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Furniture Fatality in Las Vegas
A Tiffany Black Story
 
 
Who could’ve hated Janice Wilkerson enough to kill her?
She didn’t have many friends, and everyone Tiffany and Ian talk to admit that they never liked her much. But what other secrets are Janice’s acquaintances hiding?
Meanwhile, Ian must disguise himself as a woman, and Nanna insists she should help with the investigation...
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Chapter One
 
 
 
Tonight, my shift at the Treasury Casino was going to start after midnight.
My friend Ian and I decided that since I had a couple hours’ free time ahead of me, it was a good idea to break out the Back to the Future trilogy and settle in for a long night of marathon movie watching.
Ian and I were settled in on his comfy, slightly–too–soft sofa, an open pizza box lying on the coffee table before us. Ian’s kitten Snowflake perched on top of her cat tower, licked her paws, and looked down at us superciliously, the way only a cat with low regard for silly humans can.
Ian lives a few doors down the hall from me, and we were hanging out at his place because he has a large flat–screen TV. The TV I have is much smaller, and according to Ian, its pixels aren’t “crisp” enough. Plus, I don’t have a Netflix subscription, or a massive library of DVDs like he does.
Ian’s apartment is a mirror image of mine—the front door opens out into a living area, with a small kitchenette and space for a tiny dining table at the far end of the room. A window looks out onto the back of the building opposite ours, and a door leads to Ian’s bedroom and the bathroom.
Because I don’t have money to waste on expensive furniture and accessories, my place is furnished with hand–me–downs and Craigslist finds. I haven’t bought new furniture in a long time, but I do try to clean my apartment every week or so, and I have a framed painting from Hawaii, which Nanna got me as a souvenir from her honeymoon travels, hanging on one wall.
Ian’s apartment, on the other hand, is furnished like a college kid’s dorm room. Star Trek posters adorn one wall, and a shelf of pristine “mint condition” action figures occupies another. His furniture is all secondhand, just like mine, but he doesn’t clean out his apartment as often as I do.
Ian reached for a slice of pizza and beamed. “I’m so glad you decided to get the meat lovers’. I feel like meat lovers’ is perfect for tonight!”
I smiled but didn’t say anything as I bit into my slice. Ian is a perpetually earnest, diehard optimist who would’ve had something enthusiastic to say about whatever type of pizza I chose to order, even if I’d picked a gluten–free base topped with lettuce and nothing else.
When I’d first met Ian, I’d found his constant optimism and eagerness naive and annoying; he was like an easily excitable puppy, but not as cute. However, as we’ve gotten to know each other better, I’ve come to appreciate his friendship; he’s loyal to a fault, and is one of the most kindhearted people I’ve ever met. Which is why I didn’t object when he decided to tag along and ultimately become my partner as a private investigator.
When I first got my PI license, I thought I’d be a lone wolf, taking down criminals all by myself, but after a few jobs, I came to appreciate Ian’s presence. Sure, sometimes he says the first thing that comes into his mind and winds up annoying the suspects we have to talk to, but he can also sometimes exasperate suspects into admitting things they wouldn’t otherwise admit. Plus, it’s nice to have company when you think the person you’re talking to might turn out to be a psychopath with no qualms about killing people in cold blood.
Ian swallowed his bite and turned to me. “Have you noticed that I’ve gotten a haircut?”
I peered at him closely. Ian has a mop of unruly red curls, and they didn’t look any different to me. I shook my head no. “You look the same as usual.”
“I thought investigators were supposed to be observant,” said Ian. “I got a haircut two days ago, and I bought myself a new shirt, and last night I went to one of the bars near the Strip, and I met this amazing girl.”
I rolled my eyes. Ian was always meeting “amazing” girls. They would find out that he had a massive trust fund, get very interested in him, and then find out that he couldn’t touch the trust fund money without getting approval from his lawyer and parents. Immediately after that, they’d lose all interest in him. It’s a pattern I’ve seen happen far too often.
“Did you tell her you can’t access your trust fund?” I said.
Ian smiled and nodded. “I try not to tell girls about my trust fund these days. But it just kind of comes up—they ask me what I do, and then I have to say that I sold a start–up and got a bunch of money, and that it’s in a trust fund now. But if I do say that, these days, I take your advice and I tell them I can’t touch any of the money without the trustee’s approval.”
I looked at him suspiciously. “And how’s that strategy been going so far?”
Ian shrugged. “Not that great at first, but yesterday I met this girl. I told her about the trust fund, and she said she doesn’t care. So we went out for dinner, and we had a nice time. I think I might see her again.”
I tried not to look suspicious, but Ian often has a hard time seeing beyond people’s facades, especially if the person in question is an attractive young woman.
“I hope it works out well for you,” I finally managed to say. And I did. Ian has the worst luck with women, probably even worse than my luck with men. “When are you seeing her again?”
“She said she’d get in touch with me.”
“Ah.” I nodded and tried not to look too disenchanted. When a man said he’d contact you, it was usually the brush–off. I’d never heard of a woman telling her future boyfriend that she would contact him.
Ian and I helped ourselves to the pizza, Snowflake closed her eyes and settled in for a nap, and Ian pressed play on the first movie. We had both eaten two slices of pizza, and the movie was about twenty minutes in, when there was a knock on Ian’s door.
Ian hit pause, and we both looked at each other. Even Snowflake opened one lazy eye and stared at the front door.
“Are you expecting someone?” I said.
Ian shook his head. “Maybe it’s for you. Maybe one of your clients or former clients came to see you, and when they found out you weren’t home, they came over to my apartment.”
“Or maybe it’s Nanna,” I said. “Maybe she and Wes arrived in Vegas a day early.”
Ian went to open the door, and I stood up and peered over his shoulder curiously.
As soon as he opened the door, high–pitched shrieks and greetings assaulted my ears, as though he’d opened a portal into the sound files of a teenage girl’s slumber party.
Opposite Ian stood a vivacious twenty–something–year–old blonde who seemed to be a character out of a sorority movie. She wore knee–high black stiletto boots, a short denim skirt, and a midriff–baring sleeveless button–down checked shirt that ended in a knot. Her lipstick was pink, her hair blown out into big Farrah Fawcett waves, and her blue eyes sparkled with a friendliness that bordered on insanity.
She waved her perfectly manicured hands around as she squealed loudly. “Iannikins! It’s so great to see you again! Aren’t you surprised to see me?”
Ian seemed too shocked to be able to reply to her, and before he could say anything, the vivacious blonde caught sight of me, and for a split second, her huge smile faltered.
But she recovered immediately and said, without missing a beat, “And who’s this? Is this your sister? You didn’t tell me you had a sister! Aren’t you going to invite me in? I can’t wait to see your place!”
I forced myself not to roll my eyes, and instead, I smiled politely and held out my hand. “I’m Tiffany, Ian’s friend who lives down the hall.”
Vivacious Blonde ignored my outstretched hand and came straight in for a hug. She smelled of something sweet and expensive, and when she pulled back, she said enthusiastically, “It’s so great to meet you! I told Ian I’d love to meet his friends, but he said he didn’t have many here in Vegas. I’m Cecilia, by the way. Ian’s new girlfriend. Is that your kitten over there? How cute! I love kittens!”
I looked behind me, following her gaze, and saw that Snowflake was stubbornly pressing her eyes shut and pretending to be asleep.
Snowflake is one of the most antisocial kittens I’ve ever met, and I knew there was no way she could be asleep. According to Ian, Snowflake picks up on people’s energy and doesn’t like to be around people with “negative vibes.”
I glanced past Cecilia to Ian, who shrugged and smiled, looking sheepish and embarrassed, but proud that he had a girlfriend who came over to his apartment to surprise him, all at once. Never mind that he’d just met this “girlfriend” yesterday.
“I was just telling Tiffany about you,” Ian said to Cecilia. “I’m glad you two met.”
Cecilia squealed loudly again, and I resisted the urge to reach up and check that my ears were still functioning properly.
“I can’t believe you’re telling your friends about me already!” said Cecilia. “I knew I had a good feeling about you!”
The three of us sat down, Ian and I on the sofa, and Cecilia on an armchair that she dragged over to be closer to Ian. Ian offered Cecilia a slice of pizza, which she refused, the way I’d known she would. She was far too skinny to be the kind of person who went around eating pizza.
“I just had a huge meal,” she said, patting her tummy and arching her back, forcing us to admire her bare midriff. “I’m just sooo full! I must look all bloated and piggish.”
“You look gorgeous,” said Ian, his eyes O–shaped with unabated admiration.
Cecilia flipped one hand and giggled modestly. “Oh, Iannikins! You’re always so sweet.”
This time, my eyes rolled around of their own accord, and I found myself saying, “So, Ian tells me you two met yesterday.”
“We did,” said Cecilia. “And it was love at first sight! When you have a connection so strong, you can’t deny it or ignore it. Right, Iannikins?”
I glanced at Ian, but he had started stuttering. I wasn’t sure that he believed in love at first sight, or that the two of them had an undeniable connection, but he finally managed to say, “Of course.”
“I had no idea,” continued Cecilia, batting her eyelashes at Ian, “that when I came to Vegas for a vacation with my girls, I’d meet such a wonderful man and fall in love. I can’t wait to move to Vegas for good and be with my Sweetie Coochie Iannikins forever.”
One of my eyebrows shot up involuntarily, and I glanced at Ian.
Ian’s face was a study in surprise and confusion. “You’re going to move to Vegas for good?”
“Of course,” said Cecilia. “Don’t you want us to be together forever?”
I could see the conflict and hesitation in Ian’s eyes. Sure, he liked Cecilia and thought she was pretty, but he also liked to look at other pretty women. In many ways, Ian has the maturity of a teenage boy, and I knew there was no way he was interested in settling down with one single woman, especially not after one date.
When Ian didn’t say anything, I found myself turning to Cecilia and saying, “Where would you stay in Vegas?”
“I was thinking of moving in with Ian,” Cecilia said smoothly. “It’s not like I would want to mooch off him. I’d get a job during the day, maybe even something part–time so that I could spend more time with my sweetikins.”
I had a hard time keeping the incredulity out of my voice. “You want to move in here?”
Cecilia looked around the room, as though seeing it for the first time, and shrugged. “Maybe we could live here for a few days, while we look for a nicer place. I love the Star Trek posters, but the place is a bit tiny for two people. I’d like somewhere with a nice kitchen, and maybe a pool in the complex.”
Ian shook his head. “I’m not sure I could afford a place like that.”
Cecilia laughed. “Of course you could! You just need to explain to your lawyer that you’ve got a girlfriend now, and you need to live somewhere nicer. I’m sure your parents will understand. They don’t want you to be single for the rest of your life, do they?”
“They might increase my allowance a little bit,” Ian said hesitantly. “But not by much. I still wouldn’t be able to afford a place like that by myself.”
Cecilia frowned. “But surely they’ve gotta let you access the trust fund at some point.”
She pursed her lips thoughtfully for a moment, and then her eyes and mouth went round, as though she’d been struck by sudden inspiration. “What if you got married? They’d have to give you control of the trust fund then!”
Ian and I exchanged a glance.
“I’m not sure they would give me control even then,” said Ian regretfully. “My parents think I can’t be trusted with money, and I’ve always had bad luck with girls, so I’m not sure how happy they’d be about my getting a live–in girlfriend.”
“Or a wife,” I reminded him snidely. I’d managed to keep my face quite straight, but inside I was dying of laughter at the thought of Ian actually having a wife.
Cecilia smiled sweetly. “I’m sure that’s not true. I’m sure your parents would change their minds once they saw how in love we are.”
“So,” I said, trying my best not to sound judgmental, “you think that if you marry Ian, he can get access to his trust fund? You do know that even if you get married, his parents and lawyer are going to make you sign a crazy–strict prenup.”
Cecilia laughed. “I don’t care about prenups. All I care about is being with my sweet Iannikins. It’s not like I intend to ever get divorced from him.”
“Looks like you and Cecilia are going to be together forever,” I told Ian.
Ian shot me a silent, panicked look.
Cecilia squealed softly. “See! Even your best friend loves me. I’m sure we can make this work out. Your parents are going to give you access to the trust fund when they see us together, I know it.”
Ian gulped, and his jaw worked up and down silently as he tried to form words. “Cecilia,” he managed to say finally, “do you really think this is a good idea? I mean, we just met…”
“That’s what makes it so special!” said Cecilia. “What we have is so romantic and magical.”
“Maybe you two should spend some more time getting to know each other, before you make long–term plans like moving to Vegas,” I said.
“Of course,” said Cecilia. “That’s why I’m here now. I thought Sweetikins and I could hang out together and get to know each other. I want to spend all my time with him.”
“How long are you in Vegas for?” I said.
“I’ve got another two weeks left on my vacation,” said Cecilia. “But I don’t really need to end it. I can just drop out of college, or transfer over here. Now that I’ve found true love, it’s not like I can just give it up.”
Ian looked all scared and panicked, and finally, he managed to say, “That’s lovely. But Tiffany and I were going to watch some movies together. Maybe you and I can hang out another day.”
Cecilia laughed. “Don’t be silly, I can watch the movies with you. I love movies!”
Ian glanced at me and silently mouthed, “Help!”
I looked at him and smiled, but I wasn’t sure what I could do. Cecilia seemed particularly determined, and subtle hints were obviously not going to work on her. I felt a tiny bit sorry for her—she’d clearly come to Vegas hoping to meet a wealthy man, and now that she’d found Ian, she thought her mission had already been halfway accomplished. Just as I was wondering how to get rid of Cecilia, my cell phone rang.
I spoke to the person on the other end for a few minutes, and after I hung up, I turned to Ian and said, “We need to go. We’ve got a job.”
The two of us stood up, and Cecilia followed. “Where are you going? Can I come, too? I didn’t know my sweet Iannikins had a job.”
“We work as private investigators,” I told her. “Ian helps me. And, no, I’m afraid you can’t come with us this time. But you can hang out with Ian afterward.”
 
 




Chapter Two
 
 
 
Ian and I got into my battered old Honda Accord, and I set off in the direction of Betta Furniture. I’d just spoken with Harry, the owner, but since I don’t like to talk to clients in detail over the phone, it was time to meet him in person.
Ian was silent as we drove, slumped glumly in the passenger seat.
It was unlike him to be quiet for such a long time, so after a few minutes, I said, “Well, at least we managed to get her out of your apartment.”
Ian let out a deep sigh. “But what if she decides to camp out in the hallway? I’ll have to see her when I get back.”
“Why don’t you just tell her that you’re not interested?”
“I tried to give her hints. So did you. And you saw how that went.”
“She’s not a very subtle person,” I said, keeping my eyes on the road. “You need to tell her point–blank that you don’t like her anymore. That you want to see other people. That you can’t see a future with her.”
“How would you feel,” said Ian, “if some guy told you that he didn’t like you anymore? That he wanted to see other women and thought it wasn’t going to work out between you two?”
For a split second, a vision of Detective Ryan’s face floated before my eyes. Ryan and I have gone on a few dates now, and he’s sweet, handsome, and kind. The thought of him telling me that things weren’t going to work out between us made my throat constrict and my chest start hammering loudly.
“See?” I heard Ian say. “You went all pale. No one likes to hear that.”
I took a deep breath and gulped. “Maybe it’ll be easier for her, because you haven’t been seeing her really. You just had one dinner with her.”
“No,” said Ian. “I couldn’t hurt someone’s feelings like that. I hate it when women dump me, and I don’t want to be a horrible person who goes around hurting someone like Cecilia. She didn’t do anything wrong. She’s just a bit too enthusiastic.”
I rolled my eyes and made an exasperated face. “You can’t let people walk all over you. No wonder your lawyers and parents have to keep watch over your trust fund. If you had it all to yourself, you’d go broke giving handouts to every scammer out there.”
“It’s not a big deal,” said Ian. “She said her vacation’s going to end in two weeks’ time. So all I need to do is lay low till she leaves.”
“What about when you go home tonight? What if she’s waiting for you in the hallway? She’ll muscle her way into your apartment, and then she’ll never leave. Ever.”
I pulled into the parking lot at Betta Furniture and looked at Ian.
His eyes had widened with terror at the thought of being stuck with Cecilia forever, and he shook his head. “I’ll have to make sure not to run into her in the hallway, that’s all.”
“And how would you do that?”
“Maybe I could ask Glenn or Karma to check,” said Ian, mentioning our downstairs neighbors. “They can text me to let me know if she’s gone or not.”
“Glenn and Karma’ve gone away for a quick vacation,” I reminded him. “They won’t be back till tomorrow.”
Ian sat thoughtfully for a few minutes, and then he brightened up. “You have all your PI gear in the car, don’t you? I can wear a wig and a fake mustache, to disguise myself when I go home. If she’s still in the hallway, I’ll leave and hang out in a casino for a few hours. Cecilia has to go away at some point, and she won’t recognize me if I’m disguised.”
“That might actually work,” I said slowly. “Hopefully, she’ll be gone by the time we get back.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
Betta Furniture was housed in a large strip mall just off Balzar Avenue. The stores were arranged in a large U shape around a parking lot—on one end there was Betta Furniture, a bank, an electronics store, a “high–end audio” store, a pet store, a dry cleaners’, a bakery, and a shoe store. There were some more parking spots, and then the U–shaped building continued with some clothing stores, an office supply store, a large grocery store, and some fast–food joints.
At this hour, all the stores except the fast–food places were closed, but the parking lot was well lit enough that we could see the storefronts. The area looked clean and freshly painted, and I assumed that the stores did decent business; their customers were probably Vegas locals who lived nearby and couldn’t be bothered going to the trendy malls and outlet stores a longer drive away.
Betta Furniture seemed to be one of the bigger stores in the place, and I assumed this was because furniture took up a lot of space to display and store. I parked in one of the empty spaces in front of the store, and as we got out, Ian said, “What exactly did Harry tell you over the phone?”
“I didn’t ask him too many questions,” I said. “Apparently, our old client Gary, who was accused of killing that horrible politician, referred us to him. Harry told me that someone died in his shop, and the police don’t think it was a murder, but he’s convinced it is. I told him we’d come and talk to him in person; that way we can have a look around and I’ll understand better if there’s actually a case here or not.”
 
 




Chapter Three
 
 
 
Betta Furniture’s front doors slid open, and Ian and I stepped inside.
The store was brightly lit with overhead fluorescent lights, and the bluish–gray carpet was soft underfoot. Sofa sets of various sizes and materials were grouped together near the front door, followed by dining sets a few feet behind them. To our right, I could see bedroom furniture, and the store veered off to the back and left, where I could make out office furniture.
There was a man sitting at one of the dining tables, and he stood up when Ian and I entered. I assumed this was Harry—he was tall and broad–shouldered, with a large round face and large mustache. His dark hair was receding, and his clothes were crumpled and unassuming.
When he reached us, we all introduced ourselves, and Harry led us over to a red leather sofa set. As we sat down, Ian said, “So, you own this whole store. That’s pretty cool.”
“I’ve owned Betta Furniture for five years now,” said Harry. “The first few years were tough, but the last two’ve been quite good. I’ve been taking steps to open another branch over at Henderson, but things haven’t been going so well with Janice’s death.”
“You mentioned over the phone that Janice worked here,” I said. “Why don’t we get straight to what happened?”
Harry nodded, seeming to approve of my directness. “Janice Wilkerson worked here for the last two years. She’s one of my best salespeople—or at least, she was. She always knew how to get the customer over the line, and how to upsell them. She was employee of the month almost every single month that she worked here.”
“A model employee,” I murmured.
Harry nodded. “I appreciated her sales mojo. But she wasn’t that popular with the rest of the staff—I ignored it, because that’s none of my business. What matters to me is how well she does her job.”
“You said she died last week?”
“She was closing up the store last Sunday night. Janice was the only person here for a while, from eight thirty at night onwards. When the first employee walked in the next morning, they found her in the storeroom. A large flat–packed sofa had fallen on top of her, crushing her to death.”
I shuddered, trying to push away the mental image that floated up before my eyes. “How terrible.”
“It was,” said Harry. “And the worst thing is, the insurance company says it was an accident, and that I must’ve been violating workplace safety guidelines. Which means they won’t pay out the full insurance money, plus it’s going to be harder to hire new employees for the Henderson branch. But there’s no way it could’ve been an accident.”
“What makes you so sure?” I watched Harry intently, trying to piece together the relevant bits of information. Harry had a financial motive for proving that Janice’s death had been a murder, but I wouldn’t be able to prove something that wasn’t true.
Harry leaned forward and rested his chin on one hand. “The storeroom’s just behind this display area, and everything’s arranged safely. Employees aren’t supposed to lift heavy items by themselves, ever. Plus, most of my other employees hated Janice, and as far as I know, her personal life wasn’t that great either.”
“How do you mean?”
Harry shrugged. “It was common knowledge that Janice and her husband got separated almost six months ago. They’re getting a divorce. And you know what they say about divorce being murder…”
Ian and I exchanged a glance, and I frowned. Whenever there’s a homicide, the spouse is usually the prime suspect: he or she tends to be the one who benefits most from the death. But Harry was really pushing the idea of Janice’s death as a murder, and I didn’t want to admit that an ongoing divorce certainly made things look a bit more suspicious.
“That doesn’t necessarily mean Janice’s death wasn’t an accident,” I said, trying to sound objective. A small futuristic–looking object that hung high on one wall caught my eye. “Is that a video camera?”
Harry followed my glance and nodded. “I got a good deal on them when I opened the store, so I decided to go with the wireless model.”
“Which means you’ve got video footage of what happened on the day Janice died.”
Harry grimaced and shook his head. “I’m afraid not. The router that goes with them was stolen a few days before Janice died, so the cameras are just decorations right now. I meant to get a new router, but it didn’t seem like a priority at the time.”
I stared at Harry uncomprehendingly. For all that his words made sense to me, he might as well have been speaking Yiddish. “What do you mean, router?” I said finally.
“I know about these wireless cameras,” said Ian. “They hook up to an app on your smartphone, or laptop, so you can see the feed from anywhere.”
Harry nodded. “Exactly. That’s one reason I picked these cameras. I can check in on the store even if I’m at home, using my smartphone or iPad.”
“But because they’re wireless, they need a router to work,” Ian went on. “If the Internet goes out, or if there’s no electricity, or if the router gets stolen, the cameras stop working.”
Comprehension dawned. “Ah. And you have no feed right now, because someone stole the router.”
“That’s right,” said Harry. “It didn’t seem like a big deal then, but cameras that actually worked would’ve been handy now.”
My brows knit together. For the first time since we’d gotten here, I felt as though Janice’s death might not have been purely accidental. “The router getting stolen doesn’t sound like a coincidence,” I admitted. “But wouldn’t you have video footage of whoever it was stealing the router?”
“I plugged in the router over there,” said Harry, pointing toward a study table near the back of the room. “The last thing I’ve got on camera is a large group of people walking past the table, blocking out the view of the router. Whoever stole it must’ve ducked behind the group and unplugged it when the view was blocked.”
I watched him carefully. “And you’ve got no idea who might have stolen it?”
Harry shrugged. “I never explained the router–camera setup to anyone, but my employees probably figured it out just like Ian did. So it might’ve been one of them.”
I nodded in agreement. “Whoever stole the router must’ve been aware of the camera feeds and blind spots. They probably timed their theft carefully. But why would any of your employees want to steal the router? Is it something they could sell secondhand?”
Harry shook his head. “A router by itself isn’t worth that much money. At the time, I thought it might’ve been an accident or a joke. I didn’t tell anyone that the cameras weren’t working—I thought I’d go ahead and get a new router when I had a free moment. I wish I’d done that sooner.”
“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said sympathetically. “Whoever stole the router might’ve just stolen the second router as well.”
“Well, either way, here we are now,” said Harry. “Janice is dead, and the insurance company and my employees think that it’s my fault because I wasn’t following safety rules. But I’m sure that someone else was involved in her death.”
I needed a few more minutes to think, so I said, “You mentioned the storeroom’s in the back. Why don’t Ian and I have a look?”
Harry led us past the display furniture and over to the back of the room, where he opened a door marked Employees Only and led us into the storeroom.
The storeroom was about the size of Ian’s and my one–bedroom apartments combined, the walls on either side of us lined with heavy metal shelving. Flat–packed boxes were arranged neatly on the shelves, and each pile was labeled carefully. There were two ladders and a small forklift at the end of the room.
“This is pretty neat,” said Ian. “Do you store all your furniture in here?”
Harry walked toward the end of the room, with Ian and me following. “Yes,” he said. “All the furniture we sell is flat–packed. That makes it cheaper to import, and to store—and cheaper for the customers to buy as well.”
I pointed to a large metal door at the end of the room. “What’s through there?”
We walked up to the door, and Harry opened it and led us outside. This was the unsightly back of the building. A small alley ran past the rear of the shops, and to our left was a loading zone for trucks. On our right was a single parking spot and a dumpster.
“All the stores on this side have a loading zone or a parking spot behind the back entrance,” Harry told us. “The other stores usually let their managers use the spot, but Betta Furniture’s spot belongs to the employee of the month.”
We walked with Harry down the alley, which was dark and empty at this hour. The alley turned left, and left again, merging with the empty, brightly lit parking lot in front. We were at the far end of the building, away from the fast–food places near the entrance, and the stores here were dark and shuttered.
A chill ran through my bones: at this time of night, this section of the strip mall seemed eerie and ominous, and when I glanced at Ian, I knew he felt the same way.
Perhaps it was the silence or the emptiness of the lot, but I found myself agreeing with Harry’s assessment that Janice’s death couldn’t have been an accident. I imagined her working all alone in the late hours of Sunday night. The place would have been just as quiet then, and she would’ve had no reason to go into the empty storeroom by herself.
“We’ll take the case,” I told Harry as the three of us hurried back to the bright lights of Betta Furniture. “I’ve got a few more questions about Janice’s personal life. And then we can sign my private investigator’s contract, and Ian and I can get started with the investigation. If Janice’s death really was a murder, I’m sure the killer left behind some clues.”
 
 




Chapter Four
 
 
 
Ian and I headed back, and before we went upstairs to our apartments, Ian fished out a wig and some other disguises from the Private Investigator’s Supply Bag that he makes me keep in my car. He finally selected a bald wig that made him look like a neo–Nazi, a pair of thick–rimmed glasses, and a thin brown mustache. After he was done fixing the disguise onto his face, he looked like a completely different person.
“I can barely recognize you without your big red hair,” I said.
Ian beamed. “Thanks! I knew I’d selected a good disguise. I hope Cecilia doesn’t recognize me either. Actually, scratch that. I hope Cecilia went home a long time ago.”
When we went upstairs, we saw that Ian’s wish had been granted. There was no sign of her in the hallway, and Ian headed cheerfully into his apartment.
“I can Google Janice Wilkerson and Betta Furniture while you’re at work,” he said. “Aren’t you glad I’m working with you?”
 
 
 

 
 
 
I’ve been working at the Treasury Casino for a few years now. When I first started, I absolutely hated my job. But over time, it’s started to grow on me. A few weeks back, I faced the possibility of losing my job at the Treasury, and it opened my eyes to just how lucky I am to have this job—the shifts are never dull, the pay is quite decent, and best of all, I can walk to work.
As soon as I stepped into the pit, the garish colors and loud noises of the casino flooded my senses and wrapped around me like a warm, comfortable blanket. The pit always smells of an energizing, citrusy fragrance that’s piped in through the air vents, and the walls are devoid of clocks, windows or any other way of knowing the time. The carpets are bright, the gamblers loud and boisterous, and the slot machines constantly ringing out with their chimes, reminding everyone that they too can be a winner.
I took my position at the blackjack table I’d been assigned to, and the previous dealer clapped out his hands and left me to deal with the gamblers. I dealt cards and made small talk, concentrating on my work, till the hours sped by, and it was time for my first break.
The busyness died down soon after I got back from my break, and I used the opportunity to let my mind drift off every few minutes. I worried about Ian and Cecilia—there seemed to be something very wrong with that woman, and I hoped that Ian wouldn’t get into any serious trouble.
I wondered briefly about Janice Wilkerson. Harry had shown us her photo—she was a slim brunette with a face that looked pinched and unhappy. I had a hard time believing that a murderer would go to the effort of pushing a heavy flat–packed sofa onto a woman, but the whole thing felt off. Tomorrow, I’d start by talking to her coworkers, and perhaps I would learn why someone might want to kill her.
Just before my shift ended, my thoughts turned toward my friend Stone.
When I’d first become a private investigator and gotten my first case, Stone had been my mentor, and pretty soon he became my friend. He encouraged me, gave me advice, and helped me out. I’d always felt a strange spark between us, until one day we ended up kissing, and I thought we might have a future together.
Unfortunately, the very next day, two large men in black suits showed up, claiming they were from the CIA and looking for Stone. After that, Stone disappeared without a trace—until I tracked down Stone’s CIA mentor, Johnson.
Johnson told me that Stone had been set up, and that one of the men responsible for his disappearance, Eli Barsky, would be coming to Vegas soon. The two of us were going to run surveillance on Eli, and hopefully learn something about him; with any luck, if we could help clear Stone’s name, he could stop having to live in the shadows. Just before he told me all the details about Stone’s past, Johnson said he needed to rush off—leaving me in the dark.
I hadn’t seen Johnson since the last time I’d talked to him a few days ago, and I wondered when I’d see him again. I was dying to know what exactly Stone had gotten himself into, and why he’d had to disappear.
My shift ended just after nine in the morning, and I walked home slowly, hoping to run into Johnson in one of the alleys that I used as a shortcut back to my place. But nobody stepped out of the shadows to talk to me, and when I got home, I had still learned nothing new about Stone.
 
 




Chapter Five
 
 
 
It was almost eleven in the morning by the time I got dressed and headed over to Ian’s apartment.
“I stayed up last night looking through that list of employees that Harry gave us,” said Ian. “But I didn’t really find anything.”
“We can go through the list while we have breakfast,” I said. “And then we can make a plan of attack.”
Ian nodded. “Glenn came by while you were sleeping and dropped off some cupcakes. They’re chocolate, with vanilla frosting.”
“Mmm.” I went over to the box sitting on Ian’s countertop, opened the lid and peered inside. There were six delicious–looking cupcakes, and I found two plates and served Ian and me one each, while Ian made two cups of coffee.
Snowflake watched us derisively as we got ready to eat the sugary treats. I could almost see the judgment in her eyes—”Why don’t you humans ever eat healthy breakfasts?”—and I found myself wishing she would stop looking at me that way.
“I’m going to stop by the grocery store on our way home,” I heard myself saying, more to Snowflake than to Ian. “Everyone keeps saying it’s so important to have a healthy breakfast. I’ll get eggs, milk, yogurt, cereal and fruits.”
“What about sausages and bacon? And jam and bread?”
I squinched up my face thoughtfully. Snowflake blinked at me lazily, looking unimpressed, and I thought to myself that sausages and bacon would take quite a bit of effort to make in the morning. “Maybe we should start with milk and cereal, and see how we go from there.”
Ian served Snowflake some of her cat food, and the two of us settled down on the sofa and munched on our cupcakes.
“So, that list of all the employees Harry gave us,” Ian said. His phone buzzed, and he glanced at it briefly. “It’s only Cecilia—and I don’t want to talk to her. She’s been calling me all night.”
I shrugged. “She’s one of your more complicated girlfriends.”
“Anyway,” said Ian. “Back to the employees. There are four salespeople, who work shifts, and I looked up all their social media accounts. Two of them have their accounts set to private, but the other two seem like regular young people. All their photos seem to be about partying, eating out, and having fun. No obvious ‘I want to kill someone’ kind of statements.”
I nodded. “Harry kept saying that Janice was unpopular at work, but I can’t imagine someone killing their coworker just because they didn’t like her. If you’re going to kill someone, you need a really good motive, and it’s usually a lot more personal than that.”
Ian nodded. “I looked up the ex–husband too, but David Wilkerson doesn’t have a social media profile, and I couldn’t find anything about him online.”
“We should start with him,” I said. “And what about Janice’s family?”
“Both her parents passed away a few years ago. She’s got a sister who lives in New York, and a brother who lives in Michigan. Gina and Jerry.”
“I’ll run their names through the PI database,” I said, finishing up my cupcake and staring at the empty wrapper in dismay. “And I’ll ask my contact at McCarran airport to check if they flew into Vegas or LA anytime recently.”
Ian finished his cupcake and got up to help himself to another one.
“You can’t have any more of those,” I said quickly, stopping him before he could reach in to grab one.
Ian looked at me skeptically. “Is this part of your ‘eating a healthy breakfast’ thing? Because I think we should start tomorrow. Tomorrow is always the best time to start a healthier diet.”
“No,” I said. “We need to leave some for Detective Elwood. We’ve gotta pay him a visit at the precinct and find out if the cops looked into Janice’s death at all. At the very least, they must’ve done an autopsy—Elwood might have something interesting to tell us.”
Ian closed the lid on the box reluctantly, and I called Janice’s ex–husband as I sipped the last of my coffee.
“I thought Janice’s death was an accident,” said David Wilkerson, once I’d explained to him who I was.
“I’ve been hired by Janice’s boss to investigate what happened,” I explained. “He thinks that it might have been more than an accident, and since you knew Janice so well, I was wondering if you might tell me a bit more about her coworkers? Any enemies she might have had, what kind of person she was, if she had any close friends here, that kind of thing.”
On the other end of the line, David let out an exasperated sigh. “Fine, you can come by once I’ve gotten home from work.”
He reeled off his address, and I told him I’d come by at 5:30, before hanging up.
Ian and I headed over to my apartment, where I ran the names of Janice’s brother and sister through my PI database, verifying that they did indeed live in New York and Michigan. Next, I called Adrian, my friend at the airport, and asked him to check flight records for the two.
“I guess it’s time to visit Elwood,” said Ian. “What’re we doing after that?”
I glanced at my watch. There was a long time before we needed to go talk to David, so I said, “We might as well talk to the employees at Betta Furniture, see what they say about Janice. But first, we need to get the box of cupcakes from your apartment—Elwood’s only happy to talk to me if I’ve brought him a treat or two.”
Ian and I went back to his apartment, and Ian refilled Snowflake’s water bowl. I had just grabbed the box of cupcakes when there was a knock on the door.
We both froze and glanced at each other, and from the hallway, a high–pitched, saccharine voice called out, “Iannikins! You haven’t been answering your phone, so I got worried about you. I know you must be home.”
“I can’t let her in,” said Ian in a hoarse whisper. “If she comes inside, there’s no way I’ll be able to get rid of her.”
I rolled my eyes. “Maybe it’s time you finally told her you’re not interested.”
Ian’s face went all pale, and his eyes flooded with panic. “I can’t do that! I need to psych myself up and get prepared to be yelled at. I don’t want to ruin a perfectly good day by starting off like this.”
In a crazy kind of way, I understood what Ian meant. I hated to start off my days with unpleasantness, so I decided to support Ian in his immature decision this one time. “Okay. But we can’t stay inside all day, and I don’t think she’s going to go away on her own.”
“I’ll wear a disguise,” said Ian. “If I look completely different, she won’t bother me. You can tell her that I’m a friend of Ian’s, and I’ll slip out without her bothering me.”
I looked at Ian skeptically, but I couldn’t think of a better idea, so I watched as he rummaged through his bag of disguises and finally selected a thin brown mustache, thick–rimmed black glasses, and a wig with straight brown hair that came down almost to his ears.
Ian tried everything on and turned to me. “How do I look?” He glanced at himself in the mirror and nodded, pleased. “I totally look like Brad Pitt.”
I’d never met Brad Pitt in person, but I was pretty sure he didn’t look like Ian in a bad disguise. “I suppose you don’t look like yourself, and that’s the important thing.”
The two of us stepped into the hallway, and immediately, Cecilia pounced on Ian, wrapping her arms around him in a tight hug.
“Iannikins! I was starting to get worried. You weren’t answering your phone, and I miss you.”
Ian disentangled himself gently from Cecilia and said, “No, you must be mistaken. I’m not Ian.”
He turned around to lock his apartment door, and I said, “That’s right. That’s not Ian, it’s his brother, Brad Pittson.”
Cecilia broke out into peals of laughter. “You two are so funny! And Iannikins, you look adorable in that wig. Although, I like you better with your red hair and no glasses.”
Ian looked at me helplessly, and I felt my jaw dropping in surprise. I’d really believed that we could fool Cecilia with the disguise, but she was clearly smarter than we’d given her credit for.
“Ah,” I finally managed to say, “the disguise is for work. Ian and I need to go and investigate the case we’re working on right now.”
Cecilia grabbed Ian’s arm and pouted. “You’re just going to run away? I missed you so much last night. And you never answered your phone.”
Ian shrugged. “The battery died.”
As if on cue, his phone started ringing.
Ian pulled up the phone and glanced at it sheepishly. “That’s my mom. I managed to charge the battery a few minutes ago.”
For a moment, a flash of annoyance lit up Cecilia’s pretty blue eyes. I braced myself for an outburst, for her to tell Ian that he was a selfish pig and that she was so angry at him. But a split second later, the anger was gone from her eyes, replaced with a sweet hopefulness. “Of course. I understand. But what if I come along with you on your case? I won’t be any bother.”
“I’m sorry,” I said firmly. “We signed a confidentiality agreement with our client, and we can’t let anyone else know about the case, even if it’s Ian’s future wife. I’m sure you can respect that about Ian’s job?”
Cecilia seemed a little conflicted, but finally, she let go of Ian’s arm. “Of course. I completely understand about confidentiality. I’d never want my future husband to feel like he had to break the rules at work. So I’ll see you once your job’s over?”
“Sure,” said Ian as he rushed with me into the elevator. “Can’t wait.”
 
 




Chapter Six
 
 
 
The Las Vegas Police Department was housed in a boring utilitarian brick building, and the inside was just as boring: gray carpets, blank white walls, and the permanent smell of industrial–strength air freshener.
I’ve been to the station often enough that most of the cops now know me, so I nodded at the officer who was manning reception, and Ian and I headed straight to the open–plan work area where Elwood’s desk was housed.
Detective Elwood was a short, chubby man with a perpetually grumpy expression. I’d first met him during one of my investigations, and we’d started off on the wrong foot. But by now, I’ve run into him often enough that I think he regards me with a grudging respect.
Just a few months ago, the sight of me would make Elwood recoil instantly with a heavy scowl. However, a couple of visits to the precinct with a box of cupcakes meant that when Elwood looked up and saw me approaching, his first expression was one of curiosity, not annoyance. His eyes homed in on the plastic food container I was carrying, and his face split into a grin.
The first words out of his mouth when Ian and I got to his desk were, “Are those cupcakes?”
Elwood’s desk was strewn with half–finished paperwork, and there was a mug of coffee sitting to one side. I’ve never once seen him at the precinct without his mug of coffee, and his coffee is always the same—lukewarm, weak, and full of more cream and sugar than actual coffee.
I placed the container on his desk and opened the lid to reveal the contents. “Right here.”
Elwood made greedy noises, reached inside to grab one, and immediately closed the lid and hid the box in one of his desk drawers, all the better to prevent his coworkers from wanting to share. He bit into the deliciousness as Ian and I sat down opposite him and looked on enviously.
For a few long seconds, we watched him eating and making a mess like a toddler who hadn’t yet learned food etiquette, and then Ian finally said to me, “You didn’t have to give him all the cupcakes. We could have left most of them for ourselves and just given him one.”
“You clearly wanted my help,” said Elwood between bites. “I might not have felt too generous if you’d only brought me one cupcake.”
“It’s for a case that’s been closed,” I said. “The files are already public record. I didn’t have to bring you any cupcakes at all.”
Elwood chewed happily and shrugged. “You obviously wanted an expert opinion. Which case is it?”
“Janice Wilkerson,” I said. “She died last Sunday, crushed under a flat–packed sofa at Betta Furniture.”
Elwood finished his cupcake, and then he went off into the records room and returned with Janice’s file. He flipped through it before passing it over to us, and I skimmed it quickly.
“I remember that the owner of Betta Furniture was here, asking us to look at it as a suspicious death,” said Elwood. “But as you can see from the files, the whole thing was just an accident.”
I nodded and passed the file over to Ian so he could have a look. “The autopsy report said they didn’t find any traces of drugs in her system, or any kind of anesthetic on her hair or clothes.”
Elwood nodded. “You can’t just kill someone by throwing a heavy sofa on them. They’d run and hide. The only way you could make them stay in place without physically restraining them, which would leave bruises and marks, was if they were drugged.”
I nodded thoughtfully. “But just because they didn’t find any drugs in her system doesn’t mean she wasn’t given some kind of untraceable date rape drug.”
“That’s always true, unfortunately,” admitted Elwood. “But really, it seems highly unlikely.”
“The autopsy said she’d had a donut and a cup of coffee about an hour prior to her death, and it puts time of death as between nine p.m. and ten thirty p.m. Maybe someone drugged her food.”
Elwood shrugged. “A donut and coffee sounds like a regular snack to me, nothing suspicious about that. Besides, as you’ve read in the report, the investigating officer talked to everyone who was close with Janice. She didn’t have any real friends here, or enemies, or any money or fortune worth stealing. There was no one with the motive, and as far as we can tell, there was no means or opportunity either.”
“You thought Samantha Wells’s death was an accident,” I reminded him. “And look how that turned out.”
Elwood shrugged. “So you got lucky with one case. The guy set out to commit the perfect murder, and you managed to be in the right place to figure things out. I know you guys even had your nanna help out.”
“But we solved the case,” Ian reminded him. “That’s what counts. Even when all the clues pointed to Samantha’s death being an accident, it turned out that it really was a murder. Maybe we’ll find out the same thing about Janice’s death; maybe someone killed her so carefully that everyone’s thinking it’s an accident.”
 
 




Chapter Seven
 
 
 
Ian and I headed over to Betta Furniture. The shopping area looked completely different in the daytime—display windows glinting in the bright sunlight, employees wandering around, the occasional shopper going in or out of a store. It was midday on a Monday, so there were only a handful of cars in the main parking lot, but quite a few cars were clustered around the front of the building, near the fast–food restaurants.
Betta Furniture was brightly lit and devoid of customers. There were two salespeople inside, and when Ian and I stepped in, one of them headed our way.
He was a tall, lanky man with pasty skin and a receding hairline. His eyes were watery gray and his face was squinty, as though he was dealing with a permanent but minor stomachache.
A forced smile was pasted onto his face, and when he spoke, his words were near–monotone. “Welcome to Betta Furniture, how are you today?”
“You sound like you really hate your job,” said Ian.
The man, whose name tag said John, looked taken aback. “I, uh, no,” he stammered. “I love working here.” He recovered quickly and forced the smile back onto his face. “And our furniture is really great. It’s affordable, and it’ll last you a lifetime. What exactly are you folks looking for today?”
Ian shook his head, unconvinced by John’s spiel. “I worked in retail once, and I hated my boss. I’m sure you feel the same way about Harry.”
John blinked at us, confused and slightly exasperated. “How do you know my boss is Harry?”
“I’m sorry about Ian,” I said. “I’m Tiffany Black, we’re investigating Janice’s death.”
Understanding dawned on John’s face. “Of course, Harry said you two would be coming around, and that we should talk to you.”
“I still think you hate your job,” said Ian. “I’m not wrong, am I?”
John smiled thinly. “It pays the bills. I’m getting a little tired of it, but I can’t think of any better options. I haven’t been working in retail long enough to try to get a job as a manager, and I don’t want to work in a fast–food place. I could go back to college and try to get a degree or something, but I’m not sure that would work at my age.”
“Someone stole a router from this place,” said Ian. “We think it might be an employee who hates working here.”
John snorted derisively. “I’ve already told you, I don’t hate working here. I’m just a little bored of it. And what good would stealing a router do me anyway? It’s not like I could use it myself, and the system Harry had is at least five years old. It wouldn’t get me any money on Craigslist or eBay. You know how fast technology moves these days—he probably needed to upgrade the system anyway.”
I nodded, watching him as he spoke. I actually believed him when he said that he wouldn’t consider stealing a router—John had the look of someone who was vaguely disgruntled with life, but couldn’t be bothered to do anything about it. He was the sort of person who went around complaining that life was unfair, but would never try to figure out how to rig the game in his favor.
“Can you think of anyone who hated Harry enough to steal the router? Although I agree with you—I’m not sure what good stealing a router would do anyone.”
“Some people are just weird,” said John. “Although, most everyone who works here is reasonably normal. I’m not sure anyone would bother to steal that old piece of junk. Harry believes in way too many conspiracy theories. Just like Janice’s death not being an accident. Sure, I believe she was murdered.”
“Why is it so far–fetched to think that Janice might have been murdered?” I said. “Murders happen every day.”
“Yeah, but Harry’s really got his heart set on proving that it was a murder. He doesn’t want to admit he violated the safety guidelines, and that he’ll get in trouble for that. Besides, if you want to kill someone, you shoot them, not drop a heavy sofa them.”
I nodded. “What would Janice have been doing in the storeroom at that hour?”
“Beats me,” said John. “But it’s not my problem to worry about.”
“Were you and Janice friends?”
John shook his head. “No, I don’t think anyone was friends with her. Emily Grayson would talk to her once in a while, but nobody could really stand Janice. The woman was stuck–up and full of herself, and she’d never talk to you or be nice to you. Whenever she saw a young, poor–looking couple come in through the door, she’d head the other way, but show her a chubby forty–something man with a flashy watch and a new smartphone, and she was all over him. She made sure she got all the big spenders, and sent the scraps our way. No wonder she was employee of the month, every month.”
“How long have you been working here?”
“A little over a year. And you know what, Janice was mean to me every one of those days. One time, I ran a marathon, and I had sore muscles, so I asked her if I could park in her spot in the back. She told me I’d run a marathon voluntarily, and that was my problem, not hers. I even offered her twenty bucks for the parking spot, but she said no. She was so full of herself, and so proud of being employee of the month—I guess she’d never achieved anything else in her entire life, so she clung to her one achievement.”
We asked John a few more questions about Janice, and he spent the entire time telling us what a horrible person she was.
“Did you know anything about her personal life?” I said finally. “Did you ever talk to her about her ex–husband or her love life?”
John shook his head. “I’d heard she was divorced or something, and I’m not surprised. I also heard she never made any friends after she moved here. She’s a horrible, bitter woman, and I can’t imagine anyone wanting to be friends with or married to her.”
“And where were you on Sunday night?” I said.
“Having dinner at Jerry’s Diner, like I do most Sunday nights. I’m not much of a cook, and I like to end the weekend with their food.”
I nodded and handed him my card, telling him to call me if he could think of anything else, and then Ian and I went over to talk to the other salesperson.
Maxine was a slim, petite brunette with her straight hair cut into a stylish bob, and it turned out that she was a new hire, brought on to replace Janice. She seemed sweet and friendly, but she’d never met Janice and couldn’t tell us anything useful. She’d been working at the store for a few days now, and she thought her coworkers were quite nice, and the work itself wasn’t too bad.
Ian and I said goodbye to Maxine and headed over to the storeroom, where we introduced ourselves to Jonas, a bored–looked twenty–something with dirty–blond hair and cynical gray eyes.
“Harry said you’d be coming around,” he said, glancing from Ian to me.
“That makes it easier to get straight to the questions,” I said politely. “Did you know Janice Wilkerson?”
“Sure,” he said. “But only barely. I work back in the storeroom here, waiting for any customers who might need help with their boxes, unloading any new stock that comes in. It’s not too much work, but I stay back here most of the time.”
“So you don’t really chat with the other employees.”
“Nah. I’ll say hi to them, but that’s about it.”
“And what do you think of them?”
“The other employees? They seem okay, but I wouldn’t really know.”
“Harry said there was another employee who works with you?”
“Bob? He works part–time, three days a week. His shift’s timed to coincide with deliveries and busier shopping times.”
I nodded. “I guess we’ll have to come back to talk to him sometime.”
“Sure,” said Jonas. “But he’s like me, tends to stay in back unless he’s out having a smoke.”
Ian and I asked Jonas a few more questions about how he liked working at Betta Furniture, whether he’d heard any rumors about Janice’s death or her relationships, and what he thought about living in Vegas. It turned out that Jonas really liked living in Vegas and had been at a casino on Saturday night, the Watermark. I made a mental note to check up on his alibi at some point, but I doubted that he’d make up something that could be disproved easily.
We didn’t learn anything too useful, and finally, I handed Jonas my card and told him to call me if he thought of anything else—unlikely as that was.
“It’s time for lunch,” Ian reminded me as we headed back to the car. “We can eat at Jerry’s Diner and try out their new Angus beef burgers, and we can check out John’s alibi at the same time.”
 
 




Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Jerry’s Diner is an institution in Las Vegas. It’s sufficiently off–Strip and strange–looking enough that it deters the tourists, but it’s still within walking distance of most of the major casinos, so the locals can stop by easily on their way to and from shifts. The outside is modest, with a medium–sized parking lot, light blue walls, and pink terracotta tiles.
A large neon sign in front announces the name of the establishment, and the inside is a throwback to the diners of yesteryear—squeaky red vinyl booths; smooth, shiny Formica tables; and glistening white–tiled floors. The aroma of delicious fried food fills the air, and the place gets packed whenever shifts at the casinos let out.
Ian made me stuff the bald wig in my handbag before we went inside and asked around about John. We hit pay dirt when we talked to a waitress we’d met during a previous investigation. Jacinta was a short, sweet brunette who nodded when we told her about John.
“He’s a regular here,” she said. “Comes by every weekend. Sure, he was here that Sunday. He stayed till ten—but you can always check on the security cameras.”
“That won’t be necessary,” I said. “I trust your memory.”
Ian and I settled into a booth at the back, placed our orders, and gobbled down our delicious burgers and fries when they arrived. We were almost done when a familiar face near the front door caught my eye, and I froze.
“Don’t turn around,” I said, fishing the bald wig out of my bag and passing it over to Ian, “but Cecilia just walked in through the door. That woman must have a nose like a bloodhound.”
Ian hurriedly crammed the wig onto his head, and I helped him adjust it. By the time Cecilia saw me and walked over with an enthusiastic smile, Ian had transformed into neo–Nazi Ian again.
“Iannikins!” said Cecilia, leaning down and giving Ian a quick hug across the shoulders and a peck on his cheek, “I knew I’d find you here! I’m so glad to see you again.”
Ian gave me a look that said he was ready to burn all his wigs, and I shrugged. There was no point denying that it was him in a wig.
Cecilia tried to sit down in the booth next to Ian, but Ian shuffled over to the edge, making sure she couldn’t get in, so she sat next to me instead.
“How exactly did you find us?” I asked her.
“I was knocking on the door, waiting for my sweet Iannikins, when I ran into your neighbor, Mrs. Weebly. I asked her where you two might be, and she said you like to eat here.”
I groaned silently. Mrs. Weebly knows far too much about Ian’s and my habits, and while she’s been very helpful to us in the past, this was one time when her nosiness made things worse.
“We should go,” said Ian. “We should get back to our investigations.”
“Actually,” I said, “it’s high time you told Cecilia the truth.”
Ian looked at me, panicked. “Do I have to?”
“Yes. It’s not the start of the day anymore, and you’re not being fair to Cecilia if you don’t tell her the truth.”
“But I don’t wanna,” Ian whined.
“You have to,” I told him. “It’s part of being an adult.”
Ian nodded and took a deep breath. “Cecilia,” he said, as though he were making a grand announcement, “I don’t really love you. In fact, I don’t even like you.”
Cecilia laughed. “Oh, Iannikins. You’re so funny.”
Ian shook his head. “I’m not joking, it’s the truth. I don’t like you, and I don’t want to go out with you. I definitely don’t want to marry you.”
Cecilia smiled. “That’s just because you haven’t gotten to know me enough. We need to hang out some more, and then you’ll see how perfect we are for each other.”
Ian shook his head. “We’re really not. I’m not about to get married, and I don’t want some woman I had dinner with once moving in with me.”
Cecilia refused to give up. “We need more alone time. You see, Iannikins, I’m incredible in bed.” She gave him a wink that made my insides turn, and to his credit, Ian didn’t seem that impressed.
He shook his head. “I’m not interested in you, Cecilia. Please leave me alone.”
Ian glanced over at me, and I nodded approvingly. He was doing well so far.
“I’m sure I can change your mind,” said Cecilia, running her tongue slowly over her lips.
Ian shot me a despair–filled glance. “I tried my best; I can’t do this anymore.”
He stood up and began to speed–walk toward the door.
Cecilia followed him immediately, and I threw some cash onto the table and headed outside after them. Ian increased his pace and headed toward the car.
Cecilia half–ran behind him and called out, “Wait, Iannikins. Don’t leave like this, I’m sure we can talk it out.”
Ian glanced over his shoulder and yelled, “I just want you to leave me alone!”
Cecilia was beginning to freak me out. I didn’t know what her deal was, so I ran over to my car and started the engine. A few seconds later, Ian slipped into the passenger seat, and we took off, not looking behind us.
“That woman is nuts,” said Ian as we drove away. “Completely nuts.”
“She’s not nuts,” I said. “She’s very persistent and very smart, and she’s starting to scare me.”
 
 




Chapter Nine
 
 
 
I drove without thinking, rather mindlessly at first, until I found myself in Summerlin. I pulled over to a side street, and Ian said, “Where exactly are we going?”
I looked at him and took a deep breath to calm down. Ian had managed to remove his wig, and he was looking like himself again. In between deep breaths, I said, “Doesn’t Cecilia scare you a little?”
Ian shrugged. “I don’t understand women. They’re all kind of strange.”
I nodded. Sometimes I felt the same way about men.
“We’ve got a bit over an hour before we have to go talk to David. We can head back to Betta Furniture and see if any new employees have started their shift, or we can go and check out Janice’s apartment.”
“I’m not sure we’ll learn anything from Janice’s co–workers,” said Ian. “None of them seemed to like her too much, which means they probably didn’t bother to get to know her too well. And I don’t think any of them would bother to actually kill her themselves.”
I agreed with him. “I’m not sure what we could learn from Janice’s apartment, but maybe her neighbors know something. It’s worth a shot.”
Janice lived in an apartment that had clearly been built in the fifties and forgotten about since. It was only a few blocks away from Balzar Avenue, one of Vegas’s notorious crime hotspots, and this part of town was neither particularly unsafe nor family friendly.
The gangs and thugs didn’t usually bother to come all the way out here, but it wasn’t the kind of place where you’d leave your car unlocked or walk down the street alone at night without being fully armed with a knife, a gun, pepper spray, and maybe a pair of nunchucks.
Janice’s apartment was on the second floor, and Ian and I walked up the stairs and loitered on the balcony that wrapped around the front of the building. I knocked on her apartment, but as I’d expected, nobody answered. So I tried the apartment next door instead.
I rapped three times, rapidly, and the door was opened by an ancient woman in a neon green tracksuit. She had dark, beady eyes that seemed to miss nothing, tightly permed white hair, and skin that hung off her face in big wrinkles.
“What?”
The woman stared at us accusatorily, and I instantly felt guilty, as though she’d caught me trying to rob her of her Social Security check. Ian clearly felt the same way, because he immediately started stuttering.
The woman glared at Ian, which shut him up, and I somehow managed to find my voice and introduce ourselves.
“We’re investigating Janice Wilkerson’s death,” I said.
The woman stared at me judgmentally for a few long seconds, and I got the impression that she was trying to read my mind. So I forced myself to think pure thoughts and tried to look like I was a good, honest person. Which I was, really.
Finally, the woman nodded, as though she was convinced that Ian and I weren’t here to cause any mischief. “I’m Helen. What did you want to know about Janice?”
“Well, to start with, did you know her?”
“Sure, I knew her. She moved in six months ago, but I like to keep an eye on everyone’s comings and goings. You never know what people are up to, and I don’t like the idea of living out here by myself among strangers. People these days, they don’t like to stop and talk to you, so it’s up to you to find out about them.”
I’d clearly found this building’s Mrs. Weebly, the nosy gossip who kept track of everyone else’s lives, and I couldn’t believe my luck.
“I take it Janice didn’t talk to you too much?”
Helen shook her head. “No, never. She mumbled when I’d say hello to her, or ask her how she was doing. And she never went out of her way to ask me how I was doing. But who can blame her? I found out she’d gotten a separation from her husband, so maybe she was sad about that. Although, I don’t know what she had to be sad about—she was young, reasonably attractive if she put on a bit of makeup, and she had a good job. Not to mention, she got herself a new boyfriend quick–smart.”
I felt my eyebrows rising toward my hairline. “She had a new boyfriend?” This was the first time I was hearing about this.
Helen nodded. “Sure, but I reckon they were keeping it a secret. I found out because I have a hard time sleeping. I’d be up at night, and I’d hear her come in from work. She’d go home, and then a few minutes later, the man would go in after. He never stayed the night, just a few hours at once, and the last time I heard them, they were having a big fight. I didn’t see him for a few days after that, and then of course I heard that Janice died. So maybe they broke up before she died.”
“Did you ever see the man?” I said, unable to stop my pulse from quickening with excitement. “What did he look like?”
Helen shrugged. “Like I said, they never came in together. He’d go in after her, and one time I came out of my apartment when he was walking toward her door, and he just strolled on, as though he was going somewhere else.” She shook her head disapprovingly. “I always say, if he’s too ashamed to be seen in public with you, you’re better off without him.”
“Maybe she was afraid to be seen in public with him,” said Ian.
Helen pursed her lips and shook her head, unconvinced. “I reckon he was a catch. A divorced woman like her—of course, she didn’t have any kids to mess things up. But still, he was reasonably tall, reasonably handsome.”
“How old was he?” I said. “Did you get a good look at his face?”
“I’m not very good at guessing young people’s ages these days. He was what—maybe in his thirties? Like I said, reasonably tall. Brownish hair, I didn’t get a good look at his eyes. Average looking, not too ugly, not too handsome.”
I felt my spirits deflating. Helen’s description narrowed it down to about half the men who lived in Vegas. “Did you ever talk to him?”
“No,” Helen said. “Those two really went out of their way to keep everything a secret. Although, everyone’s so modern these days, and life’s so short, I don’t see the point of keeping silly secrets like this.”
“Maybe it was because of the divorce,” suggested Ian.
“Maybe,” said Helen. “But I don’t think having a boyfriend affects your getting divorced.”
“And what was the fight about?”
Helen shook her head. “I couldn’t hear too clearly, but they definitely raised their voices. All I could make out was the man saying that he wouldn’t do it, that he couldn’t.”
“She wanted more from the relationship?”
“Sounded that way to me,” said Helen. “But who knows, these days?”
We seemed to have hit a dead end with Janice’s boyfriend, so I said, “What was Janice like as a person?”
Helen shrugged. “She wasn’t much of a talker, that’s for sure. I’d see her going out to work at the furniture store every day, and then most days she’d come back soon after work. Sometimes she’d come back a bit later, so I guess she went out to have dinner, or for a quick trip to the casinos. But she wasn’t into partying late into the night, and as far as I could tell, she never came home drunk and at least she didn’t bring a new man home every day.”
“Did you tell this to the cops?” I said.
Helen nodded. “Sure, but I don’t think they believed me about the new boyfriend. Or maybe they did, who knows?”
I hadn’t seen anything mentioned in Janice’s files about a new boyfriend, so I assumed that the investigating officers might have looked into it a bit and then run into a dead end quickly enough for them to give up and not want to mention it.
“Thanks for your help,” I said, handing her one of my business cards. “Call us if you think of anything else.”
Helen nodded. “I don’t think I’ll think of anything else. I’ve got a good memory, and I’ve already told you everything I know.”
“And I appreciate it,” I said, trying to sound sufficiently polite and grateful. “I guess we should try to talk to the other people in the building now.”
Helen shook her head. “Most of them will be out at this hour. There are a couple of young single women, and two couples, but they all work long hours during the day. And there’s a couple of seniors here, like me. But they mostly never even met Janice. I don’t think you’ll learn much from them.”
Ian and I thanked her and headed on our way. She was right—the next five apartments we knocked at were empty, their residents clearly away during the day.
The door to the sixth apartment was opened by a grizzled old man who seemed somewhere in the vicinity of a hundred years old. His blue eyes were pale with cataracts, the few wisps of hair on his head were transparent and scarce, and he bent over his walking stick and peered at Ian and me grumpily.
“Who are you?” He said. “You don’t work for the landlord, do you?”
“No,” I said. “We don’t work for your landlord.”
He ignored us completely and said, “Boy! This heat! Somebody ought to do something about it.”
I thought he was talking about God. But then he went on, “I keep telling Mr. Kaczynski that my air conditioner’s on the fritz. It’s not good for my brittle old bones to be exposed to this heat.”
“We don’t work for your landlord,” I repeated. “We’re private investigators, looking into the death of Janice Wilkerson, who used to live in this building.”
“Oy! Janice Wilkerson. I saw her around. Last time I saw her, my A/C was still on the fritz.”
I nodded. “Did Janice live here for a long time?”
“About six months now,” said the old man. “I asked if my nephew could move into her place, but Mr. Kaczynski said that Janice’s apartment is paid up for the next two weeks. The sister’s supposed to be coming around next week to collect her things. I’ve been getting her mail in the meantime, shoving it under her door. Don’t want passersby to think there’s an empty apartment in this building. It’s not safe, you hear me?”
“I agree,” I said. “Did you know Janice well?”
“She hardly ever said hello to me,” said the old man. “I suppose she didn’t like this heat either.”
I nodded, and Ian and I spent another ten minutes talking to him, trying to extract any information about Janice. We didn’t learn anything new about Janice, but we did learn that air conditioners were temperamental, and refused to work on the hottest days but worked perfectly okay when the landlord came around. But if the landlord didn’t take his complaints seriously and install a new air conditioner in his apartment within the next month or so, the old man would be moving out. The Vegas heat was just too much for him, and he didn’t like how the temperature suddenly dropped at night either.
After Ian and I finally managed to extract ourselves from the conversation, we knocked on a few more doors. When three doors in a row went unanswered, and I turned to Ian and said, “We can talk to one more person, and then it’ll be time to head over to visit David.”
I knocked on the next door, and it was opened by a short, hunched–over old man who had hair coming out of his ears and his nose, but no hair on top of his head. He wore thick–rimmed glasses, and his pants were hiked up almost to his armpits.
He blinked at us, clearly surprised to get visitors at this hour, and yelled, “Yes, dear?”
“Hello,” I said, “I’m Tiffany, and this is Ian.”
“Jiffy and iron?” yelled the man. “No, thank you. I don’t need any more of those fancy iron supplements.”
I tried again. “I’m Tiffany,” I said, pointing first to myself and then to Ian, “and this is Ian.”
The man shook his head again. “I told you already, I don’t need supplements. I buy mine in bulk from the Pharma Save.”
“We’re here about Janice,” I yelled.
The old man shook his head. “I only talk about that kind of thing with my doctor.”
I looked at Ian, exasperated, and it was his turn to yell. “Janice, Janice!”
The old man shook his head. “No, I’m not interested in playing tennis. I’m too old now.”
I tried once again. “Did you know Janice Wilkerson?”
“Thank you, dear, that’s very nice of you to say.”
I looked at Ian and shrugged.
“It was nice to meet you,” I said to the man, and then Ian and I left to go talk to David Wilkerson.
 
 




Chapter Ten
 
 
 
David Wilkerson lived in a three–bedroom house a quarter mile away from Betta Furniture. I guessed this had been the family house when he and Janice had still been married, and that he hadn’t bothered to move out.
He turned out to be a mild–looking man dressed in tan shorts and a white T–shirt. About five feet eight, with a receding hairline, glasses, and a thin moustache.
David didn’t seem particularly annoyed to see us when he opened the front door, and if I had to take his expression as being anything in particular, I would say that it was a mixture of exhaustion from working too hard at the office, and a vague boredom with life in general.
We followed him into a living room that was furnished with an upholstered sofa set in blue–printed fabric.
“I guess Janice selected the furniture,” I said as the three of us sat down. “Thanks for meeting us today.”
David shrugged. “I’m a bit surprised, to be honest. The cops talked to me a couple of times, but they didn’t seem to think her death was anything suspicious.”
“How long were you two married?” I said.
“A little under five years.” David glanced down at his left hand, and I noticed he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. “You’ll probably want to know why we got separated.”
I nodded. “It would be helpful.”
“I hadn’t thought the marriage was going too badly. But Janice said she was bored. A year into the marriage, she kept telling me she’d settled, that she could do better. And then she started saying that she didn’t really love me. I knew our marriage wasn’t absolutely amazing or super romantic, but first I thought that maybe she was just being Janice. You know, she was always grumpy, never really happy. But anyway, about eight months ago she got really serious about wanting to get divorced. I figured it might not be a bad idea if she was that unhappy. I mean, it’s not that I was thrilled with the marriage either, but I thought I was set for life, you know what I mean?”
He glanced up at me, and I nodded. “I know. You could see your life going ahead in one direction.”
“Exactly. I thought we were doing well, that we’d buy a house together, have kids, the whole shebang. But when Janice kept talking divorce, after a while, I began to think that maybe she was right. Maybe we’d both settled. The separation was a way to see if we were better off single.”
“And were you?”
David shrugged. “This place is a rental, and I didn’t bother to move out, in case Janice wanted to move back. But I don’t think—if she’d been alive, I don’t think we’d have gotten back together. I think we’d have ended up getting a divorce. I don’t mind being not married; living with Janice was difficult. She was controlling, and she was always mad at me, and she always controlled my expenses, even though we both earned about the same. She never wanted me to go out and do my own thing.”
“So you were kind of happy about the divorce,” said Ian.
David shrugged. “I wasn’t really sure how I felt. I kind of like living by myself again. I miss Janice a bit, but we used to fight a lot.”
“What did you fight about?”
David shook his head. “Nothing serious. Janice was always nagging me to do things; why hadn’t I taken the trash out already, why hadn’t I unloaded the dishwasher, that kind of thing.”
I nodded, trying to decipher how I felt about David. Usually, whenever someone is killed, the spouse is the first suspect. But David seemed to have run out of particularly passionate feelings about Janice, and he didn’t seem to have any motive for wanting to see her dead. “And how would the divorce finances have been handled?”
“We’d always had separate accounts,” said David. “We weren’t rich enough to have assets that needed splitting up or anything. And Janice and I weren’t greedy about each other’s money. I guess ours would’ve been one of the only friendly divorces in the history of divorce.”
“What about alimony?”
David shook his head. “I talked to a lawyer who was pretty sure I wouldn’t have to pay it. Janice and I weren’t married for too long, and we earned about the same, so there was no reason for me to support her.”
“I guess you were sorry to hear when Janice died, then,” said Ian.
David nodded. “Shocked, mostly. It’s strange, once you’ve been separated and decided to get divorced. I feel like I’ve lost a close friend, not my wife. The whole thing is quite strange.”
“Did Janice have some kind of life insurance?”
David looked confused for a split second, and then he smiled wryly. “You mean, something that might make me want to kill her? No. We didn’t have kids, so neither of us saw the point in getting insurance.”
I nodded, remembering that the police report hadn’t mentioned anything about life insurance either.
“Did you see Janice regularly after you got separated?” Ian said.
“We met once a week for dinner or coffee,” said David. “I called her every Saturday to see how she was doing. But it was like catching up with an old friend. And there wasn’t even much to catch up on. Our lives were the same old, same old.”
“Do you know if she had a boyfriend?” I said, watching him carefully.
David shook his head. “We were free to date other people, but Janice told me she didn’t have a love life, and that she wanted to be single for a while. I felt the same way—I went out on one date with a woman I met at a bar, but I don’t think I’m ready to start dating again.”
I nodded, convinced that he didn’t know about Janice’s new boyfriend. “Perhaps she lied about her love life. Maybe she didn’t want you being jealous or unhappy that she’d moved on.”
David laughed shortly. “Janice was far too blunt to consider my feelings that way. No, if she’d had a boyfriend, she’d have told me.”
I frowned to myself and Ian said, “Are you sure about that?”
“Positive,” said David, without an ounce of doubt in his voice.
I wasn’t sure that David knew the truth about Janice’s love life, so I said, “Where were you on Sunday night?”
“I was home,” said David, frowning at the memory. “The strangest thing happened. I got a call on Saturday night from someone at the electric company, telling me that I’d won a free house makeover. I figured, why not? They were going to provide me with all–new furniture for my living room, dining room and one bedroom, and it was all because I’d been using their electricity. Some kind of automatic sweepstakes. They said I needed to be home on Sunday night from seven o’clock to midnight, and an interior designer would come around and have a look at my place to decide what kind of furniture I should get. So I stayed up till one in the morning, but nobody came by. I even got in touch with the electric company, but they said they didn’t have any sweepstakes like that, and that I hadn’t won any prize after all.”
I narrowed my eyes thoughtfully. “That’s odd.”
David shrugged. “I figured it was maybe one of those radio station prank calls—you know, the kind that calls you and says all kinds of crazy stuff to see how you react. Or maybe it was just kids being silly.”
Or maybe, I thought to myself, it was someone who killed Janice, and wanted to make sure that David had no alibi for Janice’s time of death.
I was about to thank him and head out, when Ian said, “This place must be expensive to rent all by yourself.”
“I’ve got a housemate,” said David. “At first, I wanted to rent out the place on Airbnb. But I figured I might get in trouble with my landlord, and besides, it’s too far from the Strip to be attractive to tourists. So now I share the place with this young guy who works at a casino restaurant. His shift’s usually from four to twelve, which is why he’s not here right now.”
Ian and I asked him a few more questions—did Janice have any enemies that he knew of, and had she been acting odd lately? But David said she didn’t have any enemies, or any particularly close friends, and that she’d been acting the same as usual. So we thanked him for his time, and then I handed him my business card and headed back out.
“Do you want to head over to Betta Furniture now?” said Ian. “Maybe the shifts have changed over.”
“We’re supposed to go over to my parents for an early dinner,” I reminded him. “It’ll be good to check out their new house. And Nanna and her new husband, Wes, will have moved in.”
 
 




Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
By the time Ian and I got to my parents’ house, we had almost forgotten about crazy Cecilia.
“This is really nice,” Ian said as we followed our parents through the tour of the house. “Very modern. Light and airy.”
I nodded and murmured something noncommittal. It was a nice house, even though it was a bit further north than my parents’ previous house. But the truth was, I wasn’t used to it—I had been over to the other house so many times, and that’s what felt like home. I missed the old place. This place felt too new—I could almost smell the fresh paint, and the bright, modern vibe wasn’t something that I associated with my boring old parents.
“There’s only two bedrooms upstairs, and one bathroom,” said my mom, “but there’s the whole in–law–suite downstairs. So that makes up for it.”
“I guess more people are living in complicated family situations these days,” I said. “Or maybe people want to rent out a couple of rooms to earn money on those house–sharing websites.”
“I told your mother she could rent out the rooms when Wes and I aren’t here,” said Nanna as we all trooped back into the dining room. All our old furnishings were in here—the dining table, the prints on the wall, the floral curtains—but the room was bigger, and the light was different. I knew this was my parents’ house, and it would be my second home pretty soon, but in the meantime, it was a place I wasn’t quite used to. “I told her she could make some extra money,” Nanna went on, “but she’s too old–fashioned to think about it.”
“You don’t know what kind of people are out there,” my mom said. “Look at Tiffany’s work. She’s always meeting people who seem nice, but then they turn out to be crazy killers.”
“That’s true,” I said, “but most of these house–sharing websites have pretty good ways of keeping the crazies out.”
My mother shook her head disapprovingly. “This house is cheaper than our last place, and I guess you’re right, I’m not quite that modern yet. Nothing wrong with being a bit traditional.”
The table was set, but the food hadn’t been served yet.
“Would you like some help bringing things in?” I asked my mother, but she smiled mysteriously and shook her head.
“I’m still waiting on some things,” she said.
I glanced at Nanna, but she shrugged, giving me a “don’t ask me, I don’t know anything” look.
I asked Wes how his family back in Indiana was doing, and we chatted about how he and Nanna were doing as seminomadic newlyweds.
“I really appreciate your parents moving to a new house just for us,” said Wes. “This new setup works well for us. Gwenda and I keep offering to pay some money as rent, but your mother won’t have it.”
My mother rolled her eyes. “I don’t even want to hear about it, Wes. I’m just happy the two of you are spending half your time in Vegas. And since we’ve made some money by selling the old house, it’s okay for now.”
“Do you have any new cases you’re working on?” said Nanna.
I nodded and told them quickly about Janice, and the fact that her death might have just been an accident.
“You need to trust your instincts,” said Nanna. “Wasn’t that last case you investigated also ruled an accident by the cops? The one with the socialite who died in the earthquake?”
I nodded. “That’s why I’m investigating. When Ian and I went to check out Betta Furniture for the first time, something just felt off. I couldn’t imagine Janice going into the storeroom all by herself when no one was around.”
“You should let me help out,” said Nanna. “I’m getting quite good at this stuff.”
My mother glared at her, but before she could say something disapproving, I quickly said, “That’s okay, I’ve got Ian helping me out.”
“Yeah,” said Ian. “And I’m getting to be a pretty good investigator, too. Now if only things would work out so easily in my love life.”
“What’s wrong with your love life?” said Wes, who hadn’t known Ian long enough to have seen him go through women like a puppy goes through sneakers. “Is there someone you like who doesn’t seem interested in you?”
“No,” said Ian. “It’s the opposite. There’s this woman who won’t leave me alone.”
Everyone looked surprised, and then Wes said, “Well, I suppose that’s better than the opposite problem.”
Nanna said, “Back in our day, a woman would never approach a man. That made things kind of difficult, so I like the modern ways better now. Makes life easier for everyone.”
“You can’t always depend on a man to make the first move,” said my mother. She shot me a pointed glance. “You’re not seeing anyone now, are you?”
I wasn’t ready to tell her about Detective Ryan. Maybe after a few more dates… “No, I’m not. Why do you ask?”
“Isn’t it time we started eating?” said my dad. He sounded almost as surprised as I felt—I couldn’t remember the last time my mother had us sitting around the dining table for so long without food in front of us.
“Just give me a few more minutes,” said my mother. “I don’t want the food to get cold.”
Suspicion trailed its icy fingers down my spine. “Why would the food get cold?”
As if on cue, there was a knock on the door, and my mother jumped out of her seat. “I’ll get it!”
I looked at Nanna and groaned. “Did you know about this?”
Nanna shook her head. “Your mother’s learned to keep her matchmaking a secret these days.”
“At least whoever she comes up with can’t be any worse than that guy Pearce,” said Ian, trying to be encouraging.
I nodded. My mother had invited Pearce over for lunch a few weeks ago. He was a socially inept, four–hundred–something–pound man who lived in his mother’s basement and wanted to find a girlfriend so that he would be able to live a life that was both rent–free and housework–free. I was pretty sure he’d never had a steady job in his entire life, and these days, he called himself a blogger. He wrote about weight loss, which was a little ironic given his own weight, and likened his blog to “art.”
“I suppose you’re right,” I said to Ian and braced myself for whoever my mother had selected to be my date today.
When I saw the person who walked in through the door after my mother, I almost gasped out loud.
“Pearce,” said Ian. “We were just talking about you.”
Pearce beamed at us stupidly. “That’s great. I figured Tiffany couldn’t forget about me, which is why I was asked to come to lunch again today.”
I glared at my mother, but before I could say anything, she said to me, “The food’s about ready now. I’ve made your favorite lasagna, along with potato salad and those zucchini fries that you liked so much last time.”
My anger dissipated somewhat, and I figured that maybe spending time with Pearce was worth the delicious meal that I was going to dig into. On the other hand, maybe I could feign an emergency and grab some food to have in my apartment. That way, I’d be able to have the delicious food, without having to tolerate Pearce’s company. Win–win.
As though she’d just read my mind, my mother said, “I’ve also got chocolate lava cake for dessert. I know you wouldn’t want to miss that.”
I settled back into my chair. I would probably sell my soul to have a slice of my mother’s chocolate lava cake, and she knew it.
Pearce took a seat opposite me and smirked at me annoyingly. “So, Tiffany. How’ve you been? You must’ve been thinking about me for these past few days. You could have just called me, you know.”
I narrowed my eyes and was about to say something snarky, when my mother walked in with the dish of lasagna. It’s not worth it, I told myself. Just sit through the meal, and it’ll be over soon.


“I’ve been busy with work,” I said politely. “How about you?”
“I’ve been real busy too,” said Pearce, helping himself to about half the lasagna. “I’ve decided to start a blog on relationships.”
“What about your weight loss blog?” said Ian. “Did you stop doing that because of your own weight?”
“I still do that,” said Pierce. “And I lost five pounds since the last time I saw you guys. I’m doing this really good carb–free diet.”
“That lasagna has loads of carbs in it,” I pointed out, unable to stop myself.
“That’s okay,” said Pierce. “It’s more of an experimental diet. I experiment to see what works and what doesn’t. Besides, like I told you, I’ve already lost five pounds.”
Everyone at the table tried to stare at him discreetly, but if anything, Pearce seemed to have gotten even wider since the last time we met him.
“Maybe it’s just water weight,” said Ian. “That’s what girls keep telling me whenever they gain a pound or two—apparently, you retain more water at certain times of the month. Maybe you’re going through your time of the month, and you lost weight instead of gaining it.”
Nanna burst into a fit of suspicious coughing, and I hid my grin as Pearce said, “Maybe you’re right about this time–of–the–month theory. Some days I weight ten or twenty pounds more, but I know I’m not really putting on more weight.”
“Maybe you’re right,” I said, trying to keep a straight face. “Maybe you gain and lose weight because of your time of the month.”
“Anyway,” said Pierce, “I figured I shouldn’t just blog about one thing. I should diversify. Which is why I’ve decided to write about how to attract women.”
I raised one cynical eyebrow. “And you have lots of luck with women?”
Pearce smirked modestly. “You don’t need to be jealous.”
“I always have the worst luck with women,” said Ian.
Pearce nodded sagely. “You’re probably doing everything wrong. You need to focus on body language. Plus, girls in Vegas pay a lot of attention to what you do. They like to go out with men who are successful, not men who are… I don’t know, what do you even do?”
“I help Tiffany out with her investigations,” said Ian.
Pearce shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like it pays very well. Women like men who earn a lot of money.”
“Then how do you get so much success with women?” I asked. “You’re not making anything off your blogs right now, are you?”
“No,” said Pierce, “but it’s all in how you say it. So, for instance, I don’t tell women I have blogs. They don’t like that. I tell them I run a weight loss business, stuff like supplements, and vitamins.”
“But you don’t sell supplements, do you?”
Pearce shrugged. “Sometimes I talk about supplements on my blog. And I’d like to start a supplement line someday.”
“So you basically lie to women and pretend that you’re making lots of money.”
Pearce’s eyes narrowed, and his face started to take on a purplish tinge. “I don’t lie. I just experiment, till I find the right thing to say.”
“And how’s that line been going for you so far?”
Pearce shrugged, and the purple started to drain out of his face. “Not too bad. But it’s hard for me to seal the deal since I live in my mom’s basement. I have to ask the women if I can go back with them to their hotel room, and they usually don’t want that. Come to think of it, maybe they don’t really believe that I’ve got a supplements business. Maybe I should try saying something else.”
“Girls like to hear that I’ve got a trust fund,” said Ian. “Tiffany says I should stop telling them that, so I don’t attract gold diggers.”
Pearce looked at Ian as though he’d just seen a vision of what his life might be. “That’s brilliant! Why didn’t I think of that?”
One of my eyebrows shot up disapprovingly of its own accord. “Because you don’t actually have a trust fund?”
“I might have a trust fund,” said Pearce. “If I opened a bank account, and decided not to touch it for another ten years, that’s kind of like a trust fund.”
“I’m not sure that’s how it works,” I said.
Pearce smiled condescendingly. “Don’t be jealous, Tiffany. I’m not actually going to use that line. Not if you don’t want me to.”
I rolled my eyes. “I really don’t mind if you ask other women out.”
“I wouldn’t, if you’re interested in me,” said Pierce. “I’m thinking, maybe we should stop meeting at your mother’s house like this. She has to go to all the trouble of cooking for us. Maybe we should meet somewhere else for dinner or something.”
I looked at him skeptically and made a fake, noncommittal noise. Ideally, I would never, ever have to see Pearce again, but I wasn’t about to say that and lose my chocolate lava cake privileges.
 
 




Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
When I walked into the casino that night, it was as bright and welcoming as ever. The pit smelled of the mysterious, citrusy Treasury smell, and the slot machines rang out in choruses of wins.
I spent my shift in a sort of half–daze. It was a busy night, with bustling, enthusiastic crowds who hopped from one table to another. The noise level seemed louder than other days, and even the lights felt brighter. I only had a few seconds of free time between gamblers, and I was too busy zoning out during my break to think of anything useful.
I came home from my shift without getting any new brainwaves about Janice’s death. I thought it vaguely optimistic that we had a couple of suspects, and as I drifted off to sleep, I thought about the Betta Furniture employees and what Ian might’ve uncovered about their past.
 
 
 

 
 
 
The next morning, Ian was over at my place having breakfast when his phone rang.
“It’s Cecilia again,” he said. “I’m sure she’s out there in the hallway, knocking on my door.”
I sipped my coffee thoughtfully. “I wish there was some way we could get rid of her. But I’m not sure how to handle someone like her. I don’t know if she’s crazy, or just willfully ignorant.”
Ian’s phone buzzed again, this time with a text. He looked down, and said, “It’s her. She says she’s in the hallway, am I still asleep?”
“Oh, no. I don’t think she’s about to leave easily.”
“She might even camp out there, or try to talk to Mrs. Weebly again,” said Ian, looking worried. “What should I do?”
“Normally, I tell you to be honest with the girls you like, but that hasn’t worked with her. And none of your disguises have worked either.”
Ian’s face lit up with sudden inspiration. “Maybe I should try to disguise myself as a woman! I haven’t tried that yet.”
I looked at him doubtfully. “No, you haven’t. But I can’t really imagine you as a woman.”
“How hard can it be? I’m already wearing jeans and a T–shirt, which is unisex. And I can wear a long wig, and you can put some makeup on me.”
“It can’t hurt to try,” I admitted. “Even if you can’t disguise yourself, perhaps you can scare her into thinking you’re a cross dresser or something.”
“I don’t think that would deter her,” Ian said morosely, and I had to agree with him.
He looked through the bag of wigs that he made me keep in my apartment and selected a long, curly Goldilocks–style wig. He tried it on, fluttered his eyelashes like a geisha, and flicked the curls back, but he still looked like Ian in a wig.
I shook my head. “That’s not going to work.”
“I just need some makeup,” Ian insisted. “I’ll look completely different with makeup—I’ve seen those makeovers they do on YouTube.”
I stared at Ian’s face skeptically. “I’ve learned a bit about makeup since high school, but I’m not sure I can do drastic makeovers like the ones you’ve seen.”
“Come on,” said Ian. “It can’t hurt to try!”
I found my makeup stash and got to work while Ian sat as still as a statue, flinching only once in a while when I poked his skin too hard.
I applied a thick layer of foundation, smudging out his freckles, and then I filled in his eyebrows and outlined his eyes with dark eyeliner. I gunked up his lashes with mascara, and applied dark maroon lipstick.
After half an hour of struggling, I stepped back and stared at him.
“How do I look?” he asked hopefully.
I made a face. “Not that great.” Truth be told, he still looked like Ian in a long wig—except this time, he was also wearing heavy makeup.
Ian rushed over to the bathroom and stared at himself in the mirror critically. “Hmm. I guess I look different. But I look too masculine; my jaw’s too thick. Why don’t you do that contouring stuff they do on TV?”
“I don’t usually do contouring on myself,” I said, “but I’ll try it on you. After all, this is your special day.”
I got to work with highlighter, blush, and bronzer. I darkened out his square jaw, thinned out his nose, and hollowed out the top of his forehead and temples. I applied pink blush to the apples of his cheeks, and then I blended everything in with highlighter. At the end of it all, I had to admit that Ian looked a lot more feminine.
Ian nodded approvingly when he saw himself in the mirror. “I look kind of ugly,” he said. “But at least I look like an ugly woman. And actually, I’m not even that ugly.” He twisted to one side and made a pouty duck face. “In the right light, I might pass for one of those cute sorority girls.”
“I don’t think it’s the light that’ll make a difference—I think it’s how drunk the person staring at you is. Maybe try a different wig.” I sorted through the wigs and found a long, straight blond wig with blunt bangs. It suited Ian much better, and had the added advantage of hiding half his face under the bangs.
Ian fixed the wig on properly and pirouetted in front of the mirror. “I look great! Now I know why women spend so much money on their hair and makeup.”
I grinned. “You’re lucky you’re not actually a woman, or you’d go broke from beauty treatments.”
“I probably would,” said Ian thoughtfully. “And it’s like what I’ve read in all those women’s magazines—I’m not dressing up for someone else. I’m going to all this effort because it makes me feel good.”
“That’s technically not true,” I reminded him. “You are going to all this effort for someone special.”
“But it makes me feel good about myself,” said Ian. “I mean, if I was a woman, wearing makeup would make me feel good about myself. I wouldn’t want any of the guys I went to college with to see me like this. Not that they’d recognize me.”
I took a step back and looked at Ian again. “Your face looks fine,” I said. “But the rest of you doesn’t quite say ‘feminine.’”
“Hey,” said Ian, “I’ve gotta work with what I was born with. I’m not about to have you body–shame me.”
“I wasn’t body–shaming you,” I said. “I just—that outfit doesn’t really work. Here, try on these shoes. I got them as a gag gift in a Secret Santa exchange at work, because one of the dealers said I’ve got elephant feet. Maybe they’re your size.”
The shoes were black, with thin straps and a low heel, and they just about fit Ian’s feet. He managed to take a few tottering steps in them without falling over and hitting his head, and I nodded approvingly.
“Much better. You just need to practice your walk a bit. Your feet look ugly, but hopefully nobody’ll look at them too closely.”
Ian walked in circles around the room, slowly getting used to the shoes. “I can’t wait to get a pedicure! Now that I’m going to be a woman, that’s the next thing I should try.”
“Well, you’ll have to learn to do one by yourself, or you can go down to the nail salon at the end of the street. Just don’t make me go with you.”
Ian nodded and took a few more steps around the room. Now that he was wearing nicer shoes, his outfit didn’t look too incongruous for a woman.
“Everything’s fine,” I said, “except you look kind of flat–chested.”
“Stop insulting my body!”
I shrugged. “You’re a woman now. People insult your body.”
“I guess you’re right.” Ian looked down at his chest and shook his head disapprovingly. “I could wear a bra and stuff it with oranges, but that’d be a bit weird. And what if the oranges fall out of the bra when I’m in public? People might think I’m strange.”
“It’s not like we’ve got spare oranges lying around, either.”
We spent a few seconds staring at Ian’s chest in dismay, and then I came up with a solution. “Drape this scarf around your shoulders. It adds a feminine touch, plus it hides your chest a bit.”
And it did. With the gunky makeup, blond wig, low–heeled sandals, and now the scarf, Ian could pretty much pass as an awkward, not–too–attractive woman.
“I don’t look anything like myself,” Ian said. “Cecilia’ll never know it’s me.”
“Just make sure you don’t talk. Or use a high–pitched voice.”
Ian raised his voice till he sounded like a chipmunk. “Okey–dokey. No problemo.”
“I guess it’s showtime.”
I gathered up my things, Ian took a deep breath, and we sauntered out into the hallway.
I passed Cecilia on my way to the elevator.
“You haven’t seen Iannikins, have you?” she said. She looked slightly worried, as though she might have lost a winning lottery ticket in her handbag, and she didn’t give the glammed–up blonde next to me more than a passing glance.
“He’s staying with a friend of his for a few days,” I said, lying blithely. I’m normally not a very good liar, but I told myself it was for a good cause. “Said he needed a change of pace.”
Cecilia’s brows drew together, and she crossed her arms over her chest. “What friend?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know, he didn’t tell me.”
“I think you’re lying,” she said. “I think you know where he is.”
“I really don’t. And if he doesn’t want to be found, perhaps you should leave him alone.”
“I’m not about to leave him alone,” said Cecilia. “He’s, like, the perfect guy.”
My eyebrows shot up of their own accord. “I know Ian pretty well, and he’s far from being the perfect guy. The only thing he has is a little bit of money.”
Cecilia shrugged. “Isn’t that the same thing?”
“Not really.”
“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to marry someone for his money. Lots of people do that. Why should I struggle along when I can just find the right guy?”
“That sounds like a good plan, but wouldn’t you rather be with someone who actually wants to be with you?”
“Ian wants to be with me,” Cecilia said. “He just doesn’t know it yet.”
“I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t have taken off to stay with a friend if he wanted to be with you.”
“I’m not the kind of person who gives up easily.”
“I can see that,” I said, “but there are lots of wealthy men in Vegas. Perhaps you should spend your time trying to find someone who’s got as much money as Ian, or maybe even more, and really wants to be with you.”
Cecilia thought about it for a moment, but then she shook her head. “You know what they say about a bird in the hand. I might not meet anyone else, and I’m not about to throw away what I’ve got with Ian—if I can just spend some time with him, maybe sleep with him a couple of times, I know I can get him to change his mind about me. Men are silly like that.”
“Sure,” I said. “Silly men.”
“You’ll let me know if you talk to Ian, won’t you?”
I nodded. “Sure.”
Ian broke into a coughing fit, and Cecilia glanced over at him.
“We should get going,” I said, suddenly worried that Cecilia might recognize him. “Nice talking to you.”
I walked away from her briskly, pressed the elevator button, and was relieved when the doors slid open immediately.
“Wait,” Cecilia called, “how will you get in touch with me? I haven’t given you my number yet.”
She started to walk toward us, and I quickly pressed the button to close the elevator doors. A few seconds later, we were safely out of her sight.
“She’s not so bad,” I told Ian as we headed down. “A bit of an annoyance, but she’ll be gone soon. Plus, it’s fun to get to see you dress up like a woman.”
 
 




Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
Ian and I drove over to Betta Furniture, ready for another day of interviewing the staff.
When we went in, there was a young couple looking at bedroom furniture and talking to a salesperson, but the store was otherwise devoid of customers.
We headed over to the back and approached a saleswoman who was standing near the office furniture. She was about my height, slim, with curly red hair and a friendly smile.
Her name tag said Emily, and when I introduced myself, she nodded. “Yes, Harry said he would be having some investigators look into Janice’s death.” She glanced at Ian, whom I hadn’t introduced, and said, “You must be Tiffany’s co–investigator.”
“He is,” I said. “I mean, she is. She’s just kind of shy and doesn’t talk much.”
Emily peered at Ian carefully, but if she thought something about him was off, she didn’t mention it. Instead, she said, “I don’t mind talking to you guys, especially since we’ve got no customers now, but it’s all a pretty pointless exercise. I don’t know why Harry’s wasting his money—he should just pay the insurance premiums and move on. I don’t see the point in dwelling on bad situations.”
“You seem pretty sure that Janice’s death was an accident,” I said, watching Emily closely.
She shrugged. “Seems pretty crazy to me that someone would throw a sofa at you intentionally. I mean, all the things you see on TV and movies about killers show them shooting people, or stabbing them. Maybe poisoning them, at most.” She frowned thoughtfully, as though trying to remember other common ways of killing people.
“Killers can be sneaky these days,” I said. “Sometimes they go to a lot of effort to disguise the murder.”
Emily smiled and rolled her eyes. “It seems a bit far–fetched to me, that’s all. I think Harry just wants to get out of having his insurance premiums increased. Of course, you guys get paid either way, don’t you? Even if you don’t find out who the killer is.”
Emily’s smile was friendly enough, and perhaps her question was innocent, but it kind of made me feel as though I was leading Harry on for no good reason, just to collect a paycheck.
“I really do feel like someone tried to kill Janice,” I said. “Did you know her very well?”
Emily shook her head. “No, she wasn’t friends with anyone here. I tried to be friendly, and I asked her how she was doing once in a while, but she didn’t seem too interested in being my friend. I’m a pretty outgoing person, but I know how to take a hint when I need to.”
“How long’ve you been working here?”
“Let’s see… a bit over a year now. My brother Eric and I decided to move to Vegas a few weeks before I got this job. We grew up in Wichita, but it was getting harder to find decent jobs there.”
“And Janice was working here when you joined?”
Emily nodded. “Yep. But we never talked much.”
“When you did chat, what did you talk about?”
Emily shrugged and looked off to one side, trying to remember. “The usual, you know. How was she, had she done anything interesting over the weekend, that kind of thing. But she never liked to share much about her life.”
A movement near the front of the store made me turn around, and my heart sunk. Ian followed my gaze, and then immediately turned around again.
“I can’t believe this,” he said, in a high–pitched chipmunk voice.
My mouth set in a grim line, and Emily looked at the woman who’d just walked in. “Is anything wrong?” she asked, sounding concerned.
“I’m not sure,” I said, trying to figure out what I could say to explain Cecilia’s presence. The woman must’ve followed us over here.
“Is that woman someone you know?” said Emily. “You’ve both gone kind of pale.”
I couldn’t come up with a good explanation, but we couldn’t have Cecilia following us around, no matter how harmless she was. Finally, I fibbed and said, “It might be nothing, but we’ve noticed her in a couple of high–end stores before. My assistant and I think she’s got some kind of shoplifting scam going on. Perhaps you should go and talk to her, and if she’s not here to buy something, you should have one of the security guards escort her outside.”
Emily nodded, and Ian and I watched as she approached Cecilia and exchanged a few words with her. At the end of it, Cecilia shot me a dirty look and left the store.
“You’re right,” said Emily when she got back to us. “I asked her if I could help her, and she said she was just looking around. I told her that we’d had complaints about someone matching her description, and she needed to leave. I hope I did the right thing.”
Relief washed through my body, and I nodded. “You can’t be too careful with people like her. Who knows what she might be up to?”
I felt only the slightest of guilt pangs for getting Cecilia kicked out of the store, and I turned the topic of conversation back to Janice, asking Emily the usual questions—did Janice have any enemies that she knew of, had she been acting odd lately? Did she hang out with anyone from the nearby stores?
No, said Emily, as far as she knew, Janice had no enemies, hadn’t been acting odd lately, and she probably didn’t have any friends at the nearby stores either.
“And what about her boyfriend?” I said. “I heard Janice got herself a new boyfriend recently.”
Emily blinked at me in surprise. “Where did you hear that?”
For some reason, I didn’t feel like mentioning that I’d talked to her neighbors, so I shrugged and said, “Just from people.”
Emily shook her head. “I heard she was getting divorced from her husband, but I didn’t think she’d started seeing anyone already.”
“So you never saw her with another man, or she never mentioned anything about her love life?”
Emily shook her head. “No, I’m pretty sure Janice was single.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance, and I made a noncommittal noise. Janice had clearly done a good job of keeping her new beau a secret.
“Where were you on Sunday night?” I asked, trying to sound nonchalant.
Emily smiled thinly. “You mean my alibi?”
I returned the smile politely. “We have to ask everyone.”
“Sure. I was home. Watching TV.”
“Anyone else with you?”
“My brother, Eric. Clearly, we don’t have a great social life. But in my defense, it’s fun to be a couch potato sometimes.”
“Of course,” I said. “Once you’ve got a job, it’s too hard to go out partying. What were you guys watching?”
Emily frowned thoughtfully for a moment, then said, “Friends. Back–to–back episodes on Netflix.”
“That’s a fun show,” I said. “I can see why you’d want to binge–watch it!”
The other salesperson was still busy with the customers, so after Ian and I thanked Emily for her time, we headed back to the storeroom, nodded at the bored–looking Jonas, and introduced ourselves to the other employee we hadn’t yet talked to.
Jonas’s coworker had close–cropped blond hair, a round face set off with pale lashes, and a name tag that said Bob.
Unfortunately, after we introduced ourselves, he told us pretty much the same things Jonas had said—he rarely talked to Janice, and didn’t converse with the salespeople much. He only worked part–time, during the busy hours of the week, and barely knew the other salespeople.
In fact, Bob said, the whole thing must’ve been an accident, and Ian and I were wasting our time trying to find a nefarious killer who went around throwing sofas at people.
The entire conversation was rather depressingly pointless, so finally I said, “And what about her love life? Did you know anything about Janice’s boyfriend?”
Bob frowned. “Was that who he was? Now that you mention it… I saw her standing quite close to a man one day when she was getting into her car, going home from work. They looked like maybe they’d just kissed or something, but I wasn’t sure. Perhaps he was a cousin or someone she’d run into.”
“Do you remember what the man look like?”
Bob shook his head. “Pretty ordinary. Average height, I think he had brownish hair. I’m not even sure he was really her boyfriend.”
“Can you remember anything else about this man at all?”
Bob squinched up his mouth in a facial shrug, thought for a bit, and then shook his head. “No, sorry. And like I said, maybe this wasn’t her boyfriend. Maybe it was just someone she’d run into.”
“What about any friends in other stores? Did Janice hang out with anyone in particular during her breaks?”
Bob shook his head again. “I’m in here, most of the time, when the salespeople go on their breaks. But I notice them sometimes when I step out for a smoke. I don’t think Janice knew anyone from the other stores, apart from Emily’s brother.”
I raised one eyebrow. “Emily’s brother?”
“Yeah,” said Bob. “Eric. He works at the bank next door. I only remember because Eric’s never really bothered to do more than nod at me, and Janice isn’t a friendly person, so it was odd to see her chatting with him.”
“Hmm.” I pursed my lips thoughtfully and wondered why Emily hadn’t told me about this. “That’s interesting.”
Bob shrugged. “I don’t know, I mean, I’d see Janice and Emily chatting sometimes when I took a break, so maybe it’s normal she’d know Emily’s brother.”
“Could Eric have been the man you saw with Janice the other day, the one you thought might be Janice’s boyfriend?”
Bob looked off to one side as he thought back, and then he shook his head. “No, the man I saw Janice with was a bit taller.”
I felt my heart sinking as my brilliant idea turned out to be nothing. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah, absolutely.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. It would’ve made life easier if Eric had turned out to be Janice’s secret boyfriend, but clearly, we’d have to keep trying to find out who it was.
We asked Bob a few more questions about Janice and the other salespeople, but he didn’t have any other information to add, so I said, “Where were you on Sunday night?”
He looked off to the distance and scratched one ear. “Um… I was with some of the boys.”
“Having dinner?”
“Yeah.”
“Whereabouts?”
“Uh—the Quick Fox Tavern.”
I nodded and made a mental note to check it out. “Could we get your friends’ numbers?”
Bob shook his head. “I left my phone at home. Maybe if you stop by tomorrow, I can give you the numbers then.”
“Okay,” I said, thinking to myself that it wouldn’t be necessary. The Quick Fox Tavern was a few minutes’ drive from here, and Ian and I could stop by and ask the waitstaff if they remembered Bob and his friends.
I couldn’t come up with much else to ask Bob, so I thanked him for his time, handed him my card, and headed off to talk to the other salesperson, whose customers had finally left.
Irene was a petite brunette with anxious brown eyes and the kind of drawn face that made you think she might have issues with anxiety. She was slender, in a way that made you feel as though she wasn’t too interested in food, and she smiled politely when Ian and I introduced ourselves.
“Harry said you’d be coming by,” she said in a soft voice. “But I’m not sure I can tell you anything helpful. Besides, everyone here thinks that Janice’s death was an accident.”
Ian groaned softly, and I sighed and said, “We’ve been hearing that all day. It’s kind of depressing when people keep saying it.”
Irene smiled thinly. “They probably to say it because they believe it. Janice wasn’t too popular, but I can’t see why anyone would want to kill her. Besides, I’m sure there are easier ways to kill someone than to throw a sofa at them.”
I took a deep breath and forced myself to think positive. Even if we were out here on a wild goose chase, I needed to go through my list of questions, so I asked Irene all the usual things, and she answered the same way that Emily and Bob had—Janice wasn’t very friendly, Irene didn’t know much about Janice’s personal life, no, she hadn’t been acting oddly before her death, she didn’t have any enemies that Irene knew of, and Irene couldn’t think why someone would want to kill her.
“Did you know she and Emily’s brother Eric were quite friendly?” I said.
Irene looked a bit confused and said, “No, I didn’t. I mean, I saw her talking to him every now and then, but I figured it was just small talk. But now that you mention it… she wasn’t friendly toward anyone. So I guess that counts as friendliness for her.”
“And what about her boyfriend?” I said. “We’re trying to get in touch with him.”
Irene frowned and looked at us with worried brown eyes. “She had a boyfriend?”
“We keep hearing that she did, but nobody knows who he is. You wouldn’t have seen her with a dark–haired man, would you?”
Irene shook her head no, but something in her expression told me that she was hiding something.
“Janice never told me she had a boyfriend,” she said.
“Are you sure?” I watched her closely. “Because we know she did have a boyfriend. Perhaps you saw her with someone, or you heard something through the grapevine.”
Irene pressed her lips together and shook her head again. “This is the first I’m hearing of it.”
I smiled and tried to sound reassuring when I said, “If you do you remember anything—anything at all—we’d really appreciate it if you told us. I’ll make sure you don’t get into trouble or anything. Even if you’re not sure, it would help to know if you’ve seen someone who might have been Janice’s boyfriend.”
Irene glanced off to one side and shook her head. “I really don’t know anything about her boyfriend.”
I forced myself to smile politely. I had no doubt that Irene was hiding something, but I wouldn’t be able to force the truth out of her. Instead, I said, “Where were you on Sunday night?”
Irene pushed a strand of hair behind her ear nervously. “I was home. Watching TV.”
“Anyone else with you?”
She shook her head no, her eyes going large. “Just me. But I really was home.”
“I know,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “We have to ask everyone this question, that’s all.”
Irene nodded, but her eyes were watchful and her smile forced.
I handed her one of my business cards and repeated, “Please call me if you think of anything. The information might seem trivial to you, but it might be something important.”
Irene glanced at my card and tucked it into her pocket. I didn’t have much hope that she would call me, so perhaps I’d come back in a few days and see if I could get her to change her mind about talking about this mysterious boyfriend of Janice’s.
 
 




Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
Before we left, Ian and I headed over to talk to Emily again.
It was odd talking to people with Ian being so silent. Normally, when I talk to people, Ian keeps himself busy by saying or asking the most inappropriate things, which can be a hassle. I supposed I should enjoy the silence while it lasted; perhaps I actually had something to thank Cecilia for. I made a mental note to myself to take a good photo of Ian dressed as a woman and save it for any future blackmail purposes that might arise.
If Emily was surprised to see us heading her way again, she didn’t show it; her smile was just as friendly as ever.
I didn’t want to raise her hackles by being insensitive, so I said, “We were just wondering if Janice had any friends that you forgot about when we were last talking to you.”
Emily shook her head. “Janice wasn’t the friendliest of people. She was more the rude, snarky type.”
“And you never saw her talking to anyone who worked at the stores nearby?”
“Not that I can remember,” Emily said without missing a beat.
“How about your brother, Eric?” I said. “Janice must’ve talked to him once in a while, since apparently you two would get to work at the same time.”
The friendliness in Emily’s eyes died a little, and she looked at me seriously. “Janice might have said hello to Eric sometimes, but it wasn’t anything worth mentioning.”
“So you did see them talking to each other?”
Emily shrugged. “Janice would make small talk sometimes, asking Eric how he was, things like that. She was probably just being polite.”
“But from what I hear, she wasn’t polite with most people. She was mean and rude to everyone. Why would she go out of her way to be polite to your brother?”
Emily shrugged. “Who knows?”
“Perhaps the two of them were dating in secret.”
Emily burst out laughing. “No way! Eric and I share an apartment, and I would have known if he was dating anyone. As far as I can tell, Eric’s had no social life for the last three months. But maybe Janice had a crush on him or something, so she was trying to be polite to him.”
I didn’t quite buy the story that Janice had a crush on Eric, but Emily’s amusement at the idea that Janice might have been secretly dating her brother seemed genuine. “So why didn’t you tell us earlier that Janice would talk to Eric sometimes?”
Emily rolled her eyes. “It didn’t seem important. And like I said, she barely said a couple of words to him.”
“Your brother works next door at the bank, right?”
Emily’s face became drawn, and I could tell that she didn’t like the idea of us prying into Eric’s private life. “Yes, he’s a security guard there. I hope you’re not going to waste his time with inane questions. I really don’t think he can tell you anything new about Janice.”
I smiled apologetically. “I’m sure you’re right, but it’s my job to go around asking these questions.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
The bank next door was a tiny branch of the Western US Bank, a large corporation with branches throughout the country.
There were two ATMs just outside the entrance, and Ian and I stepped through wide sliding doors onto plush gray carpets that our feet sunk right into. To our right was a small reception desk, which wasn’t manned at the moment.
A uniformed security guard who I assumed was Eric stood on our left, watching us carefully. He was about my height, average build, brown hair. He fit the description of Janice’s boyfriend to a T, and although Bob had insisted that the boyfriend was taller than Eric, I wasn’t entirely convinced that Bob’s memory was infallible.
Beyond Eric to the left were small glass–walled offices for the managers and senior bank officers, and past the offices I could see a door marked Staff, which I assumed led to a break room, kitchen, and possibly restrooms. A row of tellers’ windows covered the wall at the far end, but there were only two tellers working at the moment.
Ian and I stood just inside the bank, looking around as though we were lost. There was only one customer at that time, and she was talking to the teller about something.
The uniformed guard approached us politely. “May I help you?”
I turned to him and smiled. “You must be Eric.”
His eyebrows shot up. “Do I know you?”
“Not really.” I introduced myself and explained that my friend and I were looking Janice’s death at the store next door.
“That was a terrible business,” said Eric politely.
“It was,” I said. “Which is why we’re looking into it.”
Eric nodded. “I’d be happy to help out if I could, but I didn’t really know Janice. She used to work with my sister, of course.”
“Did you ever talk to her?”
Eric nodded. “Once in a while. My sister and I share an apartment, so we drive in to work together. Sometimes Janice would come over to say hi and make a bit of polite chitchat, nothing too serious.”
I watched carefully, but his eyes revealed nothing. “Do you think Janice might’ve had a crush on you?”
Eric smiled modestly and shook his head. “No, I’m sure she was just being polite.”
“Hmm.” It didn’t add up, and I couldn’t see why the normally grouchy Janice would be polite and friendly toward Eric. “Did you ever talk about anything else, anything more serious?”
Eric shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”
“Are you sure? Anything you might recall about Janice at all?”
“Nope, we barely talked and I didn’t really know her.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. It was obvious that Eric wasn’t able to—or wasn’t interested in—telling us anything more about Janice. So I asked him a few questions about his work—how long had he been working there, and did he like it?
He’d been a security guard at the bank for six months, Eric told us, and work was a bit boring, but not too bad; the manager, Jarrett, was a pretty nice guy, as were the tellers. He didn’t really know the employees over at Betta Furniture too well, and he couldn’t imagine who might’ve wanted to hurt Janice.
I couldn’t think of much else to ask him, so I said, “And where were you on Sunday night?”
“At home,” he said, “watching TV with my sister.”
“Right. Do you remember what you were watching?”
Eric frowned and shook his head. “No, not really.”
“Do you remember if it was a TV show, sports, or a movie?”
He started to shake his head again, and just then, his cell phone buzzed.
“Excuse me,” he muttered. He read the text, smiled to himself, and then put the phone away before looking at Ian and me again. “What were we talking about?”
“What you were watching on Sunday night,” I prompted.
“Right.” Eric looked at me and suddenly brightened up. “I remember now—we were watching Friends, back–to–back episodes on Netflix.”
“Oh.”
I nodded my head, unable to think of anything else to ask him, so I handed him my card, thanked him for his time, and asked him to call me if he thought of anything else.
In my experience, people never call, but I keep handing out my business card, just in case I meet the one person who breaks the mold.
 
 




Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
When we left Betta Furniture, Ian announced that he had a craving for fries. As soon as he said it, I realized that fries didn’t sound like a bad idea at all.
So we found ourselves heading over to the nearest McDonald’s, where we both ordered fries and burgers and settled in to devour our delicious, fat–and–cholesterol–laden meals. As I chewed on my perfect, salty fries, I thought back to our conversations with Emily and Eric.
“What did you think of the people we’ve talked to so far?” I asked Ian.
Ian scrunched up his face, clearly making an effort to act like a woman, and said, in the squeakiest, highest–pitched voice I’d ever heard, “It’s really interesting if you think about it.”
I smiled. “There’s no one nearby. You can talk normally.”
A wave of relief washed over Ian’s face. “Phew. It’s hard doing that all the time.”
“Although the makeup does suit you,” I said, unable to help myself.
Ian scowled. “I never thought I’d do this kind of thing unless I had to join a frat or something.”
“Emily gives off the impression that she might have been the kind of girl to join a sorority. She seemed really smooth and confident.”
“Plus, she’s pretty.”
I rolled my eyes. “She is, kind of. But you need to be more careful around women.”
Ian groaned. “I think I’m pretty careful. It’s just that the crazies always find me.”
“You’ve met too many crazy women for it to be a coincidence.” For a moment, I had a fleeting vision of Ian dating one crazy woman after another, until someone finally managed to get ahold of his trust fund and ruined him.
I didn’t think the loss of his money would affect Ian much; it was more the misery he went through each time he met someone who was out to use him.
“Irene’s the opposite of Emily,” said Ian. “She’s really mousy and timid. And she doesn’t even have an alibi for when Janice died.”
For some odd reason, I felt protective toward Irene. It was her timidity that got to me. “Not having an alibi doesn’t really mean anything.”
“And her eyes got all wide and she looked scared when we talked about that night.”
“Some people are just naturally shy and scared of everything.”
“You might be right,” admitted Ian.
“It was Eric who really bothered me. There’s something about him…”
“I know what you mean. And I know he and Emily are each other’s alibi, but something just seems off.”
“Maybe one of them’s protecting the other,” I mused out loud. “Maybe Eric was the one who was having an affair with Janice after all, and he killed her. Emily’s just protecting him.”
“Or maybe Emily killed her,” said Ian. “And Eric’s protecting her.”
I shook my head. “Either way, we should look into their alibi.”
We’d finished our meals by now, so I called Harry and asked him to find Emily’s address from me. I stayed on the line until he found it, and when he asked how the investigation was going, I murmured noncommittally and hung up.
“We might not be able to find anything by canvassing their neighbors,” I said. “But it’s worth a shot.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
Emily and Eric’s apartment turned out to be a ten–minute drive north of Betta Furniture, and Ian used the drive to wipe off his makeup, remove his wig, and slip into a pair of tennis shoes he’d brought along, transforming back into his regular self.
Their apartment was housed in an old–looking brick building, three stories high and U–shaped, with a small concrete courtyard. I estimated there would be about fifteen to thirty apartments in the building, and Ian and I decided to divide and conquer. He started from the first floor, and I started from the top.
An hour and a half later, we had covered all the apartments in the building between us, and we headed back to my car.
“I didn’t have any luck,” said Ian. “I knocked on about a dozen doors, and half of them were out. The people who were home never really noticed Emily and Eric, and they definitely didn’t see them on Sunday night. So there’s no way to know if Emily and Eric were home that night.”
“I didn’t have much luck either,” I said. “I talked to about eight people, and nobody saw Emily and Eric that night. However, one woman did say that she got home just before midnight, and when she walked past Emily and Eric’s apartment, she heard the TV playing really loudly.”
“That’s something,” said Ian. “Although it doesn’t really prove anything. Maybe Emily was home watching TV alone, or Eric was watching the TV.”
“Unless somebody actually went inside their apartment that night and saw both Emily and Eric, it’s hard to prove that they really were watching TV all night.”
“And we know that nobody else saw them, because if they did, Emily and Eric would have told us.”
“We could’ve disproved their alibi, if anyone saw them leaving their apartment. But nobody saw them. Which doesn’t mean anything; maybe Emily and Eric managed to leave without being seen.”
Ian shrugged. “Oh, well. At least we tried. And now I need you to put my makeup back on again.”  
 
 




Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
“Nobody wants to tell us anything,” I said on the drive home. “It’s time to do some old–fashioned detective work on everyone who was close to Janice.”
Back in my apartment, I fired up my computer, Ian brought his laptop over, and I sent Harry a text, asking him to email me all his employees’ resumes.
“We’re going to poke around in all the social media sites,” I said. “But before that, I’m going to run all the employee names through my database and find out where they went to high school. Our goal is to find some high school friends of theirs and find out what their friends think of them.”
“But we might be calling people who weren’t very close to them in high school.”
“The first person you call, you ask for a list of Irene, Emily or Eric’s close friends. Then after that, we just call up the close friends.”
“What about John, Bob and Jonas?”
“All of them have pretty solid alibis. They couldn’t have been anywhere else on Sunday night.”
“What if they made up those alibis?”
“In that case, we’ll check them out. But I’ve only got a few hours tonight before I have to head off to my shift, so we’ll start with the three people who don’t have real alibis.”
Ian nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”
He used the social media sites to find a couple of friends each of Irene, Emily, and Eric, and I pulled up details of their high schools. Next, I ran the names Ian gave me through my database and found out who had gone to high school with each of the three Betta Furniture employees.
The work was tedious and boring, and by the time I was done, Harry had emailed me the resumes of everyone who worked at Betta Furniture. We pulled out the information for Irene, Eric, and Emily’s past work history, and then Ian and I got to work.
We decided to start with Emily and Eric; Ian called the various nightclubs and bars were Eric had worked previously, and I called Emily’s previous employers, a string of high–end boutiques.
Over an hour later, Ian and I had learned very little that was new, and we both had sore throats from talking nonstop.
“Everyone at the places I called pretty much had only nice things to say about Eric,” said Ian. “They said he was a reasonably hard worker, he showed up to his shifts on time, and he was never overly aggressive or rude. He got along well with his coworkers, and everyone I talked to thought he was pretty smart and hard–working.”
I nodded. “I’ve been hearing similar things about Emily for the past hour. That she was nice and polite. And apparently, she liked to make good use of her employee discount, and she’d spend a fair bit of money buying designer clothes.”
“I don’t know if Eric liked to spend on clothes,” said Ian, “but I heard he had a thing for nice cars. I was told he leased a Jaguar for a year, before they cut back on his hours at work, and he had to end the lease. Plus, he’d spend money on frequent trips down to Vegas.”
“That’s what they said about Emily, too. That she used to fly down to Vegas a lot.”
“It makes sense; they probably liked Vegas so much they decided to move here in the end. Jobs in Wichita probably started to get scarce, and they figured they might as well move somewhere with better prospects and fun casinos.”
I glanced at the clock. “I need to head out for my shift soon, so there’s no time left for me to call up Irene’s references or the friends—are you okay with calling everyone?”
Ian nodded enthusiastically. “Sure, work references shouldn’t be a problem. And everyone’s curious about their old high school classmates, so they’ll be happy to talk. It shouldn’t be any trouble at all.”
That’s exactly what I was thinking, and I felt a moment’s relief that I could count on Ian’s help when it mattered. Once Ian headed back to his apartment, I started to get ready for my shift and wondered if anything interesting would happen tonight.
 
 




Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
That night, as I stood behind a blackjack table in the Treasury Casino, I let my thoughts drift over to the various people we’d talked to about Janice’s death.
This had been a relatively easy shift for me so far, and it was one of those days when I really appreciated working at the Treasury. The bright lights of the casino surrounded me, the jingle of the slot machines rang out every now and then, and the gamblers all seemed to be in a good mood. I hadn’t needed to deal with more than two drunken game disruptors throughout the night, and the happy, bustling casino was a nice break from the stark bright lights of Betta Furniture and the bank, where Ian and I had spent most of the day.
Once in a while, a vision of Cecilia clinging to Ian like a barnacle popped into my mind, but I tried to push those thoughts away. Cecilia was an annoyance, but she would be gone after a few days; perhaps I shouldn’t be too surprised that Ian managed to attract such strange women, given that he was a rather strange young man himself.
I had drifted into a happy, slightly zoned–out mood as I dealt cards, joked with the players, and occasionally thought about the people we’d talked to today. I was so engrossed in my work and my thoughts that I barely registered when a familiar figure appeared in the corner of my eye. But a few seconds later, something made me look in his direction again, and when I realized who it was, I almost gasped out loud.
Pearce’s gaze met mine, and he smiled and nodded before directing his attention back to the craps table he was standing next to. Perhaps it was a coincidence that he had come into the Treasury Casino during my shift. I tried to tell myself that was all it was, and focused on dealing out the cards.
But after a few minutes, the gamblers at my table chose to move over to the roulette wheel. I stood waiting at the empty table for a few long seconds, hoping that Pearce wouldn’t realize I was unoccupied.
No such luck.
Pearce sauntered up to my table, sat down as though he owned the place, and smirked annoyingly. “Hey, Tiffany. Bet you’re glad to see me.”
I had to force myself not to roll my eyes, and somehow, I managed to smile politely. I dealt him his cards and said in a low voice, “What are you doing here? I’m not supposed to be fraternizing on the job.”
“Hit me. I thought that might be the case, but I didn’t have your phone number, and I didn’t want to ask your mother to set things up between us. I think a real man needs to take charge.”
Pearce went bust, and I dealt him cards again. “What do you want? Make it quick, I could lose my job over this.”
Okay, so maybe that last bit was an exaggeration, but I wanted to get rid of Pearce as soon as I could. Thankfully, nobody else joined our table, so Pearce was able to speak his mind.
“I want to take you out to dinner,” he said. “Of course, you know I’m not rich, so we’ll have to go Dutch, but I assume you don’t mind, given how much you’re attracted to me.”
“I’m not going out to dinner with you.”
“Well, then, I’ll have to keep visiting you at the casino till you agree.”
“I could get you thrown out for harassment.”
“But you wouldn’t, would you?”
I thought about that for a second. I didn’t want to lose my chocolate lava cake privileges, but on the other hand, I could always tell my mother that it had been a big misunderstanding.
Pearce took my silence to mean no, and he said, “How about tomorrow night? Oh, it’s already one o’clock. So tonight.”
I shook my head. “Can’t. Got work.”
“Okay, then, tomorrow night.”
“Got plans.”
“Don’t tell me you’ve got a date with someone else.”
Pearce smiled annoyingly, as though he’d just made the most hilarious of jokes, but the truth was, I did indeed have a date with Detective Ryan. But that was none of his business, and I wanted to wrap up this conversation before somebody else joined the table, so I said, “How about the day after that?”
“I can’t wait that long. How about breakfast, once your shift’s finished?”
I kept the polite smile pasted on my face, but inside, I was groaning and making angry faces. “I’ve had an exhausting shift; I can’t today,” I fibbed, but the truth was, I didn’t want to think about spending time with Pearce today.
“Breakfast tomorrow, then?”
One of the pit bosses was looking our way, and I didn’t want him coming over to make sure everything was okay, so I nodded and smiled brightly. “Sure, breakfast tomorrow after my shift.”
“What time? Where?”
My mind went blank for a few seconds, and I finally managed to say, “Nine o’clock, my apartment.”
“Wow.” Pearce looked inordinately pleased. “You don’t waste time, do you?”
“Nope.” I’d thought of a plan, but it wasn’t what Pearce was expecting. “I’ll see you then. Now go, before you get me in trouble.”
He left, but of course, he didn’t bother to tip me. That sealed the deal—he deserved what was coming his way.
 
 




Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
I went over to Ian’s apartment the next morning. As I helped myself to a Pop Tart and coffee, Ian filled me in on his activities of the night before.
“I got ahold of everyone’s friends,” he said, helping himself to a Pop Tart as well. “Apparently, Irene was always very quiet and shy. She had about two or three close friends in high school, and they all told me she kept to herself. Kind of a nerd, and kind of a doormat. Irene’s friends said that she always felt like a bit of a loser, and that she let other people push her around.
“I called Emily’s friends after that. It turns out Emily had been popular in high school, but not in a mean kind of way. I called about ten of her friends, and they all said that she was nice and sweet to everyone. They said she was active in the drama club, and that she wanted to be an actress at some point, but realized before she graduated that it’s not so easy to make it in Hollywood.
“Apparently, she was quite picky about boys, and never had a boyfriend in high school. Her friends said she liked glamor and wanted to make something of herself, but wasn’t sure how. They said as far as they knew, she and her brother had always been close. The first person I called was in band, and she said that even though Emily wasn’t her friend, she’d always been very nice to her, unlike some of the other popular kids who went around making fun of the less popular ones.”
“It seems like Emily was levelheaded and smart, even in high school,” I said, chewing my Pop Tart thoughtfully. “It takes brains to realize that just because you’ve been in a couple of high school plays, it doesn’t mean you can be the next Angelina Jolie.”
Ian nodded and went on. “I called Eric’s friends after that. He’d been on the football team, and apparently, he’d been quite popular too—but in a different way from Emily. The girls had been all over him, and he’d been with a couple of them but never had a steady girlfriend. He hung out with the guys on his team. I talked to three of the guys, and they said that Eric was friendly enough, but not anyone’s best friend. Not the kind of guy you kept in touch with after high school.”
“Maybe that’s normal for a popular football player.”
“I talked to a few of the girls he’d been with, and they said he was nice, but kind of flaky.”
“He was in high school—nothing unusual about being flaky at that age.”
“That’s all I found out from their friends,” said Ian. “I asked everyone I talked to if their friend had issues with anger management, or seemed like a vindictive person, but they all said no.”
“People change after high school,” I said, disappointed that Ian’s calls had turned up nothing useful. “But still, it was worth making all these calls. Did Irene’s employers have anything interesting to say?”
“Well, they didn’t have anything new to say; everyone I talked to agreed with her classmates. They said she was a perfectly good employee, but she was easy to push around. Of course, the managers I talked to didn’t put it like that; they said that she was happy to oblige and pick up an extra shift, to take on more work than she was supposed to, if she was asked to. They said she was pretty quiet and kept to herself most of the time.”
I chewed my Pop Tart thoughtfully. “Often, it’s the quiet ones you need to be worried about. What happens when they explode?”
“I can’t even imagine Irene exploding,” said Ian. “She seems so mousy.”
“That’s true,” I said. “She does seem too timid to do anything dangerous.”
Just then, there was a loud knock on the door.
I looked at Ian, and he groaned softly. “I hate this.”
“I know,” I said. “But we need to deal with it.”
 
 




Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 
I looked through the peephole, sure that it would be Cecilia. As a pleasant surprise, it turned out to be Nanna, and when I opened the door, Ian leaned back in his chair and grinned broadly like a Cheshire cat.
“What are you doing here?” I asked Nanna, once she’d come inside and helped herself to a mug of coffee. “And where’s Wes?”
“Wes is downstairs, hanging out with Glenn. The two of them have big plans to bake a lot of cupcakes today, and that’s far too domestic for me. I’ve spent my whole life cooking and baking, and it’s time I did something fun.” She fixed her sharp, wise eyes on me and said, “You do want your dear old nanna to have some fun, don’t you?”
I love Nanna, but I hate how manipulative she can be at times.
“You’re really old,” said Ian, stating the obvious. “Of course you deserve to have fun. What kind of fun did you have in mind? How’s the poker playing going?”
Nanna flicked a hand dismissively. “Playing poker is all well and good, but I’ve decided that my real skills lie in snooping around. And since you guys get paid to snoop around, I figure I might as well help you out. You get the family discount, of course; no charge.”
I rolled my eyes and let my head flop back a little. “Does Mom know about this?”
“Don’t be silly,” said Nanna. “Your mother’s always been a party pooper. Even when she was three years old, she never wanted to do anything exciting, and she was always telling me that I shouldn’t drink too much. No, your mother’s opinion is not one that we need to go and seek out.”
I shot Ian a worried look, but he seemed quite pleased that Nanna wanted to join us.
“We could have fun investigating together,” he said, beaming at Nanna and finishing off his breakfast. “Three’s a party.”
“Three is not a party,” I reminded Ian as I ate the last of my scrambled eggs. “I don’t want Nanna getting into trouble, or getting us into trouble.”
Nanna took a long sip of coffee. “When have I ever gotten you into trouble? You ought to be happy that I’m so interested in helping you out.”
“We are,” said Ian, his eyes sparkling with the possibilities that Nanna’s investigative skills with us could lead to. “We’d be happy for you to come along.”
I glared at Ian. “Who made you my mouthpiece?”
“Don’t be like that,” said Nanna. “Now, where do we start?”
The decision seem to have been made for me, and truth be told, I didn’t really mind having Nanna tag along with us today. I wasn’t entirely sure what we’d be doing, but I’d make sure that it wasn’t anything too dangerous. I was glad that Nanna and Wes were living in Vegas for part of the year—I’d missed them when they’d been away on their honeymoon. It was worth letting Nanna tag along with us on investigations if it meant that she enjoyed living in Vegas.
“I have to get dressed first,” said Ian glumly. “I need to disguise myself so that Cecilia can’t recognize me.”
“He dressed up like a woman yesterday,” I told Nanna. “I’ve got a good picture of him on my phone.”
“That you said you wouldn’t show to anyone,” whined Ian.
I smiled and nodded. “Of course. Unless I change my mind.”
“So you’re going to wear a wig and put on some lipstick,” said Nanna. “I guess you can take the wig off before you go to talk to people.”
Ian shook his head. “I don’t look anything like a woman unless I do a whole lot of makeup. Tiffany spent ages contouring my face yesterday.”
Nanna fished around in her handbag and found a pair of oversized sunglasses. “You can wear these, they’ll hide most of your face. Add a bright lipstick, and you should be set.”
Ian turned to me. “Why didn’t we think of that yesterday?”
“See?” said Nanna. “I’m already coming up with brilliant ideas for the two of you.”
“You do have a different way of thinking,” I admitted.
Ian jammed the blond wig onto his head, draped a long scarf over his shoulders, and put on the pair of sunglasses.
He smushed his lips with dark maroon lipstick and looked at himself in the mirror. “I look good, but my lips have these darker lines running through the lipstick.”
“That’s because you’ve got dry lips,” said Nanna. “You need to wash off the lipstick, put on some Chapstick to make your lips softer, and then apply the lipstick.”
Ian followed Nanna’s instructions, with good results, and as he admired his reflection in the mirror, he said, “This woman stuff is complicated.”
Nanna nodded sagely. “It is, but sometimes it can be worth it.”
By a stroke of luck, we didn’t run into Cecilia in the hallway. I figured she might have gotten tired of waiting around for Ian, or maybe she’d met somebody else.
On a whim, I decided to drive over to Janice’s ex–husband’s house, and on the drive over, I filled Nanna in on our previous conversation with him, telling her about the strange sweepstakes that he’d apparently won.
“It sounds like a setup to me,” said Nanna.
“I was thinking I might talk to the neighbors and see if any of them got similar phone calls,” I said as Ian pulled off his wig and rubbed the lipstick off his lips. “Maybe one of the neighbors will know something interesting about David.”
“I think we should break into his house,” said Nanna calmly. “You can learn all kinds of things about a person from their house.”
I slid Nanna a wary, sidelong glance. “I don’t think we’re supposed to be breaking into people’s houses.”
“But you can,” said Ian. “You learned all about lock picking from that ex–boyfriend of yours. Why did you bother to learn all that if you didn’t want to use it at some point?”
He had a point. Perhaps, when I’d asked Jack to teach me about lock picking, I’d had plans of breaking in at the back of my mind.
We pulled up near David’s house, and I parked on the opposite side of the street. The three of us sat in the car and stared at the house, its presence suddenly full of potential and mystery.
“I don’t think we should be breaking in,” I said. “It’s illegal.”
“It’s illegal to steal stuff,” said Nanna. “And we’re doing it for a good reason. We’re snoops, and we’re supposed to be snooping around.”
“But what if he’s got an alarm set up?”
Nanna laughed shortly. “The man’s broke, going through a divorce. And look at his house. There’s no way he’d bother to set up an alarm.”
Ian and Nanna started heading toward the house, and I hurriedly followed them and locked the car behind me. As we crossed the road and headed over to David’s house, I said, “Okay. We can look through the windows, but we can’t actually break in and go inside.”
“You’re no fun,” said Nanna. “But okay, we can start off with looking through the windows. What if there’s someone at home?”
“We’re not sticking around if there’s anyone inside the house: we’re going to head straight back to the car and drive home.”
The three of us went to the front door first, where I knocked loudly, waited, and then knocked again. I knocked a third time, just for good measure, but it was pretty obvious that nobody was home: there were no shadows moving around, no appliance noises, nothing.
The blinds were drawn over the windows at the front, so the three of us slunk down the narrow path by the side of the house and ended up in the postage–stamp–sized backyard.
The windows here didn’t have any blinds or curtains blocking our view, so we all huddled around the first window we came across and peered inside curiously. We were looking into what seemed like a messy bedroom, when suddenly, a woman appeared right beside us.
She must’ve been in her late fifties or early sixties, and she was tall, wide, and scary–looking. Her hair was colored a bright red, and her eyes were kohl–rimmed, self–righteous and angry.
Her voice boomed out at us. “What do the three of you think you are doing over here?”
Nanna and Ian wisely decided to keep quiet, and I said, “Who are you? David never told us about you.”
She looked at us suspiciously, only slightly appeased that I knew the name of the person who lived here. “I’m his next–door neighbor, Margie. I saw the three of you wandering around from my window. You’re not thinking about breaking in, are you? Because I’ve got the cops on speed–dial here.”
I shook my head. “No, we’re just hiding. We came to visit David, but no one answered, and then we saw that my friend’s stalker had followed us here, so we thought we’d hide out in the backyard.”
Margie looked at Ian suspiciously, and then glanced back at me. “What stalker?”
I walked over to the path by the side of the house and noticed Cecilia standing near my car, staring at it curiously. I groaned as I realized that she must’ve waited for me outside the apartment and then driven behind us over here.
I ducked back behind the house, before Cecilia could see me, and described her to Margie. “She’s been stalking my friend Ian,” I explained.
Margie craned her neck and made sure that the woman I described did actually exist. “That’s the strangest of stories,” she told me. “Why don’t you just get a restraining order?”
“We feel kind of sorry for her. But now it’s a bit awkward, and we have to hide from her.”
“I’ll call the cops for you,” said Margie. “They can take her away, and then you three can drive back home.”
I shook my head. “You shouldn’t do that. She’s not dangerous, just annoying. If you called the cops on her, you’d just get an innocent woman in trouble.”
The woman narrowed her eyes at me. “Yes, that’s true.”
“Maybe you should go talk to her first, ask her if she’s trying to find Ian. You can describe him. And then, instead of calling the cops, you could try to get rid of her by telling her that Ian walked down to the end of the street and then turned left. Then she’ll be out of your hair, and we can all go home, no cops involved.”
“I suppose the police do have better things to do with their time,” Margie admitted. “Okay, I’ll go and talk to her.”
As soon as she was out of earshot, I turned to Nanna and hissed, “See? Snooping around and breaking and entering does get you in trouble.”
“But she’s gone now,” said Nanna, walking up to the back door. She grabbed the handle and turned it. “Would you look at that? The door wasn’t even locked. It’s not breaking and entering if we’re not breaking into anything. Come on, we should get inside before that awful woman returns. I hate busybodies like her.”
Nanna and Ian disappeared inside, and I decided that it was in my best interests to follow them.
I locked the door behind us, and we found ourselves in a small den. There was a sofa and a TV, but nothing of much interest, so we went from one room to another, peering at everything, and being careful not to mess things up too much.
Finally, we stumbled into a room that seemed to be David’s bedroom—there was a framed photo of him on his wedding day with Janice, and a desk with a laptop on one side of the room.
“We should check out his emails,” said Nanna. “A person’s email history can tell you a lot about them.”
“There don’t seem to be any bills or mail lying around, so we might as well look at his computer now that we’re inside,” I said. I looked around, wondering if anyone could see us from outside, but that didn’t seem possible. “We need to be quick—we don’t want Margie calling the cops to check out this house.”
Nanna fired up the laptop and pressed a few buttons, and we found ourselves trolling through David’s emails.
“Here’s an email he sent to the Vegas electric company, asking about the sweepstakes,” Nanna said.
Ian and I craned over her neck, and we all read through the email. David had been perfectly polite but curious, asking what was going on.
“He must’ve been telling the truth about that weird phone call,” I said. “Nobody goes to such lengths just to establish a story.”
The rest of David’s emails seemed to be mostly junk mail, and the occasional emails to his brother who lived in New York, talking about nothing in particular. Nanna and Ian insisted on doing a few more walk–throughs of the house, and then dusting down every surface we might have touched, before they finally agreed to leave.
We left the way we’d come in, walking briskly down the path and getting straight into my car. Thankfully, we didn’t run into Margie again, and my veins throbbed with adrenaline as I drove off and decided where to go next.
 
 




Chapter Twenty
 
 
 
“This doesn’t look like the way back home,” said Nanna as I drove along.
“It’s not. I thought we might go check out Janice’s apartment now.”
Nanna nodded. “I do always say that you can learn a lot about a person from their apartment.”
“Hang on,” said Ian, sounding surprised. “You’re just going to break into Janice’s apartment?”
I shrugged. “I guess Nanna’s a bad influence. But I remembered that old neighbor who told us he slid Janice’s mail under her door, and I figure we might learn something from there. Besides, we’ve already broken into one house today. What’s one more?”
“You’re a lot more fun to be around when Nanna’s with you,” said Ian approvingly.
I shook my head. “I think she’s a bad influence. But I suppose this is how things are going to be from now on.”
“There’s no harm having a look,” said Nanna. “And it’s not like we’re breaking in to steal anything. If Janice really was murdered, she’d want us to break into her apartment if she thought we could learn anything new.”
In a weird, convoluted way, what Nanna said made sense.
I parked my car near the apartment, and the three of us went straight upstairs. Ian and Nanna stood on either side of me as I fiddled with the lock for a few seconds, using the lock–picking set that my former boyfriend had given me.
Before anyone could see us, the lock turned, and the three of us headed inside and closed the door behind ourselves.
“It smells real musty in here,” said Ian. “Maybe acting like a woman has made me all sensitive to smells now.”
“You’re just pretending,” I reminded him. “It’s not like you’ve really become a woman.”
But I had to agree with him. The apartment windows hadn’t been opened in at least a week, and an invisible layer of dust must’ve settled over everything. I was getting the heebie–jeebies from being inside the apartment of someone who’d probably been murdered, but it was time to put on a brave face and do some serious sleuthing.
Ian and Nanna followed me as I looked around the room.
Janice’s apartment was similar to mine—a generic one–bedroom. The place was neat and sparsely furnished, with no decorations or knickknacks. Janice clearly hadn’t intended to live here for very long.
The front door opened onto a tiny living–dining room, furnished only with a couch and a small TV. A small kitchenette occupied the far corner. The kitchen stove had two burners, and there was enough cabinet space to hold two plates, two bowls and two mugs. Janice must never have had company over, other than her new boyfriend, and judging from the empty pantry, she wasn’t much of a cook either.
I opened the fridge to find a couple of beer bottles, a half–empty jar of mayo, and some deli meat that had started to go green.
In the bedroom, there was a queen–sized bed with unmade sheets, and a nightstand next to it. An old–looking lamp stood on the nightstand, along with a small alarm clock. I opened the drawers of the nightstand and found a Kindle reader, a Starbucks gift card, a packet of tissues, and some hair accessories. The contents of her wardrobe and small bathroom were just as boring, and Ian hurriedly wiped down everything I had touched before we went back to the living room and picked the pile of mail up off the floor.
I stared at the sealed envelopes for a few seconds. If I opened them, someone would know that Janice’s mail had been tampered with after she’d died. But perhaps the blame would fall onto her nosy neighbors.
As though he’d read my mind, Ian said, “I could run out to the convenience store and buy some glue. Then, after you’re done reading her mail, we could glue the envelopes shut again.”
I shook my head. “That would take a fair bit of time, and I’m not sure it’s worth it. Better that people think the neighbors have been going through her mail.”
I divided the mail up into three piles.
The first pile was what looked like obvious junk mail—envelopes with names of charities and lotteries on them, and the occasional letter which had been addressed to someone other than Janice.
“Marlene Masterson must’ve lived here before Janice,” I said, handing the pile over to Nanna. “We might not learn anything from these letters, but they’re probably still worth going through.”
“So I get the worst pile because I’m your newest member?” said Nanna.
I shrugged. “That’s just how things are. And you never know, there might be something useful in there.”
In the second pile, I put the letters that seemed to have come from her bank or telephone company—these were the letters that I was going to go through. Ian got a pile of letters that looked like bills, and then the three of us got to work.
We sat in silence for what felt like hours, but was probably closer to thirty or forty minutes. Nothing unusual jumped out at any of us, until finally, when going through her latest bank statement, I found something unusual.
“That’s odd,” I said. “There was an electronic deposit of one thousand dollars made into Janice’s bank account. It says that the sender was Irene Addison, and the description says “our secret.” I’m pretty sure this is Irene from Betta Furniture, but I should check the account number just to be safe.”
“I didn’t find anything interesting,” said Ian. “Maybe we should head back home once we’re done with the mail, so you can run the account number through your PI database and check that it’s the same Irene.”
“Nothing unusual here either,” said Nanna. “This wasn’t half as exciting as I’d hoped for.”
“But if Irene really had given Janice a thousand dollars for some kind of secret, that’s pretty exciting.” I sifted through the rest of the letters, putting them neatly back into the envelopes once I was done. “We can stop back home, and if it is the same Irene, we’ll head over to Betta Furniture.”
“This is the worst timing,” said Nanna. “Your mother will be expecting me back home within an hour. I guess I won’t be there when you guys go talk to Irene.”
“We’re still not sure that it is Irene,” I said.
But an hour later, I checked the account details in my database, and it turned out to be the same Irene who worked at Betta Furniture. We said goodbye to Nanna, who was going to meet up with Wes and head back home, and then Ian and I set off to talk to Irene again.
Perhaps this time, she’d be more willing to tell us the truth about what was going on.
 
 




Chapter Twenty–One
 
 
 
Ian and I drove over to Betta Furniture, and I made sure to make a few sudden U–turns, just in case Cecilia had managed to tail us again. I didn’t see any sign of her when we pulled into the parking lot, so I was fairly confident that we’d managed to lose her.
There was only one customer in the store when we walked in, a thirty–something–year–old man, and John was busy showing him bedroom furniture. Emily was sitting near the back of the store, reading something on her smartphone. She looked up at us warily when we walked in, and I smiled and waved at her. She returned the wave, and when we didn’t head over in her direction, she returned to her reading.
Irene was standing near one of the sofas at the front. Her face looked as drawn and worried as usual, and when Ian and I walked over to her, she forced her lips upwards into a polite smile.
“You’re back,” she said, trying to sound friendly and failing.
I nodded. “Something new came up.”
Irene glanced at Ian. “Have we met before? You look quite familiar.”
“No, I don’t think so,” said Ian.
Irene’s eyes widened, and she snapped her fingers. “You look just like that other woman who came in with Tiffany yesterday, what’s her name? The one with the long blond hair. You’re just her height and weight, and if I put a blond wig on you, you’d be twins. She’s not your twin, is she?”
Ian’s face began to turn red, and he started to stutter. He’s not the best liar in the world, and I could see that he was about to start explaining his predicament to Irene, so I quickly said, “Actually, they’re brother and sister.”
I wasn’t sure why I fibbed, but I didn’t want to go into detail about Ian’s love life. Besides, I had gotten Cecilia thrown out of the store yesterday, and perhaps this lie was needed to cover the original lie. Which is another reason I hate lying: I’m not too good at it, so somehow, I find myself stepping into a complicated web that’s hard to keep track of.
Irene nodded. “Yes, that makes sense. I knew you two had to be related somehow.”
“Anyway,” I said, “we’re here to talk to you about Janice.”
Irene smiled politely. “I told you everything I know about her yesterday.”
I shook my head. “Turns out, you didn’t. You didn’t tell us that she was blackmailing you.”
Irene didn’t bother denying it. She lowered her head and stared at the ground off to one side. “How did you guys find out?”
“It’s not important how we found out,” I said. “What’s important is that you tell us exactly what was going on.”
Irene nodded and met my eyes again. “When I moved to Vegas, I was having a hard time getting work. So I made up some things on my resume, and that’s how I got this job. Janice found out somehow, and she told me that she would tell Harry, and then I’d never be able to get work here again. She said it’s a small town, and all the businesspeople know each other.”
“That’s true enough,” I said. “But you could have moved to another city. It’s not like you grew up in Vegas, is it?”
Irene shook her head. “I’ve been trying to learn to play poker, and once a week I go to the Bellagio and play with the tourists. I’m still not very good, but I don’t want to move away from Vegas.”
“And Janice kept your secret?”
Irene nodded. “She found out a few weeks before she died, and I paid her a thousand dollars to keep quiet.”
I looked at her seriously. “You know that this looks very bad for you.”
“You really think I killed Janice because she was blackmailing me?”
The truth was, I couldn’t imagine Irene killing anyone. She looked like the kind of person who looked left and right at least twenty times before crossing a road; she probably stressed about everything, and I couldn’t imagine her mustering up the courage to actually murder someone. Besides, a thousand dollars wasn’t so much money in the grand scheme of things.
I said, “It doesn’t matter what I believe. I’ve got to look into everything. And unfortunately, we haven’t found anyone else who could have hated Janice enough to kill her.”
Irene nodded and looked past my shoulder outside. I could see the wheels turning in her head, and finally she said, “There’s always Janice’s boyfriend.”
I raised one eyebrow. “So you did know about her boyfriend.”
Irene nodded. “He found out that I paid money to Janice, and after Janice died, he told me that if the cops or anyone investigated Janice’s death, they’d be looking at the two of us first. So we made a pact—he wouldn’t tell anyone that I was being blackmailed, and I wouldn’t tell anyone that he was dating Janice.”
The breath left my lungs in a loud whoosh, and I shook my head. “That’s the craziest thing ever.”
“Is it really?” Irene looked at me seriously. “I didn’t want the police investigating me, and I could understand why her boyfriend wanted the same for himself.”
“So, who is he?”
“You guys went to talk to the people at the bank yesterday, didn’t you? You’ve probably met him already.”
My eyes widened. “Eric?”
Irene looked at me, confused. “No, Brett.”
I frowned. “I haven’t met any Brett.”
“He works as a teller at the bank. I think he might have been working yesterday; he’s friends with Emily and Eric.”
I nodded. “I guess that sort of makes sense, why Janice was friendly with Eric. It was because he was her boyfriend’s friend.”
“Maybe they even went on double dates at some point,” said Ian. “And Eric was a good friend, too. He told us he didn’t know anything about Janice’s boyfriend.”
“And Emily knew about this as well,” I said thoughtfully, letting my eyes drift over to where Emily was still sitting and reading. Our glance met for a moment, and then she looked back at her smartphone and continued reading. “Everyone’s gone to quite some effort to hide this relationship.”
Irene shrugged. “So now, don’t you think Brett is a more suspicious person than me?”
I looked at her contemplatively. “He’s certainly someone we need to talk to. I can see why you kept his relationship with Janice a secret, but what about Eric and Emily?”
Irene shrugged. “I guess they were all just good friends.”
“How did you even find out that Janice was going out with Brett? I thought the whole thing was a big secret.”
“I ran into them at a restaurant one day,” Janice said. “It seemed like a pretty romantic place, and they were sitting by themselves and looking all lovey–dovey. When I asked them how long they’d been going out, they didn’t bother denying it.”
“Then how did Janice get away with blackmailing you? If she wanted money, you could have just told her that in exchange for her silence about your secret, you’d say silent about her secret.”
“Janice wasn’t too concerned about keeping her relationship a secret,” said Irene. “She said that everyone would find out ultimately. And that I shouldn’t tell anyone, but even if I did, it wouldn’t matter.”
I nodded seriously, just as a young couple walked in through the door, obviously about to buy themselves some furniture.
Janice’s relationship had been such a well–kept secret that I couldn’t help but hope we’d learn something unusual from Brett.
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Two
 
 
 
As we headed out of the furniture store, I glanced back at Emily, who was still sitting in the back and reading on her smartphone. For a moment, I thought of asking her about Janice’s love life, but I decided to talk to Brett first.
Inside the bank, it looked just the same as it had yesterday. Eric was still standing by the door, and I noticed that one of the tellers had dark hair and brown eyes. There were two customers in the bank today, one at each of the tellers’ windows, and I decided to wait till Brett was free.
Ian and I headed over to talk to Eric, who gave us a polite smile.
“I see you’ve got a different partner today,” he said.
He didn’t say anything about Ian looking similar to the woman I’d come in with the day before, and I decided to not say anything about it myself. Instead, I said, “We thought we’d talk to the tellers today.”
Eric slid his eyes toward them and then back at us. “Brett and Eva are both busy at the moment.”
I nodded. “Actually, we only need to talk to Brett.” Eric didn’t react, so I went on. “Why didn’t you tell us that he and Janice were going out?”
Eric didn’t look too shocked that we’d figured out their relationship. He looked at us steadily for a few seconds, and then he shrugged and said, “Brett asked me not to tell anyone.”
“But this is kind of different, don’t you think? It’s a murder investigation.”
“I’ve gotten used to keeping it a secret. I don’t even think about it.”
“Why was he so insistent on keeping it a secret?” said Ian.
“That’s just how he is,” Eric said.
“And you didn’t think that was odd?” said Ian. “Most people like to tell other people about their relationships, unless they’re ashamed of the other person or something.”
Eric shrugged. “I’ve been working here for six months now, so I don’t know Brett that well. I don’t know if he was ashamed of Janice or something.”
“What exactly did he tell you about the relationship?” I said.
We both turned to look at Brett, and he exchanged a glance with Eric. I couldn’t quite tell what that look meant, but I was sure I’d find out.
“He hardly talked about Janice,” said Eric. “Just that they were going out, and that it was a secret. I didn’t pry.”
I shook my head. The whole thing sounded quite odd and unbelievable. On the other hand, perhaps there were men who didn’t like to talk about their relationships with other people.
“So did you hang out much with Brett and Janice?”
Eric’s face was as impassive as ever. “I’ve been to dinner with the two of them a couple of times. It gets boring, living in a big city like Vegas. I’m not that interested in gambling, and I don’t have a girlfriend myself. Brett invited me to come along with him and Janice sometimes, and I’d go.”
“And Emily would also be there,” I said.
“Sometimes,” said Eric. “We haven’t been living in Vegas for too long and we don’t really have many friends.”
“It can be tough living in Vegas,” said Ian. “I’m lucky Tiffany’s my friend.”
“I guess you are,” said Eric, looking at Ian thoughtfully. “A lot depends on who your friends are.”
Ian nodded, and I said, “You didn’t know anything else about Brett’s relationship with Janice?”
Eric shook his head no.
“And what were the dinners like? Did the two of them seem to be happy together?”
“I guess so,” said Eric. “They’d never argue or anything. I suppose they were happy.”
The customer who’d been talking to Brett had disappeared by now, so Ian and I said goodbye to Eric and headed over to Brett’s counter.
“How can I help you guys?” he said with a bright smile.
“Actually,” I said, “you can help us by telling us about your relationship with Janice.”
Brett’s smile faltered, and he looked beyond us over at Eric.
Eric must’ve made some kind of encouraging gesture, because when Brett looked back at us, his eyes were confident again. “Who are you?”
“I’m Tiffany, this is Ian. We’re looking into Janice’s death.”
“But you’re not with the police, are you? If you were cops, you’d have started off by flashing badges.”
“No, we’re not with the police.”
“Then I don’t have to talk to you,” said Brett smugly.
“You don’t have to talk to us,” I said. “But it would be very helpful. We believe that Janice’s death wasn’t an accident, and if there’s anything you could tell us that might help out, we’d appreciate it.”
“I don’t talk to private investigators,” said Brett. His words had an air of finality about them, but I wasn’t about to give up so easily. I’ve worked enough cases to have encountered people who don’t want to talk to me for various reasons, and I’ve learned to keep chomping at the bit.
“But you were dating Janice,” I said. “I’m sure you must’ve cared about her. Don’t you want there to be a proper investigation into her death?”
“I want closure,” said Brett. “And I got that when the police ruled her death an accident. I don’t want to talk about her and us, on and on. I just want to move on with my life.”
“How long were you and Janice together?” I said.
Brett shook his head. “I don’t have to talk about this with you.”
“You don’t have to,” I agreed. “But we’re going to be talking to everyone else who knew Janice, and who knew you, and they’ll be telling us stuff about you and your relationship with Janice. Wouldn’t you rather that we heard it straight from you, instead of secondhand sources who might paint you in a worse light? If we learn anything too incriminating, we’ll have to hand it over to the cops again, and they probably wouldn’t hesitate to make your life miserable.”
Brett rolled his eyes and sighed, as though we’d worn him down. Which I figured we had—the man didn’t seem too interested in having the police pry into his life. “What you want to know?”
“Let’s start with you,” I said. “What brings you to Vegas?”
“I used to visit Vegas once a year, when I lived up in Michigan. About a year ago, I decided to move down here and play poker professionally. I used to go three nights a week—Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, when all the tourists would come into town—and play limit hold’em.”
I tried not to look at him with obvious pity. Nanna plays the occasional round of poker, and from what I know, she makes good money off the tourists. But living in Vegas, I’ve heard the story far too often—somebody gets good at playing poker, makes decent money playing part–time, and then decides to go into it full–time—only to get eaten up by the cards. Who knows why the cards turn on you when you go full–time, but that’s how it is. Working in the casino, and living in this town, I see people getting burnt up by poker and returning to their previous lives, disillusioned with their luck and their fate. “And how’d that go for you?”
Brett made a facial grimace. “Obviously, it didn’t go too well. The first three months were great, then the next three months were average. And then I started losing big—it was like I’d hit a brick wall or something. I managed to stop playing before I lost my shirt, and I got a job here. I still play on Friday nights, sometimes. But I know that poker will never be my life again.”
I nodded. “I’m glad you stopped before you lost everything.”
Brett smiled wryly. “I guess I was lucky. You must’ve met people who didn’t stop in time.”
“Yeah, there’s something about this town. And maybe something about the game itself that gives you hope, and then lets you down.”
Brett nodded. “Well, I’ve been working at this bank for the last seven months. It’s not exciting or fun, but it pays the bills, and I don’t need to stress about losing streaks.”
“And where does Janice come into all this?”
“Janice and I were just friends, no matter what you’ve heard. I met her working here, and we’d hang out sometimes.”
“Really? Because everyone else says you were together.”
“We weren’t really together,” said Brett slowly. “It’s just—we were good friends. And it gets tiresome correcting people all the time.”
“But you’d have dinners together. You’d even go over to her place.”
“I never stayed the night.”
I nodded. That’s what Janice’s neighbor had told me, but it didn’t change the fact that he’d spent a few hours at her place every now and then. “So what were you doing at her apartment?”
Brett smiled thinly. “We were working on a project together.”
“That’s a euphemism.”
Brett shook his head, looking exasperated. “See? I’m tired of this conversation already. Fine, let’s just assume Janice and I were together. So?”
“So… why didn’t you tell the cops about it?”
“I’ve watched enough crime shows. The boyfriend’s always the main suspect. And I wasn’t her boyfriend, but enough people thought I was…”
He trailed off, his eyes shifting over to Eric again. I followed his glance, but Eric was staring out the door, waiting for any new customers to enter.
I glanced back at Brett, but his expression didn’t reveal anything. “Eric told me you and Janice were together. I thought you two were friends.”
“Look, it was complicated, okay? But we—there wasn’t anything much between us, and I don’t know anything about her death. Can we move on now?”
“Sure,” I said. “Where were you on Sunday night?”
“I was at the Paris Cat Jazz Restaurant,” Brett said. “By myself, enjoying some music and food. And I’m sick of this conversation—I think it’s time you two left.”
Ian and I looked at each other. Brett had obviously reached the end of his patience, and his willingness to tell us anything. I didn’t really understand the truth about his relationship with Janice. Perhaps he was one of those emotionally immature men who didn’t like to admit when they were in a committed relationship.
Something about the conversation felt off to me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Three
 
 
 
“What now?” said Ian as we headed back to my car.
“We need to check everyone’s alibis. We’ve been too busy running other checks to look into Bob and Jonas’s stories, and I’d like to make sure that Brett really was at the Paris Cat.”
Our first stop was at the Watermark Casino, where Jonas claimed to have spent the night gambling away. Because of my PI work and Stone’s past jobs, I have contacts in most of the casinos in Vegas by now, and within a few minutes, Ian and I were seated in the main security room as my friend Keith ran a photo of Jonas through their facial recognition system.
“Here he is,” said Keith. “Walked in at around nine and stayed till three in the morning. You can see that he spent most of his time at the video poker machines, took a break to have some drinks, and then headed over to the roulette table via slots and blackjack. Just before he left, he spent a bit of time at the craps table, and he seems to have left in a good mood.”
“That’s all we needed,” I said. “There’s no way he could have snuck off that night.”
Ian and I thanked Keith for his help, and then we headed out to the Paris Cat Jazz Bar.
“That was the easiest alibi check we’ve ever done,” said Ian. “I hope the rest of the day goes just as smoothly.”
We walked into the Paris Cat Jazz Bar in the middle of the lunch rush. The place was packed, and a young woman in a black dress was singing Nina Simone songs on stage.
I nodded at the bartender, who was manning the bar at the far end of the wall, and then I spotted the owner of the place, Henri, sitting at one of the tables in the back. He waved when he noticed me and Ian, and the two of us made our way over.
“Tiffany, Ian,” Henri said. “What a surprise! I never see you guys around these parts anymore.”
I smiled wryly. “We’ve been busy—work, all that stuff.”
“Well, I hope you’ve come to have an early dinner. Xenia’s on a roll. I wonder if you’ve seen the latest reviews of her cooking? Order whatever you want—it’s on the house, of course.”
Ian beamed, but before he could say anything, I said, “Thanks, but actually, we’ve already made dinner plans, and we’re here on work.”
Henri raised one eyebrow at us. “Oh? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Given how good you are, I should’ve expected you to be busy.”
I smiled politely. “We’re just looking into someone’s alibi. Perhaps one of the waitstaff saw him. I can show his picture around.”
“That won’t be necessary,” said Henri. “After that horrible business with the waitress who got poisoned—thanks for figuring out what happened, by the way—I had security cameras installed everywhere. I’m not going to risk anything bad happening in this place ever again.”
“How far back do you keep the tapes?” I said.
“Everything’s uploaded to a server and stored for at least six months,” said Henri. “Will that work for you?”
“It sounds good,” I said. “I’ve got my laptop in my car; if I bring it in, can you show me how to access the server?”
“Of course,” said Henri. “And remember to order some snacks while you work.”
I brought my laptop in, and Henri helped me log in to his private server and find the footage from Sunday night. Ian ordered the dumplings and spring rolls basket; once our food arrived, Henri excused himself to go off to meet a client, and Ian and I got to work.
“This is delicious,” said Ian, gobbling down his food as we sat through sped–up footage of that night.
“It is,” I said, savoring the amazing medley of Asian flavors. “Harry’s lucky to have found Xenia—she’s good at all types of cuisines. Too bad we can’t seem to find Brett on any of these tapes.”
Ian and I stayed there for almost an hour, trying to come up with some footage of Brett, but he was nowhere to be seen.
“This is odd,” I said. “I guess he must’ve been making the whole thing up.”
“The bank’s closed by now. I guess we’ll have to talk to Brett tomorrow.”
“In the meantime, we can check out Bob’s story about being at the Quick Fox Tavern.”
“Maybe he lied too,” said Ian.
But Ian turned out to be wrong: when we showed Bob’s photo to the Quick Fox waitstaff, they told us that, yes, he had indeed spent a few hours there on Sunday night with his friends.
“I guess this makes Brett seem especially suspicious,” said Ian as we drove home. “First he hid his relationship with Janice, then he lied about it, and then he lied about where he was on Sunday night.”
“He does seem odd,” I admitted. “There must be more to his story.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Four
 
 
 
On the drive home, Ian put his long–haired wig back on, covered half his face with sunglasses, and smeared on some dark lipstick. It was just as well that he remembered to do all this, because we found Cecilia waiting for us in the hallway.
Cecilia barely glanced at Ian before she turned to me and said, “Where’s Ian? I saw him in your car earlier today, so I know you’re hanging out with him.”
I shook my head. “He asked me to pick him up from his friend’s place and drive him over to another friend’s.”
“Then why don’t you just tell me where he is?”
“Because he asked me not to tell anyone. Wouldn’t you be better off trying to meet someone else?”
“It’s not so easy to meet wealthy men. And if you do meet them, they never seem interested in you.”
“I’m sure you’ll meet someone else soon,” I said encouragingly. “But does he have to be wealthy?”
Cecilia nodded. “I’ve seen enough people marry poor men and have miserable lives. If I’m going to be miserable with a man, it might as well be with someone rich.”
I nodded, trying to muster up some sympathy for her. That didn’t work, so I said goodbye and disappeared into my apartment with Ian.
“I can’t believe this,” said Ian once we were safely inside. “Maybe I really should find somewhere else to hide out. Do you think your parents will let me stay with them?”
I looked at him and shook my head. “They’ve already got Nanna and Wes staying with them now. Why can’t you just sneak into your apartment?”
“Because Cecilia’ll see me go in, and she’ll keep knocking on my door till I let her inside. And then she’ll never leave.”
“Then what exactly do you plan to do?”
“Maybe I could keep hanging out with you,” said Ian hopefully. “You’re just going to the casino from here, right? Maybe I should rent a cheap room in one of the casinos and stay there overnight.”
I looked at him hesitantly, wondering if his plan would work. “You might be able to get a cheap last–minute deal.”
“Where are you going now?”
“I have a date with Ryan,” I said. “I haven’t seen him in a while.”
I disappeared into my bedroom to get ready, and Ian settled down on the couch and began to watch a rerun of The Price is Right.
When I emerged half an hour later, Ian was still slumped on the couch. I felt sorry for him, so I said, “Why don’t you join me and Ryan for dinner?”
Ian brightened up immediately. “Really? That sounds like fun.”
I looked at him warily and shrugged. I wasn’t actually keen on having Ian tag along, but I was also a little worried about leaving him by himself. Perhaps Cecilia would somehow manage to get her claws into him, and then he’d be stuck with her forever.
When we headed out into the hallway, Cecilia was still camped out in front of Ian’s door.
I nodded at her, not bothering to say anything, and Ian and I disappeared into the elevator.
Ryan peered at us when I showed up at the restaurant, a feminized Ian in tow.
“This is a surprise,” he said mildly.
Ryan was wearing a dark green polo shirt, khakis, and a bemused smile. My heart did a little flip–flop as I took him in, and I leaned forward for a chaste peck on the cheek. His shirt filled out nicely, showing off his muscles, and the color set off his tan skin. His gray eyes glanced from me to Ian, and as he took in Ian’s blond wig and over–the–top makeup, I filled him in quickly on the Cecilia situation.
Ryan had picked a nice steak restaurant a few minutes away from the Strip, and as Ian and I talked about Cecilia, a waiter came by and took our drink orders. Pretty soon, the three of us were sipping our wines, and Ryan said, “Why don’t you just report her to the police? You could easily get a restraining order.”
“I feel kind of sorry for her,” said Ian.
“Besides,” I said, “I’ve got a plan to get rid of her.”
Ian and Ryan both looked at me inquisitively, and I shook my head. “I don’t want to say anything until it’s worked. I don’t want to jinx it.”
Ian beamed at me happily. “You’re a genius! I’m sure your plan’s going to work.”
I wasn’t so sure myself, and at first, I’d been a little worried about the ethics of it all. But the more I talked to Cecilia, the more I felt as though she deserved what was coming her way.
“I haven’t seen you for a while,” said Ryan. “What with my work, and your work…”
I looked at him and we exchanged a small smile. “Showing up with Ian wasn’t my first choice.”
“Hey!” said Ian. “You’re making me feel all left out.”
Ryan smiled at him. “I’m happy you’re here. It’s nice to get to know Tiffany’s friends.”
Ian began to Ryan all about his unlucky love life, while Ryan interjected every now and then with a question, while I sipped my wine and watched them. Truth be told, I didn’t mind that Ryan was getting to know my friends, but I would’ve preferred to be alone with him. Our relationship was still new, and I wanted to get to know Ryan better.
The idea of Janice and Brett going out on a date with Eric and Emily tagging along didn’t quite make sense to me. Brett had only been working at the bank for seven months, so he couldn’t have been particularly close friends with Eric and Emily. On the other hand, perhaps he was one of those men who formed friendships quickly, and Janice didn’t mind hanging out in a group.
But that didn’t quite jibe with what I’d heard about Janice so far, that she was unfriendly and rude. It must’ve been quite an effort for her to be polite to her boyfriend’s friends. None of what I’d learned about Janice’s relationship made sense so far.
On the other hand, perhaps I was getting distracted by the relationship. Perhaps Brett, Eric, and Emily were all quite lonely, and they liked hanging out together; perhaps Brett wasn’t sure of his relationship with Janice and didn’t want people to find out, the same way I didn’t want my parents to find out about Ryan.
Perhaps I was reading too much into the whole thing—perhaps I should focus on Irene instead. If someone was blackmailing me, I would definitely want the blackmail to stop. Killing off the blackmailer might just be one way to do it.
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Five
 
 
 
When I got back from my shift at the casino, I had a quick nap, and before I knew it, it was time for me to get ready for Pearce’s visit. I had barely added the finishing touches to my makeup when there was a knock on the door.
I opened it to find Pearce standing in the hallway, grinning broadly.
“I would have brought roses or champagne,” he said, “but I think we know each other well enough to not need those silly things.”
And more importantly, he was cheap.
I nodded, grabbed my bag, and stepped out into the hallway, closing the door behind myself. Pearce’s grin immediately faltered. “We’re not staying in?”
I shook my head no and went over to Ian’s apartment, with Pearce following close on my heels. I knocked three times, and when Ian opened the door, I glanced behind myself and was vaguely satisfied by the worry on Pearce’s flabby face.
“You didn’t tell me we’d be visiting,” Pearce said. “You made me think this would be a date.”
Ian was still dressed in his fire truck pajamas, and his red hair was disheveled and uncombed. Snowflake stared at me curiously and eyed Pearce with some distrust. She must’ve come to the conclusion that she didn’t want to associate with the likes of him, because a few seconds later, she climbed to the top of her cat tower and pretended to be asleep.
“What time did you get back this morning?” I asked Ian.
“Six, like you said I should. You’re right, it was too early for Cecilia at that hour. But you didn’t tell me you’d be stopping by. I was trying to get a little more sleep.”
The three of us settled down on Ian’s sofa, and I said to him, “You should get changed and dressed. Text Cecilia and tell her to come over within half an hour.”
Ian looked at me like I’d just asked him to give up playing video games forever. “Do I haave to?”
“It’s part of my grand plan,” I told him. And then, I turned to Pearce and said, “You know how you’ve been telling us you’d like to experiment with pretending to have a trust fund? Well, here’s your chance. I’m going to introduce you to Cecilia, a gorgeous young lady who’s only interested in young men with trust funds.”
Pearce brightened up, but his eyes looked slightly wary. “Why would you do that?”
I shrugged. “I’m not really feeling it between us. Besides, Cecilia is much prettier than me, and she’s much more enthusiastic. You’ll like her better than me.”
Pearce looked at me doubtfully. “This isn’t some kind of trick, is it?”
Just then, Ian’s phone beeped with an incoming message, and he read the text. “It’s Cecilia. She says she was just on her way upstairs.”
As soon as he finished reading the text, there was a sharp knock on the door. Ian disappeared into his bedroom to change, and I opened the door to a beaming, expectant Cecilia.
Her hair looked extra bouncy today, her eyes all bright and perky, her makeup as immaculate as usual. Today, she was dressed in a red tank top with thin straps and a plunging neckline, and black running shorts.
Her eyes and mouth went round when she saw me standing in the doorway instead of Ian, but she replaced her surprise quickly with a mask of politeness. “Fancy running into you here,” she said.
I smiled, invited her inside, and said, “Ian woke up a little while ago, and he’s changing. Did you just come from a run?”
She shook her head no, but the answer was obvious. Her hair and makeup were too perfect for anyone who’d been running. “I like wearing athletic clothes because they’re so comfortable,” she said.
I wasn’t convinced that comfort was her motive behind wearing exercise clothes with six–inch high heels, but I said nothing. Instead, I glanced at Pearce, who had a self–satisfied smirk on his face. He looked like a child who’d just been presented with a large box of chocolates and told that they were all for him.
“Cecilia,” I said, “this is my friend Pearce. He’s been having a run of bad luck with the ladies, and I thought I might introduce him to you.”
“Oh,” said Cecilia, glancing at Pearce dismissively. “I’m so glad Iannikins is back from his friend’s place.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” said Pearce smoothly, ignoring Cecilia’s snub. “Tiffany told me that her friend was pretty, but I had no idea you’d be so gorgeous.”
Cecilia smiled and batted her eyelashes, clearly more out of habit than anything else.
“I have a hard time meeting nice girls,” Pearce went on. “I’m not interested in gold diggers, and whenever women hear that I’ve got a trust fund, they’re only interested in me for my money.”
Cecilia sparked to life, like a windup doll who’d just been set off. Her eyes twinkled with new life, and there was a slightly insane glint to her smile. “What a shame,” she said.
Pearce nodded. “I don’t like the kind of women I meet in Vegas. I need someone who’s happy to pay her own way, even though I’ve got all that money. I want someone who loves me for myself.”
“That’s so true,” Cecilia purred. “It’s important to meet someone who likes you no matter what. Although, I have a hard time believing that someone as charming as you is actually single.”
“No,” said Pearce. “It’s true.”
Cecilia licked her lips slowly, as though trying to decide what to do. On the one hand, Pearce was as wide as a garbage truck and smelled just as bad; on the other hand, he was obviously much more interested in her than Ian.
I wasn’t about to risk my plan going awry, so I said, “Pearce, you and Cecilia should get to know each other better. Why don’t you take her out to breakfast? There are some nice cafes nearby.”
Pearce stood up gallantly. “That’s a great idea, Tiffany.” He held out one arm to Cecilia. “May I?”
Cecilia smiled and nodded, and threaded her arm through Pearce’s.
As they opened the door and walked down the hallway, I overheard Pearce say, “We’re going Dutch, of course. After the last few times, I’m not about to risk ending up with a gold digger.”
“Of course,” Cecilia purred back. “I hate when women are only after men for the money.”
I closed the door behind them, just as Ian emerged from his bedroom.
“That was perfect,” he said, beaming at me. “I hope those two end up together.”
I shook my head no. “I feel a bit bad about it, but this was the easiest way I could think of to get her out of our hair, without involving the police.”
“How long do you think it will last?” said Ian, a shadow of doubt crossing his face.
I shrugged. “Not too long. I’m thinking of calling her in a day or two and letting her know the truth about Pearce.”
“No! Then she’ll come back and annoy me again!”
I shook my head. “We’ll find some way to figure it out. In the meantime, we’re free to go ahead with our investigation without you having to dress up like a woman again.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Six
 
 
 
As soon as Pearce and Cecilia disappeared, Ian and I had a quick breakfast and headed straight over to the bank.
When we got there, we found Eric standing in his usual position, staring ahead blankly. There were three customers in the bank today, two talking to Brett and Eva, and one waiting in line.
If Eric was surprised to see us again, he gave no indication of it.
“Busy day today,” I said, trying to make a bit of small talk before I jumped straight in with the questions.
Eric shrugged. “It ebbs and flows.”
“This is a pretty small branch,” Ian said. “I’ll bet there’s times when there’s absolutely no customers in here.”
“Sure.”
“That seems like a fun time,” Ian said thoughtfully. “You could probably read or watch a movie on your tablet if there’s no one in here.”
Eric shook his head. “I’ve still gotta stay alert. The tellers can read on their phones sometimes if there’s a lull, but I can’t.”
“You’re very dedicated to your job,” I said, watching him carefully.
Eric spread his hands wide apart. “Not really, but good jobs are hard to come by. I don’t want to mess anything up.”
“That’s understandable,” I said. “The Vegas economy just isn’t picking up the way you’d think it would.”
“Yeah, but I guess it’s better than some other places.”
The number of customers had dwindled back down to one, and Brett was sitting by himself at his teller’s window while Eva talked to the other customer.
Ian and I headed over to him, and once again, I saw him exchange a glance with Eric as the two of us approached.
“You and Eric seem like really close friends,” I observed.
Brett nodded. “Sometimes you meet a guy and just click, you know?”
“It was like that with my friends back in college,” said Ian. “But I’ve never clicked like that with anyone else since. It’s hard to make friends when you’re an adult.”
Brett nodded. “Everyone’s so caught up in their own lives. But Eric and I are both new to Vegas, so maybe that’s why we hit it off.”
“Right,” I said. “Well, that’s nice for you. You made a close friend at work, and a new girlfriend.”
“Janice wasn’t my girlfriend,” Brett said evenly. “I’ve already told you.”
I nodded. “Yes, and you also told us that you were at the Paris Cat on Sunday night.”
“Right, so?”
“So, it turns out you weren’t there after all. We checked.”
Brett looked at me steadily, not missing a beat. “I guess I forgot. I must’ve gone to one of the other jazz restaurants that’ve opened up recently.”
“Which one?”
“I don’t remember. I don’t have the best memory for these things.”
I watched him carefully. His face gave nothing away—no nervousness, no guilt.
Finally, I said, “Are you sure you were out on Sunday night?”
“I’m sure. And now, if you’ll excuse me, we’ve got customers lining up.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Seven
 
 
 
Ian and I headed over to McDonald’s again, where we chowed down our burgers and fries thoughtfully.
“There’s definitely something going on with Brett,” Ian said.
I was tempted to agree with him, but I couldn’t figure out what it might be. “Maybe we should follow him home from work, see if that turns up anything.”
“Maybe,” said Ian, just as my phone buzzed.
The call was from Harry, who said he’d be having a staff meeting in an hour’s time, and Ian and I were welcome to come and watch, if that might help the investigation. “Sure,” I said. “It can’t hurt.”
An hour later, Harry, Ian and I walked up to the entrance of Betta Furniture at the same time.
We stood on the sidewalk, exchanging polite greetings, and then Harry said, “Do you have any good leads for me? It’s been a few days, and I’d been hoping you’d find something out already.”
“I have a few leads,” I said slowly, “but it’s not something I can talk about just yet.”
Harry raised one eyebrow. “Anyone in particular?”
I shook my head. “I can’t tell you that. Integrity of the investigation and everything, I’m sure you understand.”
“I suppose I do,” said Harry.
“Don’t worry,” said Ian, trying to be reassuring. “We’ll probably have this case wrapped up soon.”
“Of course, we can’t make any promises,” I added quickly. “Sometimes even promising cases take a long time to look into.”
“Well,” said Harry as we stepped inside the furniture store, letting the blast of cold air wash over us, “I haven’t got all year. The insurance companies are breathing down my neck. I really need this mess sorted out.”
He flipped a sign on the glass sliding doors, indicating that the store was now closed. “Time for the staff meeting.”
“Aren’t you worried you’ll lose some customers during this time?” said Ian.
Harry shook his head. “This is a dead time. The sign’s just to be safe, but you work in a store like this long enough, you learn when the dead times are. When there aren’t ever going to be any customers.”
“Yeah,” said Ian. “Just like Eric, at the bank, was telling us. There are times when it’s dead and you can just read on your phone.”
“Sure,” said Harry as he walked over to the center of the floor.
I noticed that all the salespeople were here today, and Harry clapped his hands loudly. “Okay, everyone,” he called out, “gather round.”
All the staff stood in a circle around him dutifully, and Harry began his speech. “Just because Janice is no longer with us doesn’t mean we have to give up the tradition. It’s time to announce this month’s employee of the month, and I’m sure you’re all wondering who it is.”
As he spoke, I glanced around; pretty much everyone looked bored, and as though they wished they were somewhere else. Except for Emily, who had a small smile on her face.
“And, our first new employee of the month in a long time is Emily Wickham. Come over, Emily, and collect your prize.”
Emily walked over to Harry, who shook her hand and handed her a bag of chocolate designed to look like gold nuggets. “You also get this commemorative certificate,” he added, “and of course, the special employee of the month parking spot.”
There was a smattering of applause, and Emily smiled and thanked him before retreating into the circle of employees again.
“We’ve had a few setbacks last month,” said Harry, “but that doesn’t mean our store needs to suffer. This month, we’ll be running a sale on sofas, so expect a lot of young couples to be walk in through the doors, hoping to upgrade their furniture to something nicer. And remember, once a customer walks in, don’t forget to upsell them and encourage them to buy more furniture. So if they come in to buy a dining table set, encourage them to get some nice living room furniture as well.”
He went on for a few minutes, and everyone around me seemed to be bored. I wasn’t entirely convinced that his speech was doing much to motivate employees, and thankfully, it ended a few minutes later. Harry went over to the front door, flipped the sign around to indicate that the store was open again, and headed back to talk to Ian and me.
Emily appeared by his side before Harry could ask us anything about the investigation.
“I just wanted to remind you,” Emily said to him, “that I’ve taken off work tomorrow and the day after. I scheduled it a while ago, but I can come into work if you really need me here.”
Harry shook his head. “Go ahead, take your leave. We’ll manage without you for two days.”
Emily smiled and nodded. “Thanks, it’s nice to take some time off.”
“What’re you going to be doing on your days off?” said Ian. “I’ll bet you’ve got lots of big plans.”
“Not really,” said Emily. “Eric’s got a day off, too, so I think the two of us might go for a hike tomorrow morning, then I’ll hit the casinos. I live in Vegas, but I never get a chance to play the slots or do anything touristy. After my hike, I’ll hit up some of the slot machines, play a little blackjack, see if I get lucky at roulette.”
“That sounds like fun,” said Ian. “Do you have any casinos in mind?”
“So far, my plan is to work my way down the Strip. I used to play a little blackjack, so I might try the tables at the Venetian. I haven’t been there in a while. Besides, I hear their lunch buffet’s really good.”
“That sounds like a nice day off,” said Ian, sounding a bit envious. “I haven’t played slots in such a long time. Although I like the craps tables best; it’s always so much fun when someone hits a lucky streak!”
John appeared behind us as we were all talking about casinos and time off. He looked at Emily and said, “If you’re not coming into work tomorrow, can I park in your spot?”
Emily laughed. “I’m not about to turn into Janice. Of course you can park in my spot when I’m not here.”
“Oh, great!” said John. “At least we get some use out of Janice’s death.” Immediately, he looked shocked that he’d just said this in front of Ian and me and turned to us apologetically. “I’m so sorry! I mean, you’ve gotta have a sense of humor about things, right? No matter how tragic.”
I smiled. “It’s okay, I understand.”
Although, if Janice really had been murdered, someone out there must’ve benefitted from her death.
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Eight
 
 
 
I’d become so used to life in the pit that the bright lights and loud jingles failed to distract me, and even though a loud group at the craps table broke into raucous laughter every couple of minutes, I failed to muster any curiosity about what was going on. Instead, I dealt cards by rote, forcing myself to smile politely and make friendly banter, all while being unable to stop thinking about Janice’s death.
The truth about what had happened to Janice seemed to be just out there, just beyond my fingertips. At least one of those four people—Irene, Emily, Eric, or Brett—knew what had happened that day, and they wouldn’t let us in on their secret. It bothered me to no end, and I wondered what Ian and I needed to do next. Perhaps we could split up and tail them home from work; perhaps we needed to talk to their neighbors and family back home some more.
My mind kept drifting back to the layout of the furniture store. Why had Janice been killed in the store? She could have just as easily been shot when she was at home, or poisoned to death. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the furniture store had something to do with her death.
 
 
 

 
 
 
After I got home from my shift, I could barely sleep; I tossed and turned, annoyed that I hadn’t solved this case yet.
Just when I thought sleep would overpower me, my phone rang. It was Pearce.
“Thanks so much for introducing me to Cecilia,” he said. “You’re right, she’s a hoot to be around. She even paid for my lunch, didn’t want to go Dutch. We spent all day together; she’s a cheap date, and she’s pretty. And she really seems to like me.”
“I’m glad you’re having a good time. But when are you going to tell her the truth?”
“What truth?”
“That you don’t have a trust fund.”
“That’s just a technicality,” Pearce said, sounding quite sure of himself.
I shook my head disapprovingly, even though Pearce couldn’t see me over the phone. “The only reason I let you go ahead with this was so that we could get Cecilia out of our hair. But I don’t want you taking advantage of her—either you can tell her the truth, or I will.”
“You’re not going to tell her anything,” said Pearce. His voice was thick with smugness, and I could just about imagine him smirking proudly. “If you tell Cecilia the truth, she’ll come back and hound Ian again. And I know you want to protect your friend.”
“I can tell her the truth and make sure she doesn’t bother Ian.”
“I don’t think you can,” said Pearce. “So I’ll just keep going out with her. She doesn’t need to know the truth.”
I hung up, too tired to argue with Pearce, and drifted off to sleep.
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Nine
 
 
 
When I woke up the next morning, the first thing I did was to call Cecilia.
She answered on the second ring, and when I told her who I was, she was only a little surprised.
“Oh,” she said. “Is Ian all right? Did he want to talk to me?”
“Ian’s fine,” I said. “And this isn’t about him. It’s about Pearce.”
Cecilia’s exasperated sigh drifted down the phone line. “Let me guess, you don’t want me dating him either.”
“On the contrary, you’re welcome to date him if you want. I just thought you should know the truth about him.”
“What truth?”
“He’s been telling you he’s got a trust fund, but really, he doesn’t. He’s broke. He lives in his mother’s basement, and he runs a weight loss blog—at least, that’s what he tells people. I don’t think he’s ever had a real job.”
There was silence for a few seconds as Cecilia mulled over the facts. “Are you sure?” she said finally. “Maybe you’re just making the whole thing up.”
“I don’t have any reason to make it up,” I said. “You should do a proper background check on guys before you date them. If you search for Ian’s trust fund online, you won’t find anything either.”
That last bit was true; his lawyers had set up everything to be super–private and unsearchable.
“But I searched for Ian online when I first met him, and I found out about that start–up he’d sold for millions of dollars.”
“Why do you think he lives in a cheap, ugly apartment in Vegas? He probably went through all that money already.”
“How am I supposed to find that out?”
I shrugged, even though Cecilia couldn’t see me. “I’m not sure—but in my experience, really wealthy men like to spend their money. They live in nice places, and they buy their girlfriends jewelry and flowers and take them out to nice dinners.”
Cecilia groaned. “I should’ve listened to my instincts.”
“You’ve still got time,” I said. “You’re in Vegas for a few more days, aren’t you?”
“But everyone here seems to be a weirdo. The rich men go straight to the high–stakes poker tables, and I don’t even get a chance to meet them.”
“Maybe you should try online dating,” I said. “There are all kinds of men online.”
“And all kinds of liars.”
“There are liars everywhere,” I said sympathetically. “You’ll just have to be a bit more careful next time.”
 
 




Chapter Thirty
 
 
 
Ian and I pulled into the parking lot in front of Betta Furniture just after ten o’clock. There were only a few cars parked at this hour, and most of them seemed to belong to employees at the various stores.
When we walked into Betta Furniture, the store was empty of customers. John and Irene were manning the floor, and when we entered, John walked forward to say hello.
The three of us chatted about the weather and the lack of customers at the moment, and I told him that Ian and I were here to have a look around the store today.
He nodded and let us do our own thing. I walked through the store slowly, glancing around at the furniture, but nothing jumped out at me. I walked past a door marked Staff Only and into the storeroom, with Ian following close by on my heels. The flat–packed furniture was stacked almost up to the ceiling, and we passed through the rows, over to the metal door that led to the outside.
Ian and I stepped out, letting the door close behind us, and we stood in the back alley, blinking in the sunlight and looking around.
When we’d come over to this area the night Harry had hired us, the place had been dark and empty. This morning, it was brightly lit and seemed like a reasonably safe place. There was the dumpster to our right, and next to it, in the parking spot reserved for the employee of the month, was a large white SUV.
Ian and I walked down the alley slowly, but nothing unusual jumped out at us. There was a dumpster near the back door of the bank next door, but no special parking spot; the sporting goods store next door had its own dumpster as well, plus two parking spots; the clothing boutique after that didn’t have a dumpster, and it had only one parking spot.
The pattern continued with each of the stores along the alley: some of them had their own dumpster and parking spots, and some of them had one or the other.
Ian and I followed the alley around to the parking lot, and walked slowly back towards Betta Furniture.
 
 




Chapter Thirty–One
 
 
 
I decided we might as well stop at the bank next door and see if Brett would be willing to tell us anything new. Ian and I stepped in through the sliding glass doors into the cold air–conditioned office.
The plush gray carpet was soft under our feet. The place seemed eerily quiet; a split second later, Ian and I both realized why.
There was nobody inside the main banking area. No security guard, no tellers, no customers.
A muffled yell reached our ears.
“The manager’s office,” said Ian, taking large, brisk steps forward.
When we entered the small room, we saw four chairs lining the far wall. The manager, Jared; the brunette teller, Eva; Brett; and a man in a security guard’s uniform whom we’d never met before, all sitting on the chairs. Their mouths were covered with duct tape, their hands bound behind their backs, their ankles tied together.
Everyone’s eyes were wild and panicked. Ian and I went over to them and ripped the duct tape off their mouths, and they all began talking at once.
“Two people in black jumpsuits and ski masks walked in—” said Brett.
“One of them pointed a gun at me and told me to drop my weapon,” said the security guard, “and the other went over to the teller windows, where Jared was talking to Brett.”
“Brett had asked me to come in to take a look at his system, which had gotten screwed up,” said Jared, “and then these two walked in—”
“They told us not to press the alarm,” said Brett. “They took all the money from the drawers, and then one of them gave me a drill and made me walk over to the lockers and open some of them.”
“The other one tied us all up and made us wait in this room,” said Eva.
“They emptied out a couple of lockers,” said Brett, “and then they left.”
“One of them made me lock the doors,” said the security guard, “to make sure no customers walked in. They unlocked it before they left.”
Ian and I tried to listen to everything that was being said, tried to make sense of it all, when I remembered to call 911.
Within a minute or two, the cops arrived at the bank.
Ryan was on the team, and he nodded at me, businesslike, not seeming surprised to see me at the scene of the crime. “What happened here?”
“Broad daylight bank robbery,” I said. I looked at Ian incredulously, not entirely sure what had happened. “It sounds like some kind of heist movie. I can’t believe people get away with robbing banks nowadays.”
“You’ll be surprised what people get away with,” said Ryan grimly. “Did you and Ian see anything interesting?”
I shook my head. “We walked in a few minutes ago, and I guess the robbers had been gone for a while.”
Ryan nodded at one of the uniformed officers who was with him. “Why don’t you two give your statements, and then you can come around to the precinct later on, if you need to.”
Ian and I spent a few minutes talking to the officers, and then we were free to go.
“Something feels off,” said Ian as he stepped into the car.
“What’s off is that the bank robbery seems to have been successful,” I said. “And pretty much every successful crime involves an inside job.”
The two of us exchanged a glance.
“Emily and Eric both have the day off today,” said Ian. “That’s why there was a new guard on duty, substituting for him. D’you think those two have something to do with it?”
“Eric must know the bank pretty well,” I said thoughtfully. “I’m not sure where Emily comes into this.”
“Maybe Eric just needed a partner. Maybe she’s his alibi.”
I shook my head. “I’m sure there’s more to it. Let’s go find out.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
When we got to Emily and Eric’s apartment, nobody seemed to be at home. We knocked for what felt like a minute straight, but there was no answer.
Finally, one of their neighbors from a few doors down walked past us on her way out.
“Have you seen Emily or Eric today?” I asked her desperately.
The woman looked at me curiously. “You’re the investigator who came around a few days ago.”
I nodded. “Yes, and I’m trying to get in touch with them, but I can’t find them.”
The woman nodded. “I ran into them earlier this morning, a couple of hours ago. They said they were going for a hike in the desert.”
Ian and I raised our eyebrows at each other.
“A few hours ago?” I looked at the woman thoughtfully. “Isn’t that a bit late to be going on a hike? It gets far too hot and sunny by then.”
“That’s what I thought, too. But there’s no accounting for taste.”
We watched as she turned and walked away, and then Ian and I stared at each other glumly.
“Do you really think they’ve gone for a hike?” said Ian. “Emily did say she’d spend her day off going for a hike and then heading to the casinos.”
“I’m not sure what I think,” I said. “But I do know that we need to wait here for them to come back.”
“What if they never come back? What if they just take their loot and run off somewhere?”
I shook my head. “We’ll just have to wait and see.”
“Maybe you could call Detective Ryan and give him a heads–up.”
I looked at Ian doubtfully. “All we’ve got is our suspicions.”
But Ian was insistent, and in the end, I wound up giving Ryan a call.
“Did you find out anything about the robbery?” I asked once he’d answered. “Maybe traffic cams tracked the getaway vehicle.”
“We tried that,” said Ryan. “And I shouldn’t be talking about an open case, but traffic cams tracked the car driving into a private, unmonitored parking lot. Nobody saw it leaving, and the car was found parked there. The robbers must’ve switched cars.”
“That’s pretty good planning on their part.”
Ryan made a noncommittal noise, and I told him that I suspected Emily and Eric of being involved in the robbery somehow.
“Anything seems possible,” said Ryan, “and we’ll talk to them.”
“What if they come back with the loot now? And decide to stash it in their apartment?”
“We can’t go through their apartment without a warrant,” said Ryan. “But thanks for the heads–up.”
“I’ll let you know if I find out anything.”
“What you mean, find out anything? You’re not supposed to be investigating.”
“I have to talk to them anyway, because of Janice’s death.”
I could sense Ryan’s disapproval over the phone. Finally, he said, “I’d rather you didn’t meddle with this robbery investigation.”
“I won’t,” I said before hanging up.
Except, that was a lie; the robbery had gotten tangled up with Janice’s death, and there was no way I could stop investigating now.
 
 




Chapter Thirty–Two
 
 
 
A few minutes later, Ian and I heard footsteps approaching and turned around in time to see Emily and Eric walking toward us. Eric was carrying a backpack, the type that hikers wear, and both of them were wearing cargo pants and light–colored shirts.
“It’s nice to see you two again,” I said with a smile.
They looked at us suspiciously, their eyes not giving anything away.
“What are you doing here?” said Emily finally.
She pulled a key out of her pocket and unlocked the apartment door.
“We came to talk to you two,” I said, following them in uninvited.
Inside, the apartment was old and run–down. The carpet had a garish floral print, and the walls were a faded yellowish–cream. The front door opened onto the living room, which was furnished with a sofa and two chairs, and a small kitchen was set against the opposite wall. A hallway ran down from one side of the living room, and I guessed it led to two bedrooms and a bathroom.
“We’re kind of busy right now,” said Emily.
“Really?” I looked from her to Eric. They both looked flustered and tired, but neither of them had the sweaty, sunburned look that hikers get. “Where did you two get back from?”
“If you must know,” said Emily, sounding exasperated, “we just got back from a hike.”
I looked at them both carefully, but their expressions were unflinching.
“You don’t look like you got back from a hike,” said Ian.
“Well, we can’t help that,” Emily snapped at him. “Anyway, I need to go take a shower.”
Emily disappeared down the hallway, obviously heading into her room to get fresh clothes. Eric disappeared for a moment, and we heard him toss the backpack away into his room.
The backpack only made a soft “thud” when it landed, but I couldn’t shake the suspicion that perhaps it contained the contents of the bank lockers. Too bad I had no idea what had been in the lockers. On the other hand, Ryan would know.
“Excuse us for a moment,” I said to Eric when he got back to the living room. “Ian and I need to step out for a moment.”
“What’s this about?” said Ian once Eric closed the door behind us and we were standing in the hallway again.
“I need to call Detective Ryan.”
“Why did I have to come out here with you?”
“I didn’t want you saying anything that might tip Eric off.”
“You don’t think he’s already tipped off?”
Ian had a point, but I decided not to think about that and called Ryan again.
“What was stolen from those lockers?” I asked him.
There was a moment’s silence as Ryan obviously considered whether he should keep the details secret.
“It’ll be public knowledge soon enough,” I reminded him.
“You’re right,” said Ryan. “Only three lockers were broken into. I guess it takes time to drill into them, and the robbers didn’t want to waste too much time and risk someone walking in on them. One locker had a copy of a screenplay; another locker had photocopies of some legal documents.”
“And the third locker?”
Ryan sighed. “Mrs. Hahn, an elderly client of the bank, went on a cruise last month. Before she left Vegas, she stored all her jewelry in the locker.”
A sudden rush of air entered my lungs. “Oh no! What terrible timing!”
“She’ll get everything back from her insurance,” said Ryan reassuringly.
I pressed my lips together and nodded. “When did she leave for this cruise?”
“Just under a month ago. She’s due back in Vegas in two days.”
I nodded, feeling the wheels turning in my head. I could see the dim outline of a picture, but I wasn’t entirely sure what it was.
I thanked Ryan for his help, and then Ian and I headed back into Eric and Emily’s apartment.
Eric wasn’t too thrilled to see us. “I thought you might have left for good.”
“And I thought you might not open the door,” said Ian. “You could’ve just left us waiting out there.”
“I could have just done that, couldn’t I?” said Eric, looking at me and Ian speculatively.
“But that would just have made you look more guilty,” I reminded him.
“Guilty of what?” said Eric, staring at me.
“You tell me.”
The two of us continued to stare at each other until Emily reappeared, her hair wet from the shower. “What’s going on?”
She glanced from me to Eric. A flicker of worry passed over her eyes, and Eric looked at her and smiled reassuringly.
“Nothing,” he said.
Emily turned to Ian and me again. “This is a really bad time for us. Perhaps you two could come back another day?”
I shook my head. “This is a really bad time for us too. We need to do this now.”
“You know what?” said Eric. “I just remembered that I need to get back that thing I left at Tom’s house.”
“What thing?” said Emily sharply.
Eric looked at her apologetically. “You know how we went over to his house for dinner last night? Well, I left something behind. I better go get it now.”
Emily looked at him disapprovingly. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
Eric smiled at her and shrugged, and then before we knew it, he had left.
I couldn’t help but say, “He didn’t even have a shower after his hike.”
Emily glanced at me, her face awash with displeasure and annoyance. “Boys!” she choked out. “You know how they are.”
Ian and I settled down on the sofa and watched as Emily headed over to the kitchen and opened one of the cabinets to find a glass and a bottle of vodka. She poured herself a small shot, downed it in one gulp, and made a face. She poured another shot and went to the fridge, where she found a carton of orange juice which she used as a mixer.
“I’d offer you a drink,” she said dryly, “but I don’t see what you two are doing here in the first place.”
“Isn’t it a bit early to be drinking?” said Ian.
Emily gave him a stony glance. “It’s my day off. I might as well celebrate.”
“Or try to calm your nerves after robbing a bank,” I muttered under my breath.
Ian and I exchanged a glance, and I watched as Emily opened the fridge and found herself a box of leftover fried rice.
“That’s a lot of leftover takeout,” I said, peering at all the boxes inside the fridge.
“We ordered a fair bit last night,” said Emily as she dumped the rice out onto a plate and nuked it.
“I thought you had dinner at Eric’s friend Tom’s house,” I said slowly.
Emily glanced at me, looking surprised to have found herself caught in a lie. “I mean—what I meant to say was—Eric didn’t—these are leftovers from the night before, not last night.”
She took the plate out of the microwave, seemingly satisfied with her explanation.
“It seems to me,” I said, “that Eric was just trying to get away.”
Emily sat down on a chair opposite us, shrugged, and dug into her lunch. She took small sips from her screwdriver occasionally and said, “Eric’s his own person. He can do whatever he wants.”
“Looks like he didn’t want to talk to us,” Ian said.
“Can you blame him?” Emily glanced from me to Ian. “We’ve had a tiring day. I don’t think either of us is in the mood to talk to you two.”
“But he left you all alone,” said Ian. “Left you to deal with the mess.”
Emily chewed thoughtfully and said, “What mess?”
I stared at Emily until she met my gaze. “The bank robbery.”
Emily smiled. “What bank robbery?”
“The Western US Bank was robbed a few hours ago.”
Emily raised her eyebrows. “This is news to me.”
“I don’t think it is.”
Emily laughed. “What, you think I robbed a bank? Is that why you’re here? I thought you were here because of Janice’s death.”
“You never asked how your friend Brett’s doing,” I said.
Emily looked taken aback. “Oh. Of course. How’s he doing?”
I watched her for a few seconds. Her face was studiously composed, her eyes giving nothing away. “He’s doing fine,” I said. “I think he’s at the precinct right now, talking to the cops.”
Emily nodded. “Of course, I’m sure they wanted statements from everyone.”
“Yes, but Brett’s statement is a lot more interesting, isn’t it? Given that he was part of the team who robbed the bank.”
It was Emily’s turn to stare at me silently for a few seconds, and my turn to make sure I had my best poker face on.
“You’re bluffing,” she said finally. “Why would Brett have anything to do with the robbery?”
“You tell me. After all, he says you’re the mastermind.”
Emily frowned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“I know you trusted your partners,” I said, trying to get the words out before she became too annoyed to reason with. “But if you work as a team, the biggest risk is that one of your team members gives you up. Eric couldn’t even deal with talking to us alone. How do you he think he’s going to do with the cops? And Brett—you left him all alone. He’s the first one the cops got to. As far as I could tell, he’s already planning to tell the cops everything. And the first one who spills the beans gets immunity. The rest get prison time.”
“This doesn’t make any sense,” said Emily slowly, but I could see her trying to process her thoughts quickly.
“I know you want to protect your brother,” I said, “but if you’re the first one to come clean, then you can stay out of prison. Is it worth going to prison for people like Janice and Brett?”
Emily shook her head. “You don’t know anything. You’re just trying to manipulate me.”
Just then, my phone buzzed.
I excused myself, and as Emily took a long gulp of the screwdriver, I checked my phone and saw that Ryan had sent me a text, asking if I wanted to meet for dinner later this week.
I quickly texted him Emily’s address and added, “Emily about to reveal all. Come fast for arrest.”
I didn’t know I could convince Emily to say anything, but I did know that the presence of an LVMPD detective wouldn’t be unhelpful.
“What was that all about?” said Emily curiously as I put my phone away.
“Nothing. Just my mother, reminding me to eat a healthy dinner.”
“Oh,” said Emily, seeming to believe me as she dug into her fried rice again. “I don’t think I want to talk to you guys anymore.”
“We’ll be out of your hair in a minute,” I said. “But back to Janice’s death for a moment. She and Brett were never really dating, were they?”
Janice looked up from her food and met my eyes again. For the first time, I saw her hesitate. “What do you mean?”
“Janice was part of your team, and she and Brett were working on their project—how to rob the bank.”
“I—I don’t know,” said Emily uncertainly. “I guess we never knew Brett all that well. I’m not sure what he’s been saying.”
Just then, there was a loud knock on the door.
Relief washed over Emily’s face. “Maybe Eric’s come back.”
But when she rushed to open it, she saw Ryan standing outside the door. He showed her his badge and walked in wordlessly.
“What’s this all about?” said Emily again.
“This is Detective Ryan from the LVMPD,” I said. “I told you that Brett would start spilling the story, and then you’d get into trouble.”
Emily looked at Ryan desperately. “You can’t just believe what Brett says. He’d say anything to save his skin.”
“Brett hasn’t told us everything yet,” said Ryan slowly.
Emily glanced from Ryan to me, her eyes flooded with panic. “What should I do? I guess this is where I get a lawyer.”
I shook my head. “If Brett hasn’t told them everything, whoever tells the cops the whole story is going to be the one who gets immunity. I think you should tell us what happened. You just need to be the first one to explain everything.”
Emily nodded and looked at Ryan. “Am I under arrest?”
Ryan shook his head. “No, not yet.”
“Okay,” said Emily, looking panicked. “I’ll tell you everything that happened. Whatever you want to know.”
“We can start from the beginning,” I said.
Emily nodded. “I guess I have to say this quickly, before Brett finishes talking to the cops. Anyway, this old lady, Mrs. Hahn, came to drop off all her jewelry in her locker for a month, and Brett somehow managed to steal the locker key when she was leaving. For some reason, he told Eric, and the two of them joked about how they could just break into her locker and steal all those jewels. And then their jokes got kind of serious, and they decided they should actually go into the bank one night and take the jewels. They’d sell for a lot of money, and Mrs. Hahn would get paid back by the insurance company anyway.”
“But if someone just unlocked the locker and took off with her jewels,” Ian said, “the cops would realize it was an inside job.”
Emily nodded. “That’s why they asked for my advice. I said it was better to do the actual robbery at night, when there’d be no one around, and then stage a fake robbery during the day, sometime before Mrs. Hahn came back, to make it look as though the jewels had been stolen that day.”
“So there was no actual robbery today,” I said. “You and Eric just faked the whole thing?”
Emily nodded. “Yes, but before that, we had to disable the cameras. Eric could disable the bank cameras, and we knew that if we disabled the Betta Furniture cameras, then we could park in the employee of the month parking spot, in back, and then leave after the robbery without anyone seeing us.”
“And that’s why you needed Janice—for the parking spot.”
Emily nodded. “I overheard her blackmailing Irene, so I knew she wasn’t a holier–than–thou type. I knew she’d want to be a part of this, and I was right…”
“And she and Brett would hang out and finalize all the details of when to do it, and how,” I prompted.
“Until she got too greedy,” said Ian. “Was that what happened?”
Emily shook her head. “For some reason she changed her mind and said we shouldn’t be doing this, and that she’d go to the cops. She said the insurance might not pay Mrs. Hahn back, and she didn’t want the shock to kill the old woman or something.”
“But the jewels would help the three of you get started on a lavish new life,” I said. “So you decided that instead of giving up the plan, it would be better just to get rid of Janice.”
Emily nodded. “I wasn’t sure how I felt about actually killing someone, but Eric and Brett said it was no big deal. We met Janice after work one night, and I gave her some laced coffee and dragged her into the storeroom. Eric and Brett threw that sofa on her, and our secret was safe.”
“Were you the one who told Janice’s ex–husband to stay home that night?”
Emily nodded. “I was sure everyone would think it was an accident, but in case they didn’t, I wanted to make sure we had a nice–looking suspect.”
“I guess that was smart,” I said. “I always knew you were the intelligent one in the group.”
Emily looked at me and smiled. “But I’m not sure it was worth it.”
I shrugged. “At least you’re going to be the one that comes out of all this ahead. I suppose you should go to the station and make a proper statement now.”
Emily nodded, and a few minutes later, Ryan had escorted her over to the precinct, and my phone buzzed with another text from him.
This time, all he said was, “Thanks.”
 
 




Chapter Thirty–Three
 
 
 
Two days later, Ryan and I were having dinner at Tom’s Bistro, the small off–Strip restaurant that I was beginning to think of as “our” restaurant. I loved the ambiance in here—the exposed brick walls, the soft jazz music piping through melodiously, and the smell of all the delicious food.
The tables were far enough apart that we could have a private conversation, and as we bit into our steaks, Ryan said, “All three of them confessed to the crime. Thanks to your quick thinking.”
I smiled modestly. “Thanks. But I can’t help thinking that maybe if Janice had gone along with their idea, she might still be alive.”
“I wouldn’t count on it. Those three were ruthless, and I figure they would’ve gotten rid of her in the end. In fact, I think Emily and Eric might’ve been planning to get rid of Brett later on.”
I chewed my food thoughtfully. “It was actually a pretty good plan.”
Ryan smiled. “But enough about work. What else have you been up to? What happened with that girl who was stalking Ian?”
“I managed to get rid of her,” I said, and I told him about Pearce.
Ryan laughed and said, “It was nice of you to tell her what Pearce was up to. You must’ve put the fear of God into her.”
“Probably not the fear of God, but maybe the fear of getting exploited.”
“The world is full of people who want to exploit you,” Ryan said. “Have you ever known someone who tried to take advantage of you?”
I was about to answer him, when a movement near the entrance caught my eye.
Dressed in black, and moving with the grace of a mountain lion, was Stone. He headed over to the bar, and when he got there, he rested one arm on the counter, his body facing me, his eyes not leaving mine.
I realized I was acting weird, and Ryan would start to get suspicious. “Uh—no, not really,” I said, barely able to concentrate on my words.
I forced myself to look into Ryan’s eyes and smile. “What about you?”
“Quite a few times,” he said. “I always knew I wanted to help people, so I guess that made me kind of a softie. When I was in high school, there were all these kids who wanted me to do their homework…”
He went on, saying something, but I could barely pay attention. My eyes drifted back to Stone’s, and he glanced toward the door, indicating I should follow him out.
I wanted to go; I wanted to know what Stone had to say. But the last time he had shown up, I had rushed away from my date with Ryan, making up some gibberish about The Rock. If I did it again, Ryan would get suspicious.
And besides, I wanted to give my relationship with Ryan a real shot. Good men were hard to find in Vegas, and I liked Ryan. Plus, Stone knew how to get in touch with me—he could always call me on the cell phone he’d given me, or he could come and talk to me after my shift.
So I took the chance and gave Stone a subtle shake of my head. And then I looked back into Ryan’s eyes and smiled.
I knew Stone had gotten the message.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him turn and walk out the door. I felt terrible, as though I’d refused a dying man a glass of water.
But then I gave myself a shake. There was no point being so dramatic—Stone could get in touch with me anytime. I didn’t have to ruin my date with Ryan for that.
 
 
 

 
 
 
I could barely concentrate on my shift at the Treasury that night. I kept thinking about Stone, and what he might’ve wanted to say to me.
I walked home slowly, constantly checking behind me, but nobody jumped out of the shadows.
I took the familiar route back home, through the pitch–black alley behind the Cosmo Hotel, keeping my senses alert.
I shouldn’t have been surprised when a dark figure stepped out from the shadows, but my heart still leaped into my throat. My muscles tensed, and I found myself instinctively reaching into my purse for my can of pepper spray.
“Relax,” said a familiar voice.
And I did.
I took a few steps forward, happy to see him, and said, “Stone! What are you doing here?”
“I need to talk to you. But you were clearly busy before.”
“I like Ryan,” I said, unable to stop myself from sounding a little bit defensive. “I never have much luck with men, and I want this relationship to work.”
Stone didn’t say anything, but he fell into a comfortable step beside me. His oceanic scent drifted across to me, and once again, I couldn’t help but think that his presence was vaguely comforting.
“What’s going on?” I repeated.
“Would you be able to take a few days off from work?” said Stone.
I looked at him in surprise. “Of course.”
“Eli’s flying into Vegas in three days’ time. You and Johnson need to tail him, find out what he wants.”
My pulse sped up, and my eyes widened in anticipation. “Of course, anything to help get things back to normal again.”
“Thanks,” said Stone. “It means a lot to me.”
We were at the end of the alley now. Stone reached out; his fingertips touched my forearm, and a sudden spark of electricity traveled through my body.
I looked into his dark eyes, and for a moment, I wondered if there might ever have been anything between us. Perhaps, once everything was fixed and Stone’s life went back to normal—or whatever could be called normal in terms of Stone’s life—we might have something real.
But immediately, I pushed that thought out of my mind. I was with Ryan now, and I liked him. A lot.
“What happened to you in Afghanistan?” I said. “I never learned.”
“You’ll meet up with Johnson at McCarran in three days’ time at six a.m.,” said Stone. “Eli isn’t supposed to land here till seven. Johnson can fill you in on the story while you wait.”
And then he turned around and stepped into a black hatchback parked on the side of the road. A second later, the car zoomed to life and sped away.
Before I could say anything, Stone had disappeared into the night once more.
I wished we could’ve spent some more time catching up. But, on the other hand, things were looking up—in a few days’ time, I’d find out more about this Eli character, and I’d finally learn what had happened in Afghanistan.
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