four.

      “You’re nearly here, boss! Last stretch!”

      Then, I made a mistake.

      I tried to glance up at Rosie again, and as I did so, I lost my footing. My left hand was in-between holds. My right hand was left to carry the entire weight of my body. I remembered a movie where the star swung with one hand from a cliff face. About a nanosecond later, I realized that was something I was entirely incapable of. My fingers simply didn’t have the strength.

      I fell from the face of the wall and plummeted to my death.

      At least that’s what it felt like was happening. In reality, what happened was I fell about six inches before there was a sharp tug around my harness, then I was swinging in the air about a million miles above the ground.

      “Grab back on!” Joan called from below.

      “Don’t worry, boss,” Rosie said. “You can try again later. You’ll be perfect next time. Just get a hold back on the wall and climb the last bit.”

      Try again later?! Yeah, right.

      After spinning in a complete circle on the end of the rope, I stuck out my hands and managed to grab two handholds. I pulled myself in and found a couple of footholds.

      Suddenly, I felt lighter. I giggled. What was the worst that could happen now? Nothing. I’d fallen, and it was fine. I could do this.

      With measured movements and the confidence of knowing the worst had already happened, I moved up the last few yards of the wall like I knew what I was doing. A hand, then another, then—”

      “Just pull yourself up!”

      I’d made it!

      I found my last two footholds, then I was climbing onto the very top of the wall. I clambered up and was relieved to see there was a metal staircase on the other side. We wouldn’t have to go down being lowered by a rope or, heaven forbid, have to climb back down.

      With a smile that wouldn’t quit, I beamed at Rosie, who gave my shoulders a proud squeeze.

      “Are you going to try again later?” she asked me. “I bet you can do it without falling.”

      “Oh, heck no. I’m all climbed out.”

      Teresa lifted her chin at me in acknowledgment from her position a couple of yards away. “Okay. Detective Franklin refused to climb my wall, but you did it. I’ll give you a few minutes. Come on, let’s get you out of that harness and head down.”

      A couple of minutes later, with adrenaline still pumping through me, we sat at a small café area near the front desk with a fruit smoothie in front of each of us.

      It took me a couple of minutes to get myself settled to answer some questions. But finally, I got my investigative brain back into motion, and we were ready to begin.

      “So? What do you want to know.”

      I took a deep breath.

      “Teresa, were you and Monty a couple?”

      A soft smile crossed her lips, and she gave a firm nod. “We were.”

      “But he was married.”

      “Separated,” Teresa said. “They’ve been living apart for more than a year. They were going to divorce.”

      “Was your relationship with Monty a secret?”

      “Not at all. We virtually lived together. We still had our own places, but we spent most of our time at his place or mine. Now everything feels so empty without him.”

      “Your relationship was serious, then?”

      “He was the love of my life.”

      I sipped some of the berry smoothie through the wide straw. It wasn’t overly sweet, but it was rich and fruity and delicious, and it seemed like it would help get rid of the last of my shakiness from the climb.

      “This must be a very hard time for you.”

      Teresa nodded, tight-lipped.

      “Was his wife angry at your relationship with Monty?”

      Teresa took careful control of her facial features and answered slowly, “You would have to ask her.”

      Was she just trying to avoid making it look like she was casting suspicion on the ex-wife? Or did she not know?

      “Did Monty still get on with her? Or did they fight?”

      “They were cordial. As I said, they’ve been living apart for quite a while now.”

      “Okay. Look, Monty was killed—can you tell us anyone who might have wanted to harm him?”

      A soft smile crossed Teresa’s lips as memories passed through her mind. “Lots and lots of people, right? Because of his work.”

      Aha.

      “Can you remind us of what exactly he did?” Rosie asked.

      “You don’t know?” Teresa laughed softly. “He was a critic. A food critic.”

      Rosie and I both frowned. If that were true, we surely would have run into his reviews during research, unless…

      “What name did he write under?” Rosie asked.

      “John Dough—that’s D-O-U-G-H. Clever, huh?”

      We both nodded in agreement that it was indeed brilliant for a food critic to have such a name.

      “I’ve read some of his reviews!” Rosie said excitedly. “He was kind of mean, wasn’t he?”

      Teresa quirked a half smile. “He was really nice, in person. At least he was to me. But he had a reputation for honesty in his reviews.”

      “Yeah,” Rosie said, “but there’s honest and there’s… brutal.”

      Teresa shrugged. “Truth hurts.”

      It had sure hurt Monty, in the end.

      “I don’t think I read his reviews,” I said. “Was he deliberately mean? Did he harm people’s businesses?”

      “As I said, he was honest, and yes, in some cases that harmed people’s businesses. But should a burger restaurant that uses rancid oil stay in business? Should a Chinese restaurant that serves hard fried wontons instead of them being crispy-chewy keep its doors open?”

      “No, and maybe,” Rosie answered.

      Teresa laughed. “You probably would have gotten on well with him. He was harsh, but he was fair. Some restaurants saw a massive boost in their business when he left them a good review.

      “And he wrote under this name, John Dough,” I said. “I presume that was to preserve his anonymity? Did anyone know who he was?”

      “His editor knew. I knew. His ex-wife knew. And he was in the business almost twenty years. I’m sure others figured it out over time. His anonymity was just a shield. It couldn’t protect him from a knife in the back.”

      “You think his death was definitely connected to his work as a restaurant critic?”

      “Yes. I can’t think of any other reason. Our life wasn’t that exciting. His reviews were the most controversial thing about Monty.”

      It looked to me like Teresa was telling the truth, but it was also true that she wouldn’t have known everything about him. Even close couples don’t know everything about each other.

      “Is there anything else you think might help us find out who did this?”

      “I really don’t know. Perhaps you could read his reviews and then see which restaurants closed down after. But remember, he was only a critic. He was often just saying what any other diner would think. So if a restaurant was bad, then every other customer would have thought the same thing. You need to ask, did he doom the restaurant or did he just recognize the signs of a restaurant that was already doomed?”

      “Yes, of course, Teresa. Then again, a failed restauranteur might not see things that way.”

      Teresa nodded sadly. “Yeah, I guess not.”

      “Look, thank you for talking to us. We’re going to find out what happened to Monty and catch whoever did this to him.”

      “That’s what Detective Franklin said.”

      “I’m sure he is doing his best as well. We operate in different ways, under different constraints, and with different resources. But this will get figured out.”

      “I sure hope so. Okay, I’ve got a group arriving in a few minutes, and I need to get ready for them.”

      “You’ve been very helpful. We’ll stay in touch.”

      I handed over a business card, and then Rosie and I headed out.

      “Ex-wife next?” Rosie asked me.

      “Ex-wife next!”

      It was strange, after coming down from the wall I felt electric with energy. With a bounce in my step that threatened to have me skipping, Rosie and I went to talk to Monty’s ex-wife.
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      Sheila Tomas lived in a large, slightly ramshackle house on the edge of Las Vegas on a big plot of scraggly land and a driveway packed full of limos.

      Okay, packed was an overstatement, but there were four of them under a covered carport, each shining with polish, though they didn’t look to be the latest models.

      Above the carport hung a sign, Wild Days and Nights Party Service.

      On the way over, Rosie had told me what she knew about Monty’s ex-wife’s business.

      “It’s a party focused business,” Rosie said from the passenger seat. “She rents out limos to bachelor and bachelorette parties, graduation parties, that kind of thing.”

      “So it’s a limo service.”

      “No, well, yes, but not just that. She also has a kind of escort service. A legit one, I mean.”

      “Yeah?”

      “From what I gathered, she has a number of low tier models on her books. Her company hires them out to provide some glamour for clubs trying to build a buzz, or to people who need a companion for an event of some kind. They’re not working girls but actual escorts.”

      “So just on the right side of shady?”

      Rosie laughed. “It depends on where you draw the line, I guess.”

      When we arrived, we parked in front of the home, which also served as the base of operations for her business. As we walked up to the door, a young woman in a short dress walked out. “Love you, Sheila!” she called over her shoulder. Then she spotted us.

      “That’s your car?” she said, wrinkling her nose in disgust at my beautiful old Accord. “It’ll have to do. Let’s go.”

      “Sorry, we’re not here to pick you up.”

      She gave me an accusatory look, like I was pulling some kind of mean trick on her, but then it turned into a smile. I looked over my shoulder to see a shiny new BMW pulling into the driveway.

      “You’re not even my ride! There it is.”

      The girl wandered off to meet the car while we headed to the house.

      In the doorway, a woman was standing just inside watching us, impossible to see in the bright desert light until we got close. In one hand she clutched a lit cigarette. In the other, she held a lighter and a crumpled pack of smokes.

      Closer, I got a good look at Sheila. She was probably in her mid-forties and had an air of glamour about her. She had long, thick, curly, permed blonde hair, crimson lipstick, and thick eyeshadow, and—partly thanks to the heels she was wearing—a towering height. She must have been six feet with the three-inch stilettos.

      “Now, what kind of folk are you?” she asked, blowing out a long, thoughtful stream of smoke as we got to the top of the steps. “Don’t tell me; let me guess.”

      We stood on the steps below her expectantly, trying to look as non-hostile as possible.

      “You’re not church folk. And I don’t think you’re selling anything, are you?”

      We shook our heads.

      “You’re not cops, either.” She took another drag and then nodded to herself. “You’re reporters. This is about my husband.”

      “Nope!” I said. “You were closer before. We’re investigators, but we’re not with the police.”

      “You’re private investigators?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Ain’t that something. This is about Monty.”

      It wasn’t a question, but we answered it with nods anyway. “Can we come in?”

      “Let’s go out back. You want iced coffee?”

      We told her that would be lovely. She led us through her house to the back yard that was more of a smoking zone than a place of relaxation and beauty. The outdoor furniture was old, sun-faded plastic with a big bowl ashtray in the middle and three more plastic lighters sitting next to it. On the floor beside one of the chairs was a clay pot that had also been used as an ashtray. The rest of the yard looked like it hadn’t been touched in years. A cracked concrete path led a circular route through some overgrown grasses and cacti, and there was a sad-looking empty pool toward the back.

      Sheila came to join us with three tall glasses clinking with ice cubes and filled with bitter black coffee.

      “Tell me,” Sheila said, pausing to light another cigarette, “why are PIs investigating Monty? I’m sure the cops didn’t hire you, did they?”

      “No. We were hired by a witness who saw what happened. He really wants to understand what happened to Monty.”

      “That’s weird,” she said, without accusation but with considerable curiosity.

      “It is a little,” I admitted. “But the witness is a television reporter. It might be that he intends to write a book or film a documentary about his role in the case.”

      “What is his role?”

      “He doesn’t have much of one as far as we can tell. He just happened to be there when Monty died.”

      “Okay. So, he hired you. And now you’re here. Makes sense. Excuse me.” Sheila grabbed her phone and answered it, talking in quick, clipped phrases and listening intently.

      Rosie looked at me with her eyebrows raised. I shrugged back. Our conversation with Sheila seemed to be going okay as far as I was concerned, but it would be interesting to see what she could tell us.

      “Okay, she’ll be there at seven o’clock… black dress, elegant, no problem.” Sheila hung up the phone. “Sorry, work never stops. Actually, this is my quietest time of day. Evenings are busiest.”

      “It must be interesting work that you do. What did Monty think of it?”

      “He was glad I had something to keep me busy and that I was pretty successful. And we were both working in hospitality, to an extent, so it gave us something in common. He could give me tips on hot new restaurants that my girls could visit with clients. It was a good relationship, in that regard.”

      “But not in others. May I ask why you separated?”

      Sheila took a long, thoughtful drag of her cigarette, blowing out the smoke before answering. “People change. People grow apart. Or sometimes, you realize things about the other partner. Things that were minor to start with grow over time, become more irritating. Cause divisions.”

      “And what was it with you? Was your split mutual?”

      “It was mutual. Mutualish.”

      Rosie and I both laughed and nodded at her to continue her explanation.

      “The thing about him that annoyed me was his mouth.”

      “His mouth?” Rosie asked, curious.

      “Yeah. It was too sharp. He had a way of needling at people—at me, anyway—that really dug in. Acidic is the word, I think. He would have said it was his dry wit. But it wasn’t dry. More like cutting. And it could really get to a person, living with it every day. So, yeah, he irritated me. I suggested we take a break. He moved out a couple of years back.”

      “So, you split up with him.”

      “Yeah. At the time, I thought it’d give him a chance to reflect. Maybe he’d see a counselor or something, learn to be a bit more thoughtful in his speech, and then we’d give it another go. But he didn’t do that. He just carried on living his life. He didn’t try and change, not really. He got his own place, lived alone, and then eventually started dating this other woman. And I guess that, as they say, was that.”

      Sheila looked up to the sky while she blew out another long stream of smoke.

      “So your split was fairly amicable.”

      “As these things go, yes.”

      “Do you know Teresa well?”

      “Oh yeah, we meet for tea and cakes every afternoon.”

      Rosie leaned forward. “Really?”

      Sheila laughed. “No. I’m kidding. No, I don’t know her well. She works at a climbing center if you want to go meet her. She seems okay. I only met her a few times. We didn’t click, but she didn’t seem like a bad person.”

      “We met her already,” I told Sheila. “You’re right, she seemed nice enough. Except she made me climb up one of her walls.”

      Sheila laughed. “You wouldn’t catch me doing that. No way.”

      “I didn’t think I would, either.”

      “It was awesome,” Rosie said. “Tiffany did so good.”

      “Don’t believe her,” I said to Sheila with a grin. “She was up that wall like a monkey. It took me forever, and I thought I was going to die.”

      “She’d have to pay me to do it. Excuse me.” Sheila answered the phone again and began talking in fast sentences, sucking on her cigarette whenever she had to listen to the other speaker.

      “…at the Bellagio at eight? The car will be there then.” Sheila hung up. Again. “So, what else?”

      “Can you tell us about his work?”

      “Sure. Not much to it. Monty would go to restaurants and then write reviews. He did it under a fake name—John Dough—and he never revealed who he was. I’m sure some people figured it out eventually, but he was pretty good at maintaining a low profile.”

      “How did he manage that?” Rosie asked. “Couldn’t they figure it out who he was by when the reviews were published and who their guests were?”

      “Some probably did, but he had a few tricks as well. I had to keep them secret, but now he’s gone, I guess it doesn’t matter so much anymore.”

      “What kind of tricks?” Rosie asked.

      “One thing he did was just lie about when he was there. In his review, he’d say he was there ‘for an early dinner last Thursday,’ when in fact he ate there for lunch on a Wednesday, six weeks before. And he’d say things like he was in a group of four when in fact he was alone. Or he’d say he was alone when he was with another person. Just simple things to make it harder for the restaurant owners to figure out which of their customers he had been. It mostly worked. Not many people knew that Monty was John Dough.”

      “Clever,” Rosie said, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “And did he ever receive any threats?”

      “There were certainly some angry restaurant owners in the past, but I don’t know if any of them actually figured out who he was. There were vague threats, but I can’t recall any specific ones actually directed at Monty.”

      “You have a son, right?”

      “Yep. Leo.”

      “Does he live here?”

      Sheila held out her hand and waved it side to side in a kind of gesture. “He comes and goes. Sometimes he’s couch surfing. Sometimes he’s here. Sometimes he has a girlfriend.”

      “Is he here now?”

      “Right now? No. He’s practicing with his band, The Four Kings of Vegas. You wanna go see him? I can give you the address of where they’re practicing.”

      “That would be great, thank you, Sheila. Did he and Monty get on well?”

      Sheila produced a pen and pad from her bag and scribbled down some details.

      “They were okay together. Monty and I were together since he was real young, so he really was like a real dad, even though technically, he was a stepfather. They had different interests, though. Leo’s happy to eat any old kind of junk, but Monty had what you might call a refined palate. At least, that’s what he called it. We called it fussy. Everything had to be cooked just right, or he’d criticize it. Even if it was me cooking. That’s why I quit after our first year of marriage. Every day he’d give me these helpful tips, and let’s just say, I didn’t exactly find them helpful.”

      “I could see how that could be irritating.”

      “I should have taken it as a sign,” Sheila said with a laugh. “Oh well. Water under the bridge now. Live and learn, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Look, I don’t want you to think I’m being evasive or trying to avoid you, but I’ve got to drop off a limo at one of my driver’s houses real soon.”

      “You’ve been very helpful, Sheila, thanks. We won’t take up any more of your time. One final question.”

      “Yeah?”

      Sheila blew out another long stream of smoke while she waited. I leaned back in my chair to avoid it as much as I could.

      “How did Monty feel about your smoking?”

      Sheila laughed and broke into a coughing fit which lasted long enough to make me feel uncomfortable. When her throat had finally settled, Sheila sat up straight with a smile and wiped tears from her eyes. “Take a guess.”

      “He didn’t like it?”

      “Exactly. Said it messed with his palate. He was always on at me about it. That’s why I didn’t quit. I had to win something, you know?”

      “Ah. Okay, thanks again, Sheila. We’ll call you if we need to ask anything else.”

      “Any time. I can’t promise I’ll answer, but you know, you’re welcome to try. You were lucky you caught me when you did today.”

      “We’ll bear that in mind! Have a great rest of your day.”

      We left Sheila and her clouds of smoke behind. She’d been helpful but not overly informative. Our best guess at a motive was still something to do with his work, but we had a long way to go yet.

      But we had a next step to take and an address to get there.

      “It’s time to meet Leo.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that, boss. His band is amazing.”

      “You’ve heard them?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Sometimes I like to go to gigs, in my free time.”

      “Then you can tell me about them on the way over.”

      We got back in the car, cranked up the a/c, and pointed ourselves in the direction of The Four Kings of Vegas.
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      Contrary to the name, there appeared to be just three people in the Four Kings of Vegas, and they were practicing in a storage facility on the edge of a business park. We heard them long before we arrived, and when we walked close, we stopped to watch until there was a break in the set.

      The roll-down door of the facility was open, and the three of them were practicing in the front and center of the unit, as if the outside world were their audience. In this case, it was, but the audience consisted only of Rosie and me and a pigeon pecking at the remnants of an old packet of chips.

      There was one guy with a thick mane of blonde hair in front of a microphone with a guitar slung across his chest, another short, dark-haired young man wearing sunglasses and wielding a bass guitar, and a drummer sitting shirtless behind his kit.

      “Why are they called the Four Kings if there’s only three of them?” I asked Rosie while we waited for them to finish.

      “There were four when I saw them. One of them must have quit. Or maybe they’re having a sick day.”

      I laughed. For some reason, the idea of a rock band member calling in sick was a funny image. It wasn’t very rock and roll, was it?

      The blonde-haired singer’s voice was raspy, almost ragged, as the words tore from his throat. The guitars were heavy, and the drums were emphatic. It was hard to tell whether they were truly good with such a brief taste of their performance, but they had an energy and power that gave their music a charismatic aspect that made you almost regret it was over when the song reached its raucous conclusion, ending with a final drum solo that culminated in the drummer throwing his sticks over his shoulder and the singer gasping into the microphone.

      “That’s Leo in the front,” Rosie said, and then she began to walk toward the trio. “Hi? Leo?”

      The lead guitarist looked us over with sunken eyes. He turned to his bandmates. “Let’s take a break.” He unslung his guitar, sat it on a chair, and then walked out into the sunlight to meet us.

      “Leo Tomas?” I asked. While I explained who we were, I took in everything I could about him, absorbing his demeanor but not yet letting it lead to any judgments about his inclinations toward murder. Leo had thick, strong, tattooed arms, the biceps visibly rippling whenever they moved. Good stabbing strength, I’d say. His sunken eyes were bloodshot, and dark bags underneath showed he hadn’t been getting much rest. There was a fraught energy to him, and he was unable to keep still, tapping his foot, wringing his hands, scratching his chin, then tugging on his sleeveless t-shirt before running his hands through his thick hair and starting again.

      “How did you get on with Monty, Leo?” I asked when the formalities were over. “Did you and he have a good relationship?”

      “He was my dad. Our relationship was fine.” Leo’s jaw clenched while he spoke, and his words came out measured and thoughtful.

      “Stepdad,” Rosie said.

      “That doesn’t matter. He was just Dad to me.”

      “What was he like?” I asked. “Was he the kind of person that other people got on well with?

      Leo wiped sweat from his brow and then quickly shook his head. “Not exactly. He didn’t have a lot of friends.”

      “Can you say why?”

      “He had strong opinions, and he wasn’t afraid to share them.”

      “Strong opinions about what?”

      “About everything and anything. Las Vegas. The weather. Snakes. Music. Politics. And food, of course.”

      “Of course. Did you know much about his work?”

      “Sure, I knew his job, but we weren’t allowed to talk about it. He said if it ever came out, that would be it, his career would be over. He swore us to secrecy. And I never told anyone. When people asked, I was supposed to say he was a business consultant in the hospitality industry. Most people don’t ask.”

      When Leo spoke about his stepfather, the look in his eyes softened, the tightness slightly relaxing, a gentle smile almost crossing his lips. There was a fondness there, I was sure of it.

      “And he wasn’t particularly popular with people. Did he treat you badly, Leo?”

      “Me? Never!” His face almost turned into a snarl at the mere utterance of the question. He wiped his brow and regained his composure. Leo realized that the question was necessary and not inherently accusatory. “He was good to me. Always. He was a great father. I still can’t believe what happened.”

      “We’re very sorry for your loss, Leo.” Rosie patted his arm, but with some wariness, as if he were a lion she had been assured was tame but was still dubious about.

      “Thank you. I’m glad you guys are finding out what happened to him. The cops said they would as well, but… I don’t know. More people on the case has to help, right?”

      “We think it will,” I told him. “It’s good to hear that he treated you well, Leo. What about your mom? Obviously, they split up, so…?”

      “Yeah, they weren’t right for each other. They fought. I mean, like, argued, not actual fighting. But they were both good at hurting each other. Dad was good with words—it was his job—but Mom knew how to needle him, too. It was a relief when they split up, to be honest. Any moment could end up in an argument. Seeing them one at a time instead of together was a lot less stressful.”

      “Were there any recent arguments that stood out in your mind?”

      “Recent ones?” Leo looked puzzled and shook his head. “They were separated. Getting divorced. They hardly saw each other anymore, and now they’re not living together, so they don’t argue much.” Leo paused, his words catching in his throat. “I mean, they didn’t.” Leo paused again. “I guess I know what you’re getting at, so I’ll tell you: No, I don’t think Mom would have ever hurt him. Especially not like that. Stabbing someone… in cold blood…” Leo shook his head. “No way.”

      “So, not your mom. Can you think of anyone else in particular who could have wanted to hurt him?”

      Leo held up his palms. “Sure. Read his reviews. I bet some of the owners of the restaurants he wrote about didn’t like him much. Of course, they would have to figure out who he was first. But I bet someone who was really motivated could figure it out. If you were mad enough to kill someone, I bet you would figure out a way to unmask their identity.”

      “How might someone do that?” Rosie asked.

      “You’re the detectives, I’m sure you can figure it out. But they could bribe someone at the newspaper or break into the office and go through their records, or maybe just get lucky asking around until they found someone who knew Dad.”

      Of course, Rosie and I could think of plenty of ways to unmask a restaurant critic, but that wasn’t why Rosie asked. She was seeing how smart he was, how quick he could think on his feet. And Leo may have been a bit of a dropout, but he wasn’t dumb, that was for sure.

      “When your parents split and your dad left, you must have been pretty mad, right?” Rosie said. “It affects you, doesn’t it, losing the family unit?”

      “No. I told you; they fought all the time. Them splitting up was the best thing for all of us.”

      “So, you weren’t angry about it?”

      Leo shrugged. “I was a teenager. I was angry at everything.” He gave us a smirk that was tinged with mournfulness. “I guess I still am.”

      Behind Leo, the drummer was back in his seat, drumsticks recovered, and was beginning to thump at the drum kit in a rhythm of impatience.

      “Look, I really don’t know much about Dad’s work, but I’m telling you, that’s where you’ve got to look. I don’t see why anyone else would want to hurt him.” Leo looked over his shoulder. His two bandmates were staring at him impatiently. “I need to get back to practice.”

      “What happened to the fourth one?” Rosie asked before Leo could leave.

      “She’s gone on a cruise with her parents,” Leo said with a shrug. “She’ll be back next week.”

      A cruise with her parents? Now that definitely wasn’t very rock and roll.

      “Thanks for your time, Leo.”

      “Let me know if you find anything about Dad, okay? Or if you find out who did it… I’d like to know. I’d really like to know.”

      “We will, Leo. Good luck with the band.”

      He walked away, holding one hand up with his thumb and little finger extended in a rock salute. After grabbing his guitar, he got back in front of the microphone. The drummer tapped them in with his sticks, and then they launched into another rendition of the song they had been practicing when we arrived.

      Back in the car, Rosie wanted to tell me what she was thinking. Partly because it helped her, but also because she wanted to make sure her investigative thinking was on the right track. She was still new to sleuthing, and despite being a near genius, she wasn’t yet entirely confident in the methods and thought processes we went through.

      “So, a murder is going to be either personal, professional, or passionate, right, boss?”

      “Pretty much every murder can be put into one of those categories,” I agreed. “And sometimes more than one.”

      “So on the personal side, that could be something like gambling debts or a personal fight or something. We haven’t found much in that direction so far. Which leaves either a crime of passion or something to do with his professional life.”

      “Keep going,” I told her with an encouraging smile.

      “A crime of passion would be to do with his love life. But it doesn’t seem like anyone was particularly mad there. His wife is glad they split up, and from what we’ve seen, he and his current girlfriend had a good relationship. Unless there’s another lover we haven’t uncovered, it’s probably not going to be a crime of passion.”

      “We can’t rule it out yet, but you’re right, there’s nothing pointing that way.”

      “Which leaves us with his professional life. His professional life, in which he tore down people’s businesses and destroyed them.”

      “Right. But that wasn’t his primary goal, of course. It was more the byproduct of his line of work. His main aim must have been to entertain readers. Perhaps he had a secondary goal of genuinely trying to improve the industry by writing about it, but his main goal must always have been to keep his boss at the newspaper happy by keeping the readers happy.”

      “That makes sense,” Rosie said. “But of course, people enjoy reading about a disastrous meal more than a satisfactory one, don’t they?”

      “You know, I think they probably do.”

      “So, he might have been unnecessarily harsh, just to make his writing more interesting. If a restauranteur felt he’d been unfair, and then his business had suffered, or even failed…” Rosie shook her head. “They could have got real mad.”

      “Excellent thought process. So, I take it that means you think we should delve deeper into his work life?”

      Rosie nodded emphatically. “I do.”

      “Very good. That’s exactly what I was thinking. And let me bounce something off you.”

      Rosie’s eyes lit up at the prospect. “Go on…”

      “Monty was, quite literally, stabbed in the back. Was that mere coincidence? Or—”

      “—was it symbolic?” Rosie interrupted and finished, quite correctly. “Sorry!”

      “You don’t need to apologize. You were exactly right. Monty being stabbed in the back could have been done as revenge by someone who felt that he had stabbed them in the back.”

      “I bet you’re right, boss! The killer probably thought about it long and hard and decided to get their own back. I bet that’s what it is. Maybe he told a restaurant owner he had a lovely meal there and then later wrote about it and said it was horrible. If they figured out who he was, they could have felt really betrayed.”

      “Exactly. Okay, while I’m sure the review was never even written, let alone published, let’s go back to where the crime happened. He was presumably about to review the restaurant. Do you remember what it was called?”

      I think Rosie thought I was testing her. She leaped to answer. “San Marcos’ Gondola, owned by the chef Nunzio Morelli.”

      “Well done. It’s good to keep on top of all the little details. Sometimes they connect together in the most surprising ways.”

      “That’s why I try and remember everything.”

      “You keep doing that, you’ll go far.”

      “Oh, I hope not. I like it here!”

      Laughing, we headed for San Marcos’ Gondola.
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      Nunzio Morelli’s restaurant, San Marcos’ Gondola, was stunning. Separated by a wall from its parking lot, the single-story structure lay secluded from the bustle of the city, evoking an image of Venetian canals and palatial old Italian buildings once you entered through a covered archway. It was set into a small garden, which was intersected with a miniature canal that acted as a moat around the building, crossed with a pretty little covered bridge that matched one I’d seen photos of.

      “That’s a copy of the Rialto Bridge,” Rosie said. “Pretty, isn’t it?”

      “It’s lovely. We could almost be in another country here.”

      We crossed over the bridge to a grand, double-doored entrance that was firmly shut. After testing it and finding it locked, we walked around the outside of the building until we found another small door propped open. Slipping inside, we walked into a beautiful but near silent dining room. The only sounds that could be heard emanated from beyond, where the kitchens were located. It was mid-afternoon, and we were there between lunch and dinner service, so the restaurant was completely void of customers.

      We walked through the elegant, well-spaced tables, past pottery pieces on plinths that may have come from Ancient Rome itself, and by frescoed walls painted with intricate, detailed city scenes of times long ago.

      We were nearly at the back of the restaurant, heading toward the kitchens, when a woman in a black suit with a white blouse appeared through the kitchen doors. Immediately, she smiled at us, though with a hint of apology.

      “I’m sorry, but we’re not—”

      “We know,” I said, “we’re here to see Nunzio Morelli. We’re investigators. It’s about what happened last week. The man who died…?”

      “Ah.” The woman froze for a moment while she considered what to do. “A moment, please.” She hurried back into the kitchen.

      We didn’t have to wait long. When the kitchen doors swung open again, the woman who we took to be a manager was nowhere to be seen, but in her place was Nunzio Morelli himself. Dressed in immaculate chef’s whites, complete with a tall hat, he looked almost like an actor playing a chef. He was tall and broad shouldered, with a youthful face and skittish eyes that looked us each over about half a dozen times during the few paces it took to travel from the kitchen door to us.

      We offered him business cards and explained who we were, and to our relief, he wasn’t put out by our presence in the slightest.

      “The private sector often finds solutions the public sector can’t, right?” Nuncio asked us, eyes staring eagerly for agreement. He sounded mostly American, but with a trace of his native Italian in the way he sounded some of his words.

      “We have solved cases before the police,” Rosie admitted with a smile.

      “Exactly! Imagine if the government tried to run Italian restaurants! Can you even dream of what the food would be like?”

      Rosie and I shook our heads. No, we couldn’t imagine such a thing, and we agreed with him that it would be a nightmare. Then we managed to get him back on course for the topic we were there to discuss: the murder of Monty Guthrie in front of Nunzio’s restaurant. The proprietor-chef told us he’d be happy to talk for a little while, and we sat at a beautiful white marble-topped table on comfortable upholstered chairs.

      “Were you here on the day it happened?”

      Monty dropped his head back and laughed as if Rosie had just said the funniest thing imaginable. When he was over his mirth, he looked back down at us, still smiling, but with his eyes flicking back and forth between us. It was making me dizzy.

      “Of course, I was here. My restaurant is barely open! I am here for every service, and I will be until I have my stars.”

      “Your stars?”

      “My Michelin stars! If I can get two more, I will be in double figures. Do you know how many chefs have double figures?”

      We both shook our heads.

      “Not many! I am dedicating all my time and resources to this location until I do it. And I will do it. I’m determined. Very, very determined. That’s why I’m so successful. I don’t give up until I’ve achieved my goals. I’m unstoppable. I will be the youngest chef to ever have ten Michelin stars.”

      “Congratulations in advance,” Rosie to him.

      “Thank you, my dear, thank you.” Nunzio took the compliment as if it were both genuine and for something he’d actually done. The latter wasn’t yet true, and as for the former, I wasn’t quite sure whether Rosie was being serious, or if she was gently poking fun at him.

      “So,” I said, getting him back on track, “you were here that day. Can you tell us what happened?”

      Nunzio was already shaking his head before I could finish speaking. “No, no, no. I cannot. I was in my kitchen; I was in the zone. Do you understand?”

      We did not.

      “I was lost in the sauce.”

      “Huh?”

      “I have been perfecting a Roquefort pepper sauce, and on that day, I was almost there. I was adding my ingredients a micron at a time, adjusting the temperatures by trillionths of a degree, tasting with my golden spoon and… I did it! The sauce is the best sauce in the world.”

      “Wow,” Rosie said. “Even better than ketchup?”

      Nunzio’s eyes almost popped out of his head, then he slapped a hand over his mouth and began to giggle. When he was done, he was grinning at Rosie. “You! You are very funny! Very, very, funny!”

      “Thank you,” Rosie said. “So, you didn’t see the murder happen. Can you tell us when and how you became aware?”

      “As I was telling you, I was perfecting my sauce. And then, it was done! Absolute perfection! Finally, I returned to earth. My front of house manager, Zoe—you just met her—she was tugging on my arm like she wanted to get fired. No one tugs on my arm! But she didn’t want to get fired. She was telling me that someone had died! Of course, we all came outside. A murder is almost as interesting as sauce. And there he was, on the ground, a television reporter standing over him. So tragic. So sad.”

      “So, you were completely oblivious when it occurred?”

      “No, I wasn’t oblivious, I was focused! I was very, very aware, the diametric opposite of oblivious. I was aware of the sauce. Ahh, the smell, the taste, the texture…”

      “Right, but you weren’t aware of the murder at all, until it was all over.”

      “Yes, that’s correct. Do you have a booking?”

      “Uh, no. Why?”

      Nunzio reached forward and squeezed my shoulders in a very Italian way. “So you can try my sauce!”

      “Our primary focus is on the investigation at the moment,” I said, squirming backward out of his grip.

      “You could just give us some, with some fries or something,” Rosie suggested.

      Nunzio’s eyes nearly popped out of his head again. “Genius!”

      Neither Rosie nor I expected that reaction to her quip.

      “Mini Hasselback new potatoes in some Elizondo oil! With a little thyme, yes?” Rosie nodded. “And Aegean Sea salt crystals!” Rosie nodded again. “And some fresh cracked Kampot pepper! Perfection!”

      Nunzio put his fists to his eyes and wiped at the corners. “This is a wonderful moment. Truly wonderful. Thank you, Rosie, thank you.”

      Rosie leaned over and whispered in my ear. “I don’t think we’re getting any fries.”

      I was pretty sure she was right.

      “Back to the day in question,” I said. “Did you know who Monty was?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Did you know who Monty Guthrie actually was? His job?”

      “Well…”

      Rosie and I both leaned forward and gave him some stern private investigator stares. He folded.

      “Yes, yes, he was John Dough. I knew this.”

      “How did you feel about him coming to your restaurant? Were you worried about being reviewed?”

      “Worried? About a review? From him? Absolutely not! My food is perfection itself. He would have given me a wonderful review, I am certain. It would have been good for business.”

      “I bet a lot of people think that,” Rosie said. “And yet…”

      “Do they have eight, nearly ten, perhaps eleven, Michelin stars?”

      “No…”

      “Exactly. I do. I have nothing to fear from reviewers. Nothing at all. The only people who do run substandard establishments with poor excuses for food. I was eagerly awaiting his review, in fact, but alas…” Nunzio sighed dramatically and flung his arms open wide, looking up and questioning the heavens.

      “So. You didn’t see anything until after he was dead.”

      “Exactly. Now, I am glad to have helped you, but I must get back into the kitchen. We are fully booked for tonight, and everything must be perfect. Just like it is every service.”

      “You’re fully booked?” I asked. “The murder didn’t put people off?”

      Nunzio scoffed at the notion. “Of course not. Nothing can ruin your appetite for Nunzio Morelli’s food! Anyway, it gave us extra publicity. If anything, it helped.”

      Nunzio stood up, anxious to get back to his kitchen.

      “Would it be okay if we talked to your staff members who were working that day?”

      “Oh, yes, that will be fine. But if they are involved in delicate preparations, you must be patient with them. Much of our work is extremely sensitive.”

      “Of course, we’ll be very mindful.”

      “We’ll be extra careful,” Rosie promised. “We wouldn’t want a chef to put carrots instead of onions on a hotdog!”

      “On a hot—” Nunzio clasped his hands to his cheeks. “Ah! You got me again. You are so very funny!” Nunzio shook his head in amusement. “I will send Zoe to look after you. She is a manager, after all.”

      “Thank you.”

      A moment later, Zoe was back out in front with a friendly but professional smile for us.

      “I’ll point out who from the kitchen was working that day,” Zoe said, “though I don’t think any of them saw anything. But perhaps one of them was on a break at the time and did see something after all. You can find that out when you speak to them.”

      “Thank you very much.”

      Zoe led us from the tranquility of the front of house of the empty restaurant to the urgent business of the kitchen beyond. It was a big room, inside of which almost everything seemed to be either tiles, stainless steel, or aluminum. Pots boiled, dishes crashed, knives chopped, trays were slid in and out of ovens, and chefs cursed like that was their job instead of cooking.

      Even though they were still only prepping, everyone was focused and engaged in their work, and it seemed that interrupting any of them could cause the whole kitchen machine to break down. We’d follow Zoe’s lead, I decided, and if we needed to interview anyone in any depth, hopefully, we could take them outside to the tranquility of the restaurant.

      “This is Stan,” Zoe said as we passed a young guy with a single gold earring, chopping carrots into little sticks. “Stan, where were you when the murder happened?”

      “Right here. Chopping carrots. That’s all they let me do.”

      “You didn’t see anything?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Nothing but carrots,” he said with a chuckle.

      We had another quick word with a pastry chef, who had a similar story, except hers involved prepping summer fruit coulis. She hadn’t seen anything either. Nor had the next two line cooks we managed to exchange a few snatched words with.

      It was impossible to get a good read on anyone in the kitchen. They were all so intensely focused on their own tasks, it was hard to know if they were being evasive or busy. If any of them had struck us as particularly suspicious, we would have arranged to interview them further, but it wasn’t happening. At least not yet.

      And that’s when everything went wrong.

      I was pondering how to make the most of the situation we were dealing with when a sous chef somewhere near me called out, “Behind!”

      I stepped smartly away.

      Except, it turned out, my move wasn’t so smart at all.

      Like I’d planned it, I bumped into the sous chef, complete with her pan of oil, causing it to crash and clatter on the floor, oil spilling and spreading everywhere.

      Then, it all happened so fast.

      I bumped into the chef, and then while trying to recover, I slipped on the freshly spilled oil. The sous chef grabbed for me, but in my wild windmilling action, I ended up pushing myself off her.

      “Ohh!” I called as I slid backward.

      It’s remarkable how slippery a freshly greased floor can be. I didn’t so much fall as flip backward at the speed of sound.

      “Boss!”

      “Tiffany!”

      Thump.

      Lights… out…
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      Someone tugged on my shoulder. “Boss? Boss, are you okay? Can you hear me?”

      “Ugh.”

      I was lying on the worst bed in the world, and my beauty sleep was being interrupted. That was my first, nonsensical thought. The next was wondering what the heck was wrong with my head. It felt like it was now the size of an exercise ball. An exercise ball pumped full of thumping pain instead of air. It was one of the few times I wished I were more airheaded than I was.

      “We need an ambulance,” Rosie said. “She might have a concussion!”

      “Nuh—no,” I sounded. I blinked my eyes again, and everything came back into view. Rosie was above me, her face uncomfortably close to mine. The shock of her worried eyes just inches from mine startled me, and I rolled over to the side, regretting it in three different ways immediately.

      Firstly, it made my head hurt more. Apparently, my head didn’t like moving now. It wanted to stay perfectly still on the floor of Nunzio Morelli’s kitchen, forever more.

      Secondly, I rolled through oil and food. My windmilling arms had knocked prepped trays of ingredients onto the floor, and now I was rolling right through them, covering myself in a sticky concoction of vegetables, chicken, garnishes, oil, and other gunk. It’s astonishing how quickly luxury food ingredients turn into garbage when they get tossed onto the floor and rolled around in by a dazed private investigator.

      And third, I got yelled at.

      “Don’t move!” The noise of Rosie’s voice was unbearable to my thumping head.

      “I have to move,” I managed to slur out. “Gotta… gotta move.”

      “Try sitting up then, not rolling.”

      “Let me help!” boomed Nunzio in a voice seemingly designed to cause me further pain. Two hands slid under my arms, and I was being pulled upright. “Sit, sit, take a moment,” Nunzio said. Surreptitiously, he checked his wristwatch. Not too long was the impression I got.

      I blinked, and an unfamiliar woman crouched down next to me. “I’m sorry!” She looked up at Nunzio. “I said behind, but she moved anyway.”

      “Wha—?”

      “Behind, boss,” Rosie said to me. “In a kitchen, it means someone is right behind you. You’re not supposed to move. But you, uh, did.”

      “Oh.” The memory came back. “I was trying to get out of the way.”

      “You must never make sudden moves if a chef says behind,” Nunzio scolded me. “And now we are behind in another way. That prep needs to be done again.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said lamely from my uncomfortable spot on the floor.

      I surveyed the miserable scene. There was raw marinated chicken all over the floor, along with several kinds of julienned vegetables and plenty of oil.

      Rosie stood up and pointed a finger at Nunzio. “This kitchen is dangerous. You should have nonstick floor mats.”

      “I do have them!” Nunzio peered around. “Though perhaps we need a couple more. I’m sure there was one here.”

      “You’re lucky her head landed on one,” Rosie said. “Or that could have been another serious incident.”

      “My… head?”

      “Yes,” Rosie nodded. “See, you landed with your head over there. You hit the rubber mat. But you shouldn’t have slipped in the first place!”

      Something seemed to catch Nunzio’s attention. He put his hands on his hips and his eyes locked onto the chef whose work I had ruined.

      “This is your fault.”

      The sous chef’s head fell, and she stared down at the floor. “It wasn’t, I swear.”

      “They warned me. They said you were bad luck. But do I listen? No. I think there is no such thing as luck. There’s hard work, and there’s determination, and very occasionally there is coincidence.”

      “But she bumped into me,” said the sad-sounding chef, her voice weak and quaking.

      “It’s true!” I said as loud as I could muster, beginning to feel myself again. “I bumped into her. It was my fault. You mustn’t blame her.”

      “No,” Zoe said, “it’s my fault. I should have controlled them better.”

      I didn’t much like the sound of being controlled.

      “Let’s just say it was an accident,” Rosie said diplomatically. “Okay? Now, Tiffany, let’s get out of here. I’m going to take you to the hospital.”

      “Hospital? No way.” Clenching my jaw and trying to ignore the thumping inside my head, I grabbed onto the stainless-steel worktop above me and used it to help me clamber to my feet. “I’m fine.”

      I didn’t feel fine.

      “You don’t look fine,” Rosie said.

      “That’s because I’m covered in oil and food,” I told her.

      “I think you should sit down and recover,” Nunzio said, “out there. It’s, uh, too noisy in here. Yes, you will feel much better outside of the kitchen.”

      I took the hint. “Come on, Rosie. Let’s get out of here.”

      The sous chef grabbed my arm and looked at me with dark, mournful eyes. “Sorry,” she said again weakly. She was about my age, but the creases around her eyes and the deep worry lines on her brow told me she’d had a tough life.

      I forced myself to smile at her. “It’s okay. What’s your name?”

      “Milli. Milli Montoy. I really am sorry. I hope you don’t have too much of a headache.”

      “I’m going to be fine, thank you. Please don’t feel bad. It was my fault.”

      Rosie took one of my arms and Milli took the other as they led me out into the restaurant, and I sat down at the table at which we had talked to Nunzio.

      “You sit here a minute, boss,” Rosie said. “I’m going to get the names of the people we haven’t yet spoken to who were working that night. We can follow up later. I think it might be best to leave them alone in the kitchen now. They’ve got their dinner service soon.”

      “You’re right, Rosie. Thank you. Could you grab me a trash bag from the kitchen?”

      “A trash bag? Are you going to be sick?” Rosie leaned over and put her worried face in front of mine. “That’s a sign of concussion.”

      “No. I’m a mess, and I don’t want to cover my car in raw chicken and grease. I want the garbage bag to wear.”

      Rosie looked me up and down. “Oh, yeah, that might be a good idea, boss. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      “I can get you a trash bag,” Millie said. “Come on.”

      Millie and Rosie went back into the kitchen, while Zoe sat on the chair opposite me, thankfully quiet.

      “You can go,” I told her. “I’m fine, really. Just had a little bump.”

      Zoe nodded but didn’t move. I just sighed and closed my eyes, leaning back in the chair. If my head would just stop thumping, I’d be myself again.

      Rosie returned a couple of minutes later, a list of names on her little notepad and a giant trash bag in her hands.

      “Look, I cut a head hole for you.”

      “What about armholes? I need to drive.”

      Rosie slapped the bag down on the table and put her hands on her hips. “You are not driving anywhere, Tiffany Black. I’m taking you straight to the hospital.”

      “We are not going to the hospital. I’m okay. But fine, if you want to drive, you drive. We’ll go home and work from there.”

      “You need to rest. And I really think you should see a doctor.”

      “No hospital. Just home. Can you please help me put this thing on?”

      Rosie put the bag over my head and then pulled it down.

      If there are less dignified ways to leave an almost-Michelin-starred restaurant, I’d yet to find one. With a thumping head, covered in food, and dressed in a garbage sack, I was a forlorn figure as I slowly exited the restaurant.
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      An hour later, I’d slowly and carefully showered and changed, and at Rosie’s insistence, I was lying on her sofa.

      “You’re not leaving my sight until we’re certain you don’t have a concussion. It can be deadly, you know, and you really thumped your head hard. I heard it. It was like a melon bouncing off a steel deck.”

      I blinked in surprise at the imagery. When had Rosie ever heard a melon hitting the steel deck of, presumably, a ship?

      “Fine, we’ll work from your place.”

      “You get some rest. I’m going to do some online research.”

      “I don’t need to rest,” I lied. “I’ll work, too.”

      “Then stay on the sofa and think about our suspects and our case,” Rosie suggested. “See if you can figure anything out from what we’ve seen.”

      Okay, that was an idea I could work with. I lay back on the sofa, closed my eyes, and got to work. Now, let’s see, we had our victim Monty, killed at Nunzio’s restaurant… Monty was riding a gondola as he and Nunzio passed under the Bridge of Sighs, on their way to a masked ball…

      I was woken from my intense meditative investigation into our case in the weirdest way I’d ever been woken. My eyes opened before my brain realized what was happening. And the reason for that was because it wasn’t me who was opening them. It was Rosie.

      “Argh!” I screeched as Rosie’s face loomed in front of mine. Instinctively, I reached up and slapped her hands away. “What are you doing?”

      “Checking your pupils,” Rosie said. “That’s how you check for concussion.”

      “I told you, I don’t have a concussion.”

      “You didn’t hear the doorbell ring,” Rosie said. “I was worried.”

      “Doorbell ring?” I asked, confused.

      “Yep.”

      Then, I smelled it. “Pizza!” I sat up quickly, my head thumping as I did so.

      “Maybe you are okay,” Rosie said. “And your head doesn’t hurt?”

      “Just a little,” I said. “I’m sure a couple of slices will make it much better.”

      Rosie brought me over a plate of pizza and some soda, which she set on the coffee table. From across the room, Snowflake sat in a regal sphinx pose, watching us through mostly closed eyes.

      “I had a chance to do a bit more research,” Rosie said after she’d eaten her first slice. “I found out a few interesting things about John Dough. Can I tell you what I found?”

      “Not just can, I order you to,” I said with a laugh. “Anything useable?”

      “Yep!” Rosie said. “Now, first, he actually wrote several books. He published them under another anonymous name—The Critic—but he admitted to being John Dough online. He was okay with The Critic and John Dough being linked, but not with them connecting to his real name. He reviewed restaurants as John Dough, but he used The Critic for his broader work.”

      “Broader work?”

      “I don’t know what to call it. He wrote a book called ‘Star Worthy,’ which was about what it takes for a restaurant to earn Michelin stars. He saw this as being separate to his pure restaurant reviews. It was a wider angle view of the industry. He had another couple of books as well, one about food criticism and another about international restaurant culture.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’m not entirely clear, but it was about the differences and similarities between restaurants around the world. His basic premise was that kitchens are all roughly the same, but the front of house experience can vary a lot more. I don’t think that’s relevant, but his books were well reviewed, even though they weren’t bestsellers. He was really respected in the industry. He wasn’t just a vicious local critic. He was a kind of thought-leader in the restaurant industry.”

      “Fascinating, but did you find anything that might help us with the case?”

      “Yes!” Rosie said. “Hold on.” When Rosie reached out her hand, I thought she was going to grab her tablet and show me something. She didn’t. Instead, she grabbed another slice of pizza and proceeded to eat it with the voraciousness of a hungry bear at a speed-eating contest. “Sorry,” she said as she swallowed. “Hungry.”

      I waved her apology away and waited for her to get back to it while I sipped on some soda and nibbled on my next slice.

      “Under the name The Critic, he got into some online arguments with another restaurant critic, this guy called Max Nestor.”

      “Real name or fake identity?”

      “Oh, he’s real. He’s too real. He criticized the heck out of John Dough for using different identities. He said that it showed fundamental dishonesty in his reviews. According to Max Nestor, a review with a fake name attached to it is worth less than the paper it’s written on, and a book published under a pen name doesn’t belong anywhere except the trash.”

      “Harsh.”

      “Yeah. They argued about it online. The Critic—that was Monty—claimed that anonymity made reviews more reliable, while Max said the opposite. They both had supporters, and it was a whole feud that’s been carrying on for the last couple of years.”

      “Max Nestor doesn’t seem particularly likable…”

      Rosie shook her head. “He’s abrasive, from what I can tell. He’s an entirely different kind of critic. All his stuff is published online, and I think most of his income comes from the views to the video versions of his reviews, unlike Monty, who was paid by a newspaper. Oh, and get this, he’s only twenty-five years old, but he’s been doing this for fifteen years.”

      “Fifteen years?” I tried to do the math. “That means…”

      “Yep, since he was ten. Can you believe it? Here, watch this.”

      This time, Rosie did grab her tablet. She opened up a video with an original upload date a little over a decade and a half earlier.

      On the screen, a boy with Harry Potter glasses and gelled back blond hair waved a hamburger at the camera.

      “Hi! Welcome to Max Reviews Food! Like and subscribe to my channel! Do you guys know what this is?” Max waved the burger in front of the camera. “This is the WORST burger in America.” Max used two hands to grab the burger and then proceeded to mash, smash, rip and tear it apart. “There. That fixed it. Now, let me tell you why it was so bad…”

      Rosie and I ate another slice of pizza each as we cringed watching the obnoxious ten-year-old review the burger from a long-closed establishment. When it was over, Rosie turned it off.

      “What’s he like as an adult?”

      “Like that,” Rosie said, “but kind of more obnoxious.”

      Was that possible?

      “And he’d been arguing with Monty online for years?”

      “Yep. But that’s not all. He outed Monty.”

      “He did what?”

      “This afternoon. He posted a video up online, and in it, he announced that his longtime rival The Critic, aka John Dough, was dead. And then he went on to say that even though he disagreed with his anonymity, he had never revealed who Dough was, despite knowing himself for years. But now he’s dead, it doesn’t matter anymore. Then he named him.”

      “Why did he do that?” I asked.

      “I’ll show you.”

      Rosie tapped away at her tablet and then scrubbed through Max’s latest video until she got to the relevant part. I was thankful she wasn’t making me watch more of him.

      “…we may not have been friends, but in a way, we worked together. The yin and yang of the Las Vegas restaurant review scene. He was a liar and a terrible critic, but weirdly, he had his fans. In tribute to him, I’ve decided to finish his work. It was at the San Marcos’ Gondola he was going to do his final review. A review that will now never see the light of day. But in his honor, I have secured a table for this evening, and I’m going to finish what Monty, aka The Critic, aka John Dough started. I’ll be reviewing Nunzio Morelli’s new restaurant. Tune in to my next video where I’ll tell you how it went, and I’ll even give my own little tribute to Monty myself, by doing a mini extra review in his style. Catch you later! Max Reviews Food, out!”

      “He’s going to the restaurant tonight?”

      Rosie nodded. “He’s due to arrive in about half an hour. Are you really feeling better?”

      “Absolutely!”

      “So are we going, boss?”

      “Of course we are, Rosie,” I said, gritting my teeth to stop from moaning at the pain in my head. “Of course we are.”

      With my head feeling like a bomb had gone off inside it, we finished the pizza and went to find Monty’s obnoxious rival.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rosie suggested she drive again, and I let her, feigning tiredness. Actually, my head was still killing me, and it might have distracted me while driving, so I really didn’t want to argue the point.

      We parked in the lot and slowly made our way through an archway into the garden in which the restaurant was set. Rosie dug out her phone and was immediately onto Max Nestor’s social media channels.

      “Okay, he’s on his way. In a limo, of course.”

      “Of course.” I stood quietly while we waited, acting like I was patient, when in fact I was merely doing my best to maintain my balance without clutching at my pounding head. I didn’t have an actual wound—thanks to the rubber mat on the floor—but the knock I had taken was really doing a number on me.

      “He just posted. Ugh.” Rosie stopped to shake her head and roll her eyes. “He says he’s putting his life in mortal danger to be here. Like, he’s implying that Monty was killed because he came here to do a review. Can you believe it?”

      “There’s not much I can’t believe these days. People will say and do anything for clicks and views.”

      “I guess you’re right. Okay, he just posted again. He’s just pulling up.”

      We peered back out through the arch to the parking lot. There was a valet station near our entrance, but as Max was using a limo to get dropped off, he wouldn’t be needing it.

      The long, sleek, white stretched Escalade pulled in with a purr and stopped almost right in front of us. The driver hopped out and walked around to open the door for the occupants.

      I was expecting him to have some kind of entourage, or at least a dining partner. But when Max Nestor stepped out of the cavernous interior of the vehicle, he was alone. Well, alone apart from the phone he had on the end of a long selfie stick and was talking into as he exited.

      “Yeah, of course, of course, there are people waiting here for me,” he said into the camera. He gave us a look which I guessed was meaningful, but I wasn’t quite sure what that meaning actually was. “I’ll be back live and catch up with you all in a few minutes!”

      “No pictures, ladies, please,” Max said as he stepped toward us.

      We weren’t holding cameras, and only Rosie held a phone, clutched in her hand by her side.

      “Max,” I said, and then turned to give Rosie a nod. I wanted her to take over. My head was pounding again, and I’d forgotten what I wanted to say to him.

      “Max,” Rosie said, “we’re private investigators looking into the death of Monty—”

      Rosie didn’t finish what she was saying because I interrupted her.

      Or rather, I interrupted everything. A sudden wave of nausea struck me, and before I knew it, I was bent over, losing the pizza I’d just eaten.

      “Oh, my goodness!” Max yelped and jumped back just in time.

      When my wooziness subsided, I found myself with a bottle of water and napkins from the helpful limo driver. In a couple of minutes, I was feeling much better, and even my headache had faded into a distant drumming rather than the insistent jackhammering it had been doing inside my head before.

      Rosie wanted me to go straight to the hospital, but when I looked her in the eyes and told her I genuinely was feeling much better, she seemed to believe me. I guess I must have looked it.

      “Ladies?” Max said, an air of curious excitement in his voice. “Did you say you were investigating Monty’s death…?”

      I smiled at him.

      Yes, I told him, yes, we were.

      And that’s when he invited us to dinner.
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        * * *

      

      We told Max Nestor he wasn’t allowed to film us, and he happily agreed. He liked to be the center of attention, he told us, with more self-awareness than I expected from someone I assumed to be very self-centered.

      Max had turned from an obnoxious ten-year-old with Harry Potter glasses and slicked back hair into a muscular, buzz cut young man who no longer needed glasses. Laser surgery, I assumed. He had made his booking for two people, even though he was alone, claiming he always got better service that way. Zoe was happy to let the three of us sit around the table when she saw it was us along with Max.

      “You know,” Max said, “I think I like this Nunzio guy.”

      “Yeah?” I asked, my mind returning to something like its normal razor sharpness. A blunt razor, admittedly, but much sharper than I had been earlier.

      “He’s not afraid of being reviewed by me. You know, I’ve got a reputation. Some restaurants, they see me coming, they flip their sign around to closed. They don’t want me. But nope, this guy doesn’t mind me at all. The more critics the merrier, that’s what he says. I like that. It shows confidence.”

      “He’s certainly confident in his cooking,” I said.

      “You know him?”

      Rosie and I both shrugged nonchalantly. “We toured the kitchen earlier,” Rosie said. “And had a sit down with him.”

      “Nice. I asked if he’d talk to me, but he said I’d have to wait until after midnight if I wanted a proper chat. That’s when he said he’ll be done in the kitchen. I’ll probably bounce before then. There’s a cocktail bar I need to tear apart.”

      “Poor cocktail bar,” Rosie said with evident sympathy.

      “Nah. They kicked my sister out last week. Now it’s payback time. Right. I’m going to order the tasting menu. That cool with you?”

      “Fine with us!” I said brightly. My appetite was definitely coming back.

      Zoe, the front of house manager, served us personally, giving us special treatment both because of my accident earlier and the fact we were dining with a reviewer of some renown.

      The courses quickly began to flow. The tasting menu consisted of eleven different courses, but thankfully, most of them were only a bite or two—just enough to leave you wanting more.

      Our initial attempts to seriously begin questioning Max met with failure when he kept apologizing and then turning on his camera to talk to his eager audience. When he wasn’t doing that, he was snapping pictures of the beautifully presented food.

      It was hard to remember all the courses we tried. There were cherry tomatoes that had the insides removed and replaced with a delicious cheese-based concoction and an arugula salad with what they called candied eel, which tasted incredible. We were served a plate of what looked like a fluffy white cloud at one point, though it was supposedly made of chestnuts and truffles.

      While Rosie and I found the food spectacular, Max had a slightly more nuanced opinion. Or rather, he swung wildly between praise and criticism. He loved the candied eel and raved about it to his live audience, but then two minutes later, he lambasted the chestnut-truffle cloud for being boringly pretentious with too much flavor and not enough substance. While I didn’t exactly agree, I could kind of see what he meant. It was still fantastic in my book.

      “Look,” Rosie said after the chestnut cloud. “Nunzio is coming out. With Milli, too.”

      “Who’s Milli?” Max asked. “Is that a name I need to know?”

      “She caused Tiffany’s accident,” Rosie said.

      “No, I caused my accident. She was the unlucky person I bumped into.”

      Milli and Nunzio came to a stop by a table. Milli was holding a silver tray with three dishes for us.

      “I present to you, sauced Hasselback rosy potatoes,” Nunzio said proudly.

      Milli placed a small round plate in front of each of us. In the center of the plate was a small, round potato which had been sliced a dozen times into ridges. It had been cooked to a crunchy golden sheen and then sauced with a liquid that looked like the ocean on a cloudy day.

      “What was the name again?” Rosie asked.

      Nunzio grinned at us. “I named it after you. It was your humorous suggestion that gave me the idea. French fries! Ha! But now, it is your honor. Sauced Hasselbeck Rosie potatoes.”

      “Amazing!”

      “I suggested we bring them over,” Milli said. “To say sorry for earlier.”

      “Forget about it,” I told her. “It was my fault. Really. And with these lovely looking potatoes, it’s more than been made up for.”

      Nunzio looked at Milli and gave her a firm nod. She hurried away, carrying the empty platter back into the kitchen.

      “My apologies again,” Nunzio said. “Is the food passable?”

      We chuckled at the absurdity of the question. “Exquisite,” Rosie told him. “Amazing,” I said. “Some of it is Michelin star worthy,” Max said.

      “How many?” Nunzio asked, looking at Max keenly as he waited for the answer.

      “I haven’t finished my meal yet, couldn’t say.”

      “But what’s your… inclination?”

      “One or two. Maybe three.”

      Nunzio nodded, grinning. “Thank you. Now, I must rush! Enjoy, enjoy, enjoy!”

      “That was cruel of me, wasn’t it?” Max said to us when he was gone.

      “What was?” I asked, my brain still addled.

      “Telling him this stuff would get a star. I don’t see it. It’s too try-hard. They’re over that. They like a bit more reality in their dishes these days. Hold on, let me record a bit.”

      Max turned his camera back on and repeated what he’d just told us, with an additional splash of mockery aimed at Nunzio on top. I was frowning by the time he’d finished the piece. Max was being disingenuous when he spoke to Nunzio, and now we were roped into it.

      “Hey,” Max said when he saw my frown. “I’m just saying what people want to hear. That’s why they tune in to me. I tell it how they want it to be. None of my viewers would come here anyway. It’s way too expensive for them.”

      “Nunzio has put a lot of effort into this place.”

      Max shrugged. “Sure. I guess. And I put a lot of effort into building up my audience. We’re each playing our own game.”

      Max shot some photos and videos of our potatoes, and then we dug in. He recorded his own reaction—chewing it, making faces, and then finally talking to the camera.

      “Now, that is exactly what’s wrong with the world. He took a perfectly good baby potato and ruined it. All they need is a boil and some butter, salt, and pepper. Maybe a sprig of mint. Instead, it’s been fried to a crisp and covered in some nasty pepper sauce. A plate of fries and ketchup would have been a far superior dish.”

      I stared at him in disbelief while he finished up the bit. The potato had been absolutely divine. The olive oil was rich, the potato crispy and sweet, and the sauce was out of this world. I’d never had a better potato in my life.

      “Do you really think that?”

      “Meh. It was pretty good, I guess.”

      “I can’t believe you didn’t love my potato,” Rosie said, personally insulted.

      “Right, Max, can we ask you a few questions now? The menu says we have a pause before the sweet courses.”

      “Yeah, but I want to hear from you about your investigation. Do you know who killed Monty yet?”

      “No,” I said. “Otherwise we wouldn’t be here. Our investigation is ongoing. Speaking of Monty, you knew who he was. You know he was John Dough—and The Critic.”

      “Yep. Know your enemy. That’s what they say, isn’t it?”

      “Was he your enemy?” Rosie asked.

      “He was another reviewer. My competition. And the competition is the enemy, right?”

      “You were feuding online,” Rosie said.

      “We had a bit of back and forth. He hated the fact I was right.”

      “What were you right about?”

      “About him being a coward.” Max sipped some water, shaking his head at the memory of Monty. “Scared of putting his name to his reviews. Not like me. From day one, my name has been front and center. I don’t need to hide. That’s how people know they can trust me.”

      But they couldn’t trust him. He was basically lying about some of the dishes he was reviewing to sound more interesting.

      “Since he never came around to your way of thinking, I don’t think he did know you were right. I bet he thought you were wrong until the end.”

      “Yeah, maybe. You know, I actually respected him.”

      “You did?” Rosie arched her eyebrows. “You didn’t show it online.”

      “No, that would have damaged my brand. But I read his reviews, and I actually learned a lot about the business from him. You know, when I started, I was pretty young—”

      “You were ten,” Rosie clarified.

      “So, I didn’t know much about food. Not really. But reading his pieces inspired me. I studied it, you know, partly because of him. When I saw him using words like haute cuisine, or silver service, or talking about an amuse bouche, or the names of all these famous chefs… it made me realize how little I knew. A lot of what I was doing was bluster. So, I studied. I could beat him in number of fans, but I wanted to be able to beat him in food knowledge, too.”

      “And did you?” I asked.

      “On camera, I’d definitely say I knew more than him. But in reality? Nah. He was still way ahead of me. There’s so much to learn. But I’m reading books every day, articles, watching shows. I’m getting there.”

      “You knew who he was. How did you find that out? He was adamant about keeping his identity a secret.”

      “That was easy. You know, before his current gig, he worked at that old paper that went bust. The Las Vegas Sun Sentinel? I went and found their old features editor. He was retired, and he didn’t have much of a pension. I offered him five grand to tell me who it was. He jumped so quick, I probably could have got away with offering him fifty bucks.”

      “So, you just bribed someone? But then you kept his secret after finding out?”

      “I did. I could have blasted it out to the world years ago, but I didn’t. I kept it to myself. You know why?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m a good guy, that’s why. I sometimes appear to be a bit of a, you know, but I’m not. Not really.”

      “Then why did you reveal it now?” Rosie slapped the table in irritation.

      “Huh? Why not? He’s dead. It doesn’t matter now, does it?”

      “But it was important to him,” Rosie said. “And how are his family going to feel about it? They’ve never been in the public eye before, but they will be, thanks to you.”

      “They’ll probably be grateful. Everyone wants their fifteen minutes of fame.”

      “They do not,” I told him firmly. “Some people thrive on it, but others like to be left well alone, I can assure you.”

      “Nah. That’s just something they say. Everyone wants to be famous. Everyone. Anyway, this won’t make them famous. They’ll probably just get asked to do an interview. Big whoop. All they have to do is say no. It’s nothing. But it got me a ton of views on that video, and tens of thousands of visits to my site.”

      “You did it for you,” Rosie said, pointedly.

      “Obviously,” Max said with a non-embarrassed shrug. “Everything everyone ever does is for themselves.”

      “That’s not true!” I said.

      “Isn’t it? Think about it.”

      I didn’t need to think about it. It was an awful thing to say.

      “Max,” I said, growing weary of his company and wanting to get the conversation over with sooner rather than later, “do you know anyone who might have wanted to hurt Monty?”

      “Sure.”

      “Specifically?”

      “Go to any kitchen in Las Vegas. Any single one. I bet you’ll find someone who hated John Dough or had a story about him. People who lost their jobs after a review of their food and getting fired by their restaurant owner. People who lost their jobs because their place of employment shut down. He was around for years. Everyone knows someone who lost their employment thanks to a John Dough hit job.”

      “What about recently?”

      “Did you talk to Stacey Rychik already?”

      “Nope. Who’s she?”

      “Her restaurant folded after one of his reviews. I didn’t even get a chance to check it out myself. I had a booking, but when I showed up, the doors were closed. Can you believe it? There was a sign in the window that said, ‘Closed due to John Dough!’ with a drawing of a sad face underneath it.”

      “Did you meet her?”

      “Nope. But she had a rant online about John Dough. Then The Critic stepped in, told her he was only doing an honest review. And then I popped in to point out that The Critic was John Dough, and she got really mad. Then she deleted all her accounts and shut the restaurant down. It was a shame. I was hoping to get her on camera having a rant about him.”

      “Stacey Rychik? Okay, we’ll look into that. Make a note, Rosie.”

      “Got it, boss.”

      “Anyone else? What about in this restaurant?”

      Max looked around the packed dining room, a soft smile on his face. “Did you hear about opening night?”

      “No,” I said. “What about it? From what Nunzio told us, things have been going well.”

      “He would say that. And I guess they are now; the food’s been coming out very smoothly tonight. But opening night? Oh, wow, I heard it was a total gong show. Dishes late, the wrong things going to the wrong tables, a real disaster. I don’t know exactly what was going wrong, but apparently Nunzio wasn’t really taking control the way he was supposed to. He was focused on something else.”

      “The sauce,” Rosie said. “He told us earlier, he was obsessing over a sauce. The one we had with the potato.”

      Max wrinkled his nose. “That slurry? Chefs, huh? I swear most of them are crazy. But it makes sense. I’ve seen it before. They get completely obsessed over one specific dish, and they let everything else go to pot.”

      “And Monty was going to write a review that evening,” I said, tapping my chin with my finger. “And you’re saying it wouldn’t have gone well?”

      “Nope, it would have been a disaster. To be honest, I’m a little disappointed tonight. I was kind of hoping it would be like that again. But nope, it’s been boringly competent, hasn’t it?”

      We agreed that the service had been excellent, though I disagreed it was boring. I mean, what did you want? If you wanted singing and showmanship, there were restaurants you could go to for that, but fine dining restaurants like this one weren’t usually the place.

      “Still,” Rosie said, “I doubt anyone else here knew who Monty was that night, right?”

      Max snorted. “You think I’m the only one who figured it out? Nah. I’m probably the only sucker that paid five thousand dollars to find out, but word got around, over the years. I bet a lot more people know who he was than you think.”

      “You think some of the chefs would have known?” I asked. “We know Nunzio did, but we thought it was only him.”

      “I’d bet money on it.”

      “Interesting.” Coming toward us, I saw Zoe bearing a tray with three glass bowls filled with a fruity-creamy-looking concoction. “Looks like the pause is over. Time to get back into eating mode.”

      Max immediately began to film himself again, while Rosie and I lost ourselves in the first of three desserts.

      Whatever Max said in his video, the food was spectacular.

      It almost made me forget my headache.
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      After our meal with Max Nestor, Rosie hustled us both into her apartment while we continued to talk about what we’d learned from the critic.

      I collapsed onto the sofa while Rosie busied herself elsewhere in the apartment, calling out to me while she did whatever she was doing.

      Our general sense after the meal was that Max Nestor didn’t seem to have any murderous feelings toward Monty and had no major motivation to want him dead. But he had given us a valuable lead with the name Stacey Rychik and filled in a few more blanks about what we knew about our victim.

      Snowflake jumped up onto the sofa to join me and began to purr loudly as soon as I started to stroke her.

      “You little traitor,” Rosie admonished when she came back into the living room.

      Snowflake narrowed her eyes at Rosie and then turned her attention back to me, purring louder even than before as I gently ran my hands over her soft fur and rubbed at her little head with my thumb.

      “She’s trying to make me jealous,” Rosie explained. “She’s a conniving little thing.”

      “Aww, you’re not conniving, are you?” I said to Snowflake. She purred louder than ever in agreement with me.

      Rosie set a mug of hot tea down on the little coffee table by the sofa.

      “Chamomile. It’s soothing, and they say it can cure anything.”

      “Anything, huh? That’s pretty impressive. It’s a shame there’s nothing wrong with me for it to cure.”

      “And it’ll help you sleep,” Rosie said. “You need your rest after that bump on your head.”

      “Like most evenings, I planned on going to bed,” I told Rosie. “No worries there. Speaking of which, I better head off as soon as I’ve drunk this.”

      “No,” Rosie called from back outside the room. “Just a moment.”

      This time, when Rosie returned, she was carrying a stack of blankets and a pillow.

      “What’s that for?”

      “You’re staying here tonight. I want to keep an eye on you.”

      “I’d really rather be at home. I’m only down the hall.”

      Rosie’s face set into one of adamant determination. I was going to have to argue if I wanted to leave. And I wasn’t sure I had the energy.

      “If you leave, I’m coming with you. Those are your choices. You can go to the hospital to have your head checked, or you can spend the night with me close by. No other options.”

      “What happened to me being the boss?”

      “You may be the boss, but you’ve suffered a head injury. That means your judgment can’t be trusted. I am officially taking command until you’ve recovered.”

      “Did you just usurp me?”

      “Yes,” Rosie told me. “Now, here are your blankets and your pillow. You’re not to go anywhere. Got it?”

      Snowflake purred happily at me. It would be a shame to move her. And it would take considerable effort to make it home. It’d take at least twenty seconds to walk it, after all. Maybe Rosie was right. Perhaps I should stay there, just this once.

      “Okay, fine, but only for tonight. And you’re not allowed to open my eyes while I’m sleeping again, got it?”

      Rosie held up her hands. “I promise not to.”

      “And tomorrow I’m back to being the boss. Deal?”

      “If you’re better.”

      “I’m already better.”

      Rosie shook her head at me. “I’ll be the judge of that. No more arguing. Drink your tea and go to sleep.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Rosie dimmed the lights and then disappeared into her bedroom. I considered sneaking out, but really, what was the point? It would only upset Snowflake. Oh, and Rosie. I sipped my tea and then managed to get into a lying position with Snowflake still on my chest. Slowly, I drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      When I got Rosie to promise not to try to open my eyes while I was sleeping, I’d made one small error.

      I forgot to ban her from letting anyone else do it, either. But with Rosie living alone apart from Snowflake, it hadn’t even occurred to me.

      So, when at midnight I found myself seeing while I was still sleeping—due to my eyes being opened for me—I gave a yell and a swat to knock the hands away.

      “You promised!” I shouted.

      The lights came up. Rosie was on the other side of the room, but looming over me was Stone.

      “What the heck is going on?” I asked, blinking groggily.

      “Uh, I’ll be in my room!” Rosie hurried away.

      “Sorry for startling you,” Stone said. “Rosie told me to check your pupils.”

      “But… what are you even doing here? It’s the middle of the night! And why are you doing what Rosie says? She’s not your boss.”

      “She was worried about you. Rosie called me and told me what happened. I came over right away.”

      What was up with these people? They were exasperating! Couldn’t a girl just get some rest?

      “It’s the middle of the night, and I’m fine. What does Laura think of you coming over here? Where is she?”

      “I look out for my… friends. If she doesn’t like that, then…” Stone shrugged.

      I pushed myself up into a sitting position. On the other side of the room, Snowflake meowed from her little bed. She must have sneaked off after I fell asleep and was now irritated at having her own rest interrupted. I knew how she felt.

      “Where’s your boyfriend?” Stone asked. “He should be looking after you.”

      “Boyfriend? Owen is not my boyfriend, and no, he shouldn’t be looking after me, no one should. Because I’m fine. There’s nothing wrong with me! Gah! Can’t you all just leave me alone?”

      “Sorry,” Stone said, continuing to stare at me with his customary intensity.

      A little voice piped up from outside the room. “Irritability can be a symptom of concussion, too.” It was Rosie whisper-shouting from just outside the doorway.

      Stone’s eyebrows went up, and he peered at me even more intently than before.

      “I’m not deaf! I heard that. And I’m irritable because people keep touching my eyes while I’m trying to sleep! I’m going home.”

      With that, I got up off the sofa and headed for the door. Snowflake let out a supportive meow from her bed in solidarity with my complaint.

      “I’ll come with you,” Stone said, hurrying after me.

      I turned around and poked him in the chest. “You will not. No one is. I just want to be left alone.”

      Perhaps I was too harsh, but then again, maybe not. It’s one thing to have people care about you, but there’s a limit before it becomes overbearing. And when it’s waking you up in the middle of the night to check your pupils, that’s crossed a line.

      And what was Stone thinking? Shouldn’t he have been with Laura, the perfect little girlfriend? Why was he coming over to poke at me in the middle of the night? What was up with all these people?

      Grumpily, I closed Rosie’s door firmly behind me, went back to my apartment, and collapsed onto my bed.

      At least no one else would be disturbing me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There’s nothing like the smell of fresh, hot coffee and a hot bagel to wake up to in the morning.

      I luxuriated in it, eyes closed, for several seconds. Mmm.

      Then I sat up fast.

      I was supposed to be alone.

      Rubbing my eyes, a figure came into view, moving toward me.

      “Nanna?”

      “Yes, dear, who else would it be? Hot coffee and some everything bagels. They’re just what you need.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Nanna. You don’t live here. I live here. Alone. And yet, you’re here. Could you explain?”

      “I was just passing by, dear, and thought you might like some bagels and coffee.”

      “Rosie called you.”

      “Did she?” Nanna smiled cluelessly with her normally honest face. On the bedside table, she set down a mug of steaming coffee and a perfect looking bagel.

      “You weren’t poking at my eyes while I was sleeping, were you?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Of course not, dear. Why would I do that? Now, eat your bagel and drink your coffee. I’ve got some news.”

      “Yeah?” That sounded promising at least.

      “Eat up first. You need your strength.”

      She was right. I totally did. While some people might still have been full after an eleven-course meal the night before, my investigative brain had been burning right through the night, even while I was sleeping, and I was famished again. At least, I assume it was my brilliant mind that was the cause of my ravishing hunger.

      The bagel was perfect. Crispy-chewy with a thick schmear of cream cheese, it went delightfully with the fresh hot coffee. Having breakfast brought to me in bed was actually pretty nice. Even if it was because Nanna had used her spare key to let herself in.

      With the bagel gone and coffee refilled, Nanna came back in and sat on the end of the bed.

      “So, what’s the news?”

      “It’s Sue Giant, dear.”

      “Oh? Trouble with your new boss?”

      “Not me, but she’s in trouble, yes. She was arrested last night.”

      If the coffee hadn’t yet made me fully alert, Nanna’s news sure did.

      “Sue was arrested? For what?”

      “Do you remember that time I got locked up in that house? And you and Sue saved me?”

      “What do you mean do I remember? It was two nights ago, Nanna. Of course I remember!”

      “Just checking. With your head injury, you might have forgotten.”

      “I’m absolutely fine! Get on with it. Why was Sue arrested?”

      “Unfortunately, things started to get a little messy with that case after you left. The manager was fired by his client, but there wasn’t yet enough evidence to bring a case against him. He’s really quite angry about the whole situation.”

      “Getting caught stealing does tend to make people upset.”

      “Indeed. And he was suspicious of the whole gas leak story, and he did a little digging of his own. He found out about Sue Giant’s new investigative business, and he put two and two together. Now Sue’s been arrested for masterminding an elaborate break-in to that house.”

      “Oh. That’s not good.”

      “It’s not great. She’s got half the lawyers in Las Vegas working on it, but they held her overnight. She’s still down at the station.”

      “Sue Giant spent the night in a cell?”

      Nanna nodded, her lips sealed tight but her eyes dancing with amusement.

      I couldn’t stop a smile spreading over my own face. While of course this was all disastrous, at the same time, the thought of someone of Sue Giant’s wealth and prestige, used to the life of luxury she usually lived, being forced to spend the night in a cold hard jail cell was darkly hilarious.

      “I bet she isn’t very happy.”

      “No, dear, I don’t suppose she is.”

      Poor old Sue. She was new to the world of investigations and was learning the hard way that not everything could go her way. Of course, if I’d agreed to run the business for her, none of this would have happened. Did that make it partly my fault?

      There was a ring at the door.

      “Ugh. Probably Rosie,” I said. “Would you mind letting her in?”

      “I don’t think it's Rosie,” Nanna said, still sitting on the end of the bed.

      “No? Why not? Who do you think it is?”

      “The police, I expect.”

      “Umm…”

      Nanna got up and left the room and opened the door. I heard gruff voices and then heavy footsteps.

      Two uniformed cops appeared in my bedroom doorway.

      “Tiffany Black?” said a cop with the look and snarl of a guy who was trying to appear tough.

      I pulled my blankets up to right beneath my chin. “Yes?”

      “We need you to come down to the station with us.”

      Well, that was just great, wasn’t it?

      “Let me get dressed first.”

      They gave me two minutes and not a moment longer.

      What a way to start the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      You know, it’s a lot less fun being on the receiving end of a harsh interrogation than the other way around. I much prefer to be the questioner, I decided, after the morning’s events.

      Upon arrival at the police station, I’d immediately been introduced to “my” lawyer, A weaselly looking man a couple of inches shorter than me with thinning hair and an aggressive attitude. We had a couple of minutes together in the spartan interview room before the cops came in to start the interrogation. When the door closed to leave us alone, we stood, sizing each other up.

      “You work for Sue Giant, I take it?”

      “I work for whoever’s paying the bills.” He sniffed, loudly, before continuing. “And today, that’s Sue Giant.” He stuck out an oily looking hand. “Name’s Black.”

      “Yes, and you are?”

      The hand he held out for shaking turned into a hand for poking, as he gave me a jab. “What are ya, funny? Because if you think you are, you’re not.”

      Huh? Maybe I did have a concussion, after all. What was wrong with this little rodent?

      “My name,” I said slowly, like I was talking to a particularly stupid man, which I suspected I was, “is Tiffany Black. What’s yours?”

      His eyebrows went up, and he did something weird with his mouth. It took me a moment, but then I realized what he was doing: smiling.

      “Me too!”

      “You don’t look like a Tiffany.”

      “You mean I don’t look like a stripper?” He pretended to look offended. “I’ve got some smooth moves, you know.”

      I didn’t need to pretend to look offended. Because I was offended.

      “Tiffany is not a stripper name! It comes from the Greek Theophania. It’s a noble, ancient name, and it means revelation of God, if you must know.”

      There. That showed him. Except… he wasn’t even listening. He’d been digging into his wallet and was now waving a five-dollar bill at me.

      “Want some money, honey?”

      I slapped the bill out of his hand.

      “No!”

      The lawyer fell to his knees, scrambling to pick the bill up again. He clambered back to his feet, his ratty smile back on his face. He stuck out his hand again.

      “You’re spicy, I love it. Let’s try again. You’re Tiffany Black, and I’m Theo Black. Nice to meet you.”

      We shook hands, and I immediately wanted to wash. Still, sometimes a slippery lawyer was precisely what you needed. Since he’d been hired by Sue, I assumed he was at least good at his job.

      “Okay, here’s the plan. We go in, and you shut your mouth. Got it?”

      “Plead the fifth?”

      “Yeah. You understand?”

      “Don’t say a word.”

      “Exactly. Keep your lie-hole shut. If there’s going to be any talking, I’m going to do it, and all I’m going to say is that you decline to answer the question. That’s the plan for now. They might try to offer you something to incriminate Sue. Immunity or some baloney. Don’t even listen. Just don’t say anything. Got it?”

      “I understood the first time.”

      He peered up at me. “Yeah? Well, excuse me, but you wouldn’t be the first person to promise me they wouldn’t say a word, then the second they go in, they’re all, ‘Sure, yes, my name is blah blah blah.’ You’ve got to start as you mean to go on: do and say nothing. Close your eyes if it makes it easier.”

      “I can keep my mouth closed with or without closing my eyes at the same time.”

      “Yeah? Glad to hear it. Hey, what’re you doing tonight?”

      “Tonight? I don’t know yet. It depends on what happens today.”

      “Ya wanna have dinner with me?”

      “No,” I said a little too quickly. I totally didn’t, but still, I could have been just a little gentler with my response. I decided to soften it. “I’m dating someone, and we need to keep our relationship professional.”

      He shrugged. “Fine, whatever. I was just doing you a favor.”

      “A favor?”

      “Yeah. Your name’s Black. My name’s Black. If we got married, you wouldn’t even have to change your name. Easy, huh?”

      “I wouldn’t have to change my name, whoever I married,” I pointed out. “It would be entirely up to me.”

      “Ohh, you’re one of those modern chicks? Cool, cool. Okay, you can shut up now.”

      I smiled sweetly because the alternative was killing him, and a police station is one of the worst places to commit a murder.

      The door opened, and two miserable looking men in miserable looking rumpled old suits came in. I couldn’t help but wish it were Elwood and Dodge interviewing me instead. At least Elwood’s miserableness occasionally broke. He was a bit of a softy underneath.

      Then, the interrogation began.

      Thankfully, my lawyer was good at his job. Not that there was much to it. He simply repeated, “My client declines to answer,” over and over. A tape recorder could have done his job.

      After the dozenth ‘answer’ given by my lawyer, both cops growled in frustration.

      “You’re really not going to answer anything?” asked Detective Miserable Number Two, his face writ with frustration.

      “Nope,” said Theo Black. “So you might as well stop this now. Or not.” Theo shrugged and put his hands behind his head in a relaxed pose. “I’m kind of enjoying this. I can do it all day long.”

      “That’s the first question you’ve actually answered,” said Detective Miserable Number One. “Ms. Black, how long have you known Sue Giant?”

      I kept my mouth shut.

      “My client declines to answer.”

      The two detectives stood up in unison. “Interview terminated at…”

      “You can go,” said the first misery again, “for now. But don’t expect to leave next time.”

      “Won’t be a next time,” said Theo Black.

      The second detective took a moment to look at the pair of us and shake his head. “You could have done better,” he said to me.

      “Huh?” Then I realized what he meant. “He’s not my husband! We’ve just got the same name!”

      Theo nudged me. “See, people think we’re made for each other.”

      “That’s the complete opposite of what he said. So, I can leave now?”

      “Yep. Wanna grab a coffee?”

      “No, I’ve got work to do.”

      “Good, because I don’t have time for one. We’re having a lawyer meeting. All of us top legal minds are working on Sue Giant’s case now.”

      “I hope your great minds work fast. I would rather not have to do this again.”

      “Let’s hope next time we meet is a social occasion.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      I couldn’t make up my mind. Would I rather see him again because I was being brought back in for questioning or because we met at a party? It was hard to decide which would be worse.

      “Later, Theo.”

      “Bye, Mrs. Black.”

      “Ms. Black.”

      He snickered behind me as we went our separate ways.

      In the lobby on my way out, another police officer caught up with me, wanting to chat. This time it was Franklin, the detective in charge of the murder investigation. He had been decidedly unhelpful on our last meeting, so I wasn’t bursting with enthusiasm to converse with him again.

      “Yes?” I said with some exasperation.

      Franklin gestured toward the nearest clump of plastic chairs bolted to the floor of the lobby. With a sigh, I sat across from the detective and looked at him expectantly.

      “Found anything yet?”

      I raised my eyebrows at him. “Maybe, maybe not. You weren’t keen on pooling resources last time I spoke to you. Are you having trouble finding leads?”

      “It’s illegal for me to pool departmental resources with an unauthorized outside contractor.”

      I rolled my eyes at him, a gesture which both showed contempt and told him to carry on with whatever else he wanted to say.

      “But we are at somewhat of an impasse right now.”

      “Why don’t you tell me something. Did you do a background check on the people working in Nunzio Morelli’s restaurant?”

      Franklin gave me a steady look. “Yes. Have you got something to share with me?”

      Perhaps I could work with this. I decided to throw him a bone. Our interviews with the kitchen staff had been a lot less thorough than I would have liked, thanks to both my accident and the hecticness of the kitchen. Looking them all up one by one would be a lot of effort for us but a lot easier for the police department, who had access to more records and deeper resources than we did.

      “Okay,” I told him. “You know Monty was John Dough, right?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Did you know he was also The Critic?”

      “I know he was a critic.”

      “I didn’t say a, I said the. He had a pen name he used to write several books about the industry. He used the name The Critic.”

      “Pretentious.”

      “Yep. But he wrote several well-regarded books under the name. And he also argued online. In fact, there’s another local food critic that he had a long-running, fairly vicious feud with. Do you know about that?”

      “No. Tell me.”

      “If you tell me what you learned about the kitchen staff at the restaurant.”

      “Deal. Go.”

      I told Franklin some about Max Nestor and his long-running feud with Monty, and how Max had finally outed him publicly the night before. Franklin didn’t keep up with the online world enough to know about the previous night’s revelations yet and seemed genuinely pleased at the information I was feeding him. I didn’t, however, feel the need to tell him that I’d enjoyed an eleven-course meal with Max the night before. I also didn’t add that we didn’t actually consider the online critic to be a major suspect. Still, from Franklins perspective, he’d received a considerable amount of good, solid, background information.

      “That’s very intriguing,” Franklin was impressed. “I’ll look into him. Stay away from him for a couple of days, okay?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes, seriously. You wanted to know about the kitchen staff?”

      “Fine. Go on. What did you find?”

      “We pulled the records on all of them. A couple of them have felonies under their belts; served some time in the clink. The two that were violent have cast iron alibis for the time of the murder. The rest of them are also in the clear, so far. We haven’t found any connections or motives to murder the deceased.”

      Great. He’d given me no new leads. But on the other hand, that was a lot of background work into the kitchen staff that could now be avoided. It didn’t clear them all, of course, but it meant that digging into their records wasn’t likely to lead us anywhere. If they had a connection to Monty, it would have to be found elsewhere.

      “So, I gave you a lead, and you gave me none.”

      “Sometimes eliminating leads is as good as getting new ones, no?”

      He wasn’t wrong, but I wanted to leave him with the feeling like he still owed me. It’s good to have cops owing you favors, in my experience.

      “If you say so, detective.”

      “I do. See you around, Black.”

      I left Franklin and headed out the front door of the Metro Police Headquarters, where I nearly bumped into Rosie and Nanna.

      “What are you guys doing here?” Then another thought crossed my mind. “Are they going to interview you, Nanna?”

      “We came to pick you up!” Nanna said cheerily. “I knew they’d let you go. And of course, they’re not going to interview me. I’m just a lowly intern, and no one’s ratted me out yet. Sue says I’m to stay as far away as possible for now, and her legal team are going to handle everything. Did you meet your new lawyer?”

      “Ugh. Yes, I met the little rat.”

      Nanna squeezed my arm happily. “Rats make the best lawyers! Sue really knows her stuff.”

      “I’m really not sure he’s the best lawyer.”

      “They let you go, didn’t they?”

      “Yes…” Rosie stuck her face up to mine and peered intently into my eyes. I took a smart step backward. “Stop that!”

      “Just checking, boss.”

      “So I’m the boss again?”

      Rosie looked into my pupils a final time to fully satisfy herself that I was not concussed.

      “I officially relinquish command,” Rosie announced.

      Nanna shook her head sadly at me. “I think the power is going to your head, Tiffany. Making poor Rosie call you boss all the time.”

      “I don’t! She likes calling me boss, don’t you, Rosie?”

      Rosie quickly nodded.

      “Hmm, well, Rosie, don’t let Tiffany boss you around too much.”

      “I won’t! I’ll only allow the perfect amount of bossing to occur.”

      “Good,” Nanna said. “Now, I must love you and leave you.” Nanna made to go inside the station. I caught her arm.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Elwood’s taking me to lunch,” Nanna said brightly. “See you all later!”

      Elwood and Nanna having lunch? What did poor Nanna do to deserve that?!

      Then, it was just Rosie and me.

      “I don’t suppose you had a chance to look into Stacey Rychik at all…?”

      Rosie beamed happily. “Actually, I used some of my free time…”

      We had a hot new lead, and I was keen to escape the police station before someone inside could figure out a way to get me back in.

      While we walked back to the car, and then while we drove, Rosie filled me in on what she’d learned about Rychik.

      With only a twinge of a headache to remind me of the accident the day before, I was keen to get back on the case and find out what had happened to Monty.

      Like a Michelin-starred kitchen, things were heating up.
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      Rosie and I found Stacey Rychik exactly where Rosie predicted: At Rockview Farmers Market. Rosie had been digging into Stacey for some time and discovered that after the failure of her restaurant, she had started a new business working as a purchaser of ingredients for some of the city’s top chefs. Stacey consulted with chefs and then sought out the best and highest quality ingredients available each day, negotiated their purchase, and delivered them to cafés, restaurants, and resorts across the city.

      Rosie and I arrived at the small farmers’ market on the outskirts of town. It was being held in an old warehouse that had been done up to look like it was an old-fashioned farmer’s barn. The people inside selling their wares had their products set up on trestle tables decorated with rustic items, with goods artfully displayed in wicker baskets or arranged in neat rows or perfect little pyramids.

      Rosie spotted our target first. Stacey was standing at a stand specializing in pumpkins and related vegetables. There were big green gourds, smaller orange ones, long zucchinis, and even a neat little row of deliciously fresh-looking baby zucchinis. Stacey was a short, stout woman with curly black hair and a no-nonsense demeanor. Along with her was a young man in his mid-twenties, whose eyes constantly scanned around, alert for opportunities and bargains, or just taking in everything he could see.

      We sidled up behind Stacey unannounced and casually listened in to get a feel for her before we talked with—or confronted—her.

      “The zucchinis.” Stacey prodded a finger toward the longer ones but didn’t touch them. “Are they good?”

      The stallholder, a relaxed looking man in late middle-age with thinning silver hair and a thick mustache, nodded at her happily. “Look at the shine on them. That’s how you know they are good and fresh.”

      “Yes, I can see that. But how do they taste? Looks aren’t everything. They could be watery.”

      “No, not these ones. These are the finest zucchinis you’ll find in the whole state of Nevada.”

      Stacey snorted. “I’ve heard that before.”

      “Yep, you heard it from me, last week. And was I right? Or was I right?”

      “They weren’t bad.”

      Stacey’s assistant used his phone to capture a couple of pictures of the zucchinis. The seller crouched down behind them, giving a thumbs up and a wide grin. Stacey’s assistant adjusted the angle of his photo to avoid the cheery vegetable seller as he snapped his last pictures.

      “We’ll think about it,” Stacey said. “But if we take them, we’re going to need fifty pounds. Can you do that?”

      “That would just about clean me out of zucchinis for the day.”

      “Could be a win-win, if you give me a good deal.”

      “I always do.”

      “I mean a good deal for both of us, not just you.”

      The man chuckled and shrugged, not insulted by the possible negative implications that could be drawn from Stacey’s words.

      “Let me know soon, or I might start selling them off.”

      “If there are no better ones in the market, we’ll take them. You better hope these are the best.”

      “Don’t need to hope, I already know they are.”

      “If that’s the case, we’ll be back.”

      Stacey and her assistant left the vegetable vendor alone and walked over to the next stand, which was offering honey in a selection of different varieties, depending on which blossoms the bees had been collecting nectar from. Stacey didn’t seem particularly interested in the honey and after a cursory glance started to move on to the next stand. That’s when Rosie and I made our first move.

      “Stacey? Stacey Rychik?”

      “That’s me. Do you run a restaurant? Are you looking for a buyer?”

      Straight to business.

      “Not exactly,” Rosie said.

      “In fact, not at all,” I followed it up. “We’re investigators, and we’re looking at what happened to a restaurant critic who was murdered last week. John Dough. We believe you knew him?”

      “I know he’s dead. I could say it’s a shame, but I won’t.”

      “Why not?” Rosie asked.

      “Because it’s not. You say you’re investigators?” We nodded. “There’s nothing I can tell you. I don’t know anything about him, who killed him, or why he was murdered. I suggest you look elsewhere.” Stacey grabbed her assistant’s arm. “Come on, Ben. We need carrots. And a lot of them.”

      “Could you just give us a minute?” I asked hopefully, trying to stay polite.

      Stacey was not so keen on staying polite, apparently. She just shook her head and dragged her assistant away, striding across the width of the barn-warehouse to a stand labeled The Carrot Shack, where a couple wearing dungarees were standing behind several pyramids of root vegetables.

      “She wasn’t very helpful, was she?” I said with my hands on my hips as I watched her leave us.

      “We’re not going to let her get away.”

      It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. Rosie stomped off after her, and I followed quickly behind. By the time we got to the carrot stand, Stacey was already involved in negotiations for the purchase of a hundred pounds of carrots.

      “It’s only for soup,” Stacey was saying, “so the chef isn’t keen on paying a premium just because they look pretty.”

      “It’s not a premium because they look pretty. It’s a fair price because they’re the best quality carrots you will find.”

      “And I bet your competitors would be saying just the same thing.”

      It was a kind of haggling or business negotiation, I guessed. It probably wasn’t much fun for the market sellers, though. Constantly having their customers try to negotiate down the price.

      Rosie nudged me. Then, she began to speak in a very loud voice. “Yeah, that Stacey Rychik had her restaurant shut down because of bad reviews.”

      “Is that right?” I said, matching Rosie’s enthusiastic volume. “And then her major critic was murdered. Can you imagine?”

      We didn’t get any further. Stacey whirled around, a finger raised and ready to wag at us the second the motion was complete.

      “This is harassment. You two are going to have to leave me the heck alone.”

      “Or what?” Rosie asked. “Are you going to kill us, too?”

      Stacey’s cheeks went red, and her finger started jabbing toward us instead of just wagging. “How dare you? To imply that I would…” She trailed off and just started shaking her head.

      “Shall I call the police?” Stacey’s assistant, Ben, asked. “This is harassment. We don’t have to put up with this.”

      “No need for that,” I said, trying to calm the situation. “If you could just answer a few questions for us…?”

      “No. Leave me and my assistant alone, immediately. We're not talking to you. We have nothing to say.”

      “There’s a security guard by the entrance. I can go and get him?”

      Stacey gripped Ben’s wrist with one hand and raised her eyebrows at us. Did we want her to send for security?

      No, we didn’t. I offered Stacey my card. She snatched it out of my hand and shoved it into the pocket of her jeans. She didn’t even take a moment to look at it. Somehow, I didn’t think she would be calling my number anytime soon.

      “We’d love to talk to you when you have a moment,” I said brightly before Rosie and I turned and left.

      We went back out to the parking lot and leaned against the car for a couple of minutes while we considered what to do.

      “Maybe she just doesn’t want to talk while she’s working,” Rosie suggested. “Maybe we should go visit her at home tonight.”

      “Umm yeah, maybe, but I think it’s more than that. She simply didn’t want to talk to us. But sure, we can give it a go. Drop by her house. Of course, we might get a shotgun waved at us.”

      “I don’t think anyone’s ever pointed a shotgun at me before.” Rosie almost sounded excited.

      “Let’s hope no one does,” I said firmly.

      Rosie grabbed my arm and nodded her head toward the building we’d just left. Something was up.

      Stacey Rychik was hurrying toward us. I briefly wondered whether it was a mistake. Perhaps we had parked near her vehicle, and she was hurrying to grab something from the trunk. No. She caught my eye as she was approaching and flashed a nervous smile.

      “Sorry I was a bit rude in there,” she said quickly. “I don’t have long.”

      “What’s going on? Why wouldn’t you talk to us in there?”

      “It’s my assistant. I think he’s about to try and usurp me. He’s been talking to some of the chefs behind my back, saying he can get them better deals and charge a lower markup. He’s trying to steal my business. Any association with the murder could be the final nail. I had to shut you down, I’m sorry.”

      “Why don’t you fire him if he’s trying to steal your business?” Rosie asked.

      “I’m certainly considering it. But you know what they say, keep your friends close, and your enemies even closer. If I fired him, who knows what he might do? I’m still trying to figure out what to do about him.”

      She clearly didn’t have long, and so I moved us off the topic of her assistant quickly.

      “Okay, Stacey, as I started to say inside, we’re looking into John Dough.”

      “Yes, I know. You must want to know where I was that night.” I nodded for her to proceed. “Please, you mustn’t tell anyone, especially not my assistant, but I recently agreed a lease on a property. It’s going to be a deli café. I’m only working on it at night at the moment, to get it ready. No one else knows about it yet. The night John Dough died, I had two contractors in doing all the electrics, putting in new outlets, replacing the fuse box, things like that. We worked until about midnight. They’ll be able to verify that’s where I was. I know you probably think I’m suspicious because of the review he gave my last restaurant before it shut down. But I’m telling you, what happened to him had nothing to do with me. I’ve moved on.”

      “Your assistant doesn’t know about your new deli-café?”

      “No, not at all. If he knew about it, he’d easily be able to persuade the restaurants I work with that I was about to bail on them.”

      “Aren’t you, though?” I asked. It wasn’t really my business, but it was interesting at the least, and who knew where the background information could lead.

      “Short-term, no. My café will open from lunchtime to start with. I’m going to carry on doing buying in the morning. I can start early, get it all done, and open my place up by eleven. That’s the plan. And if it takes off? I’ll close the buying business. Maybe even let Ben the rat take over. It was never my dream. I’m good at it, but it’s not the same as running your own place. I thought it might be, for a while. That it would scratch the same itch. But it isn’t, not really. I want to see the happy customers, not just hand the ingredients over to the chef.”

      “Can you tell us where your new place is located?”

      Stacey hesitated just a moment and then nodded. She told us the address, and Rosie recorded it into her phone.

      “I’ve got to go before my assistant sees me talking with you. I sent him off to make the zucchini purchase. I bet he’s done now. Look, I really don’t know anything, but if by some chance I hear something, I’ll give you a call, okay?”

      “Good luck.”

      Stacey Rychik hurried away.

      “What do you think, Rosie? Should we check out this alibi?”

      “Already on it.” Rosie waved her phone at me. She put the address into her navigation app, and we were ready to roll.
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        * * *

      

      Stacey’s new café was near Fremont Street, next to a vintage clothing store and a smoothie shop. There was no signage on the front yet, but peering through the window with our hands pressed up against the glass, we could see that there was work being done inside. Three of the walls had a fresh new coat of lemon-yellow paint, and there were new light fittings above. Along the floor were two neat rows of newly fitted electrical outlets, so the eventual customers could plug devices in to charge.

      In the window there was a sticker advertising an electrical contractor doing work on the premises. If Stacey’s alibi were true, we should be able to verify it with them. Rosie took down the number and said she would look into it for us.

      “Her story seems to be checking out,” Rosie mused. “What should we do next then, boss?”

      “I feel like not everyone has been completely honest with us. I’m certain some of them are still hiding things. I want to talk to Teresa again.”

      Rosie’s face lit up. “You mean you want to do some more climbing?”

      No, I told her, that was absolutely not what I meant.
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      This time when we arrived at the rock-climbing gym, it was busier, being later in the day. Teresa and the coworker we had seen before were both working, and there was another young guy as well, holding the ropes by one of the walls as two college-aged girls tentatively made their way up. Teresa was behind the front desk, and she gave us a weak smile when she saw us entering.

      “Hello again. Any developments?”

      “We’re making a lot of progress,” I told her. I wasn’t sure if this was exactly true. We were certainly going forward, but whether what we were learning was useful was yet to be clear. But that’s the way cases went. It often seemed to be slow while we did our initial research, but then everything could come together all at once in a big rush. So, even though I wasn’t exactly sure where we were going, I was certain that we were closer to the end than the last time we’d met Teresa.

      “So, you want to climb with me again?”

      I managed to blurt my reply out just ahead of Rosie, who I knew was going to give completely the wrong answer. “No, we don’t have time for that. We’re very busy.”

      “Shame.”

      Rosie sighed unhappily.

      “What I am wondering,” I asked, getting back on topic, “is why you didn’t tell us about Monty’s other identity last time we spoke?”

      “I told you about him being John Dough.”

      “Not that identity. His other one, The Critic. The persona that’s been arguing with people online.”

      “You know about that?”

      Rosie and I both nodded, eyebrows raised, letting her know that not only were we aware, but we were disappointed she had kept it from us.

      “Then if you know, you know. What more do you want me to say?”

      “My main question is why were you keeping information from us? Don’t you want to know what happened to Monty?”

      “Of course, I want to know. I need to know. He was the love of my life. I just don’t see the need to tell you about every little aspect of his work. I told you everything that’s important.”

      “Actually,” Rosie told her, hands on the counter and leaning forward to meet her eyes, “we should be the judge of what’s important or not. Not you. We’re the detectives, aren’t we?”

      Teresa shrugged and her eyes flicked away from us toward the wall where the college students were climbing. My eyes followed her gaze. The young man working the wall was looking our way, but his eyes were all on Teresa. He raised his eyebrows questioningly. I turned back to Teresa, but I was too slow to see whatever gesture she made in response. She just gave me another polite smile, as if to ask whether there was anything else we needed to know.

      “Who’s that guy?” Rosie asked.

      “What guy?”

      “That guy.” Rosie nodded her head toward the wall. “He won’t take his eyes off you. Are you and he…?”

      “Are we what?”

      “The way he’s looking at you. It seems to me, there’s a spark there, isn’t there?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Jed just works here, like me. There’s absolutely nothing between us n—nothing. He’s probably wondering why two people are standing by the front desk, not coming inside. I expect he’s wondering whether you’re causing trouble.”

      “We don’t exactly look like troublemakers,” I told her. “I’m sure he won’t be thinking that.”

      “He’s definitely looking at you like he’s something more than a coworker,” Rosie said.

      “No, he’s not.” Teresa stamped her foot behind the counter and slapped a hand on top. “How could you even say such a thing? My boyfriend just died! Monty was going to ask me to marry him.”

      “He was?” Rosie asked. “That’s the first we’ve heard of it. Are you sure?”

      “Of course, I’m sure. I caught him looking at rings online. He didn’t know I knew. I just saw them over his shoulder. But he was going to ask me to marry him, I know it, and you know what? I was going to say yes.”

      “What do you think Monty’s wife would say about that?”

      Teresa gave us a hard look. “She wouldn’t have been happy.”

      Interesting. That was a little different from the impression we got from Monty’s estranged wife—and what Teresa had told us before. “Why’s that?”

      “Because she hates me, alright?”

      “Why does she hate you?”

      “Why do you think? Because I’m with Monty. Well, I was. She couldn’t accept it.”

      “From everything we’ve heard, they had an amicable separation. They simply weren’t meant for each other.”

      “That’s true. But she’s not logical. She thinks that maybe I’m the reason they broke up. It doesn’t make much sense. I didn’t even know him until much later. But she saw me and him happy, and she couldn’t understand why that couldn’t have been her and him being happy. It never worked out for them before, but it’s like she thought it could have, if it weren’t for me. If I wasn’t out here in the world. Even though Monty and I didn’t meet until later, she blames my mere existence in the world for him falling out of love with her.”

      “So, you’re saying she was still in love with Monty?” Rosie asked, a little confused.

      Teresa shook her head firmly. “No. She blamed him as well, not just me. She was in love with what Monty was but not what he became. She hated him, and she hated me. It got worse after they separated. It was quite amicable to start with, but later… I think being on her own wasn’t good for her. She just kept imagining things, making them worse and worse in her mind.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us this last time?”

      “Because it’s not important. It’s not relevant. That’s nothing to do with what happened to Monty.”

      “And you know that how?”

      Teresa just gave us a death glare.

      “Is everything okay here?”

      The climbing instructor’s students were now safely back on the ground, and Jed had come over to check on us. He was in his late twenties, with dark, smoldering eyes that were locked onto Teresa.

      “Everything’s fine,” Rosie said firmly.

      “Glad to hear it.” He didn’t move, nor did his eyes, which were still on Teresa. He wanted to hear it from her as well.

      “It’s fine, Jed. Everything’s fine. They were just leaving.”

      “I’ll walk you out.” His voice was steel, and he shifted his gaze from Teresa to us, impassively waiting for us to head for the door. Rosie gave a forlorn glance toward the climbing walls, and before she could suggest we do something about that, I grabbed her by the arm and headed for the door. Jed fell in right behind us, as if he were a prison guard escorting us to our cells.

      “We know the way out,” I called over my shoulder.

      There was just a dull grunt.

      “Boss? Is that your phone?”

      For a moment, I thought Rosie might be attempting a clever ruse of some kind. But nope, she was right, my phone in my bag was ringing. Clearly, Rosie’s hearing was more sensitive than mine.

      As we stepped outside into the bright Nevada afternoon light, I checked the screen. Sue Giant. Great. I tapped the screen.

      “Tiffany, I need to talk to you immediately.”

      “You are already, Sue. This is me. Are you still in jail?”

      “I mean in person. And no, I’m not in jail. Come to my office. The new one. The security office. I’ll see you there in twenty minutes.”

      What if I couldn’t be there in twenty minutes? I didn’t say it to Sue because she’d already hung up. She was one of those people who assumed everyone else would just fall into her schedule.

      And I guess, most of the time, she was right.

      But not this time.

      “Are we going to see Sue now, boss?”

      “No, we’re not. I’m fed up with her expecting me to run at her every beck and call.”

      Rosie grinned at me. “Yeah, you show her!”

      And besides, we had more pressing business to attend to—like paying another visit to Monty’s estranged wife, Sheila.
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      I stuck my phone back inside my bag—a little too dramatically, considering Sue Giant wasn’t there to appreciate the gesture.

      Rosie gave me a nudge with her elbow, tilting her head back towards the climbing center we had just left. I glanced back over. Jed was still standing in the doorway watching us.

      “Think we should talk to him?” I asked quietly.

      Rosie nodded. She was the one who had spotted him looking at Teresa earlier in a way she had deemed to be flirtatious. I would let Rosie take the lead on this.

      “Go ahead,” I told her with an encouraging nod.

      We walked back to the entrance to the climbing center, Rosie in the lead. When we got close, Jed folded his arms in front of his chest, and if I wasn’t mistaken, he puffed it out a bit, pushing his shoulders back and tilting his chin upward. I tried to stop myself from smirking, but I’m not sure I entirely managed it.

      “What’s the deal with you and Teresa?” Rosie asked him.

      “Nothing.” His tone was sullen, and he seemed tense.

      “There’s something between you. I can tell. I have an eye for these things. You know we're investigating what happened to her boyfriend, right?”

      Jed gave a curt nod. “Yeah…”

      “I think we might need to start digging into Teresa a lot more. Really dig up her past, you know? Rake through everything she’s ever done.”

      Jed’s brow furrowed, and his lips pursed in alarm. He shook his head at us quickly.

      “Don’t do that. Not to Tess.”

      “Then tell us,” Rosie said. “Spill. What’s up with you and her? I saw the way you were looking at her, even if she denied it.”

      “She’s my ex, okay? She broke up with me.”

      I looked Jed over again. Teresa had done well for herself. He was young, handsome, and clearly still felt for her. I wondered why she’d gone for Monty instead. He must have been a quarter century older than Jed.

      “She broke up with you to go out with Monty?” Rosie deliberately sounded surprised. She wanted to draw him out a bit more—make him feel that we were sympathetic to him. Then he might be more willing to share.

      “I know, right? I mean, look at me. And then look at Monty.” Jed shook his head. “What did she see in him? What did he have that I don’t?”

      Rosie squeezed his bicep. “Not much.”

      “Did you ever see that guy? He was soft. Weak. Made of dough.”

      Dough? Hmm…

      “You’re not wrong. By the way, do you know what his job was?”

      Jed rolled his eyes. “Ugh, something dumb. I think he worked in an office or something boring like that. You know, he tried to climb one of our walls once. The baby one. He couldn’t get more than a foot off the ground before he gave up. Said his hands and arms hurt too much.”

      “I guess Teresa must’ve seen something else in him other than his physicality,”

      “Yeah. I just wish I knew what it was. If I did, then I could…” Jed shook his head. It doesn’t matter. Not now.”

      “So, where were you the night Monty died?”

      Jed’s eyes flicked down to his climbing shoes. They were tight fitting and brightly colored but dusted with chalk and dust. “At home.”

      “That’s it? At home? Can anyone verify that?”

      “I live alone. I’m not a kid anymore.”

      “And Teresa broke up with you. So, you really are alone.”

      “Yes, I am. Thanks for pointing it out again.” It was a bit of a dig from Rosie, but she knew what she was doing. She got him on side first and then dug the knife in later. Well, not a knife—that was our killer—but some verbal barbs that hooked into him in order to draw out more information.

      “I’ve gotta go back inside. Just leave Teresa alone, will you? I want her to forget about this whole mess as soon as she can. She needs to get back to her old life.”

      “You mean with you?”

      Jed said nothing, just shook his head and hurried back indoors.

      “If we're not going to see Sue,” Rosie asked, “Where are we going to go next?”

      “I think it’s time we spoke to Sheila again. She wasn’t exactly straight with us last time, was she?”

      “She sure made their breakup sound a lot more amicable than everyone else seems to think it was. Let’s go.”

      When we arrived at the house, I was surprised to find the door being opened by Leo, rather than Sheila. His eyes were red rimmed and still sunken in dark circles. He ran his hand through his thick, long, hair in a nervous habit.

      “Hi. Look, we’re busy here.”

      “Sorry, Leo. It’s important we speak to your mom. Is she home?”

      Leo ran his hand through his hair again. “Now?”

      I considered a sarcastic response along the lines of, no, we would sit outside in the yard for an hour. But he really didn’t look to be in the mood. “Yes, now. We’re coming in.”

      Leo stepped back before he could process what I’d said, and then we were inside, and it was too late for him to start arguing against our presence.

      “Mom!” Leo called loudly. “Those detectives are here to see you.”

      Sheila’s response came in the form of a loud holler from outside the back of the house.

      “Send them out!”

      We followed Leo down the hallway, through the living room, and out the sliding glass doors that led to the back yard. Sheila was sitting at the outdoor table, an empty can as an ashtray in front of her, a lit cigarette in hand and a pack on the table.

      Leo stood some yards away from his mother, and both of them looked tense. We’d interrupted something, I was sure of it.

      Judging by the number of cigarette butts in the can, Sheila had been chain-smoking for hours.

      “Something’s happened, hasn’t it?” I said, trying to sound sympathetic. In fact, what I was actually feeling was an intense curiosity. Whatever had happened had them both rattled. And rattled people spill secrets.

      “It’s nothing.”

      Leo let out a loud exasperated breath and a snort.

      “Tell us,” Rosie said gently as we both slipped onto chairs across from Sheila. “It’ll help.”

      Yeah, it would help us solve this case.

      Sheila extinguished one cigarette on the inside edge of the can and immediately lit another.

      “Are you going to tell them?” Leo asked, still standing halfway in between the house and Sheila’s outdoor office-slash-smoking area.

      “You tell them if you want.”

      Sheila wanted to focus on her smoking, clearly. I pointed to a chair at the end of the table and gestured for Leo to sit down. With another irritated sigh, he did so.

      “Dad’s lawyer called. To tell us what was in his will. Mom’s not happy.”

      Sheila silently shook her head to confirm that she was not pleased with what she had received in the will.

      “Turns out, Dad changed his will a few months back. It’s not the way they originally set it up years ago.”

      “Did your mom not get anything?” Rosie asked, delicately, aware that Sheila was sitting right there.

      “He left her the house. That’s pretty generous, right?”

      Sheila stubbed out another cigarette angrily, drawing our attention.

      “And how am I supposed to pay for this house? It’s going to drive me to bankruptcy without his support.”

      “You have a big mortgage?”

      “Big enough to sink me,” she said with a shake of her head. “The mortgage, the upkeep, the bills, the property tax…”

      “If you guys had got divorced, you probably only would have got half the house anyway,” Leo said. “You’re doing better this way, don’t you think?”

      Sheila thumped the table with her fist before taking another drag of her cigarette. “Are those really the only two options? The only two ways it could have been? Him dying or a divorce?”

      “You know they are, Mom. Dad had moved on.”

      Sheila muttered something rude, crude, and nasty under her breath.

      “Do you blame Teresa?” Rosie asked, quietly.

      “Yes, I blame Teresa! If it wasn’t for her…”

      “But it wasn’t her,” Leo said with considerable irritation. I got the impression he’d told his mother this countless times before. “It was Dad. He left before he met Teresa, remember?”

      “Of course, I remember. Of course, I do.” Sheila returned to smoking with shaky hands. “It was his fault,” she said quietly, almost to herself.

      Both Rosie’s and my ears pricked up like Snowflake’s when she heard a can of food opening.

      “What was his fault?” I asked as gently as I could, like a fisherman trying to reel in a fish that may not have entirely swallowed the hook.

      “Monty. It was Monty’s fault. He… he changed. My Monty, the Monty I married, he disappeared. I lost him.”

      “People change as they get older, Mom.”

      She flashed her son a hard look. “They don’t have to, you know, Leo. Look at your grandparents. They were married sixty years.”

      “And you shouldn’t have been married sixty months.”

      “Leo! How dare you!”

      “It’s true. Dad didn’t like you, so he left. And that’s all there is to it. Later, Mom.”

      Leo stomped off toward the inside of the house.

      I turned back to Sheila, who was wiping her eyes. When she was done with her tissue, she lit up another cigarette.

      “Why do people have to change? Why couldn’t the Monty I married stay with me?”

      That wasn’t a question we could answer, so Rosie guided her somewhere else.

      “So Monty changed, and that made you mad?”

      “He did more than change. He… He killed him.”

      “Say that again?”

      “Monty killed Monty. The Monty who died last week? He killed the Monty I married.”

      “Are you saying they were different people?” Rosie asked, a little confused.

      “Yes. He changed completely. The happy-go-lucky man turned into this driven, obsessed maniac.”

      “He was the same person,” Rosie confirmed. “But he changed.”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m saying. He destroyed the wonderful man he used to be, to become… become whatever he was. The kind of person who gets murdered in a restaurant parking lot.”

      “Actually, it happened next to the parking lot, in the ornamental garden.”

      Sheila ignored the correction and plowed on.

      “I didn’t even know who he was anymore. And that Teresa? What did he see in her? She was older than me, for goodness’ sake. Aren’t men supposed to leave you for a younger woman? Isn’t that how it goes?”

      “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never really got that far.” I meant to sound like I was joking, but that wasn’t how it came out.

      Sheila’s demeanor changed to one of sympathy for a moment, and she reached over and patted my hand. “When you do find the one, don’t let him change.”

      Sheila suddenly pushed herself up straight in the chair and breathed out a long sigh. “I suppose it’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

      “What is? Monty dying?”

      “Yes. He was already dead to me. Now I don’t have to waste my time and energy thinking about getting him back, changing him back into the Monty I used to love. It’s over. For good. Over for me, over for Teresa. That’s it.”

      “What about the rest of his estate?” Rosie asked, pushing us onto a different tack. “You got the house. Did he have other assets?”

      Sheila nodded. “Yes. He had a bunch. There were stocks and shares, and he had ongoing royalties, and there’s an insurance payout. And you know who he left all that to?”

      “Teresa?” I hazarded.

      Sheila snorted and nodded. “How did you guess? Teresa and Leo. Half-and-half. While all I get is the house with its mortgage and bills I’ll never be able to pay.”

      I was tempted to point out that she could sell the house and use what was left over to purchase something of a more suitable size for a single person. It wouldn’t exactly help the situation though, so I just left that thought in the back of my mind.

      “Thanks for talking to us again, Sheila. We’ll show ourselves out.”

      Rosie and I left her at the table, lighting up another cigarette, and we headed into the house. Neither Rosie nor I went straight to the front door. Instead, Rosie called out for Leo.

      A door down the hallway opened, and Leo came back out, eyes red rimmed again. We walked into the kitchen together to talk.

      “Were you fighting over the will?”

      “Yeah. But not just that. I don’t know if I can ever forgive her.”

      “Forgive her for what?”

      Leo leaned back against the counter. When he spoke, his voice was low, tinged with emotion. It sounded like regret.

      “She cremated him.”

      “What do you mean? The funeral?”

      Leo shook his head angrily. “There wasn’t a funeral. Mom was still registered as the next of kin. She had him cremated right away. And that was that.”

      “No funeral? No service? No memorial?”

      “Exactly. I didn’t even know she was going to do it. If I had…” Leo shook his head. “Mom doesn’t like that I want to be like him.”

      “You admired him?”

      “Of course, I did. He found his passion—food—and then he pursued it relentlessly. Mom didn’t like that. She thought he changed. But he hadn’t, not really. He just discovered what he already was. Then he leaned into it. Went after it with a passion, drive, relentlessness. It’s… It’s what I want to do.”

      “With music?” Rosie asked.

      “Yeah. I don’t know if The Kings will ever make it big. But we won’t know if we don’t try, will we? I want to do it. I want to do it for Dad. I want to be like him.

      Rosie squeezed his shoulder.

      “You can do it. If you really try. If you give it your all, I’m sure you can. I know you can.”

      Leo nodded.

      “I have to. For Dad.”

      After we left, Rosie and I drove in silence for a while. The atmosphere at the house had been heavy, and they were both deeply upset. Sheila was only now coming to grips with the loss of the husband that she in fact had lost many years earlier.

      Leo was angry at his mother for taking away his chance to say goodbye and resenting his stepfather, the man that Leo admired, from being himself.

      “From Sheila’s perspective, Monty died a long time ago,” Rosie said quietly.

      “Yeah. And maybe she decided to make sure it was true in a physical as well as a metaphorical sense.”

      “You think she killed him?” Rosie asked, curious rather than surprised.

      “I really think she might have. But that’s what we’re going to find out.”

      “Then what are we going to do next? Shall we go to Sue’s office now?”

      It was growing dark, and I wasn’t really in the mood. Sue Giant could wait for another day.

      “No, we’re going home. We need to decompress and think.”

      We headed back to our apartments.
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      Rosie and I ambled down the hallway toward our respective apartments.

      “Uh… boss?”

      Rosie gripped my arm tightly. I followed her gaze to her apartment door. It was a brand new, wooden, steel-cored door. A replacement for the last one, which had become blackened and reeked of smoke after being set on fire. Only, it wasn’t looking so fresh and new now. It had been mutilated.

      “Stop or next!” Rosie read pensively.

      The words had been carved deep into the wood, a series of sharp lines and awkward angles which gave a ragged, aggressive look to the words, which were already scary enough as it was.

      We swung our heads around to check the hallway, but there was no sign of anyone. Whoever had done this appeared to be gone.

      Rosie gripped my arm again and pointed down the hall toward my apartment. Even from here, we could see that my door had been similarly adorned. With butterflies in my stomach, we walked down to inspect it.

      My message was similar but even more graphic. “Stop or die,” I read in a dull voice.

      Rosie put out her hand and ran it over the sharp strokes of the lettering.

      “It goes in pretty deep. The knife they used was sharp.”

      “It’s just our doors,” I said, trying to sound a bright note. “It doesn’t look like whoever did this forced their way inside. Come on. Let’s go into my apartment and think about this.”

      I unlocked the door and pushed it open. I hesitated before going inside. Something didn’t feel right. It was the air, the atmosphere.

      “What is it?” Rosie said in a low whisper when she saw me hesitate.

      “I think… I think someone’s here.”

      “Hello?” I called inside. It seemed a futile gesture. If there was someone who meant me harm, they wouldn’t answer, but if it—

      “Hello!” called a loud, deep-for-a-woman voice from inside. “Are you finally back?”

      “That’s Sue Giant,” Rosie whispered urgently. “What’s she doing?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m about to find out.”

      Just before we stepped in, a figure emerged into view. It wasn’t Sue. It was her butler, Maxwell, complete in his black and white tuxedo.

      “Good evening. Would you like some tea?”

      Great. I was being offered refreshing beverages by people who had broken into my home.

      “No!” I snapped. With Rosie by my side, I marched straight through to the living room.

      “Good evening,” Sue Giant said, rising from my sofa and offering me a charming smile. “I was wondering when you’d finally return.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      Sue gave me a gentle, puzzled smile. “Waiting for you!” Sue’s smile fell from her face. “I must say, I don’t think much of the adornment to your front door.”

      “How did you get in?”

      “The door was open. I assumed that meant you had an open-door policy. All welcome. Like in the old days.”

      “Tiffany does not have an open-door policy,” Rosie said defensively. “Her door was locked, and that means someone opened it.”

      “It wasn’t us,” Sue said breezily, as if it were only a minor issue and nothing to be seriously concerned about. “Perhaps it was whoever decorated it?”

      “You’re saying my door was completely unlocked when you arrived? And so you just walked in.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Sue smiled, looking almost inane. It was a far cry from her normal demeanor. There was definitely something up with her this evening.

      “Did you have Maxwell search the place?”

      “Maxwell’s a butler, not a detective. Anyway, that would be rather rude, wouldn’t it?”

      “That may be. But if the door was actually unlocked, then there could be someone inside.”

      Sue’s eyebrows went up in alarm. “Maxwell! Maxwell!”

      The butler hurried out of my kitchen and into the living room and waited for instructions.

      “Call my security. We need a search team down here right away.”

      “I think we can handle that,” I told her.

      Sue shook her head. “No. You can’t just search for people. You need to do an electronic sweep. What if there are cameras or listening devices?”

      “I don’t think I’m interesting enough for anyone to want to put those into my apartment.”

      “No? I think you’re very interesting.”

      “Uh, thank you.”

      “But whoever carved those words into your front door might, as well. Maybe they’ll watch you sleep, and when they’re sure you’re in the land of nod, they’ll sneak in and make sure you stay there.” Sue lifted a hand up into the air and then mimed stabbing someone—me—with an imaginary knife.

      She had a point. If someone could carve words into the door and break in, what else might they do?

      “Maxwell, I want a full sweep for bugs, cameras, and other electronic annoyances.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll call the security office immediately.”

      Maxwell excused himself to make a call and finish making tea in the kitchen.

      Rosie and I grabbed two chairs from the dining table and turned them around so that we were facing the sofa that Sue was lounging on. She was dressed in an elegant charcoal gray pantsuit and looked like she’d just come from a business meeting. She smiled at us benignly.

      “I did want to talk to you, Tiffany. I called you earlier, remember?”

      “Oh yeah, so you did. I was pretty busy. Working.”

      “That’s what I figured. So, I decided to save you the energy and come here to find you in person. You must be nearly as busy as me.”

      “Maybe even busier,” Rosie said.

      Sue’s laughter tinkled at the thought of it.

      “I was interviewed by the cops this morning,” I said to her. “Because of the night I helped you out.”

      “Yes, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “I didn’t tell them anything.”

      “I know you didn’t. Theo Black told me you put on an admirable performance, truly wonderful.”

      I doubted that very much.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Exactly. I wanted to keep you in the loop with what’s happening. My legal team are dealing with it, and we’re arranging a small payoff to the manager to get him to stop bothering us. You shouldn’t be bothered by any of them again. I’ve ordered my lawyers to make sure of it.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “I always want to help you, Tiffany. Any time, any place, I’ll be there for you.”

      What the heck was this? Why was she being so nice? Luckily, I had Rosie there with me to ask the questions I usually only ask inside my head.

      “Why?” Rosie blurted.

      “I help Tiffany, and she helps me. We’re partners,” Sue said. “We’re friends. And that’s what they do for each other.”

      Friends? Me and her? We were so different, I struggled to communicate with her normally. Friends, we were not.

      I pulled out my gun from my bag.

      Sue’s eyebrows went up, and she tilted her head at me.

      “We need to do a sweep of the place. For people, not electronics. Come on, Rosie.”

      Rosie grabbed a large wooden rolling pin from my kitchen. We were followed out by Maxwell, holding a cup of tea, which he handed to Sue.

      “Let me assist,” Maxwell said to me. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pistol, which he gripped with two hands in an expert pose. He turned to Rosie. “Stand behind us. If anyone slips through, you can rolling-pin them.”

      Rosie thwapped the heavy wooden tool into the palm of her hand and nodded. “Will do.”

      With Maxwell by my side, we went to the bathroom first. I pushed the door open while Maxwell stood back with his gun pointed to the interior. It was small enough that if you couldn’t see anyone from the door, then there was no one there.

      “Clear,” Maxwell said, and lowered the gun.

      The next, and final, stop was my bedroom. The door was again closed. With my back against the wall, I reached for the handle and then gave the door a shove open. Then my hand went inside, straight to the wall, and flicked on the light switch.

      Maxwell saw nothing through the doorway and gave me a nod.

      Moving low, I went in at a crouch, covering the far side of the room and the closet. There was nothing.

      Maxwell followed me inside and nodded toward the closet. I took up a position beside the door and yanked it open fast. Maxwell covered it at an angle, sweeping the nose of his gun over the interior, peering into the gloom.

      Silence.

      Nothing.

      “Looks like whoever was here has left,” Maxwell announced. “Are you sure you don’t want some tea?”

      “I do!” Rosie called from the bedroom doorway.

      “Then I guess I’ll take a cup as well.”
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        * * *

      

      Rosie, Sue, and I sat in a small huddle while a team of four men ran electronic devices over every inch of my apartment, looking for cameras, microphones or—heaven forbid—something even worse, like a bomb.

      “Hello, dear!” Nanna bustled into the room from the hallway.

      “Hi, Nanna. What are you doing here?”

      Nanna waved her phone at me. “It’s action stations, all systems go! Red alert at Giant Security Services!”

      “No effort is too great,” Sue said happily.

      “Not even dragging in my elderly Nanna,” I said.

      “Hey!” Nanna said. “Less of the elderly; I’m in the prime of life.”

      I grinned at her. “Yeah, I guess you are. But you shouldn’t be working at this time of night.”

      “It’s part of the job, dear. And if I’m ever going to get my license, I need to get my ten thousand hours done sooner rather than later! Now, what shall I do? If you give me your gun, I can search the apartment for you.”

      “We’ve already done that. The guys are just looking for electronic devices now. Actually, we were just discussing your adventure the other night.”

      Nanna sat down to join us, ordering more tea from Maxwell while she did so. Soon, we were all drinking hot herbal drinks. Sue’s butler apparently carried a supply of her favorite teas with him at all times when he left the house, and I think we were all grateful that he did.

      “What’s happening with my case, then?” Nanna asked. “Am I going to get arrested?”

      “As far as the police and the manager are concerned, you were never there,” Sue said. “My team are making sure nothing comes of any of this. We were just doing our job, and thanks to Tiffany, it all ended well.”

      “And Stone.”

      “Yes, and Stone,” Sue agreed. “But you were the leading lady.”

      “And so was Rosie,” I pointed out.

      “Mm, yes, Rosie too. But Tiffany Black, you were the real star.”

      “You were, boss,” Rosie said supportively.

      This was too weird. Sue was being way too nice to me.

      Then, Larry Spokane emerged from my bedroom with three other guys. Larry had been Stone’s partner in his security business, and was now, reluctantly, the smaller shareholder in Sue’s security business.

      Larry smiled at me. “All clear, Tiff. The only thing we found was an old phone in the back of your closet. I assume that’s yours?”

      My face fell when I saw it. The phone in question had been given to me by a person that had been stalking me. A person that had gone on to shoot Stone, leading to him eventually deciding to sell his business. I’d forgotten all about that phone.

      “It’s from an old case,” I said. “It’s turned off, right?”

      Larry confirmed it was and then left it on the table for me.

      “Could you do Rosie’s apartment now, too?” I asked.

      Sue gave me a questioning look. “Why?”

      “Because Rosie had a message carved in her door as well. I assume you saw it?”

      “Right, then yes, if you must. Larry?”

      “On it.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Rosie said.

      “Perhaps the hallway as well?” Nanna suggested. “Maybe someone put up cameras to see when you go in and out.”

      “Good thinking, Nanna.”

      Sue stood up. “I have to get to a late-night charity auction. There’s a painting I want to bid on. But lovely to see you again, Tiffany, and if there’s anything more I can do to help, just ask. We powerful business leaders have to stick together, don’t we?”

      Was I a powerful business leader now? I ran a two-person investigation agency. I was hardly a mogul.

      “I guess so, Sue. Thanks for your help. And for the tea.”

      Maxwell emerged from the kitchen, where he had been cleaning our teacups.

      “Home, ma’am?”

      “Yes, Maxwell. Home to change, and then to The Tremonte!”

      “Very good, ma’am.”

      I walked Sue and Maxwell to the door, and then it was just Nanna and me.

      “Sue’s not so bad when you get to know her, is she?” Nanna said when I joined her back at the table.

      “I guess…”

      “You know,” Nanna said. “If you were interested in that position managing her investigation business, I bet she’d still be open to it…”

      And then it all made sense.

      That was why Sue was being so nice to me.

      She thought she needed me and was trying to get me to join her by being nice.

      Well, you have to do a lot more than be nice to Tiffany Black to get her to take a job she doesn’t want to do, that’s for sure.

      “I don’t think it’s for me, Nanna.”

      Nanna smiled softly at me. “I knew you’d say that, dear. Right, I need to go. There’s going to be a debriefing meeting back at Security headquarters!”

      “Have fun, Nanna.”

      When I closed the door behind her, my apartment suddenly felt very quiet, and very empty.

      And that was just how I liked it.

      Wasn’t it?
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      Despite the quiet and solitude, I didn’t sleep well. I kept having dreams about my apartment door being broken down, killers breaking in, and people carving death threats in and around my home. My rest was fitful, and I woke up at least half a dozen times, sitting up wide-eyed, almost out of breath, before realizing I was only dreaming and lying back down to sleep again.

      The final time I awoke there was someone with a battering ram smashing down the door, at least in my dream. In reality, it was Rosie knocking insistently like she was trying to wake me up. Which is exactly what she was doing.

      To my surprise, I saw it was nine o’clock already, and I pulled open the door, bleary-eyed and with the beginnings of a headache.

      “You didn’t sleep well, did you?” Rosie said after a half second’s analysis.

      “No, Rosie, I didn’t. What about you?”

      Rosie shrugged. “I was dreaming about the messages carved into our doors. Someone really wanted to scare us off, didn’t they?”

      “Yep. Hasn’t worked though, has it?”

      Rosie shook her head rapidly, curly hair flying. “Nope! It’s made me more eager to catch them than ever. In my dreams, I was chasing them down and leaping on them, then screaming ‘citizen’s arrest!’ in their ear. It was awesome. Do you have dreams like that?”

      “Not exactly. What’s up? Why’d you try and pound my door down?”

      “Oh, I’ve got news! Two news. Should that be newses?”

      “Two pieces of news?” I suggested.

      “That’s it!”

      “Let me make some coffee and get dressed. I’m not sure I’m ready for news yet.”

      “I’ll make the coffee!” Rosie rushed off to the kitchen and immediately began to clatter around.

      Ten minutes later, with a hot mug between my hands, I was ready.

      “Nunzio was attacked!” Rosie said, wide-eyed, when I told her I was finally ready for my morning update from my assistant.

      “Who? Where? When?” I wasn’t really ready for too many whole sentences yet, but three one-word questions basically covered what I needed to know.

      “Nunzio Morelli was attacked by someone, but he doesn’t know who it was yet. It happened at his house, last night, after work. It was just after midnight, so it was really dark. They swung at him with a knife, but he managed to fight them off, and he got inside his house and called the police. He doesn’t know who it was.”

      “A knife?”

      “Yep.”

      “Monty was killed with a knife. The words on our doors were carved with a blade of some kind. And now Nunzio was attacked with a knife as well.”

      “Makes sense,” Rosie said with a shrug. “Monty was involved in food and restaurants, Nunzio’s a chef—and a knife is a chef’s main tool. That and, I dunno, pots and pans? Anyway, it makes sense that someone with a grudge against cooks and critics would use a knife. It’s symbolic.”

      “It sure is. Where is Nunzio now? Hospital?”

      “Nope. He got away without too bad an injury. He just got a bandage on his forearm, then he went home. He’s fine, just shaken up.”

      “I’m glad he wasn’t hurt too badly. We’ve got to solve this thing before something worse happens. What’s your other news?”

      “It’s Max Nestor. He’s having a bit of a rough time.”

      “Attacked with a knife?”

      Rosie laughed. “Not that rough! No, but it seems some people didn’t like the review he did the other night. You know, he wrote one in the style of John Dough after our meal, and he talked about him a lot in the video. It turns out, while his fans loved it, people who liked John Dough or The Critic really, really didn’t. They’ve been saying it was ghoulish of him to try and use John Dough’s tragic murder to boost his own career. They think he was trying to cash in on Monty’s tragic death.”

      “They might have a point. He’s not exactly shy about his desire for more views and more fans.”

      “I know. But his critics are really laying into him. They want him canceled. There’s a petition going around to have his channels taken down, and other people are saying they’re going to boycott all his videos and articles, and that if you don’t, you’re taking advantage of a poor murdered guy.”

      “Huh. Will they succeed?”

      “Probably not,” Rosie said with a shrug. “Who knows. I don’t think that many people care enough about the world of restaurant and food reviews, but Max is getting hammered pretty hard online at the moment. It’ll most likely all blow over in a few weeks when something else happens. But right now, I wouldn’t like to be Max. He’s getting a lot of nasty messages sent his way, and a lot of demands for an apology.”

      “Still, that’s better than getting stabbed. It might do Max some good. Maybe he’ll develop a bit more humility.”

      “Yep, perhaps. So, what shall we do next, boss?”

      “We didn’t get very long with Stacey Rychik last time. I’d like to hear a bit more from her. See if we can’t do more of a proper interview with her. And then let’s talk to Nunzio again, see if there’s anything he can tell us about his attacker.”

      “Sounds good. Oh, in my free time I called that electrical contractor that was in Stacey’s new deli-café and managed to get them to answer some questions. The office manager confirmed that they had two guys working there pretty late the night that Monty died.”

      “So she was telling the truth about that. Good to hear. Okay, can you figure out where Stacey is likely to be this morning?”

      “Yep. Already did. She’ll be at a different market this morning. That last one is only open in the afternoons. She normally drops by the Happy Homesteaders market in the mornings.”

      “Then that’s where we’ll go. Ready?”

      “You know it!”

      The Happy Homesteaders market was smaller than the previous market we’d visited, and the crowd there mostly looked to be professional types—people purchasing for stores, cafés, groceries, restaurants, and the like. We caught Stacey, just as Rosie predicted, and this time she was without her assistant.

      Stacey spotted us walking toward her and gave us a tentative smile.

      “Hi. You’re back again.”

      “We are. No Ben today?”

      Stacey laughed and shook her head. “He called in sick. I almost told him not to bother coming back, but I don’t want to come across as mean.”

      “Have you got time for a coffee?”

      Stacey did have time for a coffee, and the market had a cute little café near the entrance, with ‘tables’ made from old wine barrels and tall stools. We got coffees and some amazing looking cupcakes each and got down to business.

      Stacey looked a lot more relaxed with her hands wrapped around a coffee mug and no assistant by her side.

      “What happened to your hand?” Rosie asked, sympathetically.

      I saw what Rosie meant. There were a couple of scratches on Stacey’s right hand that looked fairly recent.

      Stacey looked at her hand in surprise and then laughed. “I really don’t know. I was working late last night, and I must have scratched myself. I didn’t even notice.”

      “What time did you work until?” Rosie asked, curiously.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Midnight, maybe?”

      “You must be exhausted, what with your day job as well.”

      Stacey shrugged. “Not really. Keeping busy is good for me. I enjoy it. And I’m working toward something—my new café. It’s not like I’m just working for the sake of it. The goal is in sight.”

      “It must be nerve wracking,” I said, “opening another food business.”

      “I guess. But I don’t have a choice.”

      “What do you mean you don’t have a choice?”

      Stacey sipped at her coffee and then set the mug down again.

      “It’s in my blood. Restaurants, cafés, delis, bars—I love them. They’re my calling. If I don’t work in the industry, I don’t know what I’d do. There’s nothing else out there that I’d want to do. If I don’t run my own, I’ll have to work for someone else. And I don’t want to do that again.” Stacey lifted up a large eggplant from one of her shopping bags, showing it to us as a prop. “Buying for restaurants is interesting, but I’d much rather be doing it just for myself.” Stacey tossed the eggplant back into her shopping bag.

      “It’s a very competitive industry, isn’t it?” Rosie asked, before taking a big bite of her pink frosted cupcake.

      Stacey nodded. “Oh, yeah. But that’s half the fun. You’ve got to stay on top of your game, every single day. If you mess up, the word can spread fast. And it’s competitive. If you make a mistake, you can be sure your competitors are going to be all over it. Especially these days, with online reviews. Word of mouth used to be a lot slower than it is now.”

      “Most restaurants fail, don’t they?” I asked.

      Stacey nodded. “Yep!”

      “Then how come you want to open another one?” Rosie asked, having swallowed the cupcake she was chewing on.

      “Like I said, I have to. It’s in my blood. But I’m not opening a restaurant this time; it’s a café-deli. It’s going to be much better, and much less stressful.”

      “Why will it be less stressful?” I asked before biting into my own vanilla-frosted cupcake.

      “Different business. It’ll run itself, basically. The hard work is in the menu. Choosing dishes and items which are going to be profitable without needing too much staff training or being too fiddly. That’s the trick. I won’t need an expensive head chef, and we’ll be closing earlier than in a restaurant. It’s the same kind of thing as a restaurant, but on easy mode. If you do it right, that is.”

      “Can you tell us about your last place?” Rosie asked.

      I was busy chewing on my cupcake. It was divine; the sponge was perfectly moist, and the frosting was exquisite. I was still listening, though, and Rosie’s question was exactly what I wanted to ask.

      “Deep breath,” Stacey said, before actually taking a deep breath. She slowly blew it out. “Whew. Sorry, it’s still an emotional topic for me. Owning a restaurant—or any business, I guess—is like having a baby. You put everything into it. Everything. Restaurant Rychik was my dream. And when it didn’t work out…” She slowly shook her head. “It messed me up for days. Weeks, even. But you know what?”

      “What?”

      “I think, in the end, it was for the best. It was too much stress. It was too big. I was too ambitious with it. My menu had too many items, and it meant I needed more chefs than I could afford, and the food wastage ended up costing me a ton. I messed up. I was devastated when I realized I couldn’t save it, but a couple of weeks later I realized that, actually, it was for the best, you know? I failed, but I learned from it, and now I’m putting that knowledge to the test with my new deli-café. This time everything’s going to go perfectly. I’m sure of it.”

      “There was a more specific reason it went bust, though, wasn’t there?”

      Stacey took a moment to chew on some cupcake before she responded. When she swallowed, she said, “You mean John Dough’s review.”

      Rosie and I were both chewing, so we just nodded for her to go on.

      “That was…” Stacey paused while she dealt with what was clearly a difficult memory. “That was a tough time. And yeah, part of why my restaurant failed was due to him. After his review, our custom fell, and not just that—people started complaining more. It was like, once they’d seen the review, it gave them permission to complain? Half the customers started asking for discounts or for me to comp them a dessert because they had some minor gripe. Things like that. But in the big scheme of things, I think that review just hastened the inevitable. My restaurant wasn’t going to work, and John Dough recognized that. He could have been nicer about it… but what was done, was done. And now I’m happy with where I am. Or at least I will be, once the deli-café is open and profitable, and I can stop being a buyer again.”

      “Do you think all chefs would feel that way if their restaurant went bust after a bad review?”

      Stacey snorted.

      “No. I mean, I didn’t feel that way. The day I saw the review, I wanted to kill him. And the following week, when our custom dropped off, was the hardest things have ever been. I was a mess. It’s only with the benefit of hindsight that I could see how things truly were and how it wasn’t actually such a bad thing. It felt like the worst thing that ever happened to me at the time.”

      “You said you wanted to kill him?” Rosie said blandly, as if the question were of no import.

      “It’s just an expression,” Stacey said. “It’s simply how I was feeling at the time. Any chef or restaurant owner would feel the same way if they got a review like that and lost their business.”

      “How long ago did this all happen?”

      “About six months, a little over.”

      Although six months wasn’t a long time in the big scheme of things, in my experience, most people who committed murders did it when the wound was still fresh. Stacey did genuinely seem to be over the upset Monty had caused her and was moving on.

      At least, that was the impression she was successfully giving us. It could all be an act.

      “Thanks for meeting up with us again,” I said to Stacey. “We appreciate it.”

      “No worries. Let me know if there’s anything else I can help you with—but I have to warn you, I’m incredibly busy at the moment getting everything ready for my grand opening.”

      “Understood. Good luck with the venture, Stacey.”

      “Thanks. I’ll need it!”

      When Stacey was gone, Rosie and I finished off our cupcakes and coffee.

      “Nunzio next?” Rosie asked.

      “Yep. Let’s see if we can learn anything more than the police did from his attack.”

      With a tingling sense that we were getting close, Rosie and I left the farmer’s market and headed back to San Marcos’ Gondola.

      It was time to get the chef’s account of what had happened to him the night before, while it was still fresh in his mind.

      Assuming the attack had even happened, of course.

      But for now, that was just an idle thought. We’d need to speak to Nunzio to decide whether that was a road we needed to go down.

      Rosie slipped off her stool, grabbed our trash and threw it in a receptacle, and led the way back to the car.

      We were back on the road and hot on the trail of a killer, and there was no time to waste.
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      Next stop was back to Nunzio’s restaurant to see whether we could learn anything from him about the attack he suffered. There was still some time before lunch service started, so we hoped we could grab a few words with him before things got hectic.

      We slipped into the quiet, pristine interior of the restaurant and walked through to the kitchen. On the other side of the doors was highly organized chaos. Chefs were moving, pans were sizzling, knives were chopping, and commands were being yelled from senior to junior chefs.

      Rosie and I stood by the door. I was wary of going inside the kitchen after what happened last time, so we hung back, scanning the room for Nunzio. He wasn’t anywhere to be seen. The poor chef I had collided with last time was, though. Milli Montoy saw us standing by the door, raised a hand in greeting, and gave me a slightly embarrassed smile. She moved the pan she was working with off a burner, then gave instructions to a junior chef beside her. She walked toward us, dusting off her hands on her chef’s whites.

      Milli gestured with a tilt of her head for us to leave the heat and noise of the kitchen into the calm of the empty dining room beyond.

      “Hi again, and sorry again about last time,” I said when the door was closed behind us.

      “No, I’m sorry. How’s your head? Did you go to the hospital?”

      “It’s fine now. I just had a bit of a headache for the rest of the day.”

      “You had more than a headache,” Rosie scolded. “You were concussed.”

      “Possibly, very mildly,” I admitted. “And I’m fine now, really.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “Milli, we were here to speak to Nunzio, actually. Is he around?”

      She shook her head. “No. He went to talk to the police. Something happened to him.”

      “The attack last night?” I asked. Milli confirmed it with a sad nod. “How’s he holding up? Is he okay?”

      “Oh, sure. He’s fine now. He was talking about how next time he’s going to catch the person attacking him instead of running away. He’s full of bravado right now. He’s talking tough.”

      “And can I ask what your sense is? Is it all talk?”

      Milli looked down, embarrassed on behalf of her boss. She bit her lip and gave a little nod. “I think,” she said, looking up shyly, “he’s more shook up than he let on. He came into the kitchen this morning, louder and tougher than ever. Shouting at everyone, demanding perfection—you know how chefs can be. He was putting on a show to demonstrate that it hadn’t affected him. That tells me that maybe it had, you know?”

      “Isn’t that what he’s normally like?” Rosie asked.

      “Yes. But he turned it up a notch this time. Like, if he’s normally dialed into a ten, today he turned it up to an eleven.”

      “It’s understandable to be shaken up after being attacked by a maniac with a knife. Milli, you were here the night of the murder, right?”

      “Yep. We’d only just opened. It sure was hectic. In theory, we had the menu down, but when you’re newly opened and the orders start ticking in…” Milli shook her head at the memory. “It’s tough to keep on top of everything. You can practice every dish first, but when the orders actually start coming in all at once, problems that didn’t appear in training start to make themselves known.”

      “So there were problems?” Rosie asked.

      “Teething problems. Just little things. A lot of our dishes are quite complex, or things need to happen at exactly the right time so that they can be served perfectly. If someone makes a little mistake, it can cause a cascade of errors.”

      “Did someone make a little mistake?” Rosie asked.

      “It’s a newly opened kitchen. Of course they did!” Milli laughed at the memory. “But we’re operating smoothly now. It’s to be expected when you open a new restaurant with a whole new crew. We’re all good, but we weren’t yet a team. We weren’t working together right. When you really know each other, there’s a kind of psychic bond between all the chefs. We speak, but we know what each other is going to say before they say it. Shrimp in two, all day mousse on four… Whatever it is, we know it before we even hear it. But that wasn’t happening yet. We were still having to listen and think about what we heard because we weren’t settled yet. And thinking is disastrous.”

      Rosie and I both laughed. “Why’s thinking disastrous?”

      “Because if you’re stopping to think, then you’re not doing what you’re supposed to be doing. During a busy service, you need to move automatically, using your muscle memory, not thinking about each of the steps in the dish you’re creating, or how to plate a dish, or when to carry it over to be served.”

      “Would it be fair to say that the night Monty died, a customer might not have been entirely satisfied?” Rosie asked.

      “Are customers ever entirely satisfied?”

      Yes, I thought. Yes, sometimes they are. At least customers like me are. Perhaps some fussier people were never satisfied, but surely most of us are, most of the time, aren’t we?

      “Sometimes,” Rosie said with a shrug. “But this place is kind of pricey. I guess things have to be perfect for the customers to be truly satisfied when they’re paying as much as it costs to eat here. What’s your average customer spend?”

      “One thirty a head,” Milli answered briskly.

      “The average customer is spending a hundred and thirty dollars?” I asked.

      “Yep,” Milli said. “Most diners have wine, and our wine list isn’t cheap. And most people have a full four courses or our tasting menu. A tasting menu with wine pairing is two fifty a head. It brings our average all the way up.”

      “How important is this restaurant to Nunzio?” I asked. “He already has several with Michelin stars already, right?”

      “That may be the case, but this one is really special to him,” Milli explained. “With his other restaurants, he had a specific target in mind. He was passionate about them, but he was trying for a specific experience. For example, his French restaurant is supposed to be the ultimate French restaurant. The sushi place is the ultimate sushi place. This one, though, is all about him. The dishes are all his creation, and his goal is to make the best restaurant for him. He’s not trying to make the best Italian restaurant here; he’s trying to make the best Nunzio Morelli restaurant. It’s more personal this time than with his other ventures. They were about meeting other people’s expectations, whereas this one is about meeting his expectations.”

      “Then how come he cares about the Michelin stars so much?” Rosie asked.

      Milli shrugged. “That’s how we’re judged as restaurants, isn’t it? If your food isn’t worth a star, or two or three, then that means it isn’t that good. That would kill his ego.”

      “It’s very interesting learning about the business,” Rosie said, as if that was the purpose of what we were doing. In fact, Milli was giving us information that could potentially be very useful.

      “It’s a tough industry, but that’s what makes it so fun,” Milli told us. “Can I get you guys anything? I can whip you up some pasta, or a steak if you like?”

      I laughed and shook my head. “We just had cupcakes. I don’t think we’re quite ready for lunch. Thanks for the offer. I guess you need to get ready for lunch service?”

      “Yeah, we do. I just still feel bad about making you trip the other day.”

      “Forget about it,” I told her. “We’ll come back and talk to Nunzio later. Thanks for chatting with us.”

      Milli waved us off, and we went back outside, taking our time in the ornamental garden before heading back to the car.

      “Sounds like the night Monty died was a tough service,” Rosie said to me when we were far from anyone who might want to listen in.

      “Yep. And what kind of review would he have left if that were the case?”

      Rosie nodded. “I don’t know what to think. We’ve got Sheila who was mad at him for changing, and Monty who was desperate for his new restaurant to be a success who couldn’t accept a bad review, and then what about Jed? Without Monty, maybe he has a chance of getting back together with Teresa.”

      “We just need to keep chipping away. We’ll get there soon. I can feel it.”

      “We’re close, boss?”

      “Oh, yeah. We’re close.”

      I had that feeling of nervous excitement in my stomach, kind of like butterflies, but with a confidence instead of nervousness to them.

      Before going back to the car, I got out my phone. “Okay, I better speak to Franklin.”

      Rosie nodded and slowly wandered away to peer at the mini canal that circled the building.

      “Got something for me?” he said by way of answer when he picked up.

      “Not exactly. Last night, Rosie and I had threats carved into the doors of our apartments.”

      Franklin was silent for a moment.

      “What do you mean carved? Like, with a blade?”

      “Exactly. I wish they’d gone with marker instead. With the right chemicals, you can erase it easy enough. These messages aren’t going to buff out any time soon.”

      I repeated the contents of the two messages to Franklin.

      “Did you mess with them? I’ll send over forensics. Might be able to get a print.”

      “I don’t think that’ll work. We had a team come in last night, sweep the place for bugs and devices. We had a bunch of people going in and out, I don’t think there’ll be valid prints.”

      “You should have called me.” Franklin’s voice had gone up a notch, and he sounded genuinely annoyed.

      “Didn’t want to disturb your beauty sleep. Anyway, they were probably smart enough to wear gloves or wipe the door down. The chances of getting prints were pretty slim.”

      “Most likely.” Franklin lapsed into silence. There was something odd about it. He hadn’t hung up, just stopped speaking.

      “What is it?” I asked. “Has something happened? Did you find something?”

      Franklin stayed silent a moment longer, then he sighed in resignation. “Okay, there is something. That guy, Max Nestor?”

      “What about him? Did you interview him?”

      “Not yet. He’s not answering his phone.”

      “Did you go to his house?”

      “I just dropped by his condo. No answer. We got the building super to let us in to make sure he hadn’t been attacked, but it didn’t look like he had been home in some time.”

      “So, he’s missing?”

      “Perhaps. Or maybe he’s just on a long night out and lost his phone. We don’t know yet.”

      “Thanks for sharing that with us, Detective Franklin,” I said as nicely as I could to him. He was actually being helpful this time. “And what about the attack on Nunzio Morelli? Any news?”

      “Yeah. I just finished interviewing him. Before you ask, he couldn’t tell us much. He didn’t get a good look at his attacker. He just told us they were strong, but he was stronger. I’m not sure about that, since it sounds like he ran straight into his house as quick as he could.”

      “Sounds like you’re more worried about Max, now.”

      “I don’t sound like anything,” Franklin told me, going back to his normal irritating self. “I’m just working the case. You got anything else for me?”

      I told him I didn’t and hung up. Rosie saw the puzzled look on my face and came over to join me.

      “What’s up?”

      “Max is missing. Franklin said there was no sign of him in his condo this morning.”

      “His condo?” Rosie nodded to herself. “Sounds like Franklin was looking in the wrong place.”

      “Yeah? Do you have a better idea?”

      “Actually,” Rosie told me with a knowing little smile. “I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the car, Rosie filled me in on some of the other research she had been doing.

      “It was barely research,” Rosie said self-deprecatingly. “I was just watching Max’s videos because they were actually pretty interesting.”

      “Are you a Max fangirl now?”

      Rosie giggled at the thought. “No way! Just because I find him interesting doesn’t mean I’m a mega fan or anything. I’m not going to be buying Max Nestor t-shirts or getting his face tattooed over my own.”

      “Oh, that is a horrible image.”

      “He’s a good-looking guy,” Rosie said, seemingly defensively.

      “That may be the case, but a tattoo of his visage over the top of your own would look like a nightmare. As your boss, I order you not to get his face tattooed on yours!”

      Rosie sighed fake-dramatically. “Okay.”

      “So, you were saying?”

      “Right. I’ve been watching some of his videos, and he records a lot of them at home. He also reviews prepackaged foods, frozen dinners, stuff like that, and he does that at home.”

      “Okay…”

      “And a few months back, things changed. See, first of all, he was really proud of his condo. It’s nice. Ultra-modern, floor-to-ceiling windows, full of gadgets and stuff. A really nice place. But he said it was too clinical; he needed to be outside in the fresh air. There was no terrace or anything. He said it was like a completely sealed unit. But he really loved the place, he just needed something with some outdoors. That’s what he said.”

      “So he bought another place?”

      “He didn’t buy one, no,” Rosie said, shaking her head. “He rented a place.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yep. A pool house. Like, it’s part of a much bigger property, but he just rented the pool house. He has this outside area where he films himself trying different foods, and he also did a video about the best cocktail to drink while lounging around in a pool. The answer is a banana daiquiri, by the way.”

      “Franklin told me he was at the condo. He didn’t say anything about a pool house.”

      “Exactly. Franklin’s probably not a fan of his videos, so he doesn’t know about the pool house. He just knows about the property that’s registered in Nestor’s name.”

      “Surely, Max didn’t say the address of the home on his videos, though, right? He wouldn’t want random people showing up.”

      Rosie grinned at me. “He didn’t. But I figured it out.”

      “How’d you do that?”

      “I wasn’t even deliberately doing it, at least not at first. But in some of the videos, you could just see the top of The STRAT hotel. It’s the tallest building in the city. Anyway, I figured out where the sun was, and thus which direction from The STRAT the house was. And then I went onto Maps, and found the neighborhood in that direction, with properties big enough to have their own pool houses. There was only one area that exactly matched. So, I had the neighborhood. I just needed to find the exact house. Luckily, the swimming pool was of quite a unique design. It’s not just a regular rectangle. It’s a kind of oval shape, and it has green tiling instead of white or blue, which makes it stand out. I just had to stare at the aerial photos on the maps app to find it.”

      “And you did that for… fun?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Fun, and I figured it could be useful?”

      “And it sure is. Well done, Rosie. Can you direct us there?”

      “Already on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Max Nestor had been renting the pool house on an informal, ad hoc basis from the owner of a large mansion owned by an investment banker from New York. The owner of the property was absent most of the time, using it for occasional weekend trips. It was the home he planned to retire to eventually, but in the meantime, was merely an oversized vacation home. The house owner’s son was a massive fan of Max’s videos, and when he heard Max complaining about his condo, he persuaded his dad to let Max rent out the pool house.

      When we arrived, we parked in the front driveway and began to head around to the pool house at the back. A young woman in a housekeeping uniform stuck her head out the front door of the main house.

      “Hello? Can I help you?” she called.

      Rosie and I both shook our heads at her. “No thanks, we’re here to see Max! We’re his friends.”

      She hesitated a moment, then nodded and went back into the main house. She clearly wasn’t interested in trouble, and Rosie and I must have looked innocent enough that she didn’t push the matter.

      “Oh, it’s pretty,” I said when we first saw the pool. Underneath the bright Vegas sun, the crystal-clear water was colored by the turquoise tiles that lined the pool.

      “There!” Rosie said, excitedly pointing across the water at a dining area under a large wooden, shaded cover. “That’s where he films!”

      “Uh, Rosie? You’re definitely sounding like a fangirl now.”

      She didn’t hear me. She was already walking around the edge of the pool, eyes wide and alight with excitement at the chance to see where Max recorded his videos. When she got close, she bent down so that her head was at the same height a camera would be while he was filming.

      “I can just see him filming, right here,” Rosie said. “This is the exact spot!”

      “That’s great, Rosie. Now let’s see if we can find Max.”

      I joined Rosie and we headed for the pool house. Although it was only a single story, it was a wide, modern looking building with a large shady seating area in the front, with outdoor sofas and chairs and tinted glass doors and windows behind.

      “Max?” we called. When he didn’t reply, we tried again, louder. There was still no answer.

      Rosie stared at the lock of the sliding door that served as the main entrance into the house beyond. “I bet I can pick this.”

      “I bet you could.” Rosie had been learning to pick locks and had become highly adept at it after spending hours practicing alone in her apartment on a series of padlocks she had bought for the purpose of practicing. “But let’s just check first…”

      Covering my hand with a tissue, I tugged on the door handle. It was unlocked. With a light swish, the tinted door slid open and revealed the interior of the pool house.

      The room in front of us was a kind of den, complete with a fireplace for cool evenings and comfortable-looking sofas surrounding it. But then our eyes were drawn closer, to the floor right in front of us.

      “What’s this…?” Rosie asked, her tone indicating that she already knew.

      I crouched down beside Rosie and we peered at the white tiled floor. White—except for the drops of dried, brownish-red fluid that spatter coated it. Using the end of a pen, I gave the smallest splatter a gentle scrape. It flaked up exactly how I hoped it wouldn’t.

      “Blood,” I said.

      I stood quickly. “Max!” I called, louder than before. “Are you in here?”

      The pool house had the silence of death.

      Swallowing nervously, I pulled out my gun from my bag. The pool house wasn’t big, and I knew it wouldn’t take long to search.

      First, we went to the changing room that led off to our right.

      Inside was a spacious, granite-lined bathroom with a pair of rain-head showers and long pine benches, as well as shelves full of towels and gowns. Empty. Beyond it was a wooden door with a small window set into it.

      “The sauna.” Rosie walked to the door, stood to the side, and yanked it open while I used my gun to cover the interior. The gentle smell of pinewood emanated from within, but there was no movement or signs of life inside.

      “Nothing,” I said, after sweeping the small room.

      We turned and went back to the main den. Behind it was a kitchen, which took only a glance to confirm that it was empty. Then, there were two bedrooms leading from the den, one looking out toward the pool, the other toward the back of the property where there was a row of orange trees, a black irrigation hose running below them.

      The bedroom looking toward the orange trees, and its en suite bathroom, turned up nothing.

      There was just one room left.

      Rosie popped the door open while I crouched and covered the room at an angle. Silence, and not a sign of movement.

      From outside, I could see that the bed was rumpled but empty. Tentatively, making sure it was clear, we peered inside. There was a t-shirt lying on the end of the bed. I got closer and poked at it with the end of the gun, lifting it and dropping it. It was spattered with blood, like the floor at the entrance.

      After clearing the bedroom, we checked the bedroom’s en suite. Again, nothing.

      Rosie and I reconvened in the den, sitting on the sofa in front of the turned-off electric fireplace.

      I called up Franklin.

      “Yeah?”

      “I found something,” I said. “You went to the wrong address for Nestor. He has another place, a pool house.”

      “He has two homes?” Franklin asked, surprised.

      “The second one’s a rental. He wanted access to the outdoors. He just has the pool house. Franklin, we found blood.”

      “Blood, but no Max?”

      “Exactly.”

      Franklin was silent for a moment. “That’s just swell. Send me the address. I’ll send forensics over. Don’t touch anything this time.”

      “This isn’t my apartment. We won’t be touching anything. We’ll let the housekeeper know to expect visitors. Have you got anything for me, Franklin?”

      “Nothing new. Talk later.”

      Franklin hung up.

      “So Nunzio Morelli was attacked, and it looks like Max was as well. And he’s disappeared. What do you think, Rosie?”

      “Max might have gone into hiding if he got away. Nunzio got into his house and locked the door, but Max was attacked inside. If he ran, it was outside.”

      “Right. Or he could have been kidnapped.”

      Rosie let that sit for a moment before she answered even more quietly. “Or he could have been killed and the body taken away.”

      “Yeah. But let’s hope it’s not that. Right, I really want to talk to Nunzio now.”

      “It could have been him.”

      “Here?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Maybe. We don’t know what time the attacks happened. Perhaps Nunzio came here and attacked Max because he didn’t like the review. Then Max went to Nunzio’s house after and attacked him.”

      “Or the other way round. If that’s what happened, he didn’t tell Franklin. We need to talk to Nunzio.”

      I called his number, but he didn’t answer. Then I called back to the restaurant, where I spoke to the manager, Zoe.

      “He went to talk to the police,” Zoe told us, repeating what we learned from Milli earlier that morning. “He hasn’t come back since then.”

      “His interview finished hours ago. Were you expecting him back?”

      “He’s here for every service, so, yeah. But Milli said he was shaken up by the attack last night, so maybe he decided to take the day off?”

      “Does that sound like something he would do? Without telling you?”

      Zoe hesitated to answer while she thought. “No,” she admitted. “It doesn’t. It’s unlike him. But he was attacked. I haven’t known him long enough to know how he would deal with something like that.”

      “Okay, thanks. Can you call me if he comes into the restaurant?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Don’t suppose you have Nunzio’s address, do you?” I asked Rosie hopefully.

      She grinned at me. “Of course I do, boss. That’s what you pay me for.”

      “I guess it is. Come on. Let’s see if he’s hiding out at home.”
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        * * *

      

      Nunzio’s home was smaller than what one might expect a chef with multiple Michelin starred restaurants to live in, but this was just his Las Vegas home. He had an apartment in Paris, another in Milan and one in New York as well.

      His Las Vegas home was a small duplex condo home in the kind of modern subdivision you’d expect young lawyers or marketers just starting out to live in with their families.

      In the short driveway was a white Ferrari.

      “That’s his car,” Rosie informed me as we headed to the front door.

      “He’s probably sleeping. I bet he hasn’t been getting enough rest recently, and the attack last night most likely caused it all to catch up with him.”

      “I hope you’re right…” Rosie didn’t sound convinced.

      Rosie had spotted that the front door wasn’t completely closed before I had, and that was the source of the hesitation in her voice. The door was slightly ajar and swung open when I poked it with the nose of my gun.

      “More blood,” Rosie said, her voice a whisper. There were spatters on the floor in front of the door. “And look.” She raised a hand and pointed inside.

      The place had been trashed. Chairs were tipped over, items flung onto the floor, and ornaments smashed.

      I dug out my phone.

      “Yes?” Franklin snapped at me when he answered.

      “Detective, I think you’d better come back to Nunzio’s house. I think he’s been attacked.”

      “Again?”

      “Again.”

      There was another thoughtful silence from Franklin.

      “Darn it.”
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      Rosie and I headed over to Mom and Dad’s for a late lunch. Nanna had called me up suggesting it and had also mumbled something about wanting to talk about our case. But I wasn’t quite sure why Nanna needed or wanted to talk about it. She wasn’t involved in the case at all.

      “Ugh,” I said as we pulled into the driveway. It was already occupied by not only Nanna and Wes’s vehicle, but by a big, black Rolls-Royce. “Looks like Sue’s here again.”

      “She sure does like your family,” Rosie said cheerily. “And I don’t blame her.”

      “I think I’m going to have to start training them up to be meaner to her.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Rosie said, sounding shocked. “You’re lucky to have a nice family. Even if it does lead to a few unwanted guests.”

      “I guess you’re right.”

      The front door was opened by Sue herself, who immediately enveloped me in a big, un-Sue-like, perfumey hug. “I’m so thrilled you could come!”

      “Thanks?” I said, as I wriggled out of her embrace. She really was acting weird these days.

      “In here, Tiffany!” Nanna called from the den.

      Inside, I found Stone and Dad talking in one corner, while Nanna and Mom were sitting with Emily and little baby Jack Junior. We exchanged hugs and kisses and greetings and inquiries after health, and then Mom bustled off into the kitchen to begin laying out the food on the dining table.

      “What’s going on?” I asked Nanna. It was nice to see everyone, but it was also a bit odd. “Has something happened?”

      “No, no. Everything’s fine, dear.”

      “Oh-kay…”

      Sue came over to the sofa and sat right beside me. “Your Nanna suggested I learn a bit more about the business from you. She says you’re the best in the city.”

      “She is,” Rosie chipped in, before I could modestly deny my fantasticness.

      “That’s why you’re here?”

      Sue took my hand between two of hers and give me a very serious nod. If I wasn’t mistaken, she thought she was doing me a favor. Sue really did live on another planet.

      “Guess that’s why I’m here, too,” Emily said. “For a police perspective?”

      While Sue began to nod at Emily, Nanna interrupted, “Nonsense! You’re here because I needed to see little baby Jack again. Now, hand him over.”

      Grinning, Emily passed her tiny baby over to Nanna. Baby Jack was awake and alert but content in his swaddled blankets, happily looking around but not yet complaining. Babies could be quite nice, I thought, when they weren’t being noisy.

      Rosie nudged me. “You did say we need to talk it out, boss. See what we’re left with. You said it helps when you don’t know what to do next.”

      Sue leaned toward me, peering intently. “You don’t know what to do next? Does that happen often? What do you do then?”

      “It’s not that we don’t know what to do next,” I said a little defensively. “But we have a lot of plates in the air, a lot of irons in the fire. It’s just deciding which thread to pull at next.”

      “Now that’s a well-mixed cocktail of metaphors,” Sue said with a tinkling un-Sue-like laugh. “I should learn some.”

      Dad was summoned by Mom into the kitchen to help start bringing out food, and Stone came over to join us, giving me a very warm smile. Well, his lips twitched for a bit longer than they normally did. That was positively a beam, by Stone standards. I loved his little quirks; he was such a—

      “So, what’s the situation?” Emily asked. “I am going crazy cooped up in the apartment. Give me some deets to sink my teeth into.”

      The apartment Emily was ‘cooped up in’ took up almost a whole floor of the Tremonte resort complex and was probably ten times the size of Mom and Dad’s house. Still, I could understand where she was coming from. She wasn’t used to not working, and while baby Jack was delightful, looking after her son was very different from her pre-baby life, chasing down killers as a homicide cop.

      “We had a secretive restaurant critic murdered right outside this new restaurant that’s aiming for some Michelin stars. John Dough—that’s with a u-g-h. He probably wouldn’t have given it a great review. The restaurant was new and had some teething problems, and chances are, the critic wouldn’t have been impressed at all. He had a history of leaving scathing reviews, some of which ruined businesses.”

      “If you’ve got nothing nice to say, then you shouldn’t say anything at all,” Nanna said sternly. “This critic doesn’t sound nice at all.”

      “I know what you mean, Nanna, but readers like reading bad reviews. They prefer to read about restaurant disasters than lovely meals.”

      “People,” Stone said with a little shake of his head. “The cause of all problems.”

      “And the solution!” Sue declared with the confidence of someone who knows.

      Stone just flicked his eyebrows up for a second. He was not convinced about that, not at all.

      “So, it sounds like the restaurant owner could have whacked the critic to stop him from leaving a bad review?” Emily asked. “Not a great reason to murder someone, but I’ve seen stupider ones.”

      Sue had a notebook and pencil in front of her. That was new. Usually, she had her assistant on hand to take notes for her. “So,” Sue said to Emily, “what is a good reason to murder someone?”

      “Uh… I mean, there are no good reasons. But some are more ludicrous than others. You can kind of understand someone who’s been robbed wanting revenge. Or anger at a cheating lover. But sometimes people get murdered for, like, a pair of shoes—”

      Sue’s face lit up and she burst in with an interruption, “There are some Louboutins coming out next week that I would just kill for.”

      “Pre-emptive confession?” Emily asked, eyebrows raised.

      Sue quickly looked back down and shook her head. “I’ll probably just buy them instead of killing for them.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Emily said.

      Dad hurried back into the room. “The Buffet Black is now officially open! Come and load up your plates.”

      While a sit-down meal is nice, a family buffet is exciting, too. With perhaps a little too much enthusiasm, I hurried to my feet and out to the dining table. “To be continued!” I called over my shoulder to the stragglers.

      Rosie was right beside me, and we got to work loading up our plates. There was cold chicken from a roast Mom had done the night before, sliced ham, cold potato salad, a platter of hot and crispy fries, two kinds of bread, two salads, a cheeseboard, and a tray of roast vegetables.

      A few minutes later, we were all back in the den, loaded plates on our laps, as we got back down to business. I hadn’t been planning on telling everyone about our case, but it really was helping me put everything in perspective.

      “This restaurant owner, he’s your top suspect?” Emily asked.

      “No. Well, not exactly. Last night he was attacked, but since then, he’s gone missing, and the signs aren’t great. There were bloodstains left behind at his property.”

      “Tiffany!” Nanna admonished. “We’re eating.”

      “Sorry, Nanna.”

      Emily nodded. “Okay, who else have you got?”

      “There was this other critic, named Max Nestor, who had a long-running feud with our dead critic.”

      “Then it might be him?” Sue asked, sounding genuinely curious.

      “Possibly. Unfortunately, he’s also gone missing as of this morning. And there are also… uh, signs that his leaving wasn’t entirely voluntary.”

      “It’s a bit of a messy situation,” Emily surmised. “Did the critic have a partner?”

      “Oh, yeah, an estranged wife. She was mad at him as well. Monty left her and was dating another woman. The abandoned wife said he was dead to her and that the person she had originally married had died a long time ago. Basically, he changed, and they grew apart, but she didn’t really accept it.”

      “Then it could be her,” Emily mused, tapping her fork on her plate in thought.

      “Yep. Oh, and his new girlfriend? She has an ex-boyfriend who’s clearly still in love with the new girlfriend. He doesn’t have much of an alibi, so we’re looking into him as well.”

      “You’ve got too many suspects, don’t you?” Sue said.

      “It sure would be easier if we had just one,” Rosie agreed. “But that’s what we do. We find suspects, and then we eliminate them.”

      “What about getting them all together?” Sue asked. “I’ve read about that. You get all the suspects together and then, the big reveal!”

      I laughed. Sue’s enthusiastic innocence was almost endearing.

      “That’s all well and good,” I told her. “But you really do need to have something to reveal. You have to know who your perpetrator actually is.”

      “I don’t think so,” Sue said, shaking her head. “If you just let them think you know who it is, you can get them to confess, can’t you?”

      “Uhh…” I looked at Rosie. She shrugged back at me. “You mean a giant bluff? I guess I have done something like that before. It’s a risky move, but it can work.”

      Sue liked the sound of that. “Giant risks bring Giant rewards. That’s one of my teachings. If you like, I could get my assistant to send a link to my webinar on the topic.”

      “Yes, please!” Rosie said quickly, and then, looking around, realized that Laura wasn’t there. “Where is she, anyway? She’s always with you.”

      “I gave her the afternoon off,” Sue said quickly.

      “You did what?” I asked.

      “You know, an afternoon off. Time to relax. Oh, Tiffany, could you join me back at the buffet table? I need to ask you something about the, uh, food.”

      Mysterious. Curious as to what she wanted to say to me, but certain it wasn’t about the food, I followed Sue out of the room back to the dining table. It was about time I refilled the chicken on my plate anyway.

      “Laura and Stone are not seeing eye-to-eye, right now,” Sue said in a very quiet voice. “I didn’t want to bring her here. What with Stone coming, too.”

      “That’s remarkably… perceptive of you. And kind.”

      Sue beamed at me. “Perceptive and kind. I’ll remember that. And do you know what, I think you’re the same. You’re perceptive and kind too, Tiffany.”

      She couldn’t even think of a fresh compliment for me and just mirrored my own back. Still, it was a pretty nice one.

      “Thank you, Sue. Are Laura and Stone breaking up?”

      “I don’t know. I couldn’t say. But between you and me, I don’t think they make a very good couple. And besides, Laura really needs to dedicate herself to her work.”

      “Working for you.”

      “Precisely. Let’s go back into the den and we can finish hearing about your case!”

      When our plates had been strategically replenished, we went back to join the others.

      “What are we going to do?” Emily asked when we were all gathered together again.

      I waved my fork at her. “Eat!”

      Emily shook her head. “Not about that. About your case. You gathered us all here, so we’ve got to come up with a plan together.”

      “Hey, it wasn’t me that gathered us all here. I didn’t even know you were coming. Or Sue. Or Stone. That was all Nanna.”

      Nanna beamed at us. “She’s right, this was all my doing. And isn’t it wonderful to all get together?”

      “It sure is,” Emily told her. “And I’ve been missing some proper home cooked food. It’s all well and good having Michelin starred chefs at your beck and call, but they can’t hold a candle to real home-cooked food.”

      Mom and Nanna both basked in Emily’s praise, and they had every right to. And Emily wasn’t wrong. I’d enjoyed the meal at Nunzio’s, but you wouldn’t want to eat like that every day. Eleven courses, most of them unidentifiable without a written guide and an oral explanation, just wasn’t something I could put up with on the regular. I guess, if forced, I could manage it once or twice a week. Not that I would pay those prices for the privilege.

      “You’re so right, Emily. But you know what, I think it is time to change things up a bit in this case. We’ve lost Max and Nunzio, and I think we need to try something new.”

      “So what are we going to do, then?” Nanna asked as if she were integral to any plan I might come up with.

      “We’re going to have a little get-together tonight. Like Sue suggested.”

      “The grand reveal!”

      I laughed.

      “Something like that.”

      Sue waved her pen in my direction. “You’ve been very helpful. It’s so interesting getting all this information from you.”

      “You’re… welcome.” I still didn’t trust how nice she was being.

      “What time is the big event?”

      “Tonight. But you’re not going to be there.”

      “Oh yes, she is,” Nanna said sternly. “And so am I.”

      “Me too,” Emily said. “I haven’t had a night out in ages.”

      “We’re unmasking a killer, not drinking oversized cocktails!”

      Emily grinned. “Even better!”

      “I’ll be there,” Stone said in a voice that brooked no argument.

      “Not me,” Mom said. “I’m quite happy at home, thank you very much.”

      “Me too,” Dad said. “I’ll look after Mom.”

      “I don’t need looking after!” Mom protested.

      “Oh yes, you do,” Dad said with a grin. “Right, shall I collect plates for the dishwasher? Or are you all wanting more?”

      “More,” said Emily.

      “More!” said Rosie.

      “I could have another small bite,” I said.

      And Stone was already moving back toward the food.

      You just couldn’t beat home cooking.

      Home cooking, followed by an evening unmasking a murderer.

      Now, I just had to figure out who it was that I needed to unmask…
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      Rosie and I had a busy afternoon getting everything prepared. First stop was calling up the restaurant. It was between lunch and dinner service, and I was pleased that it was Zoe who answered the phone.

      “Is Nunzio back?” I asked, first.

      “No. We were going to call you if he came in…”

      “Yeah, I know. I hoped he might have just returned and you didn’t get a chance yet. Thank you.”

      “It’s…” Zoe didn’t finish her sentence. But I knew what she meant. Nunzio wasn’t the type to abandon his restaurant for as long as he had.

      “Look, Zoe, truth is, we now think he’s actually missing. There were signs at his home. We’re working on finding out what’s happened to him and the murder of the food critic. We need to hold a little event. Tonight. Can you keep your staff back for an hour or so, after dinner service?”

      “Uh… Nunzio would need to approve that.”

      “But he can’t. So?”

      “I’ll check with Milli. She’s in charge of the kitchen when he’s away. I don’t think he ever expected her to actually be running things. Not until he got his stars, at least.”

      While I waited for Zoe to check, Rosie gave me a questioning look. I gave her a hopeful shrug back.

      “Yes, that’s fine,” Zoe said when she returned to the line.

      Pleased, I told her what we needed and what time we’d be arriving.

      A half hour later, we pulled up to a small mansion in Summerlin. I know, I know, mansions are by definition big, but this one was more like a regular house with aspirations to mansion-hood rather than an actual, Sue Giant-style palatial residence. It was the home of our client, the reporter Paolo Bianchi.

      He sat across from us in his den, shoulders hunched forward, leg bouncing up and down at the knee.

      “So? Who did it? And why? Have you got the answer? Did you beat the police? Was it personal or professional?”

      “Whoa,” Rosie said, holding up her palms to calm him, like he was an excitable horse. “We’re not quite there yet.”

      “But we’re very close,” I said. “We’re going to uncover who it was this evening. We’re almost there. But we’d like you to come along for a little event we’ll be holding inside the restaurant.”

      Paolo’s eyes went up. “Whoa! I’ve gotta bring my crew. This will be amazing. Hold on, let me call—”

      Rosie stopped him with a much sterner palm right in front of his face.

      “No crew,” I informed Paolo. “No cameraman, no sound guy, no producers. Please, we’d just like you to be there.”

      “Then I’ll bring a notebook and record it like an old-fashioned reporter.”

      “Yeah, you do that,” Rosie told him.

      “But tell me,” Paolo said, “was it a spurned lover who felt they had been metaphorically stabbed in the back getting revenge?”

      I wasn’t actually quite sure yet. I had a few theories, but it was the evening’s events that were going to prove which one of them was right.

      “All will be revealed in time. We’ll see you there.”

      We got up to leave him. There were a lot of parts to arrange for my plan that evening, and we didn’t have time for chitchat or to put up with a journalist trying to get details out of us that we were either unwilling or unable to give.

      “But I have more questions.” Paolo’s voice strained in excitement.

      “And they’ll be answered either tonight or in our final report. See you later, Paolo.”

      We got back on the road. One down, many more to go.

      At Sheila’s house, we found both her and Leo at home, and they sat in sullen silence around the smoking table out the back of the house.

      “I haven’t had a night out in ages.” Sheila’s face crinkled with a sad, humorless laugh. What could be better than meeting my husband’s killer?”

      “I’ll definitely be there,” Leo said, thumping a fist into his palm. “I can’t wait.”

      Leo’s words worried me. That was another thing I had to do: make sure that none of our guests were armed, lest someone decide that vigilantism was preferable to letting the well-oiled but overworked law enforcement process carry itself out. That was another thing to add to the list of things to do to make sure the evening went as planned.

      It was going to be difficult to pull off as it was.

      After getting their confirmation to attend, Rosie and I moved on to our next guest, and our next, and our next.

      It’s quite a business, arranging the unmasking of a murderer.

      Early that evening, we got back to Rosie’s apartment. She had used fliers from local food delivery services to cover up the carved warning on her door. I planned to get both her and mine replaced when the case was over, but it might be pushing our luck to do it before we’d caught our killer. I didn’t want to end up having to buy two new sets of doors. So, for now, pizza and Chinese food ads made our doors look, if not presentable, at least like they weren’t props from a horror movie.

      But we both knew the words underneath were still there. Death threats from a killer who was still out there. With Nunzio and Max missing, we couldn’t afford to be less than serious about anything.

      “Last-minute concerns, boss?” Rosie asked, reading my face.

      “Only about a million,” I said with a laugh.

      “I want to call Stone. We should get some kind of security at the door. We don’t want guns or knives.”

      “Or grenades,” Rosie said, with a serious, thoughtful nod.

      “Uhh, yeah, nor those.” They weren’t a possibility. At least, I sure hoped they weren’t.

      “I hope he brings Jan. She could stop any trouble, no problem.” Rosie wasn’t wrong there. Jan was as formidable a person as any I’d met, even if she was quite lovely when she was in chill-out mode. “What else do we need to prepare?”

      I shook my head.

      There was nothing.

      “Just ourselves. We’ll need our wits about us. We’ve narrowed down our suspects, but…”

      “But we still don’t know exactly who it is,” Rosie said.

      “Yeah. Okay, I need to call Stone and get ready. Let’s meet up back here and be ready to roll at nine.”

      “Yes, boss!”

      Rosie sounded like a commis chef shouting yes, chef to their kitchen leader.

      Meow! Snowflake sounded from across the room.

      “Hey, you’re not coming.”

      The little cat narrowed her eyes at me and then began to groom her paws, declining to deign to respond to a lowly servant like myself.

      It was nearly go-time.

      The pieces were clicking into place.

      My jigsaw was nearly complete.

      I just needed to figure out which of my final pieces needed to be hammered into the final remaining holes. That’s how you do jigsaw puzzles, right?

      If it wasn’t, it was now.
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      People kept asking me what exactly it was they were doing there. But luckily for me, Stone and Jan were good at giving looks that told people to be quiet and just trust the process.

      At the entrance to the restaurant, Stone and Jan were patting down the arrivals to make sure they weren’t going to ruin the proceedings by brandishing a weapon. They collected and stored two handguns—one from Sue’s butler, Maxwell, and the other from Monty’s wife, Sheila, who claimed it was just part of her regular outfit. I couldn’t help but notice the shifty look on Leo’s face as his mom’s gun was taken away. Was that irritation I saw?

      As the last of the regular diners shuffled out, our crowd began to sit around a group of tables hastily pushed together by Zoe with the help of a couple of servers.

      “And this will help get Nunzio back?” The strain showed in Zoe’s voice. Without the owner, the restaurant was running on autopilot, but they had not yet been open long enough for that to be comfortable for them. They needed guidance and direction, which was not forthcoming without Nunzio being there. If he didn’t come back soon, the restaurant would founder.

      “No promises.” But I kept a note of hopefulness in my voice. Nunzio wasn’t dead, I was sure of it.

      Truth was, I had no idea if this was going to work. It relied on people being, well, people and acting in the way I’d grown to expect them to act over my years in the business.

      Soon, we had quite the group gathered. If it had been a dinner party, it would have been one for the ages in its eclecticness. We had Sue Giant, and just beside her Maxwell, at one end—Sue had gotten herself to one of the heads of the table, somehow. Then we had Nanna and a space reserved for Stone when he left his door duties. On the other side of them, Rosie and I would sit with Jan when proceedings got under way. Going around, there was Leo, Monty’s stepson, and opposite him his mom, Sheila, on the other side of the table. Then Teresa was there beside Jed, who was all dressed up in a suit and gelled hair—a very different look from when he was instructing at a climbing wall. Next to them was our client, Paolo Bianchi, seated next to Stacey Rychik, who had taken a night off from renovating her secret new project, and then two spots for Milli and Zoe to represent the restaurant.

      Sitting at the far end were Emily and Nanna, both acting like this was the best night out they’d had in years. And next to them, looking like this was actually the worst night he’d had out in years, was Detective Franklin.

      “Pizzas!” Milli Montoy announced, as three junior chefs in whites hurried out from the back, each of them carrying two wooden pizza peels with large, sliced pizzas on them. “Neapolitan style.”

      The pizzas were spread along the center of the table. There were four seasons’ pizzas, mushroom pizzas, vegetarian pizzas, and something very similar to a pepperoni pizza, except Milli insisted it be called spicy salami. The crusts were puffy, yet also crispy and chewy, with the rich flavor of high-quality olive oil imbued in every delicious bite.

      People began to dig in.

      “You didn’t need to provide food,” I said to Milli.

      She shrugged. “I literally wouldn’t know how to host you here if we didn’t.”

      “Well, thank you.”

      “You can put them on my bill,” Paolo announced. “Assuming that tonight marks the end of your services for me!”

      “Black,” Detective Franklin said, “I’m missing an evening at home with my wife for this. It better be good.”

      “The pizzas are excellent.” I wasn’t willing to promise anything more.

      My stomach was full of butterflies, and I still wasn’t sure how I was going to pull this off. I had an idea, but… it might not work. But like it or not, it had begun, and now I just had to deal with the cards I’d dealt myself.

      Shoulders back, pretend you’re confident, and you’ll be a Giant success in no time! Wait, where had that come from? I definitely had too much Sue Giant in my life these days. Every day and in every way, I take Giant leaps and achieve amazing feats. Gah!

      “What now?” Rosie whispered to me while our guests began to eat their pizza.

      “Now we start the beginning of the end,” I told her with a lot more confidence than I felt.

      I banged a water glass with a spoon to get everyone’s attention. It was hard to draw them away from the delicious pizza, but the implied promise of a murderer being revealed was just about enough to do it.

      “I’ve gathered you here this evening so that we can put an end to the unfortunate events that have been going on. A man was murdered. Death threats have been flying around. And then two people went missing.”

      “Two?” Milli asked, eyes wide.

      “Yes. It’s not just Nunzio Morelli who has gone missing. The online food critic Max Nestor—who you saw here a few days ago—has also disappeared.”

      Zoe laughed upon hearing it. “No great loss there.”

      “I agree,” Milli said when no one laughed at Zoe’s ‘joke,’ if that’s what it was.

      Nanna and Sue Giant both had notebooks out in front of them and were scribbling notes while I talked. Paolo was doing the same at his spot at the table. I hoped I would manage to give them all something worth taking down.

      “Two men have disappeared, another is dead, and death threats are being thrown around. Both myself and my partner, Rosie, have received these threats. It’s time to put a stop to this, once and for all. Now, as you all know, we were looking into the murder of The Critic aka John Dough aka Monty Guthrie. And that’s how we met all of you that we didn’t already know.”

      “I’ve known Tiffany for some time,” Sue Giant said loudly. “Haven’t we, Maxwell?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I’ve known her longer than anyone,” Nanna said. “Since she was just a noisy little baby.”

      I flashed Nanna a look. This was not the time or place to bring up me as a baby. I was supposed to be a tough, grizzled PI. Okay, maybe not too grizzled, but people weren’t supposed to have an image of a cooing baby when they looked at me.

      “I’m wondering what the purpose of this is,” Franklin said, sweeping his arms around to encompass the whole table.

      I kind of felt the same. But I’d done it now, so I was just going to power through.

      “All will be revealed,” I said. “Now, to start with, our two missing men—Chef Nunzio Morelli and Max Nestor. We know they were both assaulted last night, and traces of blood were found at both their residences.”

      “Did someone kill them and take the bodies away?” Leo asked, wide-eyed and with perhaps more than the necessary level of excitement.

      “That’s what some people may be thinking. It’s what it looked like. What do you think, Detective Franklin?”

      “Too early to say. We’re working the case. And I’d prefer not to discuss it publicly, no matter how esteemed this group may be.”

      “We’re very esteemed,” Nanna told him. “At least some of us are.”

      “She means me,” Sue Giant said loudly. “I’ve been given the key to the city, and I have an honorary degree from the University of Las Vegas, you know.”

      “And some crazy late-night infomercials,” Leo added.

      Sue did not like that characterization of that aspect of her work, but after a brief frown at Leo, she deigned to leave him alone.

      “I am beginning to wonder when you’re going to get to the point,” Franklin said, irritatingly.

      “Eat your pizza,” Rosie snapped at him. “This is private investigator work, not police work. You wouldn’t understand. Just eat and listen.”

      Franklin raised his eyebrows at Rosie and gave her a long, slow look. If I wasn’t mistaken, there may even have been a level of respect in his gaze. I sure hoped so. Rosie deserved it. Franklin’s eyes moved back to the table, and he grabbed a slice of spicy salami pizza and began to munch it down.

      But Franklin was right. I needed to pull this together. What we need to do was—

      “Lights! So many lights!”

      “Looks like there’s a party!”

      What the heck?

      All eyes turned toward the doors.

      Arms over each other's shoulders, eyes blinking at the sudden light and swaying like they were on the deck of a boat in rough seas were two people no one expected to see. Especially not together.

      It was Nunzio Morelli and Max Nestor.

      Alive and well.

      Well, alive and… drunk?!
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      The two men stood swaying and blinking as their eyes adjusted to the brightness of the interior and ran over our assembled group. Many of us were known to one or both of them, but they had no idea what we were doing there and didn’t look to be in much of a state to understand.

      “Whatsh… what’s going on?” Nunzio Morelli asked, blinking at the bright lights. “Dinner… dinner ish over!”

      “Is it breakfast time?” Max asked, holding on to Nunzio’s shoulder for support. “Maybe it’s breakfast!”

      “We don’t do breakfast!” Nunzio declared.

      Leo stood up. “You guys aren’t dead, then?”

      “Clearly not,” Sue Giant said loudly. “It doesn’t take a detective to work that out.”

      “Could you come and join us, please?” I called to the two men.

      Rosie leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Did you know this would happen?”

      “No. But I kind of hoped it would. I realized they couldn’t have been taken by the killer a little while ago, so I figured out what must have happened.”

      “What?” Rosie demanded, her voice low and insistent, and… irritated? That made sense. Rosie was so smart that she got annoyed at herself when she didn’t immediately spot the same things that I did. Smarts can’t beat experience.

      “All will be revealed…”

      Nunzio and Max stumbled their way over to the table, arms around each other to hold each other up.

      “Pizza!” Max shouted, snatching up a slice and devouring half of it in one mouthful.

      “I’ve gotta… gotta go to the kitchen. I’ve got to cook!” Nunzio said.

      “No, you don’t,” Milli told him. “I suggest you sit down.”

      I nodded in agreement with Milli and pointed at a chair for Nunzio.

      “I shall cook… later!”

      “Yeah, you do that.”

      “This is the best pizza I’ve ever had in my life,” Max declared after he’d swallowed. He opened his mouth like he was going to add more to his critic’s opinion, but then changed his mind and shoved in the rest of the slice.

      “Of course it ish,” Nunzio said. “It’s from my restaurant!”

      We got the two men sitting and reasonably settled.

      “So, are you going to tell us where you’ve been?” Zoe asked.

      “We’ve been looking for you,” Milli added.

      “Funny shuh—funny story,” Nunzio said.

      And then, they explained.

      Both Nunzio and Max had been attacked the night before, but both of them had managed to escape their assailants. Nunzio had then been interviewed by the police that morning.

      Instead of going back to the restaurant after the police interview, he went somewhere else: to Max Nestor’s pool house.

      “I thought it was him!” Nunzio exclaimed, banging the table, and setting the various water glasses trembling. “I thought he attacked me, so I went to see him for a little payback.”

      “You should have told me that in the interview,” Franklin barked at him.

      “If you’d been friendlier, I might have,” Nunzio sniffed. “You’re too mean, old man. That’s why people don’t want to talk to you.”

      “I’m not old, and I’m not mean. I’m efficient. I get the job done.” Franklin almost seemed to be trying to persuade himself. Nunzio certainly wasn’t listening to him. His sparkling eyes were roaming over his audience while he explained what happened.

      “He attacked me!” Max said. “It got a little rough. We ended up rolling on the floor. Eventually, we ended up in a stalemate. We were too exhausted to go on fighting, weren’t we?”

      “I let you go easy!” Nunzio crowed. “I could still be fighting now!” Nunzio held up his arms and flexed his biceps. The only reception he got was laughter, as no one was convinced by his attempt to present a tough guy image.

      “We talked,” Max said, “and we found out we’d both been attacked by someone else.”

      “And then,” Nunzio said, “we decided it was time to settle our differences, with a little drink!”

      “And then another,” said Max.

      “And another!” Nunzio cried, laughing as he slumped back in his chair. “Zoe! Wine!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’ll get it,” Milli said. “We’ll use the kitchen wine.”

      Milli slipped away to get wine and glasses.

      “And why did you come back here after all your drinking?” Sue Giant demanded of them.

      “Because we were arguing,” Max said.

      “I could not believe what he said about my mini Rosie Hasselbeck potatoes,” Nunzio said. “I insisted he had to try them again. So he could truly appreciate them.”

      Max nodded. “I may have been harsh on them. I said they were a little dull.”

      “You said worse than that,” Rosie said, defensive of her namesake potatoes. “And they were absolutely delicious.”

      “I shall cook them for us all!” Nunzio announced, bursting to his feet, and sending his chair tumbling over backward.

      “Not now, Nunzio,” I said. “We’re in the middle of something here. And didn’t you want your wine?”

      “Yes. Good point. My friend Max and I shall enjoy a glass of wine together while you do… whatever it is you are doing. Then, I shall cook potatoes!”

      No one seemed enthused by the idea except for Max, and I hoped Nunzio would forget about it soon. At least the pair of them had stopped slurring their words. Now, it was time to get back to the real business of our gathering.

      “Rosie,” I said. “Why don’t you run us through some of our biggest suspects.”

      “Yes, boss!” Rosie snapped a pretend salute at me, to my considerable embarrassment. People would think I was a real bully toward her if I wasn’t careful.

      “Let’s start with Sheila. The estranged wife.” Rosie’s—and everyone else’s—gaze fell on the tired-looking woman. “You felt like Monty died years ago, didn’t you?”

      “The Monty I married did die years ago. The food obsessed idiot he became was not the man I married.”

      “And you got more from his will than you would have in a divorce, isn’t that right?”

      Sheila glared at Rosie. “Yes.”

      “But, at the same time, it has still left you worse off, as you no longer have his support to cover the running costs of the home.”

      “Exactly! That’s what I’ve been saying!”

      “Thank you, Sheila,” I said to her. “Let’s move on to Leo.”

      “Me?!” The young rock star was outraged at the implication he might be a suspect.

      “Yes, you,” Rosie told him. “You loved your stepdad, didn’t you?”

      “Yes! He was my idol.”

      “But you received a generous amount in his will. Enough for your band to go on tour, right?”

      Leo slapped the table. “I don’t care about going on tour! Not compared to Dad dying. I’d return every penny to have him back.”

      “And that’s why you’re not a major suspect right now,” Rosie said. “We know you cared for your dad more than some other people realized.”

      “Who else is there?” Nanna asked, excited. Sue gave her a grin and nod of agreement, she wanted to know, too.

      “And Teresa,” Rosie said. “You left your toy boy Jed for Monty. Now that he’s dead, you’ve inherited a considerable amount of money. Were you ever really serious about him?”

      Jed was shaking his head as if to answer no on her behalf. But Teresa’s actual answer was the opposite.

      “Of course, I was serious about him. We were going to get married. He was the love of my life.”

      “No, he wasn’t,” Jed snapped quickly.

      Teresa glared at him. “Yes, he was. I’m not getting back together with you, Jed, never. Never ever. We’re done.”

      “And that’s why Teresa is not a serious suspect right now,” I said. “She genuinely cared for Monty and was left quite distraught by his death.”

      “I want to know who it was, not who it wasn’t,” Sue said, her excitement developing into impatience.

      “Me too,” Detective Franklin added. “This better be going somewhere.”

      Just then, Milli returned with a big tray loaded with filled wine glasses. She set one in front of everyone and then rushed into the back and came back out with two bottles of wine for top-ups, should anyone drink their whole glass before we were through. I had a feeling some definitely would.

      But not me. I had to keep my wits about me right up until the last minute.

      “Let’s do a cheers!” Milli announced.

      “Is that really appropriate?” I asked, irritated that our flow was being interrupted.

      “Yes, yes, it is!” Nunzio said, holding his glass up and gesturing to Max to do the same.

      Soon, everyone was holding their glasses up and clinking them together like we were there for a celebration. After tapping my glass against Rosie and Milli’s glasses, I pretended to take a mouthful, but then set my glass down on the table. When the hubbub had died down, I nodded to Rosie to carry on.

      “Then we have Jed. Poor old Jed.”

      “Less of the old! I’m the youngest one here, except for Leo.”

      “Poor young Jed,” Rosie continued. “In love with Teresa, who broke up with him and then started dating a man older and much less good-looking.”

      “Hey,” Teresa said. “My Monty was a handsome man!”

      “My Monty was much handsomer,” Sheila snapped. “Before you ruined him.”

      I held up my wine glass while I watched and mimed another sip.

      “I didn’t ruin him, I freed him, let him be the man he always wanted to be.”

      With a little guilt, I poured some of my wine out onto the marble floor under the table, to look like I was drinking it. I didn’t want people to think I was missing out. I set my glass back on the table.

      “That’s enough, ladies,” Rosie said. “And now we move on to Monty’s professional life. We have Max, his competitor in the world of restaurant criticism.”

      “Hardly a competitor,” Max said. “Monty was still mostly print based, like the olden days. I was a hundred times bigger than him online.”

      “And yet, he was the one who was respected in the industry,” I pointed out. “With his books and his reputation, he was so much more in the eyes of the industry than you. Didn’t it make you jealous?”

      Max closed his mouth and stared down at the table.

      “Yes,” I answered for him. “Yes, it did make Max jealous. But of course, he wasn’t the only one in Monty’s professional life who had grievances against him, was he?”

      My eyes turned to Stacey Rychik.

      “Stacey here lost her last restaurant after a particularly scathing review from John Dough. How did he describe it again…?”

      Stacey just shook her head, while Rosie provided the cold hard facts. “The food of a try-hard, but a try-hard with no sense of taste, style, or substance.”

      “Ouch,” Sue said, wincing.

      “That is tough,” Nunzio said. “But the truth can hurt.”

      “If it was the truth,” Max said. “Sometimes us reviewers say things more because it is entertaining than because it is true.”

      “My restaurant had its weaknesses,” Stacey admitted. “But as you know, I’ve moved on. That was all in the past.”

      “Indeed, it was,” I agreed. “So let’s move on to here, this restaurant. The spot where Monty was actually killed.”

      “This is where you should have been looking from the start,” Sheila said.

      “Don’t worry,” I told her. “We’ve been investigating all avenues.”

      “A toast!” Nunzio shouted. “We cannot talk about my restaurant without another toast!”

      Zoe and Milli immediately raised their glasses in the air in support of their boss. With some irritation, I lifted my glass for more clinking. I had to fight the temptation to down the rest of the contents of my wine glass in one gulp. It felt like that kind of day.

      But I resisted the urge, mimed sipping, and waited for the commotion to die down again, taking the opportunity to water the floor a little more with my unwanted wine.

      “I think it’s time we talked about Nunzio.”

      A giant smile filled the chef’s face. “Bravo!”

      All eyes locked on him.

      Then the reason why we were going to be talking about him sunk in.

      Nunzio’s smile fell, and his jaw dropped open. Making the most of it, he tipped the rest of the contents of his wine glass inside.

      Just like Sue had suggested, it was almost time for the big reveal.

      “More wine,” Nunzio called down the table. “I think I’m going to need it.”

      The wine came.

      And then so did some answers.
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      Milli left the table to head back into the kitchen to get more wine, while the last of the current bottles were sent down to Nunzio and Max.

      “For Nunzio here, everything has been on the line. This restaurant is the result of decades of hard work, of finally putting together the restaurant of his dreams. Not a restaurant to showcase other styles of food, but a restaurant that is pure Nunzio. Isn’t that right?”

      Nunzio nodded along slowly, not finding anything to disagree with yet.

      “And the lifeblood of a high-end restaurant like this is positive, glowing reviews. If the reviews aren’t good, the restaurant will fail at the first step.”

      Nunzio thumped his chest with a fist. “I challenge any reviewer in the world to come here and not love my food. It is fantastic!”

      Half a dozen sets of eyes fell on Max.

      “My review was positive overall,” he said, a little defensively.

      Nunzio waved Max away. “Your review doesn’t matter. You are an internet reviewer, not a real one.”

      “Hey, I thought we were buddies now?”

      Nunzio turned to Max and patted him on the shoulder. “Yes, we are friends, brothers! I am sorry, but your review does not upset me. You are not connected to the elite reviewers of the world, even if you do get plenty of views of your videos. You are food entertainment.”

      “Exactly! That’s what I do, food entertainment.”

      “And this is very different from the world of serious food criticism.”

      Max seemed happy enough with that. Milli returned from the kitchen with three more bottles of wine. She sent two to pass around the table and leaned over to refill my glass with the third. I was just a moment too slow to stop her, so I let it fill.

      “Back to the point I was making,” I said, getting everyone’s attention back now that the wine refilling was out of the way. “A review from John Dough would have had great influence on the restaurant, would it not?”

      Nunzio hesitated and then nodded. “It would have had… some influence.”

      “And, on the night in question, you had not yet perfected your evening service, had you? There were teething troubles, weren’t there?”

      Nunzio’s brow furrowed in irritation. “All great restaurants have them.”

      “Of course, they do. But it would have been a terrible shame to have those troubles on the night John Dough was here to review your restaurant. It really would have tarnished things. In fact, it could have ruined this whole project.”

      “But there wasn’t a review, was there?” Sue Giant asked from her seat near Nunzio.

      “No, there wasn’t,” Rosie answered. “Because Monty was stabbed in the back before he could even taste a dish.”

      Everyone’s eyes went back to Nunzio, and most of them had accusatory looks hanging in them.

      “Don’t look at me!” Nunzio flashed his eyes at us. “I told you, I was in the sauce!”

      “In the sauce?” Sue Giant repeated. “What does that mean?”

      Nanna raised her wine glass at Sue and mimed chugging the whole thing.

      “Ohh.”

      “No!” Nunzio snapped toward Sue and Nanna. “I mean, I was focused on perfecting my sauce. And then, I did. I could not care less what a restaurant critic was doing while I was crafting the finest sauce known to man.”

      “You made ketchup?” Stone asked, dry as the desert.

      Nunzio’s eyes nearly popped out of his head again, while Rosie reached over and poked Stone in the arm. “Hey, you and me think alike.”

      “Very funny,” Jan said, monotone. She looked around the table, stood up, and walked away toward the front door. I didn’t question why. Jan did what Jan wanted to do.

      I whispered something to Rosie, and then I tapped my full wine glass with my spoon again to get people back on track. They were an easily distractible bunch, weren’t they? It was like having a dozen Snowflakes around one table.

      “As Nunzio said, he was stirring a saucepan—”

      “Lost in the sauce!”

      “He was… ugh… lost in the sauce. Nunzio did not kill Monty, but the death of the critic probably did help this business thrive.”

      Nunzio was already shaking his head. “My businesses thrive because of me!”

      “Chill,” Max said to him, pulling on his arm to lower it. When Nunzio was becalmed, Max addressed the table. “Am I in danger?”

      Nunzio snorted.

      “I think you’re fine now, Max,” I said. “The killer won’t be taking any more shots at you.”

      “So it’s definitely not me, then?”

      “No, Max. We don’t think it was you.”

      Detective Franklin cleared his throat loudly. “Time is marching on. Is this going anywhere?”

      “It would be,” I said, “except…”

      I put my hands to my mouth. And then one to my throat.

      Then, slowly, I toppled off the side of my chair.
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      Rosie shifted her chair back just a little bit so that I fell onto her lap before slipping to the floor. I didn't intend to hurt myself a second time with a fall in this restaurant, did I?

      On the way down, I had my eyes wide open—like I was in absolute shock. But actually, it’s because I was checking faces.

      Or rather, I was checking one face in particular. The face of the killer.

      And their lips flickered on my way down. Their eyes danced.

      They’d done it.

      They’d poisoned me.

      Killed me.

      Dead.

      Except, of course, they hadn’t.

      Rosie crouched down beside me and whispered a quick question. I gave her a minuscule nod in response, letting her know that it was going as planned.

      “Tiffany!” Nanna shrieked from the other end of the table, and with Sue in tow, started running toward me.

      Then, two strong arms took me by the shoulders and turned me. Stone’s face hovered just above mine as he gave me the most intense look a girl has ever been on the receiving end of.

      “Tiffany,” Stone’s voice was low, guttural, urgent.

      I didn’t need to do much. Just flicked my eyebrows the tiniest bit and mouthed the words. I’m okay.

      And Stone got it.

      Of course he did.

      He’s almost smart as Rosie, and he’d worked with me many times in the past. He recognized a killer plan when he saw one. Or, I guess, a catch-a-killer plan.

      Then there were more people there, peering down at me in concern. Nunzio and Max, Sheila and Leo, Sue and Maxwell, Zoe and Milli, and Jed and Teresa. Then Emily was there, looking down at me, hands on her hips, looking more puzzled than worried.

      Rosie grabbed Nanna’s arm, whispered something to her, and she went to sit back down.

      I lay there, eyes not quite closed, as a dozen conversations happened at once.

      Squinting through my almost-closed eyes, I watched as the next stage of my plan played out.

      Rosie, as casually as you like, withdrew the handcuffs from my bag and locked one ring onto the top bar on the back of my dining chair. Then, among the commotion and without them even having a clue what was happening, gently clicked the other ring of the cuff straight onto the wrist of the killer.

      While Rosie did that, I smiled and sat up.

      The noise around me grew even louder, as the situation became more confused.

      “I’m fine,” I announced. “That was just a little… distraction.”

      “Distraction from what?” Sue Giant was peering down at me incredulously, eyes wide with astonishment.

      I raised my hand and pointed.

      Every eye in the place followed.

      Even the killer’s.

      Their hand was resting on top of my chair. They hadn’t even noticed, in the commotion, when Rosie had slipped the other ring of the handcuffs over their wrist and loosely cinched it.

      They noticed now, though.

      And as they did so, Rosie grabbed the handcuff again and squeezed it until it fully tightened.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” I said, “our killer is—”
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      “—Milli Montoy.”

      “Get this off me! Get it off me! Get it off me!”

      The sous chef was not happy with either her new label—killer—or her predicament: handcuffed to the back of my dining chair.

      I clambered to my feet and then immediately had to take a leap back as Milli took a swing at me with an open hand, attempting to smack me across the face.

      Then, she ran at me.

      One arm outstretched, the other dragging the heavy dining chair behind her, Milli launched herself in a frantic rage.

      She didn’t get far.

      Rosie grabbed the chair and then sat on it, bringing Milli’s chase to a jerked halt.

      “Ow!” Milli shouted, her free hand immediately going back to rub at the one attached to the chair that had formerly been mine. I wasn’t likely to sit in it while she was attached though, not if I valued my face, hair, or life.

      “I think it’s time for an explanation.” Detective Franklin still sat in his chair, literally unmoved by the excitement.

      Nanna was sitting nearby, a look of intense pride on her face at what I’d just pulled off.

      “Yes please, dear,” Nanna said. “Who is this cook and why did she kill that critic?”

      “I’m a chef, not a cook. A cook is an old lady at home cooking food for their family!”

      “Yes,” Emily said, “a cook is much better.” She grinned at Nanna.

      Milli’s face went beet red, and Nunzio didn’t look much happier, though most of his ire was directed toward his most senior assistant.

      Nunzio stood right in front of Milli and began wagging his finger at her. “What is the meaning of this? I should have listened! I should have listened to them. Don’t hire Milli, she’s bad luck, they said. Don’t hire Milli, she’s cursed, they said. But did I listen? No. I don’t believe in that! I believe in hard work and reaping the rewards. But they were right! Why did you do this to my restaurant?”

      “More importantly,” Theresa said, her voice cold and hard as a glacier. “Why did you do it to my Monty?”

      “My Monty,” Sheila muttered, mostly to herself.

      “I had to!” Milli shouted. “Don’t you see? I had to!”

      No, most of them didn’t see. Rosie got up out of the chair and gestured for Milli to sit in it. She had to have her hand up by her shoulder, meaning it wasn’t the most comfortable position for her, but we weren’t going to let her go.

      “You want to know? I’ll tell you,” Milli said. “I’ll tell you!”

      That’s precisely what we wanted. Everyone got back in their chosen seats, except for me. I pulled over another chair but set it far enough away that Milli wouldn’t be able to swing at me.

      “First,” Sue said, “I want to know why Tiffany fell off her chair.”

      “Milli tried to poison me,” I said. “Luckily, I caught on and poured all my wine onto the floor.”

      “How did you know?” Milli demanded, with rather more entitlement than I felt she was due, given the circumstances.

      “When the wine came out, Milli brought a tray of pre-poured glasses. Usually people bring empty glasses and then pour the wine. That was clue one. The second was that I saw she was careful about which glass she gave me. That was clue two. And then the look on her face when I was slow to drink was the only other clue I needed. I have no idea how fast the poison was supposed to be, but I took a guess when I took my tumble. Besides, I felt it was time for something to happen. I was pretty sure Milli was the killer, then when Nunzio returned with Max, I was almost certain, and then when I saw what she was doing with the wine, I was completely convinced.”

      “Oh, very good!” Sue said, and gave me a polite, one-woman round of applause.

      Milli suddenly began to giggle.

      “Do you think I only poisoned your glass?”

      The conversation around the table stopped, and a chill filled the air. All eyes locked onto Milli.

      My heart sank.

      Had I got this all wrong?

      Was everyone here on the verge of death due to poisoning?

      “I gave death threats to both of you. Not just one,” Milli said. “Don’t you remember? On your door?”

      Ashen, I turned to Rosie, who just smiled at me and shrugged.

      “I feel great.” Rosie turned to Milli. “How long does this poison take to kick in, anyway? What did you use? It’s clearly not instant.”

      “Four to eight hours,” Milli said, a smug smile on her face. “I thought I had the dose too high when she fell off her chair, but no, I guess not.”

      “So plenty of time to go to the hospital and get an antidote or have it pumped out or something?” Rosie asked.

      Milli smirked. “Yes, but you’re going to have a miserable time.”

      “Oh.” Rosie shrugged. “Cool.”

      “Cool?” Milli repeated, incredulous. The rest of us were looking at Rosie somewhat askance, too. She was taking being poisoned remarkably in her stride.

      “I have a little, teeny-tiny confession of my own to make, before we get to your giant one.”

      “What?”

      Rosie looked down at the table, as if embarrassed. “I… I was kind of thinking the same thing as Tiffany. I didn’t like the way you were looking at the glasses, so I swapped my glass with yours, Milli, just to be safe.”

      Milli’s jaw dropped open. “You did what?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Sorry. Still, it sounds like it won’t be fatal if you get medical treatment in time. Fingers crossed!”

      “Well done, Rosie!” Nanna called from her end of the table.

      “If that were me,” Leo said, “I’d be dying right now. Man, this stuff is all too clever for me.”

      “Get back to your explanation,” Sue demanded. Then she turned to Emily, “And you can tell me if it’s a good reason to kill someone or not.”

      “I need to go to the hospital!” Milli demanded.

      Detective Franklin spoke up. “Units are already on the way. You’ll get your medical treatment. For the love of all that is Vegas, could you finish your story? Some of us have things to do this evening apart from hang out with murderers.”

      “I can’t think of anything more thrilling,” Sue said. She now had her elbows resting on the table, chin resting on the tops of her hands as she stared down toward Milli, Rosie, and me.

      “Clearly, you don’t have a wife like mine waiting for you at home,” Franklin told her.

      Sue flashed him a quick scowl, and then her eyes were back on Milli. “Come on, out with it.”

      “Fine. Monty ruined my life, so I ruined his. Simple as that.”

      “More details!” Nanna yelled from the far end.

      “Ten years ago, I worked at The Golden Mount. It went bust after a John Dough review. Nine years ago, I worked at Wok’s Hot. It was our first night, things went wrong, and John Dough was there to lambast it. Ten places I worked in ten years. Each of them ruined by Monty. He followed me from restaurant to restaurant, taunting me, ruining each of those places with his scathing, lie-filled reviews.”

      “He may have been scathing, but he was honest,” Max said.

      “If he was honest, why did I need to move restaurants ten times in ten years?!”

      “Maybe you’re not very good at selecting your employers,” Sue suggested. “I have a course on that. It’s called How to Find Your Giant Boss. Do you want my assistant to send you a link?”

      “Sue,” I said, “I don’t think Milli will be taking any of your courses any time soon. She’s going to be locked up.”

      Sue cocked her head and then burst to her feet. “Excellent thinking, Tiffany!”

      “Huh?”

      “Prison outreach programs! I could end recidivism forever if my life coaching could reach the prison population. Laura! Write that down! Giant Prison Program!”

      “I’ll take a note, ma’am,” Maxwell said, in lieu of the absent Laura.

      “Milli? Do you want to carry on?”

      “Not particularly, but I might as well. When I saw Monty poking around outside the other week, I knew this was it. The last time he was going to mess with me. I couldn’t take it anymore. No way. And luckily, he was nosy. He came around, poking his beak in places he shouldn’t have been. It was the greatest moment of my life when that knife went straight through his back. He got what he deserved, but years too late.”

      “Ah!” Paolo said loudly. “The truth has finally outed! This is going to make the most wonderful documentary!”

      “You are not to film it here!” Nunzio snapped at him.

      Paolo gave Nunzio an obsequious smile. “I’ll film from the street and recreate your interior in a studio.”

      Nunzio’s eyebrows shot up. “You will not! Your interior will never match mine!”

      “Then maybe we’ll come to some kind of arrangement.”

      I clinked my glass with a spoon again. “Milli? We want to know why you attacked Max and Nunzio last night. And why you tried to poison us just now.”

      Milli turned her eyes to Max first and narrowed them. “You are as bad as Monty. Trying to destroy good, honest, restaurateurs and the life’s work of countless chefs. I wanted to scare you off. Quit it. Pack it in. Stop RUINING people’s livelihoods!”

      “Hey, I do my job, chefs do theirs.” Max shrugged. “And you haven’t scared me off. I’m going to double the number of reviews I do!”

      Milli’s eyes went to Stacey. “Kill him! Kill him before he ruins your next restaurant like Monty ruined your last one.”

      Stacey shook her head at Milli. “Sorry, hon, murder isn’t really my scene.”

      “And what about me?” Nunzio asked. “Why did you attack me?”

      Milli tilted her head and grinned. “It was my chance.”

      “Your chance? Your chance to do what?”

      Milli stood up, rubbing her wrist, and stood behind the chair, leaning on its back. It can’t have been comfortable holding her wrist up like that for so long.

      “Ten years, I’ve been getting jobs, good jobs, and then losing them because the businesses were destroyed. I was fed up with it. This time, it was going to work. I was going to become head chef. If I just removed you, I figured whoever inherited your business would hire the second in line to take over. It would be the logical thing to do. And that would be me.”

      Nunzio shook his head in despair. “No, no, no. You do not become a head chef through killing those above you! Gah! Why did I ever hire you? I was a fool, a fool! And now I see what happened.”

      Milli didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you mean, you see what happened?”

      “You destroyed all those restaurants, like they said. You made mistakes, you messed up services, so the restaurants got bad reviews and went bust. You were the problem, not the critic.”

      “What?!”

      “Milli Montoy,” Nunzio said, “you are fired!”

      “You can’t fire me! I quit!”

      “The point seems rather moot,” Rosie said.

      Milli’s face was red and angry, but she was still leaning down, rubbing at her wrist. Except… she wasn’t rubbing her wrist. She was doing something else.

      “I,” Milli repeated, “QUIT!”

      And with that, her handcuff fell to the floor, and she sprinted toward the front door of the restaurant.

      She was far too fast for me.

      She was too fast for anyone to catch her.

      But you don’t always need to give chase to someone fleeing.

      From behind a curtain near the door, Jan stepped out. She was the size of a closet and about as dense as if the aforementioned closet were full of concrete.

      Milli crashed into her and positively bounced off. But she didn’t bounce far. Jan had extended her arms in an embrace.

      “Come ‘ere, sweet cheeks.”

      Jan held Milli tight until Stone was at her side, whereupon he quickly bound her wrists behind her back with zip-ties he kept in his pocket.

      “Not tonight,” Stone said. “This should hold you. Can’t pick a zip tie.” Stone guided Milli back to the table, while Jan remained at her post by the door.

      With Milli back, Stone added another zip-tie to her ankles. If she tried to flee again, she’d have to hop.

      Beside me, Rosie thumped herself on the thigh. “Stupid. Shoulda’ seen her picking the lock.”

      I patted my assistant’s hand. “Rosie, we can’t spot everything. It’s impossible. You’ve already saved yourself from poisoning this evening. Be easier on yourself, yeah?”

      “Yes, boss,” Rosie said quietly.

      “And why did you try to poison my little granddaughter?” Nanna demanded.

      Milli gave her a questioning look.

      “She means me,” I said.

      “Little?” Milli snickered. “I tried to poison you for the same reason I pushed you over in my kitchen oil slick. Shame that concussion didn’t work better. It’s because I thought you might figure everything out. I couldn’t allow it.”

      “Instead, all you succeeded in doing was poisoning yourself,” Rosie told her. “Can you feel it kicking in yet?”

      Milli’s face went pale.

      Outside sirens wailed.

      “Let’s have a toast,” Sue declared. “To Tiffany Black!”

      “But with some fresh bottles of wine, yes?” Nunzio said. “My treat.”

      By the time the police and paramedics made it inside, we had all enjoyed a—or another—glass or two of well-deserved Italian wine.

      Well, all of us except for the sullen murderess.

      Rosie and I had a quiet clink of our glasses alone, cheering each other for a job well done.

      Rosie liked to tell people I was the best in Las Vegas. And at moments like these?

      Well, I almost suspected she might be right.

      But I couldn’t let myself dwell on such things too long.

      Still, it was nice to think about, just for a little bit. The greatest private investigator, in the greatest city in the world?

      Yeah, feelings didn’t get much better than that.
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      Two days later, after all our police interviews were finished and Milli was safely charged, Sue Giant insisted on holding a celebration for us all. I wanted to decline, but Nanna insisted we come along, and you don’t turn down a request from your Nanna, do you?

      Before we went, I just wasn’t feeling it. Something had happened. That afternoon, Owen, my blind blind date had called.

      “Tiffany, I heard about you on the news. Congratulations on solving your case, though you’re probably used to it by now.”

      “It’s always still a relief when one is over,” I answered. It was more than a relief. There was always a sense of elation, and accomplishment that left me feeling on top of the world, if only temporarily, but it sounded a bit too much like boasting or self-satisfaction if I told people that. Relief sounded much humbler, so that’s what I went with.

      “You’re probably sick of Italian. Would you like to join me for a Szechuan dinner? There’s a wonderful new restaurant—according to Max Nestor—that’s really authentic. I hear they fly in their own peppers from Sichuan province. They’re tipped to get a Michelin star.”

      “No,” I blurted far too quickly.

      I don’t know what it was. Perhaps it was being around chefs and critics on my last case. Perhaps it was the mention of Michelin stars. Or maybe there was someone else on my mind entirely.

      “Right. Sorry to bother you. I’ll let you get on.”

      “Owen! Sorry,” I said, quickly. “I didn’t mean it to come out like that. On this case we just finished, I spent a lot of time with chefs and critics and talking about Michelin stars and food, and I’m just a bit sick of it all. It was a knee-jerk reaction. I think… I think I need some time to decompress after it all.”

      “I understand. Then let’s say this is farewell for now, but perhaps not forever.”

      “I… right. Yes. I’ll contact you. Thank you for calling me, Owen.”

      “Goodbye, Tiffany.”

      That was weird. I felt weird. It wasn’t like there was anything serious between us, but it felt like I’d just broken up with him. I told him I would call him, but I didn’t think I would. I couldn’t. Calling Owen would mean that I wasn’t calling—

      “Come on, boss! We’re going to be late!” Rosie called from my living room.

      I checked myself a final time in my bedroom mirror and hurried out to find Rosie and Jan waiting for me impatiently by the door.

      Sue had told us that we didn’t need to dress up—much—and the dress code would merely be evening elegant, whatever the heck that meant.

      Rosie and I had gone for little(ish) black dresses. Jan was wearing a pantsuit that made her look like a bodyguard, and on top of her tattooed head she had slipped on a blonde wig that made her look just a little less intimidating.

      “Don’t we all look nice,” Jan said. “Like real princesses.”

      Rosie shook her head at Jan. “No, you’re more like a queen.”

      Jan looked down at Rosie. “You mean I look old?”

      “No! I meant you look far more regal than me or—” Rosie stopped herself, and then finished lamely, “—than me.”

      “Or me,” I said, “is what she meant.”

      Rosie winced at me and mouthed an unnecessary sorry. She didn’t have anything to be sorry for.

      Jan pulled open the door, put an arm around each of us, and we headed out to the party.
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      Nanna looked amazing. She was in a long, black ballgown with a ludicrously beautiful pearl necklace.

      “Where did you get that?” I asked her in astonishment, just inside Sue’s grand entrance hallway.

      “Sue loaned it to me.”

      “Then I hope she forgets to ask for it back,” I said with a grin.

      “So do I,” Nanna mock-whispered back to me. Of course, we were only kidding. I think.

      Most of the guests were gathered in the large entrance hall where staff were handing out drinks from silver platters. There were three options: fresh squeezed orange juice, Austrian spring water, or champagne. I reached for the orange juice, but Nanna guided my hand to the champagne.

      “You need to live a little, dear.”

      “Sometimes I feel like I live too much,” I told her. “I hope things will slow down for a bit.”

      Nanna shook her head at me. “No, you don’t. That’s how you get old. You’ve got to stay moving, moving, moving, Tiffany. That’s what I do. And look at me. I don’t feel a day over forty!”

      “And you don’t look it,” Rosie said.

      Nanna squeezed Rosie’s cheeks. “You are far too nice to us.”

      Rosie shook her head. “No, you’re too nice to me.”

      The love-in was interrupted by the loud dinging of a handbell. It was Maxwell, looming out of his regular background presence into the fore as he strode to the foot of the grand, sweeping staircase that led down from the upper floors.

      “The lady of the house is arriving,” Maxwell declared with much pomp.

      “Arriving?” Jan whispered to us. “Isn’t this her house?”

      It was, but Maxwell and Sue had decided that was how Sue Giant wanted to enter, and so that’s how she did. Loud, classical music began to ring out, a march of some kind.

      Jan cocked her head. “That sounds like it’s live.”

      “It is live,” Nanna informed us. She had arrived a little earlier and done a little sleuthing around to check out the party situation before we arrived. “There’s a small chamber orchestra in the ballroom. That’s where we’re going in a minute.”

      “This isn’t the ballroom?” Jan asked, looking around the grand hall. “You could play a lot of ball in here.”

      Then Sue made her entrance. With a midnight-blue gown that was slit up most of the leg but long enough to trail on the floor behind her—highly irritating at a party, I thought—the life coach extraordinaire made a stately descent down the stairs. Around her neck was a diamond necklace that shone and glittered, and around her wrist was a matching sparkling bracelet.

      Sue stopped halfway down.

      “Good evening! What a delight it is that you could join me for my little soirée. It’s only a small, casual, gathering, but I do hope you’ll have fun and enjoy the celebration. I have made unlimited champagne available, and if you desire anything else—though I can’t imagine why you would—one of my staff will be happy to prepare cocktails or other drinks at your request.”

      And then, the party began.

      I mingled and talked, chatted and snacked, making my way around the party, catching up with people. I’d just finished some cheese on a cocktail stick when Sue swanned her way over to me. I was in a corner near a snack table, at the opposite end of the ballroom from where the orchestra was seated. Sue air kissed both my cheeks and then looked me earnestly in the eyes.

      “Tiffany,” Sue said, “I’m thinking of taking a lover.”

      I nearly choked on the last of my cheese.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “A lover. A companion. I’ve proven that a woman can have great success alone, but now I am thinking about adding one to my personal team.”

      “Right. Okay. And what does that have to do with me?”

      “I want it to be you.”

      “WHAT?”

      Sue tilted her head. “No, sorry, my mistake. I wanted your input.”

      “My input? How so?”

      “I was thinking that Stone and I might be a good match.”

      I nearly shouted again but just about managed to control myself.

      I took a deep breath, pretended I didn’t much care one way or the other, and tried to answer her question casually. “Don’t you think Stone is a little young for you? And I’m not sure you exactly click.”

      “Click? What is click?” Sue held out her hand and snapped her fingers. “This?”

      “No. Not that. I mean I just don’t think Stone and you would really be compatible. And anyway, he’s dating your assistant.”

      “I don’t think they’ll be together much longer. Their relationship isn’t going well. When was the last time you even saw them talking to each other?”

      I tried to remember and couldn’t. “So, they’re breaking up?”

      “If they haven’t already. I think he was only dating her to stop your Nanna and I from setting him up with more women.”

      My eyes widened. Would Stone really do that?

      Before I could say anything, Sue went on. “Besides, I could fire her.”

      “Sue! No. I think you need to reconsider. Look elsewhere. Stone’s a great guy, but he’s very different from you. He couldn’t live your lifestyle. You’d want any partner of yours to come along to your charity galas, your balls, your fundraising auctions, and the rest of it, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Stone hates all of that. He’d be miserable.”

      “Oh.” Sue tapped a red-painted nail on her chin. “Okay, he’s crossed off the list.”

      The sense of relief that spread through me surprised me with its force.

      “What about Maxwell?” I suggested.

      “Maxwell? Who’s that?”

      I nodded my head toward the door, where her butler was standing. Sue followed my gaze, and then locked her eyes onto Maxwell, as if seeing him for the first time. “Oh, Maxwell.” Sue didn’t look back at me, just continued staring toward the tuxedo-wearing senior servant.

      “So?” I asked, after the pause had grown to over a minute and her eyes still hadn’t returned my way.

      Sue blinked and then turned back to me. “An intriguing idea,” Sue said. “Very intriguing indeed.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “My two favorite ladies!” Nanna approached us, still looking incredibly elegant in her pearly necklace.

      “Girls, please,” Sue said with a tinkling laugh.

      “Nine thousand, nine hundred and fifty!” Nanna announced.

      “What’s that, Nanna?”

      “That’s how many more hours I need until I get my ten thousand, and then I can get my private investigator’s license.”

      “That’s amazing, Nanna. You’ll be there before you know it. Speaking of that, any more news on the case with the pop star and the manager? Should I be expecting any more interviews?”

      “No, no, that’s all over. Brushed under the carpet,” Sue said with what sounded like pride. “We won’t be hearing from the manager again. Apart from when we work for him.”

      “Work for him?”

      “Ye-es. As compensation for the inconvenience. He got a payout, but he also says he wants complimentary use of our services in the future. I guess we made a good impression!”

      “You certainly made an impression.”

      “Which brings me on to the other thing I want to talk to you about,” Sue said.

      “Yes?”

      “We have worked well together the last few weeks, haven’t we?”

      “We weren’t working together…?”

      Sue shook her head dismissively. “You helped with my case, I helped with yours. We may not have had a formal agreement, but we worked together. Tiffany, I need to hire a manager for my investigation business. I want it to be you.”

      “I’m sorry, Sue. We’ve talked about this before. I like having my own business.”

      “I’d give you free rein. You could fire and hire whoever you liked. A reign of terror if you desired.”

      “Uh, a reign of terror isn’t something I’m looking for right now. In fact, I’m not looking for anything. Rosie is working out great as an assistant, and our business is ticking along nicely. I don’t want to be part of something bigger. I’m sorry.”

      Sue flashed a look at Nanna. “Why do you keep being right?”

      Nanna smiled happily back at Sue. “The wisdom of middle age, my dear.”

      You’d have to be quite generous to still fit Nanna into the category of middle age, at least by calendar years. But in personality and vitality she was certainly there, if not even younger.

      “I demand you reconsider,” Sue said.

      “Reconsider?”

      “Yes. Think about it. Again. And I’ll get my assistant to send you a link to my webinar about seizing the day to make Giant progress in your life.”

      “Fine, I’ll keep thinking, but I’m not going to change my mind.”

      “Good. Now, I need to go and talk to Maxwell about something. See you girls later.”

      Rosie appeared at my side. “This party is great, isn’t it?”

      “I guess. What’s up, Rosie?”

      “How did you know something’s up? How do you keep doing that?”

      I laughed and squeezed her shoulder. “I guess I’m getting to know you. So, is someone here bothering you?”

      “No. Well, yes. But that person is me.”

      “Rosie, do you want me to have a stern word with Rosie to tell Rosie not to bother Rosie?”

      “Yes! Or, actually, you could just help me. I can’t figure out how you knew it was Milli. I mean, I know she was suspicious, but so were lots of our other suspects.”

      “You’re still trying to figure it out?”

      Rosie nodded. “I would have asked before, but I wanted to work out what I’d missed myself. But I’ve given up. Once you pointed me the right way, I could see it, but I missed it. And you didn’t. How’d you do it, boss?”

      “There wasn’t anything too clever. We had all our suspects there, and I had my eyes on the ones I either knew the least about or had the most suspicions of. Milli had kind of been on the back burner because she was at the restaurant when Nunzio went missing. But when Nunzio walked back in, I realized that he hadn’t been taken by our killer. At that exact moment, I saw the look on Milli’s face.”

      “What look was that? I was still looking at Nunzio and Max coming in the door.” Rosie hit her leg with a balled-up fist. “Stupid.”

      Nanna and I both put our hands on Rosie’s shoulders.

      “You’re the opposite of stupid,” Nanna said to my near-genius assistant. “You’re just learning still. And you’re learning very quickly. Tiffany tells me you can pick locks now?”

      Rosie nodded unhappily.

      “Resentment. That was the look on her face. A hostile resentment toward Nunzio. And then all the other pieces slipped into place. Milli had almost as much to lose as Nunzio if the restaurant failed due to a John Dough review. She was second in command of what was going to be an award-winning restaurant—unless Monty sunk it first. It was her big break.”

      “I get it now. We’ve got to be looking at people, like, all the time to see how they react?”

      “We can’t do anything all the time, Rosie. We live and learn. This stuff starts to come naturally over time. In fact, it already has for you. You keep seeing things that other people miss. You’re doing an incredible job.”

      “You are,” Nanna confirmed. Then she put her mouth to Rosie’s ear and ‘whispered’ loud enough for me to hear, “You’ll be better than Tiffany in no time.”

      “Nanna!”

      Nanna and Rosie broke into giggles together.

      “I don’t think so. But thanks for the pep talk. I’ll just keep learning, I guess.”

      “I don’t think you could ever stop.”

      Rosie grinned. “You’re not wrong, boss. By the way, is that your phone ringing?”

      Rosie was, of course, right. My phone was in my small black clutch and set to silent, but the buzz was still audible. I think I had noticed it subconsciously but ignored it. Almost everyone I cared about was here at this party.

      I dug out the phone. It was The Treasury, where I worked as a blackjack dealer.

      “Yes?”

      “Yeah, we’re going to need you to come in for a shift at ten o’clock.”

      It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. But the pit manager on the other end of the line left a pause for me to confirm. I didn’t.

      “No, sorry, I’m at a ball.”

      “You’re at a what? A ballgame?”

      “No. A ball. A party. And I’m drinking champagne. I’m having fun, and I’m with my friends and family, and I’m not doing a shift tonight. Sorry, but you’ll have to call someone else.”

      There was a click as the pit boss hung up. I stuffed my phone back into my clutch, then I reconsidered and pulled it back out. I turned it off.

      “There,” I said as I put the phone away again. “Now I can relax.”

      “And you deserve it, dear.”

      Nanna gave me a hug, and then Rosie joined in.

      This was it.

      These were my people, and this was my career and calling.

      Over my shoulder, I saw Stone standing with Jan, but they were both looking over at us. I smiled at Stone over Nanna’s shoulder.

      And he smiled back.

      More than a twitch of the lips. A smile.

      “What’s come over you, dear?” Nanna asked when she pulled away and saw me wiping at my eyes.

      “Nothing,” I said with a soft laugh.

      “I know what it is,” Rosie said.

      “What?”

      “Tiffany Black has just accepted that she is the greatest detective in the greatest city in the world!”

      Grinning and laughing and trying not to sob, I poked Rosie in the shoulder and then wiped my eyes and nose with a tissue provided by Nanna.

      But I couldn’t help the swelling emotion inside me.

      Things were going great, in the greatest city in the world. I had my friends, I had my family, and I had my career.

      What more could I want?

      Only one thing.

      Stone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I hope you enjoyed reading this book!

      

        

      
        To continue reading what happens to Stone, Tiffany and the rest of the gang:

        Click Here To Read The Case of The Missing Podcaster in Las Vegas

        .

        .

      

        

      
        Grab your copies of two FREE A.R. Winters cozy mysteries: CLICK HERE

        .

      

        

      
        You can also follow AR Winters on Facebook
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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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        * * *
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