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Chapter One
 
 
I was late.
And I don’t mean the kind of late where I spent too much time doing my hair and was now stuck in traffic. I mean I was late late. The kind of late where the 99% effective warnings on the side of condom boxes flashed before my eyes as I white knuckled my way down the 405, silently screaming, why me? Why, oh why me? I’m a new millennium girl. I took copious notes in 6 grade Sex Ed. I carry just-in-case condoms in the zippered section of my purse. And, after that first singularly awkward experience in the back of Todd Hanson’s ‘82 Chevy after junior prom, I have been meticulously careful. Me. I was late. And I was not taking it well.
“Dana?” Silence. “Dana, I need to talk to you.” Silence. “I swear to God if you are screening me I am never speaking to you again.”
I switched my cell phone to the other hand as I changed lanes, narrowly avoiding a collision with a pick-up that had “wash me” carved in opaque dust, before continuing my desperate pleas into my best friend’s answering machine.
“Dana, please, please, please pick up? Please?” I paused. Nothing. “All right, I guess you really aren’t there. But please, please, please call me back as soon as you get this message. I mean pronto. This is a serious code red, 911 emergency. I need to talk to you now!” I punctuated this last word by laying on my horn as a bald guy in a convertible cut me off then had the audacity to give me the finger. Welcome to L.A. 
I flipped my phone shut, breaking a French tipped nail in the process, and counted to ten, trying to remember some of that calming yoga breathing from the one class Dana had dragged me to last month. Unfortunately, at the time I’d had my full attention focused on not falling flat on my face during a downward facing dog, and I think I was beginning to hyperventilate. 
I merged onto the 10 freeway, glancing down at the digital readout on my dashboard clock, and realized with a twist of irony that I was now not only late, but late. As in not on time to meet my boyfriend, Richard Howe, for lunch. He’d made one o’clock reservations at Giani’s and it was now twelve fifty-eight. I eased my suede ankle boot (which had maxed out my Macy’s card, but was so worth it!) down just a little harder on the accelerator, after checking the rearview mirror to make sure the highway patrol was nowhere in sight. Not that I was speeding. Much. But considering the day I’d had so far, an encounter with the CHP was not on my list of to-do’s. 
As I checked for motorcycle cops, I also gave myself a quick once over in the mirror. Not bad considering I was having the freak out of my life. My ash blond hair was still tucked into a flattering half twist, a few flyaways but the messy look was in, right? I pulled out a tube of Raspberry Perfection lip-gloss and applied a thin swipe across my lips, ignoring the obscene gestures from the guy behind me. Hey, if a girl in a crisis doesn’t have her lipstick, what does she have? 
I’m proud to say I only got flipped off two more times before pulling my little red Jeep (top up today as a concession to my hair) into the parking garage on the corner of 7 and Grand. I fastened The Club securely on my steering wheel and prepared to hoof it the two blocks to my boyfriend’s firm where I was supposed to meet him… I looked down at my watch… damn. Twelve minutes ago. Well, on the up side, as soon as I told him about being late, I had a feeling he’d forget all about my being late. 
A conversation I was seriously dreading. In my mind it went something like this: Hi Richard, sorry I’m late, by the way I may be having your child. Insert cartoon sound of Richard hitting the door at roadrunner-like speeds. Ugh. There was just no good way to ease into information like that. We’d only been dating for a few months. We hadn’t even made it to the shopping at Bed, Bath and Beyond stage yet, and suddenly we had to have this conversation? I adjusted my bra strap as I walked, tucking it back under my tank top, trying like anything to present the appearance of a woman with it all together. And not a woman trying to remember which pregnancy test commercial touted early results with digital readouts. 
Exactly fourteen minutes behind schedule I walked into the law offices of Dewy, Cheatum and Howe. In reality the firm was called Donaldson, Chesterton, and Howe. But I couldn’t resist the nickname. Considering the type of clientele they represented (the Chanel and Rolex crowd) it fit like an imported, calfskin glove. 
Beyond the frosted front doors maroon carpeting yawned across the reception area, muffling the sound of my heels as I made my way to the front desk. The large oval of dark woods stretched along the back wall of the spacious room, flanked on either side by more frosted doors leading to the conference rooms and offices beyond. The faint clicking of keyboards and muffled conversations billed at three hundred dollars an hour filled the background. 
“May I help you?” asked the Barbie doll behind the desk. Jasmine. Or as I liked to call her, Miss PP. As in plastic parts. Jasmine spent two thirds of her salary every month on cosmetic procedures. This week her lips were collagen swollen to Angelina Jolie standards. Last month it was new boobs, double D of course. As usual, her bleached blond hair was moussed within an inch of its life, giving her an extra two inches on her already annoying height of 5’6”. I’m what could be referred to as a petite person, topping out at an impressive 5’1 ½” on a good day. I was lucky if I made the height requirement on half the rides at Six Flags. 
“I’m here to see Richard,” I informed Miss PP.
“Do you have an appointment with Mr. Howe?” Her blue eyes blinked (with difficulty due to the brow lift two months ago) in an innocent gesture that I knew was anything but. Jasmine’s sole entertainment here at Dewy, Cheatum and Howe was wielding the power of entry to the sacred offices beyond the frosted doors. 
I narrowed my eyes at her. “Yes. As a matter of fact I do.”
“And you are?” 
I tried not to roll my eyes. I’d met Richard here for lunch every Friday afternoon for the past five months. She knew who I was and by the tiny smile at the corner of her Angelina lips, she was enjoying this all too much.
“Maddie Springer. His girlfriend. I’m here for a lunch date.”
“I’m sorry, Miss Springer, but you’ll have to wait. He’s with someone in the conference room right now.”
“Why didn’t you just say that in the first place?” I mumbled as I sat in one of the tan, leather chairs punctuating the waiting area. Jasmine didn’t answer, smirking instead (which looked a lot like an Elvis lip curl in her new super-sized lips) as she opened what I’d guess was a game of solitaire on her computer and pretended to look busy. I picked up a copy of Cosmo from the end table and began flipping through the pages of drool worthy designer clothes I could never afford. Or fit into if I was actually pregnant. Oh God. What a depressing thought. 
After what seemed like an eternity of listening to Jasmine’s acrylic nails click against her keyboard, Richard walked into the reception area. Despite the anxiety building in my stomach, I couldn’t help a little yummy sigh at the sight of him. Richard was six foot one and all lean muscle. He was a religious runner, doing 10k’s for all the charities in his spare time. Muscular dystrophy, autism, even the breast cancer run last April. When we first started dating he tried to get me to run with him once. Just once. My idea of a cardio workout was elbowing my way through Nordstrom during the half-yearly super sale. Running was something I didn’t do. Besides, I figured if the heels were high enough, walking the two blocks from my apartment to the corner Starbucks burned almost as many calories as running, right?
Today Richard’s blonde hair was perfectly gelled into place in a casual wave, a la early Robert Redford. He was wearing a dark gray suit, paired with a white shirt and tasteful paisley printed tie. He looked downright delish and I resisted the urge to throw myself into his arms, unloading all my worries onto the shoulder of his wool suit. 
Another man exited the offices with him, the two of them deep in conversation. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but whatever it was had Richard’s sandy brows drawn together in a look of concern. 
The other guy was dressed in Levis, worn with faded patches along the thighs and seat, and a navy blazer over a form fitting black T-shirt. His shoulders were broad and he had the sort of compact build that made you instantly think prizefighter. A white scar cut into his eyebrow, breaking up his tanned complexion. Dark hair, dark eyes and the sort of hard look about him that usually went along with prison tattoos. I hoped Richard wasn’t branching out into criminal defense.
I waited until they’d shook hands and the other guy had walked out of the lobby before approaching Richard. 
“Hi honey,” I said, standing on tiptoe to place a kiss on his cheek.
“Hi.” He was still staring after the felon, his tone distracted as if I’d just interrupted him during football season.
“Who was that?”
“Nobody.”
The way Richard was still staring after Mr. Nobody led me to believe that wasn’t exactly true. However, I had bigger things to think about than Richard’s latest client. Like being late.
“You’re late.”
“Huh?” I whirled around, panic rising like bile in my throat. Good God, could he tell already? Insanely I looked down to my abdomen as if it might have grown six inches in the last thirty seconds.
“We had reservations for one.” 
Oh. That late.
“Sorry, there was traffic on the 405. We’ll just go somewhere else. How about the Cabo Cantina?”
Richard was still staring at the closed glass doors where Mr. Nobody had exited. I wondered again who the man was. He didn’t look like Richard’s typical clients and he certainly didn’t give off that new car scent of another lawyer. 
“I, uh, don’t think I’m going to make lunch today after all. Something’s kind of come up.”
“Oh, that’s too bad.” Am I a totally bad person that I was actually a little relieved? At least we didn’t have to have that conversation now. At least now I had a little time to come up with a better way of dropping the bombshell than, “Richard, we’ve got to buy stronger condoms.” Hmm… I wondered if I could sue Trojan over this? 
“Sorry, Maddie. I’ll call you later, I promise.”
“That’s okay. I understand. I’ll talk to you tonight then?”
“Sure. Tonight.” He gave me a quick peck on the cheek before disappearing back through the frosted doors and into the bowels of Dewy, Cheatum and Howe. Jasmine looked up just long enough to give me an Elvis smirk before going back to her solitaire game. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I walked the two blocks back to my Jeep and left another message on Dana’s answering machine. If she didn’t pick up soon I was going to have to start taking résumés for a new girlfriend. I started my Jeep with a roar that echoed in the parking structure and instead of getting back on the freeway, made my way up Grand to Beverly Boulevard. I hit a drive-thru Mc Donald’s and ordered a decadent Big Mac, large fries and a strawberry shake. This was not a day to be counting carbs. 
I parked in the lot, enjoying my comfort food in the privacy and full blast air-conditioning of my Jeep. As I slurped the last of my shake, I wondered what to do now. I should go back to work, something I’d neglected ever since staring in horror at my calendar this morning. However, the thought of being creative right now didn’t seem quite realistic. 
As a little girl I’d always dreamed of being a fashion model, parading down a Milan runway in the latest designer creations as the world ooh’ed and ahh’ed. But by the eighth grade it was abundantly clear I was not going to achieve fashion model height. So, I settled for the next best thing, being a fashion designer. After four years at the Academy of Art College in San Francisco, I was ready to make my mark on the fashion scene. Only I hadn’t counted on it being almost as hard to break into fashion as it was to break into modeling. After begging, pleading and promising to wash every fashion exec’s car in the greater Los Angeles area, I finally landed a job. Designing children’s shoes for Tot Trots. Okay, so it wasn’t Milan, but it paid the bills. Most of the time. 
The perks were I set my own hours, I worked from home and I was happy to say that my work had been featured on the feet of fashionable tots everywhere, including the Barbie Jellies last spring and the SpongeBob slippers in the fall collection. Currently I was working on the Strawberry Shortcake high-tops – available in both iridescent pink and sparkling purple, thank you very much.
However, at the moment the idea of spending a day with tiny tot fashions didn’t hold enormous appeal. Kiddie shoes made me think of kids, which made me think of babies, which led to thoughts about condoms that for no good reason at all sometimes broke and led to women being in my current position. 
I looked down at my dash clock. One forty-five. Dana was probably getting to the gym right about now for her step-and-sculpt class. In addition to being my best friend, Dana was an aerobics instructor at the Sunset Gym. That is, in between auditions and bit movie roles. Like 90% of Los Angelinos, Dana wanted to be an actress. Though she swore as long as she didn’t moonlight as a waitress, she could keep from becoming a cliché. I figured if I took the 101, I might be able to catch her between classes. 
I set my shake down and put the car in gear, pulling up in front of the huge concrete and glass structure of the Sunset Gym in record time. I parked in the lot, declining the valet parking. Yes, in L.A. people actually avoided walking the two yards from the parking lot to the gym before doing their three-mile run. Go figure. 
As I entered the gym, a tall guy with a buzz cut and Popeye arms stopped me at the front desk. He looked me up and down, taking in the two-inch boots, Ann Taylor skirt and lack of Nike bag slung over my shoulder. I wasn’t fooling him. We both knew I only used my membership for a swim in the pool on those hundred degree plus days. 
After whipping out my ID card and satisfying the steroid gatekeeper, I entered the main floor, scanning past rows of exercycles for any sign of Dana. I spotted her at the front of a class by the windows, stepping and sculpting their little hearts out. I had a brief moment of guilt over my gazillion calorie lunch, but it didn’t last long. Certainly not long enough for me to actually suit up and jump on a stepper.
Instead I grabbed a dog-eared copy of Elle, settling onto a bench along the wall to wait. It didn’t take long for the gyrating steppers to finish, breaking into a self-congratulatory round of applause. The teacher of the step class came jogging toward me, her strawberry blonde ponytail swishing back and forth. A perfect size two, she looked like she’d just stepped off the pages of Sports Illustrated. And not the swimsuit edition, but the women-who-lift-and-the-men-who-love-them edition. I would hate her, except for the fact that Dana, a.k.a. aerobics queen, was my best friend.
“What’s up?” she asked, looking down at my high heeled boots with a frown.
“I just ate,” I said by way of defense. 
Dana shot me a dubious look but let it go. Instead she began doing a little jogging in place thing as she talked. “So, I got your message. What’s the big emergency?”
“I, uh…” I looked over my shoulder as if I almost shouldn't be saying it out loud. “I’m late.” 
“Okay, we’ll talk fast. What’s up?”
“No, no. Not late. Late.”
Dana cocked her head to one side, taking this in before the meaning hit her. “Oh my God. You mean you missed your period?”
“No. I didn’t miss anything yet. I’m just a little late.”
“No wonder you’re freaking out.” 
“I’m not freaking out. I’m… just a little late.”
Dana shot me the yeah-right look she’d been using on me ever since we bonded over our love of New Kids On the Block in seventh grade. “Right. And that’s why you left four messages on my machine this morning.”
I cringed. Did I really leave four? “Okay fine. I’m freaking out. But just a little.”
“Did you take a test yet?” she asked, switching to a jumping jacks routine.
“Like a pregnancy test?”
“No, an algebra test. Geez, anyone would think you’ve never been late before.”
Truth was, I hadn’t. And that’s what was scaring me even more about my predicament. Ever since my monthly visitor began arriving, I’d been twenty-eight days like clockwork. Which is why I’d panicked and left a near stalker amount of messages on my best friend’s machine. Hey, wait a minute, if she got my messages, how come she didn’t call me back? 
“Why didn’t you call me back?”
Dana got that wicked smile on her face that said she was either dating someone new or about to give someone twenty push-ups. 
“I wasn’t exactly alone.”
“Do I want to know who?”
“Sasha Aleksandrov,” she said, switching to a little two-step footwork in place.
“Excuse me?”
Dana giggled. Yes, grown women with 1% body fat still giggle like middle schoolers with braces when it comes to men. “He’s a Russian body contortionist. Sasha’s the bottom of the human pyramid in the Cirqué Fantastique.”
I tried not to roll my eyes. Dana had an uncanny ability to pick guys who were destined for short-term relationships. “So where did you meet Mr. Pyramid Bottom?”
“Here. He came in with the Spanish trapeze artist to work out last week. I offered to show him how to use the Cybex machine. He doesn’t have them in Russia.”
“Of course not.”
“And, we hit it off. He asked if I wanted to see him perform.” 
Considering the many meanings behind that statement, I’m betting Dana said yes. She never passed up an opportunity to see a muscular man “perform.” 
“That’s it. I don’t want to hear any more,” I said, covering my ears. Dana giggled again. 
“Okay, so how late are you?” she asked instead. 
“Three days.”
“And you called me before noon for that? Honey, three days is nothing.”
“Dana, I’ve never been three days late before.”
“Lucky for you, I’ve got an emergency preggers test at home. I have one more class then we’ll go to my place and make a pitcher of margaritas while you pee on a stick. It’ll be fun, okay?”
“No. No margaritas, Dana. I can’t drink that stuff, I might be pregnant.”
At this, Dana actually abandoned her aerobics, standing perfectly still. She stared at me, her pert little mouth hanging open. “You’re not actually thinking of having a baby are you?”
Was I? 
“No. I mean, I don’t know. I don’t know what I’ll do if I… if… you know.”
“We see a pink line?”
“Yeah.”
“Fine. No margaritas for now. But you are so peeing tonight.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
Luckily I convinced Dana that peeing on a stick was a solo mission and left her to her Kickboxing for Seniors class. I did stop by the drugstore and pick up a test, the most embarrassing purchase of my entire life including the first time I ever bought condoms and accidentally grabbed super ribbed for her pleasure. I also purchased a Big Gulp, so by the time I pulled into the driveway of my second-story studio in Santa Monica, I was ready to pee. Physically that was. Mentally, I was a wreck.
I locked my Jeep, climbed the wooden stairs to my apartment, and let myself in, dropping the drugstore package on the kitchen counter. Despite the fact I had to pee like a racehorse, I couldn’t quite get up the courage to take the pregnancy test into the bathroom with me. Somehow now that I was faced with an entire array of IF’s, that test had become scarier than a Wes Craven movie. I mean, what if it did turn pink? Did I really want a baby? I looked around my cozy (translation: dinky) studio apartment, filled to max capacity with a fold out-futon and my sketch table. Where the hell would I even put a baby? 
I guessed I’d always assumed I’d have kids someday. But even though I was closing in on thirty (and I refuse to say just how closely) someday still seemed far, far into the future. When I was more settled, domestic. Married. Oh God, would Richard think I wanted him to marry me? Did I? 
I think I was hyperventilating again.
I went to the bathroom, sans stick, then checked my answering machine. No messages. Namely, no Richard. I picked up the receiver and dialed his number, waiting as it rang on the other end. His machine kicked in and I left what I thought was a relatively breezy message, considering the circumstances. 
I plopped myself down on the sofa and clicked on the TV, settling for Seinfeld reruns while I waited for Richard to return my call. By Letterman, I still hadn’t heard from him. Which was annoying and also a little worrisome. He had said he’d call me tonight. And it wasn’t like Richard to ignore my messages. I tried not to freak out, instead promising myself I’d take the pregnancy test just as soon as I heard from Richard.
A promise that would soon come back to haunt me. 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
 
 
Three days later, still no Aunt Flo. And still no Richard.
I was beginning to worry. About Richard, though the unopened pregnancy test on my kitchen counter didn’t help matters. Richard had never ignored my calls like this. Usually he checked his messages every hour on the hour, returning mine with at the very least a text messaged smiley or “hi beautiful.” Only I’d left about a gazillion messages and gotten no smileys back.
I left a second breezy message Saturday morning: Hi, how are you, guess you got too busy to call last night. At lunch I called his office, only to be bumped to voicemail. I held off calling again until almost five, when I then left another message on his voicemail, cell phone, home phone and emailed him a message full of my own smileys and “where are you?”s. 
Dana intervened at that point, promising to tie my hands behind my back if I didn’t give the man a little space. She was right. I was beginning to be bunny boiling scary. So, I didn’t call all day Sunday until the time the perky newswomen on the channel two late report came on chatting about a burglary in Reseda and the day’s record highs. Then I left three more messages. Still no answer. 
This was really unlike Richard. And try as I might I couldn’t shrug off the feeling that Richard’s commitment radar had somehow picked up on my lateness and he’d headed for the hills.
So, Monday morning my over active-imagination and I woke up determined to track down the MIA boyfriend. I showered, dressed in my favorite jeans, green silk sleeveless top and strappy emerald slingbacks. After a quick turn under the blow dryer and a little requisite lip-gloss, I was ready to go. It was only ten when I parked in the garage down the street from Dewy, Cheatum and Howe, but already the sidewalk was beginning to haze from the heat. Nothing like a smog layer to add a little sizzle to your July.
Two blocks and three homeless guys later, I entered the cool, air-conditioned interior of Richard’s building. Predictably, Jasmine was standing sentinel over the reception area. 
“May I help you?” she asked, looking anything but helpful. 
“I’m here to see Richard.”
“Do you have an appointment?” 
I swear that should be this woman’s epitaph. Here lies Jasmine “do you have an appointment” Williams. May she rest in peace.
“No. But I’m sure he’ll see me if you’ll just let him know I’m here.”
“And you are?”
I narrowed my eyes at her. “Maddie Springer. His girlfriend.” I emphasized the word.
“I’m sorry, Miss Springer, but Mr. Howe isn’t in. He’s taking a few personal days. But, I’ll leave a message that you stopped by.” She seemed to take inordinate pleasure in the fact.
“Why didn’t you just tell me he wasn’t here in the first place?”
Jasmine’s over-sized lips curled into a smile. At least I think it was a smile. Maybe a sneer. “You didn’t ask.”
I took a deep breath. Rationalizing that if I reached over the mahogany desk and scratched her eyes out I might ruin another manicure. “Fine. Did he say where he was going?”
“I’m sorry,” she said with what was clearly a sneer this time, “but I’m not at liberty to divulge-”
“Never mind,” I cut her off. I’d already given Jasmine way too much enjoyment today. Instead I spun around, digging my heels into the maroon carpet and stalked off toward the elevator, leaving Jasmine to her solitaire. 
Clearly Richard wasn’t at the office. Next stop – his condo.
Richard lived in a two-story condo in Burbank, nestled in a gated community of tall stucco buildings on Sunset Canyon. The condos were all painted a pale taupe that hid dirt and on high smog index days matched the exact color of the air. Richard’s was the third structure on the right. 
I parked across the street, thankfully finding a spot on the same block after circling only twice, and clubbed my steering wheel. 
I keyed in the entry code on the electronic pad next to the iron gates and made my way through the mini garden courtyard, consisting of yucca trees, leafy green bushes and flowering agapanthus. I paused as I reached Richard’s door, took a deep breath, and stuck my key in the lock. 
I was halfway expecting Mafia thugs to jump out at me, or the place to look trashed as if Richard had been dragged away against his will, kicking and screaming, “Wait, just let me return my girlfriend’s call first!” 
I was disappointed. The condo looked exactly as it always did. Sleek, black leather sofas were set in the sunken living room, offset by chrome and glass end tables. The alcove kitchen to the right was clean, the green granite counters gleaming as morning sun filtered through the sliding glass doors to the second story balcony. 
“Hello?” I called into the silence. But almost instinctively, I knew I wouldn’t get an answer back. The house had the feel of disuse, the air slightly stale as if the windows hadn’t been cracked in days. Which did nothing to reassure the anxiety building in my belly.
Richard wasn’t here. He wasn’t at the office. I was running out of places to look for him. Was it possible that he’d been called out of town suddenly? Maybe a family emergency? His mother lived alone in Palm Springs, maybe she was sick? 
I crossed the room, angling down the narrow hallway that led to the marble tiled bathroom, Richard’s bedroom, and the spare room Richard used as a home office. I opened the office door, gingerly peeking my head in first. No Richard. But the answering machine on his desk was blinking like mad. Feeling just the teeny-tiniest bit intrusive, I pressed the play button. 
Would you believe all twelve messages were from me? Yikes. Quickly I erased all but one. There, that sounded more like a rational, sane girlfriend. 
I took a quick look around the rest of the office. No plane tickets to the Bahamas, no telegrams saying, “Mom’s sick, come now.” I moved on to the bedroom, my heels echoing on the polished hardwood floor. 
Like the rest of the house, the bedroom seemed untouched. The bed was made, the burgundy duvet unwrinkled. The dresser held only the usual bits of clutter: a tin of loose change, pair of old sunglasses, book of matches, packet of vitamins, and two Bic pens. Feeling a little like Colombo I checked the address on the matchbook. It was a club he’d taken me to last week. Drat. So much for my brilliant detective skills. 
I opened the top drawer of his dresser. Rows of rolled up socks and Hanes briefs didn’t provide any clue to his whereabouts either. I had a sinking feeling I was just snooping at this point. I searched through the drawer, grimacing as I found a pair of purple argyle dress socks. I opened another drawer. T-shirts and gym shorts. I shuffled them around a bit and came across a pair of neon blue spandex running shorts. Egad! Those had to go. I tossed them in the direction of the wastebasket, sure that Richard would thank me later. 
I was just moving on to the pajama drawer when I heard a sound other than my own clucks of disapproval. The sound of the front door opening. 
My first thought was that it was Richard and Obsessive Woman was caught red handed. Then I heard something else. 
“Hello? Richard, are you in there?”
I froze. It was a man’s voice, but not Richard’s. Good Lord, what would I do if it was one of his friends? Sure, Richard had given me a key, but not so I could come in while he was gone and inspect his wardrobe. At the risk of forever being labeled “that crazy chick who went through your drawers,” I quickly jumped into Richard’s closet, securing the sliding paneled doors behind me. Just call me the obsessive chicken. 
I heard the front door close, footsteps echoing through the condo. Cupboards opened and closed in the kitchen, leather squeaked against leather as I listened to him move cushions on Richard’s sofa. 
Footsteps clicked down the hall, then came to an abrupt stop, presumably at the door to Richard’s office. They continued again, dimming as he entered the room. I opened the closet door just a crack and peeked out. I couldn’t see anything. Ever so quietly, I tiptoed to the doorway of Richard’s bedroom. I heard the message machine beep, then my voice filled the condo. 
“Hi, Richard, it’s me. Just wondering what you’ve been up to. I haven’t heard from you in a while. Well, not a while really, but I thought you said you’d call me last night. Not that I was waiting or anything. But maybe you forgot. Or just got really busy. Which I totally understand, ‘cause, duh, you’ve got lots of cases and stuff to think about. I mean, not that I think you don’t think about me. I’m sure you do. But, you know, you just have a lot on your mind, so I can see why you forgot to call. So, um, anyway, call me when you can. ‘K?” 
Oh God, did I really sound like that? No wonder my boyfriend had gone AWOL.
I thought I heard the man chuckle as the machine beeped off Thank God I’d erased the rest of the messages. 
I heard the sounds of desk drawers being opened and closed, papers being shuffled. I would swear it sounded like this guy sounded like he was going through Richard’s stuff too. What kind of friend was he? I just hoped he found whatever he was looking for before he got to the bedroom. 
No such luck.
Footsteps echoed again, drawing closer. I let out a little “eek” and I jumped back into the closet, quickly closing the sliding door as the footsteps grew louder, entering Richard’s bedroom. I crouched on the floor wedging myself between a pile of winter sweaters and Richard’s Bruno Magli loafers. 
I heard the man opening dresser drawers, rummaging like I’d been doing just moments ago. What was this guy looking for? My curiosity got the better of me and I eased the closet door open a crack to take a peek at him.
I recognized him almost immediately. The solid frame hunched over Richard’s dresser, the worn jeans, the dark hair. It was the same guy I’d seen with Richard the other day. Mr. Nobody. He was in denim again, this time wearing a black T-shirt, sans jacket as a concession to the heat. The sleeves of his shirt were stretched taut over biceps that bulged like Nerf balls on his arm. I thought I caught the glimpse of a black tattoo just peeking out beneath the hem, but I couldn’t quite make out what it was.
And then I saw it. A gun. 
I froze, my eyes glued to the bit of gleaming metal shoved into the waistband of his jeans, the butt flat against his tight stomach. My breath came out in quick shallow gasps, my brain racing to come up with any good reason why a man with a gun should be searching through Richard’s personal belongings. 
Mr. Armed and Dangerous mumbled to himself again as he opened Richard’s underwear drawer. I strained my ears to pick up what he was saying. 
“Come on, come on… I know you left something… what the…?” He paused, holding up the pair of purple argyles. He shook his head, making a sound somewhere between a snort and a chuckle, before throwing them back in the drawer. Well, at least the bad man had good taste. I watched as he continued on to the next drawer. “…come on, come on… don’t tell me the sonofabitch packed everything.” 
Wait – packed?
My eyes had adjusted to the dark and I looked around the closet at the rows of hanging suits, polos and pressed slacks. Sure enough there were noticeable gaps. I felt my stomach clench up in a way that warned of morning sickness. Missing clothes, missing boyfriend. A man with a gun rummaging through Richard’s underwear drawer. And me crouched in a pile of seasonal sweaters hoping like anything that the dizziness hazing my vision was just fear and not pregnancy hormones. This was not good. I didn’t know what was going on here, but good it definitely was not. 
And then things got worse.
Mr. Nobody stepped toward the closet doors. I bit my lip, hoping he would turn around. Nope. He headed straight toward me. I shut my eyes tightly, making myself as small as I could. I said a silent prayer, promising to attend church more often, give half my salary to the poor and really work in a soup kitchen this Thanksgiving instead of just telling my mother I was to avoid her dried out turkey. 
I heard the wooden door slide on its tracks and eased one eye open, saying a silent thank you that he’d opened the other side of the closet and I was still in shadows. I held my breath, certain that my every inhale was as loud as a jackhammer in the silence. 
Mr. Nobody looked at the clothes hanging in the closet. He squinted his dark eyes at them almost as if he were mentally counting. 
“Shit.” He breathed the word on an exhale, then turned around and stalked out of the room. His boots continued to echo all the way down the hall and out the door, which he shut behind him with a crash that sent my teeth chattering. Or maybe they were doing that all on their own. I realized I was shaking and wrapped a wool sweater around myself as I sat in the dark closet for a full two minutes before venturing back out into the room. 
I don’t know what Mr. Nobody would have done had he seen me there, but the gun poking out of his Levi’s was not reassuring. 
I slowly ducked my head out the bedroom door. No sign of the bad man. I tiptoed as quickly as I could down the hall, slinked out the front door and sprinted across the street to my car as if I were dodging gunfire. Once inside I locked the doors, removed the club and revved up the engine, my hands still shaking as I adjusted the air conditioning controls. 
I closed my eyes, taking deep breaths as I took stock. I was in one piece. Mr. Nobody hadn’t seen me. No bullet holes and I hadn’t wet myself. All was well.
Okay not all was well. Richard had obviously packed for a trip. That much was plain to both Mr. Nobody and me. A trip where? And why? Richard hadn’t mentioned a trip, and by the way an armed man had broken into his place, I didn’t envision it was a planned Club Med getaway. Was he hiding somewhere? Was he in trouble? Considering Richard thought claiming lunch with me as a deduction was unethical, I found it hard to believe
I wondered if I should call the police. But I wasn’t entirely sure Mr. Nobody had actually committed a crime. Breaking into a man’s house and going through his underwear drawer. In fact, I wasn’t even entirely sure he did break in. Had I locked the door behind me? I’d been a little preoccupied to notice. 
God, I hoped Richard was all right. What would I do if he wasn’t? What about our potential unborn child? Again I felt that bout of possible morning sickness swell over me. I swear to God if Richard was just in the Bahamas, I was going to kill him.
Just then my purse rang. I jumped so far into the air I almost hit the roof of my car, adrenalin pumping through every limb of my body. I reached into my bag and flipped open my Motorola. My mother’s number popped up on the caller ID. If it was anyone else, I would have ignored it. But knowing Mom, she’d send the National Guard looking for me if I didn’t pick up by the fourth ring. 
“Hello?”
“Maddie, you haven’t forgotten have you?” 
“Of course not.” I racked my brain. Forgotten what?
“Good. Because we made reservations for five and Ralph’s canceling his last appointment so he can join us.” 
Right. Ralph, a.k.a. Faux Dad, the owner of Fernando’s, the hottest place on Rodeo, and my soon to be step-daddy. I still wasn’t 110% convinced Faux Dad was straight, but I loved the discounted manicures. 
Mom had hooked up with Ralph when, after twenty-five years as a single parent, Mom had discovered the wonders of internet dating and signed up for Match.com. Desperate to make a big re-entry into the dating scene, she’d gone to Fernando’s for a full make-over, where Ralph chopped, styled and colored her hair into a near masterpiece. After three months of flirtatious cut and colors, Mom was surprised to learn that not only was Ralph straight (allegedly), but his interest in her went way beyond her curly locks. Five months later they were planning a beautiful ceremony in Malibu, overlooking the ocean cliffs for a week from Saturday. I was to be the maid of honor and tonight Mom was laying official duty number three thousand on me. Planning her bachelorette party. 
I debated fabricating an excuse to skip dinner. My hands were still shaking and, though my heart had slowed from NASCAR to L.A. freeway, I still had that jittery feeling in my chest like I was ready to fight or take flight any minute. However, knowing Mom (see National Guard reference) canceling dinner would lead to more questions than I currently had answers for. So I gave in.
“Right. No, I’ll be there. Five thirty, right?” 
“Five!” my mother yelled into the phone.
“Right.” I looked down at my watch. Four forty-seven. Considering traffic on the 134 at this hour, I’d be cutting it close. “I was just getting in the car, Mom. I’ll meet you there.”
“Good. And don’t be late.”
I pretended not to hear that last comment. “You’re breaking up, Mom. Sorry, gotta go.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
At exactly five twenty-nine I pulled up to Garibaldi’s restaurant in Studio City. I might have been on time had I not spent the entire drive over looking in my rearview mirror for any sign of Mr. Nobody lurking behind me. Thankfully, I saw none. But, paranoia lesson number one, that didn’t mean he wasn’t there. 
I found a spot on the street and parallel parked between a Jag and a Dodge Dart on its last leg. Luckily I was wearing my ready-for-anything Spiga slingbacks, so the block and a half hardly even hurt my feet at the near sprint. Faux Dad was outside talking on his cell phone, a frown of concentration on his tanned face. Faux tan of course. When he hit Beverly Hills Ralph transformed himself from mid-western farm boy into Fernando, the European hair sculptor. He figured the chances of 90210’s elite frequenting a salon called “Ralph’s” were slim to none. Unfortunately, Ralph’s family was Swiss German, so to keep up with faux Spanish roots he indulged in magic tan sprays twice a week. 
Ralph’s face broke into a smile when he saw me and he lifted a hand in greeting, gesturing inside.
The hostess, dressed in all black right down to her black eyeliner and gothic chic black lipstick, directed me to a linen sheathed table in the middle of the room where my mother sat, looking down at her watch and pursing her thin lips. 
“Maddie, you’re late.”
I wished people would stop pointing that out.
I leaned down and gave her an air-kiss. “Sorry, Mom, there was traffic.” 
Mom rolled her eyes. While they were the same hazelish green as mine, hers were framed in that familiar pale blue eye-shadow she’d been wearing since before it became fashionable again. She had on a pair of black stirrup pants straight from 1986 and a sweater tank embroidered with a calico kitten on the front. I silently thanked the gods I hadn’t inherited her fashion sense.
“You completely forgot, didn’t you?” she said. 
“I would have remembered.”
“Right.” Neither of us was truly convinced. “Anyway,” she continued as I sat down, “I have a preliminary seating chart I want you to take a look at. And,” she added, her eyes taking on an evil twinkle, “I found the perfect place for my bachelorette party.” 
Uh oh.
“Where?” I asked, truly fearing the answer.
“Beefcakes.” 
The fear was justified.
“Beefcakes?”
“It’s full of…” Mom leaned in close, whispering. “Male strippers.” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down in a way that made me queasy again.
“You sure you don’t want to have a spa day with the girls instead?” I pleaded.
“Oh come on, Maddie. Lighten up. It’ll be fun. Besides, I’m getting married, I’m not dead. I can still appreciate the male form in all its glory.” 
Yep. I was going to throw up.
“Oh, and we need a final count for the reception. I only ordered one tent for the buffet so I only pray it doesn’t rain.” Mom made a little sign of the cross.
“This is L.A., Mom. It never rains.” Slight exaggeration on my part, but since Los Angelinos considered three inches a monsoon, we were probably pretty safe. Not to mention this was July. The weather gods wouldn’t dare dump rain in the middle of tourist season. Charlton Heston would be after them with his shotgun.
“So,” Mom asked, scanning the patrons behind me, “where’s Richard.” 
That’s what I’d like to know.
“He couldn’t make it tonight,” I answered instead. Hoping she’d leave it at that. I still wasn’t sure what to think about Mr. Armed and Dangerous in Richard’s apartment, but I knew I didn’t yet have an edited-for-Mom version. 
“Oh that’s too bad,” she said. 
Luckily I was saved further comment on my boyfriend’s dubious whereabouts as an aproned waiter brought three plates of salad to the table.
“What’s this?” I asked, realizing I hadn’t eaten since this morning and was suddenly famished. 
“Ripe summer pears and crumbled gorgonzola over fresh baby greens,” Mom quoted. 
I took a bite. Delicious. Okay, so maybe I had to hear about the dreaded bachelorette party, but at least this beat the Hamburger Helper sitting in my kitchen cupboard. 
I was stabbing a second pear and making little yummy sounds when Ralph finally joined us. He stooped down and deposited a kiss on my cheek before taking the seat beside me. “Sorry ladies, I had to take that. Perm emergency.”
“Perm emergency?” Mom asked.
“I told Francine not to re-color her hair for forty-eight hours after her set, but did she listen to me? No. Now she looks like an auburn haired French Poodle. She’s coming in tomorrow morning for damage control.” 
Mom and I both nodded appropriately.
“So,” Mom said, folding her hands in front of her and sitting up straighter in her chair. “Now that you’re both here, I have an announcement.” She looked pointedly at me. “Guess who’s pregnant?”
A ripe summer pear stuck in my throat. 
There was no way she could possibly know, could she? Was I showing a belly already? Were my boobs swelling? Did I have that rosy pregnant glow? I knew I should have powdered in the car before coming in.
Luckily before I could blurt out that I was just a little late, Mom ended the guessing game. “Molly!”
I swallowed the pear, relief washing over me. Of course. My cousin, Molly. Or as she was known in our family, The Breeder. She’d already popped out three rug rats in four years. I think she was going for some sort of record. Which of course made my grandmother very happy. There’s nothing an Irish Catholic family loves more than a prolific breeder. 
“That’s really great,” I said with about as much enthusiasm as a lithium addict.
“Great? It’s fabu!” Faux Dad shouted. 
Okay, so I was 80% sure he was straight. 
“Oh,” he said, waving his hands in the air, “One of my clients does the most darling little baby baskets. She takes a bassinet and fills it with organic teddy bears and hand knitted little booties. Stuff so sweet it makes your teeth rot.”
“Oh, that sounds perfect! We have to get her one of those,” Mom gushed. “What do you say, Maddie? Want to go baby shopping with me?”
Actually I didn’t. In fact this whole conversation was making me break out in hives. The more I thought about Molly and her three and a half little munchkins, hand knitted baby booties, and most of all the unopened pregnancy kit sitting on my kitchen counter I wanted to bolt out of the room and scream some choice obscenities at my boyfriend for buying defective condoms. Only I couldn’t. Because I had no idea where Richard was and more likely than not I’d just be leaving more messages on his answering machine that Mr. Nobody would later play for his own personal amusement. 
“Hey, aren’t we missing someone?” Faux Dad asked, looking across the table at the empty seat. “Where’s Richard?”
That, as I was about to find out, was the million dollar question. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Somehow I survived dinner even with Faux Dad getting all googly eyed at the thought of a new baby and Mom getting all googly eyed at the thought of shoving twenties in some young stud’s G-string. I still wasn’t sure which scenario made me more nauseated. 
I took the 405 home, checking the entire way for signs of bad guys, and slowly climbed the flight of stairs to my studio apartment, where I promptly collapsed on my velvet upholstered futon. I didn’t even glance in the direction of the EPT. Much. Instead, I called Richard’s machine one more time for good measure. I didn’t mention that I’d been there earlier or the man with the gun. 
I flipped on Seinfeld and vegged out as Jerry and George tried to come up with a plot about nothing. I fell asleep fully clothed, trying to fight images of black tattoos, shiny silver 38 specials, and my mother holding a basinet full of pink baby booties.
The next morning I awoke with a renewed sense of purpose. It appeared I wasn’t the only one looking for Richard, which meant I had to step up the search. I was his girlfriend, which theoretically meant I should have the edge, knowing him better than anyone. The trouble was Richard and I mostly just did couple stuff when we were together – dinner and a movie at the Dome, cruising the Venice boardwalk hand in hand, snuggling under the stars on symphony night at the Hollywood Bowl. Honestly, I didn’t really know any of his friends and now that I was thinking about it, I didn’t really know what he did outside of “us” time either. It was a troubling thought.
So, I started with the short list of people in Richard’s life I did know. Namely, his mother. The only problem was I didn’t know her number, and didn’t even know her first name to call information. Chances were good it was back at Richard’s condo somewhere, but after the run in with Mr. Nobody that wasn’t a place I was especially looking forward to visiting again. 
That left Richard’s office. I knew he kept a complete address book on his palm pilot and another on his computer at work. The only obstacle to getting that would be Jasmine. But I was confident I could come up with some way to get around her. The woman had the IQ of a squash.
So, I put on my kick butt clothes. Black DKNY cargos, ice blue baby T, and my prize black two-inch Jimmy Choos with the rhinestone details. I capped it all off with some thick, black eyeliner and I could have doubled for a Bond Girl. 
I parked in the garage and by nine-fifteen I was standing in front of Jasmine’s desk pleading my case.
“I think I left my cell phone in one of the conference rooms last time I was here. Can I go in and get it? Please? I’ll just be a minute.”
Predictably Jasmine was enjoying this, her penciled in eyebrows twitching with amusement. “I’m sorry. But I can’t let you go in there.”
“Please? I’d ask Richard, but I can’t seem to get a hold of him. Really, I’ll be super quick.”
“I’m sorry, but only lawyers and clients are allowed back there,” she said, pointing to the frosted doors. “We can’t have just anyone roaming around.”
“But I really need that phone,” I whined. Jasmine shrugged her shoulders as if to say, tough luck, chickie. 
I pouted, then faked a thoughtful face as I stared at the frosted doors. I paused, counted to three Mississippi, then opened my eyes wide as if I’d had a light bulb moment. “I know! Jasmine, you could go get it for me.”
She looked doubtful, glancing at her computer screen. Before she could argue the importance of her solitaire game, I rushed on. “Oh please, Jasmine? I really, really need that phone. You’d be doing me such a huge favor. I’d really owe you one.”
She bit her oversized lip and stared at me so long I thought maybe she’d forgotten the question. Finally she let out a long suffering sigh. “Fine. I’ll go check. But stay right here.”
I held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”
That was almost too easy.
I waited until she’d disappeared into one of the conference rooms before bolting through the frosted doors and fairly sprinting down the hall to Richard’s office. I quickly slipped inside and closed the door after myself. 
As expected, there was no sign of Richard. Though the scent of his Hilfiger aftershave still hung in the air. I inhaled deeply, suddenly all the more desperate to find him. 
The office held three bookcases, filled with impressive looking volumes, and Richard’s honey oak desk, situated in the center of the room. His desktop held an oversized, leather bound calendar, a computer monitor, a telephone with about a gazillion little extension buttons, a penholder, and a stack of bulging file folders. The message light on his phone was blinking double time. Not a good sign. 
I gingerly sat down behind the desk, flicking the monitor on. Luckily, Richard hadn’t logged out of the system the last time he’d been here, and it only took a couple minutes of clicking around until I found his address book with his mother’s phone number in Palm Springs. I pulled a sticky pad out of the desk and wrote the number down, slipping it in my back pocket. I flipped the monitor off again and stood up. Mission accomplished. I was actually pretty good at this cloak and dagger stuff. 
I pushed the chair back in, put away the sticky pad and was just about to leave when I caught sight of the stack of files again. Bulging with forbidden documents. I took a quick look over both shoulders in a totally unnecessary move that somehow made me feel safer. Nope. Nobody watching. Just me and the files. Alone. 
I tried to resist… but I was only human. 
I picked up the one on top, knowing that if Richard ever saw me looking at these he’d have a cow, then give me an endless lecture about client-attorney confidentiality. But this was an emergency. I was late. And there was no way I was going to take that damn test and deal with the results without him. He got me into this mess, he was damn well going to be there while I peed on the stick. 
So, fully justified, I opened the first file.
Worthington v. Patterson. To my disappointment it contained one legal sized document after another that I could have sworn were written in a foreign language. The only words I understood were “the” and “party.” So much for juicy stuff. 
I dropped that one back in the pile, hoping that at least one of these included a blackmail demand, death threat, or secret cover up. I hated to think my snooping was just nosiness. 
I picked up Elmer v. Wainsright.
“What are you doing?”
My head snapped up so fast I feared whiplash. 
Standing in the doorway was none other than Mr. Nobody. My heart froze in my chest and I quickly checked his person for a gun. Fortunately I didn’t see one. And considering how tightly his navy t-shirt and Levis were hugging the form in the doorway, there wasn’t much chance of hiding it from view. He looked like he worked out. A lot. Dana would have been proud of him.
“Well?”
Well what? Oh, right. What was I doing here. 
“Looking for Richard,” I squeaked. Suddenly at the sight of him I’d turned into Minnie Mouse. I cleared my throat, trying to convince myself that this guy didn’t scare me. We were in a lawyer’s office for crying out loud. He couldn’t very well kill me here. Right? 
I took a step backward anyway. Better safe than sorry.
“What a coincidence,” he replied, his voice much deeper and smoother than I’d imagined. “So am I. Any luck?” 
I shook my head no, afraid I’d sound like a mouseketeer again if I spoke. This guy seriously flashed “danger” in big, bold neon. And it wasn’t just the potentially concealed weapon. It was the hard set of his jaw, the steadiness of his dark eyes as they quickly swept the room, the white scar over his eyebrow that I’d bet my Spigas he hadn’t gotten from a paper cut. 
He walked slowly over to Richard’s desk and glanced down at the file I’d been attempting to read. “Anything good in there?”
“I don’t know. I don’t speak attorney.”
The corner of his mouth quirked up ever so slightly. “Cute.”
“Thanks.”
He leaned his back casually against the desk, crossing his arms over his chest. His biceps strained against the sleeves of his T-shirt, the tattoo on his right arm peeking out again. It looked like a panther. Dark and sleek. With razor sharp claws. “So, you want to tell me what you’re really doing here?”
“Nuh uh.” I shook my head again.
He grinned. A slow, wicked grin that reached all the way to his dark eyes. It was the kind of grin that made women either cower in fear or want to rip his cloths off. 
I licked my lips, my mouth suddenly filled with sand. 
“Okay,” he said, cocking his head to one side. “How about this. How about you tell me who you are then, huh?”
“Maddie.”
“Maddie what?”
“Maddie Richard’s girlfriend.” I was reluctant to give him my last name as at the moment I couldn’t remember if I’d been talked into a public listing by the phone company. 
“His girlfriend? Really?” He raised one eyebrow at me.
“Yes. His girlfriend.”
“Huh.” He looked me up and down, his eyes doing a slow, thorough appraisal. 
“What?”
“Nothing. I just didn’t see him with someone so girly.”
Hey! I planted my hands on my hips, throwing on my best tough chick voice. “This happens to be my Bond girl outfit. It is not girly.” 
“Easy, Bond girl.” That slow, wolfish smile slid across his face again. “I didn’t say I didn’t like it.” 
Gulp.
“Oh.” Dang it, I was going for tough chick again, but somehow in the wake of that I’ll-huff-and-I’ll-puff-and-I’ll-blow-your-clothes-right-off smile, Minnie Mouse was back. “So, um, who exactly are you?”
“Detective Jack Ramirez. LAPD.”
Ugh. Mental forehead slapping. That explained the gun. I silently hoped that snooping hadn’t been upgraded to a misdemeanor.
As if he could read my mind, his lips quirked again. “Jasmine doesn’t know you’re here, does she?”
I did not dignify this with an answer. Which seemed to amuse him even more, his eye crinkling at the corners. However, he didn’t comment, but instead changed his line of questioning. “When was the last time you saw Richard Howe?”
“Friday. We were supposed to have lunch together. What is this about anyway?”
“Did he cancel?”
“No, I was late.” I cringed at the sound of the word echoing through my own head. “When I got here he was talking to you, then he…” I trailed off, remembering the way Richard had stared after Ramirez, then abruptly cancelled our lunch. It was clear even then he’d had something on his mind. And I didn’t like the way that something had prompted Richard to pack his bags for parts unknown.
I swallowed hard, trying to change the subject. “How did you even get in here?” I asked, knowing that if Jasmine hadn’t let me in there was no way she’d let a cop in. 
He grinned. “I have a warrant.”
Double ugh. Suddenly my theories of blackmail and secret cover-ups weren’t sounding so far fetched. “Warrant?” I squeaked out. “As in, you have the right to remain silent?”
His smile widened, a dimple punctuating his left cheek. Clearly he was enjoying this. Personally I wasn’t finding the predicament all that funny. My boyfriend was missing, there was a cop in his office with a warrant, and I had a pregnancy kit sitting on my kitchen counter waiting for another Big Gulp moment. This was not the stuff sitcoms were made of.
“It’s a search warrant,” he said. He sat down at Richard’s desk, picked up the file I’d just been attempting to read and began scanning its contents. His forehead creased in concentration. Apparently it meant something more to him than it had me. I tried to read over his shoulder, to see if words that made sense had suddenly materialized on the paper. Nope. Same foreign language. 
“Searching for what?” I asked finally.
“Evidence.” It was clear this guy wasn’t going to win any public speaking awards. 
If I wanted information, I was going to have to pry it out of him. I mentally greased up my crowbar. “Okay, I give up. What exactly is going on here?”
Ramirez looked up. He narrowed his eyes at me, as if trying to decide how much to share. “All right. Your boyfriend,” he said emphasizing the word as if he didn’t really believe it, “is wanted for questioning in connection with embezzlement charges we’ve brought against one of his clients. Devon Greenway.” He paused. “You’ve heard of him.”
I had, and apparently my expression betrayed it. Devon Greenway was one of Richard’s biggest clients. I knew Richard had met with him often. In fact he’d canceled a dinner date with me just last Thursday to meet with him. However, if Richard was in trouble I wasn’t going to be the one to nail his coffin.
“I may have heard the name.”
Ramirez pinned me with a look that could pry pearls out of an oyster. Great, I had to pick now to become a terrible liar. 
“Devon Greenway is the CEO of Newtone Technologies,” he continued. “They’re in the process of filing with the Securities and Exchange Commission for a place on the New York Stock Exchange. However, in the course of an independent audit of the company’s finances, a minor discrepancy was noticed.” 
“How minor?”
“Twenty million dollars.”
“Wow.” I was so in the wrong business.
“No kidding. But before we could file charges, Greenway skipped town.”
“And the cash?”
“Just as elusive. Originally the money was funneled from Newtone into a joint usage account, from which a series of checks were drawn made out to PetriCorp. On the surface everything looked legit until we realized that PetriCorp was only a business on paper. And guess who owns it.”
“Devon Greenway?”
“Close. Under the business filing the owner of record is his wife, Celia. Filed under her maiden name, Wesley. Only PetriCorp’s accounts are now empty, too. The paper trail ends with the person who set the accounts up in the first place.”
A knot formed in my gut. “Richard?”
“Bingo.” Ramirez sat back in the chair, crossing his arms over his chest again, watching me digest this information. 
I tried not to look as shaken as I felt. “So, is Richard a suspect?”
Ramirez’s face was unreadable. “He’s a person of interest.”
Uh oh. I’d watched enough episodes of Law & Order to know what that meant. Just one thing. I really had to find Richard now. 
Before Ramirez did. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
As soon as I could I hightailed it out of there. I didn’t even wait for Jasmine to go on break before barging back through the frosted doors and jogging across the reception area to the tune of her calling “fraud” after me. 
My head was spinning the entire two blocks back to the garage. Richard had blown me off and had dinner with Greenway last week. If what Ramirez said was true, it would have been the day before Richard took off for parts unknown. Suddenly I didn’t want to know what had gone on at that meeting. 
Not that I thought Richard was involved. Richard was a straight arrow, he couldn’t even stand his tie being crooked. He would never be involved in something illegal. However, if he’d unwittingly helped Greenway, it was possible he knew more than was good for him, and if Greenway was as unscrupulous as he sounded, Richard might be in danger. And I didn’t have the feeling he’d fare much better if Ramirez found him first. Any way you looked at it, my boyfriend was up shit creek. 
I climbed the stairs to the second story of the parking structure and revved up my Jeep, pulling out onto Grand. I was contemplating my next move at a red light, when I saw Ramirez emerge from Richard’s building and jump into a black SUV. Parked illegally. The perks of being the law. He started the SUV and pulled into traffic three cars ahead of me. As the light turned green I watched him weave through downtown, making a sharp right onto 8. On instinct, I changed gears and followed him. 
Did I know what I was doing? No. But it was abundantly clear that Richard hadn’t just gone home to take care of his ailing mother. And I didn’t have any better ideas. 
Feeling very sly, I stayed two car lengths back as Ramirez got onto the 110 heading south. I followed him right through downtown, passing through Watts and Compton until we hit the 405. He was going a reasonably decent speed and I wished I had a less conspicuous car. While I loved my red Jeep, it didn’t really blend into the background. I made a mental note to borrow Dana’s tan Saturn if any more surveillance was needed. 
The SUV continued south until we turned off at the 22, heading east toward the 5 and Orange County. It was getting late and I knew we’d hit traffic once we got to the 5. And I was starving. I reached across to my glove box, hoping for some protein bar Dana might have left in there. All I came up with was a packet of stale saltines and a stick of Doublemint. I ate the crackers, hoping Ramirez would pull into a Taco Bell soon. 
No such luck. We merged onto the 5 and Ramirez moved into the left lane, settling in for a long drive. I groaned, making a mental note to always eat before tailing a cop. 
Just when I’d decided I was on a wild goose chase and going to faint from hunger if I didn’t have a Big Beefy DelDeluxe, Ramirez exited the freeway at Bear Street, toward the San Joaquin Corridor. My heart did a little jump as I realized he was taking me right into the heart of Orange County’s premier shopping district. Maybe Ramirez wasn’t such a bad guy after all. 
As we neared the South Coast Plaza, Ramirez pulled away from the shopping district and into the residential. He moved through streets lined with two-story California Spanish villas and faux Tudors until he pulled up to a large, modern home, all glass on one side. I could tell it was designed by some famous architect or other by the angular lines of the structure, looming as if it was ready to topple in the next 6.3 earthquake. The small yard was done in utilitarian bluegrass and decorative stone, which echoed the stark feeling of the glass structure. 
Ramirez parked his SUV and got out, approaching the house. I parked across the street, slouching down in my seat in case he glanced behind him. Luckily, he didn’t, because I’m sure my red Jeep stuck out like a sore thumb among the subdued Jags and BMWs lining the road.
Ramirez knocked on the front door, then waited. Then knocked again. Apparently no one was home. My shoulders sagged at the possibility that I’d just driven all that way on an empty stomach for a nobody’s home. 
Ramirez looked over both shoulders, as if someone might be watching him. Good cop instincts… I was impressed. I slouched down further in my seat, just my eyes and nose peaking over the rim of the driver side window. Apparently Ramirez was satisfied, as he proceeded to walk around the back of the house, disappearing through a painted, wooden gate. 
I waited. Nothing. 
Shit. If he was doing some fancy breaking and entering I couldn’t see from this viewpoint. For all I knew he could have Richard in handcuffs back there. I opened the car door and slunk out, crouching as I ran cross the street. Then realized how ridiculous I must look. Gee, Maddie, that’s not suspicious. I straightened up, throwing my shoulders back and walked around the side of the building as if I owned the place.
The backyard was much more lush than the front, the landscaping done in a mix of tropical birds of paradise, palms, and fat succulent bushes. Small levels had been carved out of the natural hillside, creating a barbecue area, a patioed terrace, and finally an Olympic sized swimming pool. Ramirez stood on the bottom level staring at the swimming pool. I couldn’t see what he was looking at, so I quickly picked my way through foliage to the next level above him. I straightened up to get a better look.
Unfortunately, the uneven ground and my two-inch Choos made for a less than stellar combination. My foot slipped, my arms waving for balance that never came. I pitched forward and, before I could catch myself, let out a little scream.
Ramirez turned just in time to see me flailing like a lunatic, falling right toward him.
“Jesus…” he muttered, before collapsing with an “oof” as I landed on top of him.
I had to admit, landing on him sure beat the ground, though I’m not sure which was harder. His muscled chest didn’t give way an inch. I wondered how many hours a day he spent at the gym.
“What the hell are you doing here?” he growled, his nose inches from mine. 
I blinked hard, trying to ignore the rush of heat as his muscles wiggled beneath me. “I followed you.” 
“Hell, I knew that much. But I figured you’d stay in the car.”
So much for my career as Maddie the fashionable stealth. 
I pried myself off of him, awkwardly regaining my footing. Note to self: real Bond Girls don’t wear Choos. “Sorry,” I mumbled, sure I sounded as sheepish as I felt.
Ramirez grunted by way of response, standing up and dusting off the seat of his jeans. I tried not to stare. Much. 
“I’ll wear flats next time,” I said instead.
“Smartass,” he muttered. But he didn’t go for his gun, now clipped conspicuously to his belt, which I interpreted as a good sign.
“So, whose house is this?” I asked.
Ramirez’s eyes darkened, the line of his jaw tightening until I could see a little blue vein starting to bulge in his neck. “Hers.” He gestured down to the pool.
I peeked over the edge of the hill at the sparkling blue water, shimmering in the late afternoon sun. 
“Eek!” 
My stomach clenched, the saltines threatening to make a repeat appearance as black spots danced before my eyes. The manicured landscape swayed in front of me and Ramirez’s arm, suddenly at my waist, was the only thing keeping me from crumpling back down on the rocky ground.
In the pool was a tall, slim woman with clouds of flaming red hair. 
Floating face down. 


 

 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Red and blue lights flashed through the palm fronds, reflecting off the surface of the swimming pool, which I was so not looking at again. Men in black T-shirts that read “CSI” on the back crawled over the hillside like little ants, stopping now and then to seal a piece of dirt or hair in a Ziploc baggie. Police radios crackled to life every five seconds, relaying indistinguishable messages to the uniformed cops standing guard beside the pool as they waited for the Medical Examiner. And I sat with my head down, trying really hard not to vomit. 
“You all right?” Ramirez asked. 
“I’m fine,” I said. Only it came out as a muffled, “I five,” as my head was still firmly placed between my knees in a semi fetal position in a teakwood deckchair. I’d been sitting here for what seemed like years, waiting for the backyard to stop spinning and those little black dots to stop dancing in front of my eyes. I had a vague memory of Ramirez carrying me across the yard and radioing for backup, but it was kind of blurry. Like a really bad dream I couldn’t wait to wake up from. 
“You’ll be okay, just take a few deep breaths.” Ramirez sat down beside me. Or rather, I heard him sit and felt the heat from his body beside me.
I peeked my head up, careful to look at Ramirez and not the swimming pool where I could hear the splashes of men fishing the poor woman out.
“She’s dead, right?” I know, stupid question. But I had to ask. Somehow my mind really, really wanted her to be okay. For this all to be one big mistake or a really bad Punk’d episode.
“Very dead.”
“Who is-” I paused, correcting myself. “Was she?” 
Ramirez narrowed his dark eyes at me. I could see him mentally debating whether to treat me like a suspect, witness, or just some dumb blonde who couldn’t balance in her new heels. Finally he opened his mouth to speak, apparently settling on the dumb blonde theory. “Celia Greenway.”
I swallowed hard, trying to decide how best to phrase my next question. “So, uh, she didn’t just slip into the pool, did she?”
Ramirez shook his head slowly. 
“You sure?”
He nodded. 
“It was… I mean, she…” Somehow I couldn’t bring myself to actually say the word “murder” out loud. It seemed so John Grisham and so not anyone’s real life. At least not anyone I knew. I designed children’s shoes for crying out loud. I did not stumble upon dead bodies in posh Orange County swimming pools. 
But, instead of tripping over my own psyche, I rephrased the question. “Someone did this to her then?”
He hesitated, taking in the crumpled position I’d been in for the past half hour. 
I straightened my spine, trying to make the most of my meager height in a show of bravado I certainly didn’t feel. “I can take it. I’m a tough chick.” Yeah right. I forced my gaze to stay on him, not on the gurney now wheeling away the unfortunate Mrs. Greenway in a human hefty bag.
A half smile quirked the corner of his mouth and he gave in. “Okay. Yes, it looks like murder.” 
My stomach lurched again and I resisted the urge to stick my head between my knees.
Ramirez went on. “The official cause of death won’t be pronounced until an autopsy can be done by the ME’s office. But there were obvious ligature marks on the body. Her neck was black and blue.”
“Strangled?”
Ramirez’s gaze drifted to the swimming pool. “Looks like it.”
As sorry as I felt for the poor woman, my mind immediately latched onto Richard, an unpleasant image of my boyfriend blue necked and face down in an OC pool invading my brain. I dropped the brave little soldier act and put my head between my legs again, taking deep breaths that smelled like my leather shoes, chlorine, and the cold sweat I felt trickling down my back.
“You sure you’re okay?” Ramirez asked again.
“Yeah, fine.” Which actually sounded like “yeffen.”
“You’re a really bad liar, you know it?”
“Duly noted.”
“Well, since you’re ‘fine’, maybe you wouldn’t mind answering a few questions about your boyfriend now.”
I froze, a horrible thought slinking through my brain. Ramirez couldn’t possibly think Richard had anything to do with this. I mean, not with Celia’s death. He couldn’t. Could he?
“What kind of questions?” I would have loved a clue to what he was after. But as hard as I tried to read his stony expression, I came up blank. The man should have been cleaning up in Vegas with a poker face like that.
“Let’s start with, where is Richard Howe?”
“I told you, I don’t know. You think I’d be here if I knew?” My voice came out in a high whine I hadn’t used since I’d lost my retainer in sixth grade. I sniffed back the tears I could feel welling behind my eyes. “I don’t know where my boyfriend is.”
Ramirez stared at me for a second. The real unasked question clear in his dark eyes as they narrowed in on me.
“Richard did not do this.” I emphasized the point by shaking my head so violently those black dots threatened again. “He’s not a killer. He’s a lawyer. If he’s pissed at someone, he sues them. He would never, could never, do this. You don’t know Richard.”
His cocked his head to one side. “Do you?”
I bit my lip. Good question. I thought I did. But obviously there were some aspects of my boyfriend’s life he’d neglected to share with me.
Luckily I didn’t have to come up with a clever answer as a guy in a CSI shirt walked up the hillside toward us. Only this guy looked nothing like the hunks on the CBS version. He was tall, skinny and bald as a cue ball. His nose hooked over like a beak and he had small, calculating eyes that I would venture to guess didn’t miss much.
“Is she ready?” he asked, addressing Ramirez as if I were a piece of deck furniture.
Ramirez glanced at me. “I’m not sure.” 
“Ready for what?” I asked. 
Neither paid any attention. Instead, CSI Guy set his black bag down by his feet. “I think I should do her before she gets any further contaminated.”
“Contaminated?” I said. 
Ramirez gave me another assessing glance. “Yeah, go ahead. She’s ready.”
“Ready for what?” My voice was threatening that Minnie Mouse quality again as my gaze ping-ponged back and forth between them. 
Ramirez sighed, taking a patient tone one might use with a kindergartner. “They need to take samples of your hair, fingerprints and shoe impressions. You’ve contaminated the crime scene by being here. They need to be able to rule you out as they process the evidence.”
CSI Guy pulled out a small roller that looked suspiciously like the one I used on my black cashmere after visiting Mom and her army of tabby cats. His tiny eyes scrutinized me like I was one giant piece of evidence. Then, without so much as an introduction, he proceeded to run the roller over my blue baby T, down my sleeves, up my sides, and in places most guys didn’t touch without dinner and a movie first. 
Ramirez looked on and I could swear he was almost enjoying this.
“This isn’t funny,” I shot at him with as much dignity as I could muster while being groped by a lint roller.
“Nothing funny whatsoever.” Only Ramirez’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he said it. 
I decided to change the subject. “Can I ask you a question?” 
“Shoot.”
“I assume this is Celia Greenway’s house.”
He nodded.
“Did you know she would be… I mean was…”
“Dead?”
I cringed. Somehow the word seemed so final. Like poor Celia Greenway would never again know the joy of a semi-annual clearance sale at Bloomies, the scent of new leather pumps, or the thrill of finding that one of a kind bag in the half-off bin. (Really, it’s the little things that make life worth living.) 
I tried to soften the image. “Swimming.” 
“No, I didn’t. I just wanted to talk to her.” 
CSI Guy tucked the roller into a baggie, which he then deposited in what looked like a black fishing tackle box. He pulled out a pair of tweezers and eyed my hair.
“What?” I asked.
CSI Guy didn’t answer, just circled me, scrutinizing my blonde highlights.
“What is he doing?” I ask Ramirez.
“He needs a hair sample. Preferably one with a skin tag for DNA analysis.”
“DNA? I didn’t say you could have my DNA. I don’t want him touching my hair.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Then you shouldn’t have crashed my crime scene.”
Touché.
I shut my mouth, not wanting to push my luck. If Ramirez wanted to I’m sure he could make my life very miserable. I knew I was trespassing, meddling, snooping and a whole host of other minor sins cops didn’t look too fondly on. Besides, the way Ramirez had asked about Richard, I wasn’t entirely sure that we were on the same side and it didn’t seem wise to make enemies at this point. I had enough problems without Mr. Hardbody complicating things.
One of the uniforms called Ramirez down to the pool level, leaving me alone with CSI Guy, who continued circling my head for the perfect hair. After he chose a couple innocent little strands (not gently, I might add) he poured some plaster into two plastic trays and told me to step into them. I did, after making him promise on his mother’s life that the plaster would wash off of my shoes. The death of Mrs. Greenway was tragedy enough for one day, we didn’t have to compound it by adding the demise of $300 suede. 
As the hook-nosed evidence collector worked, I dared to gaze back at the swimming pool again. With the body gone and the afternoon sun casting a shimmery light on the pool’s smooth surface, the scene looked anything but sinister. In fact, if you dressed the CSI ants in chinos and Abercrombie, this would look like any other day in the OC. 
Just goes to show you, looks can be deceiving. 
I closed my eyes, letting the sun warm my face as I tried to wrap my thoughts around what I’d learned today. 
Devon Greenway had embezzled twenty million dollars from his company. Celia and Richard were the only people who knew the details. Celia was dead and Richard was missing. I prayed Richard was only hiding out from Greenway and not…
Swimming.
“You finished?” Ramirez climbed back up the hill, addressing CSI Guy who was packing his plaster moldings into another black bag.
“I’ve got all I need,” he answered, picking up his bags. 
“Good.” 
CSI Guy gave me a curt nod, which I took as a “thanks for not squirming too much,” and trekked back down the hill. Ramirez watched him go, then sat down beside me. 
Close beside me. 
A little too close. I wiggled away, the increase in pheromones nearly choking me.
Ramirez turned, his eyes darker than a double espresso as a half smile played at the corners of his mouth. “Do I make you nervous?” 
What, me nervous? Nuh uh.
I nodded. I can be such a chicken. 
Which of course caused his smile to grow into a full-fledged grin, complete with wolfish white teeth. “Good.”
I looked away, preferring the sight of the swimming pool to the wicked gleam in Ramirez’s eyes. I had a feeling it was the same gleam he got when he dragged someone off to jail. 
Or into bed. 
I didn’t want to find out which. (Bok, bok.)
“So… ” I said clearing my throat, “What now?”
Ramirez shifted closer. The scents of Downey and Right Guard hit me as Ramirez casually draped one arm around my shoulders. 
“Now,” he said, leaning in close. “I take you home.”
Bok, ba-gawk!
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
Luckily, I convinced Ramirez I was okay to drive myself home. It had been a full hour since I’d been fetal. Not to mention that the idea of spending rush hour traffic back to Santa Monica beside Ramirez the Hormone Machine made the cab of his SUV seem about ten times too small. And last but not least, the idea of coming back to this place tomorrow to retrieve my Jeep didn’t hold any appeal. In fact, I had a feeling I’d be staying out of Orange County altogether for a while. (Unless there was a sale at the Block.)
By the time I finally pulled up to my studio, it was dark and I was famished. I fixed myself a grilled cheese with tons of gooey cheddar and washed it down with a Diet Coke. After the day I’d had, I would have preferred a beer, but considering my persistent lateness I didn’t think that was wise. Instead, I hit the play button on my answering machine, crossing my fingers there was something from Richard. 
One message from my mom, telling me she’d booked Beefcakes for her bachelorette party. (Ugh!) One from Faux Dad, saying he’d picked up a basket of hand knitted baby items for Molly the Breeder. (Double ugh!) And one from Dana, asking if I’d seen a pink line yet. (There weren’t enough ugh!’s in the world to express how this made me feel.) 
Nothing from Richard. 
I eyed the EPT still sitting on my kitchen counter and suddenly felt sick to my stomach. I felt like crying. I felt like my life had suddenly become an episode of Law & Order: Special Blonde’s Unit. This week our fashionably, but oh-so-impractically, dressed blonde stumbles onto a dead body while searching for her embezzling boyfriend who flies the coop just as Maddie’s monthly visitor refuses to make an appearance. 
Not to mention the hunky lead of the series, Detective Jack Ramirez. He was danger with a capital “D”. No, make that a capital, underlined and italicized, “D”. 
I grabbed another Diet Coke, trying to ignore the instant flush at the thought of Ramirez. Though in my defense, it was hard not to flush around a man like that. 
I laid down on my futon and turned on the TV, telling myself these were not the kind of thoughts I should be thinking. I should not be fantasizing about rock hard abs, wicked brown eyes, and a smile that could melt the clothes off the Mona Lisa. What I should be thinking about was drinking a gallon of water, taking that EPT into the bathroom, and facing up to whatever reality those little pink lines threw at me like a big girl. And I would. I eyed the test. Someday very soon. 
Instead, I flipped to Letterman and settled in as he ran the Top Ten Signs You’ve Been in the Heat Too Long. He only got to number five (“George Hamilton looks albino next to you.”) before I fell asleep fully clothed. 
And dreamed of Ramirez, doing laps in a sparkling blue swimming pool. 
In the buff. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
First thing the next morning, I retrieved the long forgotten phone number from my pants pocket and called Richard’s mother. I didn’t really expect to find him there now, but I figured I might as well cover all my bases. Unfortunately I was right. His mother hadn’t heard from him since he’d called for her birthday three weeks ago. I then proceeded to call his cleaning lady, his gardener and his dry cleaner, asking if they’d seen Richard in the last few days. Nothing. He’d vanished off the face of the earth last Friday and no one had seen him since.
I made myself a cup of coffee and a chocolate frosted pop tart, which I ate at the kitchen counter as I went over my options. And really, when it came down to it, I didn’t have any. Either I could track Richard down myself or I could let Ramirez do it and possibly lead my boyfriend away in handcuffs. Not that I really believed Richard was guilty of embezzlement. But I had a feeling his disappearing act wasn’t doing much to convince Ramirez he was an innocent bystander in all this. Unless I wanted to visit Richard behind bars, I had to find him first.
I decided to start back at the beginning. The last place I’d seen Richard. His office.
Unfortunately, I knew it was going to require some serious maneuvering on my part to get past Jasmine again. My brilliant plan – wait until she went on break. 
So, at exactly twelve o- three, I had my little red Jeep parked across the street from the offices of Dewy, Cheatum and Howe as Jasmine wiggled her mini skirt covered behind out the doors and off to her lunch. 
I jumped out of the Jeep, stuffed a couple quarters in the meter and sprinted across the street. In no time at all I was walking through the front doors and across the padded carpeting to the reception desk, manned by Jasmine’s noontime replacement. Althea, a first year clerk with a pronounced overbite. 
“Good morning, Althea,” I said briskly, laying my little Kate Spade on the counter.
Althea mumbled an indistinguishable greeting while trying to avoid eye contact. She had on a blue-gray cardigan that was stretched out in places, giving her five-foot, 150 pound frame the shape of a ripe tomato. Her frizzy blonde hair (and not a Clairol Spun Gold, but natural dirty blonde) was scooped back on one side with a tortoiseshell barrette, and her big green eyes bugged out at me from behind thick lenses that made her look a little like Mr. Magoo.
“So,” I continued, “I guess you’ve heard that Richard’s on a little trip?”
Althea’s face turned red. Apparently everyone knew Richard had flown the coop.
I leaned in confidentially. “Have the police been here?”
Althea nodded. “All day yesterday. They took out three boxes of files.”
Damn. Ramirez was good. I wondered if I was wasting my time retracing first Richard’s steps and now Ramirez’s. I tried a different tactic. 
“Althea, were you here when Richard left last Friday?”
“Uh huh. I was in the copy room getting photos of the Johnson brief when he came in to use the shredder.”
Shredder? My heart sped up.
“Uh, you didn’t see what he was shredding, did you?”
“No. But the cops took the bag of shredded paper too.”
Double damn. Ramirez was really good.
“Did he say anything to you as he left?” I asked, grasping at straws now.
“Just that I should make sure I gave the brief to Mr. Chesterton instead of him.”
“Was it Richard’s case?”
“Uh huh. But he said it should go to Chesterton.”
“Oh. Well, thanks, Althea. I’m, uh, just going to go grab something I think I might have left in Richard’s office.” I cringed. Against Jasmine that excuse wouldn’t have stood a chance. 
Thankfully, Althea was much more trusting. “Good luck. I’m not sure the cops left much.”
I slipped through the frosted doors, the carpeted hallway muffling the sound of my heels as I mulled over what Althea had said. I was dying to know what Richard had been shredding. Maybe it was just some statement with a credit card number on it. Richard was diligent about shredding everything that even had his email address on it for fear of identity theft. But then again, it was curious timing. Ramirez had come to see him. He’d just cancelled lunch with me. He shreds documents, gives away his case to another partner, then goes home, packs his bags and disappears. 
For half a second my belief in Richard’s innocence wavered. I had to admit, it didn’t look good. It looked like the actions of a man who had something to hide.
I pushed that thought aside as I reached the door to Richard’s office. With a backward glance over my shoulder to make sure Jasmine hadn’t miraculously appeared behind me, I quickly slipped inside, closing the door with a quiet click.
My first thought was that a tornado had hit. The second was that Ramirez, although thorough, was a pig. Books were scattered haphazardly on the floor instead of alphabetically arranged in the bookcases. The wastebasket had been emptied and left on its side. File folders and papers littered the area around Richard’s oak cabinets and the items on his desk were askew in a way that would have had Richard flying into an OCD-like fit of straightening. 
I crossed the room, stepping over a file folder and two stacks of Westlaw books, and flipped on Richard’s monitor. It hummed to life, but the screen remained blank. I looked under the desk and saw, to my disappointment, that the tower was gone. Rats. Ramirez was very thorough. 
Well, when technology failed, there was always the good old standby, paper files. I groaned inwardly at the sight of files strewn over every conceivable surface. I started with the piles closest to the door, which turned out to contain copies of Richard’s personal accounts payable for the past six months. Boring. Though, I noticed as I looked at the figures, Richard wasn’t quite raking in what I thought he was. In fact, he had six overdue slips stamped with big red “delinquent” notices across the top. Great. Add that to the growing list of things Maddie didn’t know about her boyfriend. He was a compulsive spender and didn’t pay his bills on time. I suddenly felt guilty for prodding him into buying me those platinum dew drop earrings for my birthday. It was clear now that he couldn’t afford them any more than I could afford a duplex in Beverley Hills.
I moved on to the next pile of files, teetering precariously beside the bookcase. Billable hours records. Dinners with clients, travel times, and phone records of every millisecond he’d spent on any given case, billed by the quarter hour at rates that made my head spin. But nothing to tell me where Richard might be now. 
The pile leaning against the desk contained copies of employee files, no doubt distributed to each partner to keep tabs on the Altheas of the office. While I had a feeling they wouldn’t yield anything helpful, I couldn’t help my curiosity getting the better of me when I unearthed Jasmine’s file. I opened it, peeking inside. Two complaints from other clerks about her personal long distance calls on the company phone, three commendations from the senior partner (who was older than dirt, bookoo rich, and in the middle of a messy divorce – suspiciously Jasmine’s type if you asked me), and her salary statements for the past three months. I almost laughed out loud at the paltry sum Miss PP earned answering phones and guarding the frosted door. I honestly didn’t think it was possible for anyone to exist in L.A. on a salary less than mine, but the statement proved me wrong. Poor Jasmine. I almost felt sorry for her. Almost, I reminded myself, thinking of how I’d had to sneak in here like a common criminal. 
Speaking of which… I looked down at my watch and realized I’d been snoop- I mean, searching for evidence (there, that sounded much less nosey) for the last twenty minutes and Jasmine would be back from lunch soon. 
Closing her file I rapidly began searching in earnest for anything that might lead me to Richard. Maybe I was having such lousy luck finding anything because I wasn’t even really sure what it was I was looking for. Had there been any obvious clues, they certainly wouldn’t be here now. Ramirez would have his CSI Guys scanning them for fibers and fingerprints back at Good Guy headquarters. No, my only hope is that Ramirez may have overlooked something that had meaning to me because of my intimate knowledge as Richard’s girlfriend. Yes, I know the chances were slim, especially considering my knowledge wasn’t turning out to be all that intimate after all. In fact, give him a couple days and Ramirez might know more about my boyfriend than I did. A thought which caused a bout of morning sickness to roll through my stomach again. 
Ten minutes later I was frantically going through Richard’s desk, pulling out letter openers, fountain pens, paper clips, rubber bands, and… hello, what was that? A shiny blue piece of foil protruded from under Richard’s desk sized calendar. I lifted the calendar corner and pulled the foil out. Staring at it. A condom wrapper? 
I froze, one hand gripped like a vice around an empty super ribbed Trojan packet and the other quickly balling into a fist at my side. Richard had a condom wrapper on his desk? 
My brain went through a rapid search of possible reasons why this might be okay. It was left over from his associate days (read: pre-Maddie days)? He was representing the Trojan company in a lawsuit and had to inspect the product as possible evidence? Hormone crazed teenagers had broken in wanting to experience the thrill of sex in a lawyer’s office? 
Damn. None of these was even remotely plausible. I swallowed hard, trying to cleanse the sandpaper feeling that had suddenly formed in my mouth. My boyfriend used condoms at work. This was really not good. If I ever found Richard, I was going to kill him.
I was still staring at the offending Trojan wrapper when the telephone on the desk rang. On instinct, I picked it up.
“Hello?” Oh crap! I wasn’t supposed to be here. I thought a really bad word and hoped it wasn’t Jasmine checking in.
There was a pause on the other end, as if the person were as surprised I’d picked up the phone as I was. Then a tentative male voice said, “Give me Richard.”
I gulped and hoped he didn’t hear it. “Who may I ask is calling?”
Again with the pause. Only this time I heard him mumble, “Shit” under his breath, obviously not pleased with my interrogation and debating whether to answer or hang up on me. Finally he decided to go with option number one, and answered in a gruff voice. “Devon Greenway. Who the fuck is this?”
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
I froze, every muscle in my body suddenly tensing. Ohmigod. I was on the phone with a murderer! 
A murderer that was looking for Richard. A knot formed in my stomach. There was no denying Richard was in this up to his eyeballs now. Only I didn’t know exactly how. A part of me screamed that this was a good thing, look what happened to people who knew! They ended up face down in their million dollar swimming pools. 
So, trying my darndest not to sound like a mouseketeer in front of the big bad embezzler slash murderer, I answered him.
“Maddie Springer.”
“What’re you, Richard’s receptionist?”
I took personal offense to that, now knowing exactly how little his receptionist made.
“Noooo. I’m his girlfriend.
Silence. Then, “Richard never mentioned a girlfriend.” 
I fought down a stab of disappointment. Here I may be carrying his child and he’d never even mentioned me. 
“You sure? Maddie Springer? Though sometimes he just refers to me as Pumpkin. That’s his pet name for me. You sure he didn’t mention a Pumpkin?”
I heard Greenway swallow an oath on the other end. Right. Irrelevant. 
“Never mind. I guess it doesn’t really matter. I just thought, you know, he might talk about me sometimes, just, maybe in casual conversation. I mean, not that you and he have a lot of casual conversations, I’m sure it’s all just business and you don’t have any sort of personal stake in each other’s lives, so I guess really there would be no reason for Richard to mention me at all-”
Greenway cut me off. “Jesus, do you ever shut up?”
I swallowed hard. I did tend to talk a lot when I was nervous. And being on the phone with men who strangled their wives, then dumped them in their swimming pools made me very nervous. I took a deep breath and mumbled, “Sorry.”
“Put Richard on,” he demanded.
“Uh…” I looked around the police-ransacked office. “Richard’s not here right now.”
“Where the hell is he?”
Pal, I wish I knew. 
On the one hand, disappointment welled inside of me as I realized this wasn’t the great break in the Where’s Waldo game my life had suddenly become. On the other, if Richard was hiding out from Greenway (as the dead wife now convinced me he was) he was doing a good job of it. I halfway hoped he stayed hidden. Something about Greenway’s voice had the hairs on the back of my neck standing at attention. Like he’d almost enjoy strangling someone. 
“Look, Richard’s girlfriend, I don’t have all day. Where the fuck is Richard?”
“I don’t know,” I answered truthfully. “He hasn’t been here since Friday.”
Greenway said a few colorful words, breathing heavily into the phone. 
“Can I take a message?” I squeaked out, hoping if I kept him on the phone long enough my pulse might return to normal and I could think of something clever to say. 
“You mean to tell me,” he smirked through the receiver, “that prick took off? Without even telling his girlfriend?”
Even though I was pretty sure Greenway was being sarcastic with me now, but put like that Richard did sound like a prick.
I thought about not answering. I certainly didn’t want to help Greenway get any closer to bumping off witness number two, a.k.a. The Prick. But, since I really didn’t know where Richard was, I figured it could hardly hurt. “That’s right. He didn’t.” 
“Son of a bitch.” And Greenway hung up.
I stood there for a full minute, staring at the receiver, willing my heart to stop pounding like a Latin conga drummer. I took a deep breath. Then another. And another. Then began to fear I was hyperventilating and sat down in Richard’s leather desk chair to think. 
If I were Ramirez, I could have traced the call. I’d probably have black and whites squealing up to wherever Greenway was right now, arresting him so my boyfriend could come out of hiding and I could pee on a stick. Unfortunately, I wasn’t Ramirez. In fact, I wasn’t turning out to be much good at this spy thing at all. I’d had the prime suspect in a murder investigation on the phone and I hadn’t even thought to ask where he was! I thunked my head against the desk. I had no idea where to go from here. 
I looked down at my watch. 12:28. Jasmine was due back from lunch any minute. 
I pried myself out of the chair and willed my legs not to buckle under me. They didn’t, which I took as a good sign, and I quickly slipped out the door, down the hall and into the reception area.
“You find what you needed?” Althea called to my retreating back.
“Yep. Great. Thanks!” I gave a half wave as I plowed through the front doors at Flo Jo speed. 12:29. I hit the down arrow on the first bank of elevators, nervously tapping my foot as I waited. “Come on, come on,” I coaxed the elevator. 
Finally it arrived and I slipped inside, just as the second bank of elevators to my left slid open and Jasmine exited. I put my head down and hoped she didn’t look back. 
She didn’t, wiggling her size two behind to the reception desk with purpose as the elevator doors slid closed in front of me. Whew. Close one.
Two minutes later I was racing across the street to the safety of my little red Jeep. I hopped in, locked the doors, and flipped on the radio, letting Blink 182 fill the unnerving silence as I yoga breathed my pulse back to normal. Even though I knew Greenway wasn’t going to reach through the phone and strangle me via AT&T, the conversation had left me with a serious case of the heebie jeebies. Until recently my biggest fear in life was spiders with hairy legs. The sudden jump into wife killer territory had me sweating and shivering all at the same time.
I tried to console myself with the thought that Greenway hadn’t known where Richard was any more than I did. This was good. It meant the chances of finding Richard swimming were down considerably. (Something I was relieved to hear, because the more I thought about that condom wrapper the more I wanted to be the one to strangle him.) 
So, what now?
I glanced across the street again, my eyes searching out the windows of Richard’s office on the sixth floor. No sinister shadows, no cops to follow, no bad guys in black.
That’s it, I needed reinforcements.
I grabbed my cell and punched in Dana’s number. She answered with a groggy, “Hello?” on the fourth ring.
“It’s me,” I said. “You busy?”
Dana giggled, then I heard a muffled male voice in the background. 
I rolled my eyes. “Maybe the more appropriate question is, are you alone?”
Dana giggled again. “Not entirely. Why, what’s up?”
“I’m kind of having a crisis here.”
“Another one?”
Tell me about it. “Never mind, I can hear you’re busy.”
“No, no. Sasha was just leaving. He’s got pyramid practice.” She giggled again and I thought I might throw up. “Tell you what, I’ve got an audition later this afternoon, but you wanna meet me at Fernando’s in, say, twenty minutes? I could use a pedi first anyway.”
My day definitely screamed for a pedicure. “I’ll be there in ten.”
 
* * *
 
 
Fernando’s was located in the center of Beverly Hills’ Golden Triangle, at the corner of Brighton and Beverly Boulevard, just one block north of Rodeo. Faux Dad started his career as the great Fernando in a strip mall in Chatsworth, but through word of mouth, and a few fabulous mentions in the L.A. Times, Fernando had primped and permed his way out of the Valley and into the playground of the rich and Botoxed. 
In addition to being a wizard with hair, Faux Dad also had an innate flair for interior decorating. (Okay, so I was 75% sure he wasn’t gay.) Fernando’s went through a yearly metamorphosis, keeping up with the “in” theme of the moment. This year the look was Modern Industrial. The walls were covered in a rusted finish with a metallic over-glaze, causing them to shimmer in the light coming through the all-glass front wall. Exposed copper pipes overhead and unframed modern art canvases on the walls added to the look, while a dozen blow dryers, rinse sinks and cutting stations hummed with activity down on the concrete floor. In Watts this would have been a warehouse, but on Rodeo, it was Warehouse Chic.
“Maddie, Dahling!” Marco, the receptionist, came at me with an air kiss on both cheeks. Marco was slim, Hispanic, and wore more eyeliner than Tammy Faye. “How are you?” he asked in an accent that was pure San Francisco.
“I’ve been better,” I answered truthfully. “Is Ralph in?”
“Fernando,” Marco reminded me, “is doing a color weave on Mrs. Spears.” Then he added in a low whisper. “Britney’s mother.”
“Oh,” I whispered back, suitably impressed. I looked to the back of the salon and saw Faux Dad weaving red extensions onto a fiftyish brunette in Chanel. He caught my eye and gave a little wave.
“So,” I said, turning back to Marco, “I’m just having one of those days. Any way you can fit me in for a pedi?”
“For you, sweetie, anything.” Marco grabbed his big black book off a desk that looked like it was made of aluminum siding. He flipped through the pages.
“Think you could fit Dana in too?”
Marco frowned.
“Pretty please?”
“Maddie, you gotta stop doing this, dahling. You throw me all off schedule.” 
I blinked my eyelashes at him. “Oh, pretty, pretty please with Brad Pitt on top.”
“No fair, you know my weakness. Okay. Chia can do you both in fifteen. Why don’t you go soak?”
“You’re a doll, Marco.”
Marco threw me a kiss. “Don’t I know it!”
I made my way over to the line of pedicure chairs along the back wall and chose a vacant one, taking off my shoes and sinking my feet into the little bubble bath. The second I hit the warm water I felt myself begin to relax. 
I closed my eyes, trying to calm the roller coaster of emotions I’d ridden today. I’d almost succeeded when Dana plopped into the chair beside me with a huff.
“Sorry I’m late. There was traffic on the 110.” 
I opened my eyes and blinked. Twice. 
Sitting beside me was Morticia Adams. Or, more accurately, Morticia Adams meets Playboy Bunny. Dana was dressed in a black vinyl outfit, just barely covering her derrière and showing more cleavage than I even owned. Her own hair was covered in a black wig that was taller than my hair in 1985. Pale foundation, black eyeliner and deep burgundy lip liner completed the Halloween chic costume. Only it was July.
“Do I want to know?” I asked.
“What?” Dana looked down at herself. “I told you I have an audition later. It’s for an Elvira look-a-like thing. Why, do I stick out?”
I looked around the salon. Actually, she didn’t. Hey, this was L.A.
“So,” she asked. “What’s the pedi emergency?”
As quickly as I could, I filled her in on the events of the last two days. Ramirez in Richard’s condo, the floating redhead, and finally my impromptu chat with Greenway. By the time I was finished our toenails were soaked, moisturized and filed and Dana’s jaw was permanently stuck in the open position. 
“This is better than The Sopranos! You actually talked to a murderer? What did he sound like?”
“Kind of pissed, actually.”
“Ohmigod. You could have been killed!” 
Did I mention Dana has a flair for the dramatic?
“It was just a phone call, Dana.” I didn’t tell her about my own overly dramatic reaction to said call. 
“So what did you do?”
“Nothing. He hung up.”
Dana looked at me like I was the worst Nancy Drew ever.
“What do you mean, ‘nothing’? Didn’t you ask where he was?”
I slowly shook my head.
“Did you hear anything helpful in the background? Check the caller ID? At least star-sixty-nine him?” 
I shook my head again. I was ashamed to admit I hadn’t even thought of those. “Dumb, right?”
Dana was such a good friend, she didn’t even answer that. Instead she drew her blackened eyebrows together in concentration. “You know, I dated this guy once who worked at the phone company. He said that some of these small companies keep a log of calls coming in or going out. You think maybe Richard’s firm does that?”
I thought back to the blurb in Jasmine’s file about her long distance calls. “Yes! They do. Ohmigod, Dana, you’re brilliant.”
Dana sat back in her chair, looking like she’d just solved a Rubik’s cube. 
Obviously Jasmine wasn’t going to give out any company information to me, but I had a feeling if I waited until she went on break again tomorrow, I could probably convince Althea to look up the number. She’d seemed sympathetic enough to Richard’s plight. And if that didn’t work, I could always bribe her with a free manicure.
“This is so cool,” Dana said, wiggling her primped toes. “It’s just like that pilot I shot last Spring, Diva Detectives. We’re actually tracking down a murderer.”
We? 
“Whoa. What do you mean, ‘we’?”
Dana feigned a hurt look, sticking out her over-lined lip. “Hey, there’s no way I’m letting you go all Charlie’s Angels without me.”
While I appreciated the help, the light in Dana’s eyes as she said “Charlie’s Angels” had me immediately fearing feathered wigs and bellbottoms.
“It’s not a game, Dana. I think Richard’s really in trouble.” And even as I said it, the whole idea of running down Greenway was beginning to sound a little crazy. What were we actually going to do if we found him? I mean, as Dana so exuberantly pointed out, he was a murderer. What if he had a weapon? What if he tried to shoot us? I didn’t think I could face being shot at any more than I could face an EPT. 
“Maybe I should just turn this all over to the police,” I said. “I mean, they have all the resources. Not to mention experience with this sort of thing.”
Dana narrowed her eyes at me. “And what do you think will be the first thing the cops do when they find Richard?”
I bit my lip. “Give him a ride home?”
“Ahhhnt.” Dana made a buzzer sound. “Wrong answer. They’re going to read him his rights and slap a pair of cuffs on him. Honey, they tore his office apart, they searched his home. They don’t do that unless they’re after a serious suspect. Don’t you watch C.O.P.S.?”
My heart sank into a hollow pit in my stomach. I did. And she was right. The look in Ramirez’s eyes as he’d questioned me yesterday had been clear enough. Richard was no longer considered just a witness. 
“But Richard is innocent,” I protested. Only it sounded oddly uncertain even to my own ears. “And there’s more,” I admitted.
“What ‘more’?”
I leaned in close, half whispering to avoid Marco’s gossip radar. “When I was going through Richard’s office I kind of found something. Something that shouldn’t be there.”
Dana leaned in so close I could smell her morning nonfat decaf latte on her breath. “What?”
I swallowed hard. “A condom wrapper.”
She blinked, looking at me as if still waiting for the punch line. “So?”
“So, Richard and I have never done it in his office. I mean, we’ve only done it in his bedroom. Or mine.”
“Wait, you mean to tell me that you’ve never had sex with Richard outside of a bed?” 
I’m no shrinking violet. I watch HBO, I have frank discussions with my gynecologist using anatomically correct language, and I’ve had enough sexual experiences that I have to take my socks off to count them all. But something about the way Dana was looking at me as if I’d just confessed I didn’t know where second base was made my cheeks grow instantly hot. 
“No,” I said defensively. “Richard likes to be comfortable.”
Dana made a disbelieving sound, something between a snort and a cough. “Comfortable and sex are two words that should never go together. Wild and sex, maybe. Passionate and sex. Even animal and sex-”
“Okay, I get the point.” I think Mrs. Spears was beginning to stare.
“Wow. You live a sheltered life.”
If my cheeks got any hotter, I’d erupt. So, Richard liked things comfortable. What was wrong with being comfortable? Comfortable was fine. No gear shifts in your back, no soap in your eyes. We might not be on the sexual safari that Dana was, but Richard and I were fine. And I swear my mind did not even flash for a second on Ramirez when she mentioned wild animal sex. Not one second. 
“Dana, you’re missing the point. That condom was not mine.”
“Well, let’s not jump to conclusions. Maybe it wasn’t his, maybe it was one of his friends’.”
Yeah right. That was the same excuse I’d used the one time I’d been dumb enough to try pot senior year of high school and my mom had caught me trying to air out my room before she got home from work. It was flimsy then and it didn’t sound much better now. 
But I was desperate.
“You think?”
“Sure. Or maybe he just emptied his pockets onto his desk after an overnight at your place.”
Hey, that one didn’t sound so bad. “Right. That’s probably it.” 
“Of course it is. Richard’s mad about you. It’s not like he’d go bop his secretary or something.”
Richard and Jasmine? That thought made me ill. I’d have to buy a gun and put myself out of my misery because I didn’t want to live in a world where the likes of Miss PP could steal a boyfriend from the likes of me. Not that I’m a conceited person, but Jasmine was one step up from belly button lint.
“Right. You’re right. I’m sure Richard will have a perfectly good explanation.” 
Once I found him.
 
 
* * *
 
 
After our toes were Fuchsia Fusion and Pinkberry Stain, Dana and I went for lunch at the Brown Bag Deli on Wilshire. There Elvira, Mistress of the Dark Eye-shadow, signed no less than three autographs for star happy tourist, with a hopeful, “I’m so getting this part.” By the time we were both stuffed with kosher pickles and turkey sandwiches (hers with low fat mayo and sprouts. Mine with extra cheese and salty fries. Hey, I was possibly eating for two now, right?) it was getting late and I realized I hadn’t touched the Strawberry Shortcake hightops in days. I promised Dana I’d call her as soon as I saw Althea and dropped her at her audition before heading back to my studio. 
I forced myself to finish the sparkly laces and Velcro closures for the Shortcake shoes, then ordered delivery from the Vietnamese place down the street. I was too tired to bother with dishes, so I ate my rice noodles with a plastic spork while standing at my kitchen counter. And trying to avoid eye contact with the little pink box that had become my obsession. 
I knew I was being a wuss. Just take the damn test already. But if there had been too many IF’s for comfort before, there were way too many now. If Richard was involved with Greenway. If he wasn’t entirely innocent in this whole thing. If Ramirez – or heaven forbid Greenway – found Richard first. 
If Richard didn’t have a good reason for that condom wrapper. 
So instead of opening the box like a normal, rational women, I decided to go with the if-I-don’t-look-at-it-it-doesn’t-exist theory of matter and plopped down on the futon, turning the TV on instead. Denial is a girl’s best friend.
But wouldn’t you know it, the first channel I flipped to showed a perky reporter with a Tipper Gore bob doing a report from Celia Greenway’s swimming pool. Ramirez appeared (dressed in butt hugging Levi’s and a slick leather jacket – seriously hide-your-daughters sexy) and gave the reporter an update on the investigation. Basically repeating what he’d already told me. The coroner’s office wasn’t yet ready to release a statement and in the meantime it was being considered a “suspicious death.” Suspicious was right. 
The rice noodles squirmed in my belly as pictures flashed across the screen. A smiling, red haired Celia sitting on the beach. A press clipping of Devon Greenway, hair slicked back, dressed in a tuxedo as he shook hands with some politician. And another of the Newtone Technologies Corporation, now under investigation for fraud, misappropriation, embezzlement, and a whole host of other charges that made the reporter’s plucked eyebrows knit together in practiced concern. 
Thankfully there were no pictures of Richard.
Yet.
 
 


 

Chapter Six
 
 
The next morning I woke up early, a bundle of nervous energy even before my requisite cup of coffee. All night long images of Ramirez, Greenway and, most importantly, Richard kept swirling through my head. Not to mention the permanently seared image of Richard’s stray Trojan. 
The more I thought about it, the more uncertain I became that Richard was merely an innocent bystander in all this. From the looks of his financial statements, he had needed money. And there was twenty million floating around unaccounted for. It was pretty tempting. And as much as I liked to think Richard was above temptation, I just wasn’t sure. 
I decided in the wake of my fitful night’s sleep to treat myself to a double grande mocha-latte with decadent whipped cream for breakfast. (Sometimes a girl needs to splurge.) I slipped on a pair of low-slung, boot-cut jeans, a black Calvin tank and silver patent leather sling backs that complemented my Pinkberry toenails. I grabbed my purse and pointed my Jeep in the direction of the nearest Starbucks. 
Amazingly I found a parking place right in front and took my place in line, which, as usual, was about a million caffeine starved people long. It gave me way too much time to contemplate the bakery case. By the time I reached the pimply kid behind the counter, somehow a chocolate chip muffin and a blueberry croissant had been added to my order. 
I found a quiet corner in the back and settled in to my breakfast of fat, sugar and mass amounts of caffeine. By the time I’d polished off the croissant and was digging into the chocolate muffin (melt in your mouth delish, by the way!) I was beginning to feel like myself again. 
Okay, maybe not totally like myself, as the biggest worry my usual self had to encounter was if the Spiderman rain boots were going to cover this month’s rent. Now shoes seemed to be the last thing on my mind. Which was a sign my life was really falling apart. 
I was just licking the muffin remains off my fingers when my purse rang. I pulled out my cell to see Mom’s number lighting up my LCD screen. 
“Hello?” I answered, still picking up the little stray muffin crumbs with my fingertip.
Mom sighed deeply into the phone. “You forgot, didn’t you?”
Oh shit. Not again. “No, mom, of course I didn’t forget.” What now? I racked my little brain for what wedding related activity I’d spaced out this time. Flower selection? Cake testing? Please, God, don’t let it be helping her pick out honeymoon lingerie. Yick.
“The dress fitting? Maddie you were supposed to be here at ten.”
Mental forehead slap. The bridesmaid fitting. Mom’s best friend, my cousin, Molly, and I all had the honor of being Mom’s bridesmaids on her second trip to the altar. Mom had picked out vintage gowns for each of us that we’d been measured and pre-fitted for weeks ago, but today was the final unveiling. Mom had refused to show any of us the actual gowns, wanting it to be a “fun surprise.” A phrase that inspired no end of fear in me. 
Originally I had offered to design the dresses for her, after all I did have a degree in fashion, but Mom wanted a kitschy vintage theme. She instisted that this time around she wanted fun, something that had been seriously lacking from her first marriage. 
On her first trip to the altar, Mom had gotten married in a stuffy church with stained glass windows (chosen by my Irish Catholic grandmother), with vows said in traditional Latin (insisted upon by my Irish Catholic grandmother) and an ancient priest to preside over the ceremony (picked out by my Irish Catholic grandmother – see a trend here?). Four years later Mom had found herself a single mother of a precocious three year old (yours truly) and Dad was on a plane to Vegas where I’m told he shacked up with a showgirl named Lola. 
This time around Mom was doing the wedding her way. A civil ceremony presided over by a female justice of the peace on a cliff overlooking the Pacific. And vintage, “fun” gowns. 
I put on a brave face. 
“You are coming to the fitting, right?” I heard panic creeping into my mother’s voice. 
 “Of course. I’m on my way now. I, uh, just got stuck in traffic.” Yes, I know, I was going to hell for lying to my mom. 
Mom sighed on the other end and I could almost see her rolling her eyes toward the sky as if asking for patience from somewhere above. “Just get here, okay, Madds?”
“I’m on my way,” I said. Then added for good measure, “Seriously this time.” I flipped the phone shut before she could respond and downed the rest of my coffee in one sugary gulp. I paused only long enough to touch up my lip-gloss before jumping into my Jeep and making a beeline for the 101. 
Ten minutes later I was frantically circling Bebe’s Bridal Salon, looking for a place to park. I rounded the block twice. Nothing. With a glance at my watch, I parked semi-legally with my tail end sticking into the red zone, hoping the fitting didn’t take too long. 
Mom was waiting in the lobby, her eyes blazing beneath vintage blue eye-shadow. Today she was wearing an ankle length denim skirt with sports socks and Keds. Topped off with a frilly button down blouse in a tiny floral print the color of refried beans. I suppressed a shudder and ignored that little voice of warning telling me I should have insisted on designing the dresses myself. 
“Sorry I’m late.” I kissed Mom on the cheek, which softened the fire in her eyes some. Not much, but some.
“I swear to God, Maddie, if you’re late for the wedding, I’m disowning you.”
“Mom!” I said in mock shock. “I’m hardly ever late.”
She narrowed her eyes at me.
“Okay. I’ll set two alarm clocks.”
I think I actually saw her suppress a smile that time.
“Come on, you. They’ve got your dress in the back.”
I followed Mom as she led me to a fitting room in the back of the shop. Bebe’s Bridal was small by Hollywood standards, with just three private fitting rooms in the back and a main showroom filled with six racks of long, flowing bridal gowns. I put blinders on as we passed by them. Not that I was one of those girls that has her dream wedding picked out by the age of five, but something about being surrounded by this much Happily Ever After couture had my female hormones squealing like a sixth grader. In fact, I spotted a Wang knock off on a passing rack that actually made my heart speed up. 
Did I want this? A wedding? I mean, when I’d first realized I was late, all sorts of crazy thoughts had buzzed through my mind. Admittedly, some of them covered in white lace and gauzy wedding veils. But at the time I’d been envisioning the groom as a successful, predictable, if somewhat anal about folding his socks, lawyer. In the last 48 hours he’d morphed into a man on the run of dubious character. For the umpteenth time I wondered just how much Richard really did know about Devon Greenway. Or, even more disconcerting, what did he know about Celia’s murder? 
I shook my head, realizing my mother was talking to me.
“…and when I found this dress on the internet, I just knew it would be perfect for you.”
Internet? Uh oh. 
“Now,” she continued, “I tried to pick different styles that would flatter everyone. Of course, we’ve had to let Molly’s dress out a bit, but I’m sure yours will fit like a glove.”
I smiled, trying not to let my trepidation show. 
Mom settled me on a white sofa in front of a full-length mirror. Three curtained-off fitting rooms stood to the side. I could see bare feet peeking beneath the curtains of two of them. 
“Dorothy? Molly? Maddie’s here,” Mom called to the curtains, then turned to me. “I’m going to grab your dress. I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere!”
Wouldn’t dream of it. 
One of the curtains opened and my mother’s best friend walked out. Or, more like waddled out. Dorothy Rosenblatt was a fifty-six year old, five-time divorcee who shared a body type with the Pillsbury doughboy. She was all of four feet eleven inches, topping out at around two hundred pounds. Though once she opened her mouth, people tended to forget about the outside. Mrs. Rosenblatt was what we in L.A. liked to refer to as “eccentric.” 
She and my mother met years ago when Mom went to Mrs. Rosenblatt for a psychic reading after a particularly depressing Valentine’s Day alone. Mrs. Rosenblatt predicted Mom would meet a handsome black male and fall head over heels in love. Two weeks later a stray black lab showed up on our doorstep. Barney, as we named him, turned out to be the love of her life, and Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt have been firm friends ever since. 
Mrs. Rosenblatt was obviously already in her bridesmaid dress, a pale lavender gown shaped like a lampshade and covered in embroidered green daisies. (My trepidation kicked into overdrive.) 
“Maddie, you made it,” she said, clapping her hands in front of her. Her arms jiggled with Jell-O-like aftershocks from the force.
“Sorry I’m late,” I leaned down to kiss her cheek.
“Wait!” she commanded. “Something’s wrong.”
For a second I had the horrible thought she’d somehow picked up on my other lateness. (Okay, I didn’t totally buy into this whole psychic thing she had going on, but I was too chicken to totally discount it either.) 
Mrs. Rosenblatt stood back and narrowed her eyes at me. ”You’re a purple,” she finally said.
Huh? “I’m purple?”
“Your aura, Maddie. Oy, bubbee, it’s streaked with purple flares. Is something on your mind?”
Hmm… My boyfriend is missing, possibly involved in embezzlement and murder. I watched the Los Angeles county coroners office fish a woman out of her swimming pool, talked to a wife killer on the phone, and found a used condom wrapper at my boyfriend’s office. Oh, and I may be pregnant. Nope, everything’s peachy. 
But, I decided to give her the condensed version.
“Nope, everything’s peachy.”
“Hmmm.” The lines between Mrs. Rosenblatt’s painted on eyebrows (Lucille Ball red) deepened. “Stay out of the rain. Rain is very bad for purples.” 
I tried not to roll my eyes. I’m not sure I totally succeeded. “It doesn’t rain in L.A.”
“Madds!” An overweight woman in solid lilac ruffles burst out from behind the other curtain and attacked me with air kisses. It took me a minute to realize she wasn’t really overweight, just pregnant. Again.
“Hi, Molly. And, congratulations,” I said, trying to navigate a hug around her already bulging belly.
Molly beamed from ear to ear, rubbing her tummy like a good luck Buddha. “Thanks. Stan and I are really excited. We’re due in December. We had our first sonogram last week, you want to see the picture?” Molly didn’t wait for me to answer before pulling a bulging wallet out of her purse. She flipped it open and a string of plastic encased baby photos unfolded. 
“Isn’t it darling?” Molly asked, shoving a fuzzy black and white photo of a deformed Muppet at me. 
“Oh, yes, darling.” I squinted, trying to figure out what I was looking at. 
“Stan says he think it’s going to be a boy this time, because we’re carrying a little low.”
We? I wondered how often her husband actually carried that belly around for her.
Mrs. Rosenblatt put a palm on Molly’s stomach, rolling her eyes back in her head until she looked like a reject from Dawn of the Dead. “It will be a boy.” She paused. “Or else a girl with a whole lotta chutzpah. You’re gonna have to watch out for this one.” Mrs. Rosenblatt wagged a fat finger at Molly. 
“So,” Molly said, nudging me in the ribs with her elbow. “Any wedding bells chiming in your future?”
I cringed at how very silent the bells in my life were at the moment.
“I have a boyfriend,” I said by way of defense.
Mrs. Rosenblatt pressed a thick palm to my forehead and closed her eyes. “I see a wedding. And babies. Very soon, babies. Lots of them.”
I felt faint.
“I’m back!” My mother emerged with something behind her back. She was smiling like the cat that ate the wedding canary. “Who wants to see Maddie’s dress?”
This was met by excited squealing in stereo. (I’m sure I don’t have to add, none of which came from me.)
“So…” Mom pulled a purple shower curtain out from behind her back. “Here it is. What do you think?”
Oh lord. It wasn’t a shower curtain. It was a dress. My dress.
“Wow.” 
Mom did a pleased little nose scrunch, letting out a squeal of pleasure that only small dogs could hear. “I knew you’d love it.”
The first mistake my mother made was taking my “wow” for one of awe and not horror. The second, and by far a much bigger mistake, was choosing the dress. 
“Where did you say you got this?” I asked, horrified that I might have to be seen in public with this. 
“Ebay. Can you believe it was only going for $29.99?”
I could believe it all right. “Wow,” I said again. 
“So, try it on.”
I gulped, my skin suddenly clammy at the thought of having to touch that. “Oh wow.” 
Somehow in a whirlwind of ruffles and Molly squeals, my own jeans and tank came off and I became a vision in purple. And not lilac or lavender. This was Barney purple. 
“Is this polyester?” I asked, feeling itchy already.
Mom moved around me, tucking, buttoning, adjusting. As if it would help. “Uh huh. It should wash really well. That way you can wear the dress over and over.”
I’m proud to say I did not laugh out loud at this. 
“So, what do you think?” Mom asked.
I hesitated to even look the mirror. But it was like a train wreck. I couldn’t not look. I peeked one eye open, taking in my reflection as Mom stood back, clasping her hands together in front of her like she’d just created a masterpiece. 
“Oh Madds. You look so lovely.”
I faked a smile. Okay, actually it was more of a grimace than a smile, but I don’t think Mom noticed. The dress (and I use this term loosely) featured a corseted waist that flared out into a bell shape at my hips. Which totally accented the fried food diet I’d been on the last few days. Yikes. 
It was cut low in the front, high on the legs and reminded me vaguely of my high school prom dress. It was a style that screamed for crimped hair and jelly bracelets. 
“Her wawas are falling out,” Mrs. Rosenblatt commented.
I looked down. I did have a little cleavage.
“It’s just a little tight.” Mom stood back, scrutinizing my mid section. “Maddie, have you gained weight?”
I looked in horror from my stomach to Molly’s bulging one.
“It’s fine,” I said quickly, sucking in. “It’s just water weight. I ate a big breakfast. I haven’t been to the gym lately.” I know, it would have been more convincing if I’d picked just one excuse. 
“You know what this dress needs?” Molly asked, narrowing her eyes at my reflection.
Hmmm… a Bic and a can of lighter fluid? 
“Beads. All bridesmaids’ gowns need beads.” 
I opened my mouth to protest, but I guess fashion shock must have made me too slow.
“I love it!” Mom squealed before I could say anything. “Maddie, stay here, we’ll be right back.”
All of them scurried out of the dressing room (with the exception of Mrs. Rosenblatt, who waddled out) in search of beads. 
I stared at my image. Trying not to cringe. I reminded myself how many hours of labor my mother went through. It was just one day. I only had to wear it for one day, then I could shove it into the far recesses of my closet never to be seen again. I mean, how may people were even going to see me in it anyway?
“Cute,” a deep voice said behind me. 
Oh. Crap.
I spun around so fast I almost popped right out of my neckline… 
And came face to face with Ramirez. 
Volcanic amounts of heat hit my cheeks and I resisted the urge to cover myself and scream, “Look away!” Instead, I managed a more dignified, “Thanks.”
“Purple’s a good color on you.” The corner of his mouth quirked up.
“It matches my aura.” Oh great, that sounded intelligent. 
Ramirez raised one black eyebrow at me. 
“Actually, my aura’s not solid purple. Just streaked with purple flares. Which means I have stuff on my mind. At least, that’s what the psychic said. Which is good. It’s better than having an empty mind, right? Besides, I think it’s just water weight.” Oh. My. God. Shut up, Maddie!
I took a breath, stopping myself before I completely turned into a caricature of The Ditzy Blonde. Instead I asked, “So, what are you doing here?” 
Ramirez looked about as out of place in a bridal salon as Faux Dad at a 49er’s Game. He was wearing those butt-hugging Levi’s again, this time coupled with a white T-shirt that contrasted with his naturally tanned skin. Though white shirt or no, he still had that dark, dangerous look that had me warring between wanting to stand a little closer and backing against the far wall.
“A few things have come up in the course of our investigation,” he said. “I need to ask you some more questions.”
“Here? Right now?”
“Why not?”
“How did you even find me?”
He smiled. “Your jeep is parked illegally outside.”
Ugh. I knew I shouldn’t have parked in that red zone. “When did L.A. become such a small town?”
The smile widened, showing off that sexy dimple. “Since I started looking in my rearview mirror for little red Jeeps.”
He had me there. I did have a tendency to follow him around. Damn, I hated how stalker that sounded. 
Ramirez took a step into the room, leaning casually against the wall. Suddenly the room was way too small and I felt at a distinct disadvantage wearing The Purple People Eater. “You know, I’m not exactly dressed for an interrogation.” 
“You look fine to me.” His eyes strayed down my frame… then slowly back up again. 
Instinctively I covered my wawas.
“I’ve told you everything I know. Richard canceled lunch with me on Friday. I haven’t seen him since.”
“So, you haven’t been to his office recently?”
I bit my lip. “Not really.”
Ramirez narrowed his eyes at me. “Uh huh. Want to explain that answer?”
“No,” I answered truthfully.
His mouth threatened a smile again. “I didn’t think so.” 
He paused, waiting for me to say something. Hoping maybe I would crack under the pressure. Which was entirely likely. His espresso brown eyes bored into me like a spotlight and I began to fidget. Instead of purple polyester I suddenly felt like I was wearing see through undies. 
Finally he spoke, changing the subject. “I’ve been looking through your boyfriend’s financial records for the last few months,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “He’s a big spender.”
“Richard’s generous.” 
“He’s in debt up to his eyeballs.”
I gulped. I knew. But after saying I hadn’t been in his office, I couldn’t very well admit to having peeked at his financial records myself. So I said nothing. 
“Yet,” Ramirez continued, “he just keeps spending. Platinum earrings for Christmas, a new car, a cruise for his mother’s birthday last-”
“Wait,” I interrupted, suddenly confused. “Richard hasn’t bought a new car. He’s driven the same black beamer for as long as I’ve known him.” 
Ramirez put on his poker face again, his eyes steady on mine as if he could pry my every secret out with just one look. 
“The car wasn’t for himself,” he said slowly. “It was for Amy. His wife.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Have you ever had one of those dreams where you’re underwater and your lungs are bursting for air, but just as you make it to the surface something pushes you back down again? And you realize you may never be able to take a full breath? That’s pretty much how I felt as I stared opened-mouthed at Ramirez, gasping for air as I tried to respond.
“His… his… wife?” Richard was so not married. It couldn’t be true. It had to be wrong. They had to have the wrong Richard. There was no way my boyfriend would be married and not tell me. I knew Richard. Okay, fine, I’ll admit it was turning out I didn’t know everything about him. But I knew him well enough to know he couldn’t be married to some bimbo named Amy. 
“Look, there must be some kind of mistake. Richard is not married. I’m sorry, but your information is wrong.” 
Ramirez kept his poker face on, his only reaction a slight narrowing of his eyes. “You didn’t know he was married?”
I spun around, my hands flying to my hips, my voice rising several octaves into a range I’m sure my Irish Catholic grandmother would deem inappropriate for a bridal salon. “Do I look like the kind of girl who dates married men?”
Ramirez looked me up and down. He was wise enough not to answer.
“Look, I don’t know who this Amy is, but Richard isn’t married,” I protested again. 
Ramirez dropped the poker face, the lines in his jaw softening. On anyone else it might have been pity. But I had a feeling Bad Cop didn’t do pity. 
“So, who is this Amy person?” I asked. Yes, I have a morbid sense of curiosity. 
“You really want to know?”
No. “Yes.”
He sighed, almost like he didn’t want to tell me any more than I wanted to hear it. “Her maiden name is Amy Blakely. She lives in Anaheim, in a duplex owned by your boyfriend. She works as Cinderella at Disneyland.”
I felt my eye begin to twitch. Richard was married to freaking Cinderella?
Ramirez continued. “Their marriage license was filed in Orange County just over two years ago.”
“Maybe they got divorced? Maybe she’s an ex-wife?” I asked. Only I was beginning to sound really desperate. Like a gambler playing her last chip. If only it landed on red this time, Richard would be single, Amy would be a figment of Ramirez’s imagination and everything would be okay. 
Ramirez shook his head. “We haven’t found any record of a divorce. And considering Richard bought a new Z3 for his wife last month, I don’t think we will.”
A Z3? He bought Cinderella a freaking Roadster? I suddenly didn’t feel so guilty about the platinum earrings. In fact, I wondered how much I could get for them on ebay. Maybe enough to buy a gun. Because I was gonna shoot the bastard. 
“I take it she hasn’t seen him lately either?” I asked.
“Doesn’t look like it. Detectives are questioning Mrs. Howe right now.”
Mrs. Howe. To think just minutes ago I’d been contemplating myself in that role. And it was already taken. So what was I, the understudy? 
No, shooting was too quick and painless a death for Richard. Maybe a slow poisoning. I wondered if Mom knew where to find arsenic on the internet. 
“I’m sorry,” Ramirez said. He looked uncomfortable, as if he might have to deal with a hysterically crying woman. 
And he just might. I was quickly going through all five stages of grief. I was past denial (Ramirez wouldn’t make a mistake like this.) and was settling somewhere between anger (A freaking Z3!?) and bargaining (Lord, let her be an ex-wife and I swear I’ll wear the Purple People Eater to my mother’s wedding without complaint.). 
I may have been able to overlook embezzling. I may have been able to pretend I didn’t see that condom wrapper on his desk. I may even have been able to overlook the fact that he had killers looking for him. But a wife? That was where I drew the line. 
Suddenly the image of Richard being led away in handcuffs didn’t seem all that bad. In fact, I could really get behind the idea of him rotting in jail for, oh, let’s say, the rest of his lying, cheating life. He deserved it. In fact, he deserved worse than that. He was married to Cinderella! He deserved the chair.
I might have spilled my guts to Ramirez right then. Told him about the call from Greenway, my suspicions of Richard’s involvement, everything. But out of nowhere the image of Molly’s sonogram and the deformed Muppet came flooding back to me. Okay, I’m pretty sure that behind all that fuzz was a baby. Growing inside her right now. I wondered, did I have one of those in me? My eyes slid down to my belly, sausaged into the Purple People Eater. I might. And if I did, it was Richard’s Muppet. No matter what he’d done, did I really want the father of my child rotting in jail? 
I closed my eyes, took a breath, and gulped back my anger, preparing to perform my very first selfless act in the name of motherhood. 
“I wish I could help you, but I’ve told you everything I know.” D’oh, d’oh, d’oh! Being selfless really sucked. Not nearly as satisfying as good old fashioned revenge. 
Ramirez sighed again and I could see the disappointment in his eyes. “You sure about that?” 
We both knew I wasn’t. But I’d lied so much in the past few days, I figured one more wouldn’t hurt. “Positive.”
“Okay.” He pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to me. “Call me if you have any sudden memory sparks.”
I took the card. But I think we both knew it was going into the deep dark recesses of my purse never to see the light of day again. “I’m sorry you wasted your time coming here.”
Ramirez paused, did his one eyebrow thing again, then looked me up and down. Despite my anger and frustration, the naked appreciation in his eyes as they settled on my wawas created a heat somewhere in my granny panties region.
His eyes slid up to meet mine and I hoped he couldn’t read the X-rated thoughts suddenly flooding my brain. 
The corner of his mouth hitched up again. “Oh, I wouldn’t say it was a total waste.”
Damn. He was a good reader.
Before I could come up with a snappy comeback, Ramirez turned his back to me and walked out. 
I staggered over to one of the white sofas and sat down. Or rather, tried to sit, as the gut pincher dress didn’t allow for much bendage in the waist area. I closed my eyes and took in as many deep breaths as I dared without popping a seam. Only the deep breaths didn’t do much good because the longer I sat there the more time I had to think. And the more I thought about what Ramirez had told me, the angrier I became. Richard had a wife. Oh God. That made me the other woman. Richard had turned me into a walking cliché! 
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
As Mom, Molly, and Ms. Rosenblatt came back, tray of colorful beads in hand, I had one eye on the dress and one on the clock. I had to get to Dewy, Cheatum and Howe during Jasmine’s break if I wanted to get any info about that phone call. And I so did want that information. In fact, I was on a mission now. I was going to smoke Richard out of hiding if it was the last thing I did. And once he showed his cheating little face, I was going to torture him until he sang soprano for the rest of his miserable little life. 
Okay, fine, I wasn’t really going to torture anyone. Truth was, I’d never even hit anyone before and I wasn’t too keen on the sight of blood. Just watching those cosmetic surgery shows made me squeamish. So, in reality, torture was out. But it was a nice thought to keep me smiling while I waited for Mom to pick out the perfect beads and for Jasmine’s break to start.
By 12:03 Mom had decided on a faux pearl beading for the Purple People Eater and I gracefully ducked out of Bebe’s Bridal, praying there was no traffic on the 101. For once, the traffic gods were on my side, as there were no accidents and not a black and white in sight. I pulled up in front of Dewy, Cheatum and Howe just ten minutes before Jasmine was due back. I raced into the building, up the elevator, and came to a huffing stop at the front desk.
“Althea, thank God you’re here,” I said.
Althea looked at me, her eyes bulging behind her frames. “M-Me? Why?” 
In her defense, I did come on a little strong. I took a breath and started again in a normal person’s voice. (As opposed to a freaked out “other woman.”)
“Listen, I have a tiny favor to ask.”
Althea took a step away from the desk. “What kind of favor?” she asked slowly. 
Uh oh. Maybe Althea was smarter than I gave her credit for. 
“I know Richard got a call in his office yesterday and I was hoping you could check the call log and see if you could lift the number for me.” 
Althea bit her lip. “I don’t know,” she said slowly. “We’re not really supposed to give out that information. Especially, with, you know…” She trailed off, her cheeks turning red. Apparently it was a little embarrassing to have an employer on the lam.
“You don’t have to worry about that. I’m, uh, I’m actually working with the police to find Richard.” A tiny fib. I was looking for Richard. The police were looking for Richard. It was kind of like we were working together.
Althea looked dubious. “Really?”
“Yep.” I nodded so hard I felt my hair bobbing up and down. 
“I… I don’t know.” Althea glanced down at the desk, avoiding eye contact. “Jasmine wouldn’t like this.” 
I tried not to roll my eyes at the mention of Miss PP. 
“Look, I really need that number.” I leaned in closer with exaggerated importance. “I think Richard might be in danger.”
Her eyes grew wide behind her thick frames. “Danger? What kind of danger?”
If it had been Jasmine asking, I’d have told her to go take a flying leap. But somehow I felt that with frizzy haired, cardigan wearing Althea, my secret was safe. I told her about the call from Greenway and my fear that Richard was hiding out from him. Or worse. Swimming.
Althea took it all in, her “O” of a mouth growing progressively wider. When I finished she did a few myopic blinks, staring at me as if this was the most exciting thing to happen to her since post-it started making colored pads. 
“This is all so James Bond. But, are you sure we should be interfering? I mean, wouldn’t this be better left up to the police?”
Yes it would. But as long as Richards’s name was crawling up the list of Ramirez’s suspects, I didn’t have that option. So, I sweetened the deal. “I could get you in for a complimentary pedicure at Fernando’s? 
That did it.
“I’ll be right back,” she said, then disappeared behind the frosted doors in search of the phone records. 
I stood at the front desk, anxiously tapping my nails on the mahogany surface. I glanced at the brass clock above Jasmine’s desk. 12:23. I hoped Althea hurried.
Less than two minutes later she was back with a computer printout.
“Okay here are all the calls to Richard’s office yesterday. There weren’t many because, well, you know.” She blushed like a beet again. “When did the call come in?” 
I took the printout, scanning my finger down the page. I’d received the call from Greenway just before Jasmine came back from break yesterday. 12:27 a call was logged to Richard’s office from an 818 area code. My heart was suddenly racing like the bus from Speed. It was a North Hollywood prefix. As of yesterday, Greenway was still in the area.
“I think maybe this one is it. Is there any way you can find out who owns the number?”
Althea clicked a few buttons on Jasmine’s keyboard. “I can do a reverse look up.” If I hadn’t known better I’d say Althea was beginning to enjoy this. Her eyes were shining behind her thick frames, her fingers flying at lightening speed across the keyboard. “Got it.” 
I tried not to sound too excited. “Whose number is it?”
“It says the Moonlight Inn in North Hollywood. You really think Greenway is hiding out there?”
I could have kissed her. “God, I hope so. Thanks, Althea.”
“Thanks for what?”
I froze. I knew that helium perky voice. Jasmine.
Althea knew it too. Her head snapped up, a deer in the headlights expression frozen on her face. 
I sent serious psychic vibes across the desk at her. Say nothing. Play dumb!
Althea must have got them because she quickly closed the window on her computer screen, obliterating all evidence of our noontime caper. Not that I was actually threatened by Jasmine. On her steady diet of laxatives and vitamin water she weighed about as much as a toothpick. However, I had a feeling she’d take inordinate pleasure in tattling on me to Ramirez. 
“Thanks for what?” Jasmine asked again. “What’s going on here?”
I tried to put on my innocent face. I opened my mouth, hoping some great lie would come out, but Althea beat me to it.
“I said I’d forward Richard’s bills to his accountant’s office. She didn’t want his accounts going delinquent.”
I stood and stared. Wow, Althea wasn’t half bad at this cloak and dagger stuff. 
Jasmine narrowed her eyes at me. (Or at least tried. They didn’t move so well after her lid lift last May.) I wasn’t sure she was buying it, but what could she say?
“Well, thanks again,” I said, turning and walking as fast as I could out the doors. I could feel Jasmine’s cold stare at my back all the way to the elevator. It was unnerving, like she was putting some Barbie hex on me. I was glad when the elevator arrived and I quickly stepped inside, punching the lobby button. 
As soon as I was clear of the building, I pulled out my cell and punched in Dana’s number. 
“Hello?” she answered.
“I’ve got the number. It’s the Moonlight Inn in North Hollywood.”
Dana squealed with excitement on the other end. I had to hold the phone away from my ear to keep from going deaf.
“So,” she asked. “What now?”
“I’ll pick you up in twenty minutes. Get your Angels clothes on.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
Nineteen minutes later I pulled up to Dana’s duplex in Studio City. It was a modest, stucco structure that she shared with four other aspiring actors slash personal trainers. Which meant it always smelled vaguely of costume makeup, gym socks and Rice-a-Roni (the struggling actor’s treat). 
I knocked on the door and was answered a couple beats later by No Neck Guy. I’d long ago given up trying to remember the names of Dana’s roommates. Being an actor didn’t exactly translate into steady income and they tended to come and go like nomads. There had been Bubbly Blonde, Guy with Bleached Teeth, Latin Dancer Guy, and my favorite, Italian Guy Who Can’t Keep his Hands to Himself. (Yuck!) No Neck Guy worked at the Sunset Gym with Dana and reminded me of the Incredible Hulk without all the green dye. 
“Is Dana in?” I asked.
No Neck shrugged, then bellowed through the house for Dana. 
“Coming,” she yelled from deep in the Actor’s Duplex. No Neck Guy nodded at me, then disappeared up the stairs. No Neck was a man of few words. 
Three seconds later Dana bounced through the doorway, doing a little skipping footwork thing. Though one glance at her outfit took my attention quickly away from her feet. 
“What are you wearing?” I stared, torn between the urge to laugh and cry.
“You like?” she asked, twirling in her doorway for me. She wore a tiny pleather mini skirt in a bright blue, spandex halter top that was at least two sizes too small for her well endowed D chest (another reason I hated her), a long strand of fake pearls (I know they were fake because they were neon green.) and had capped the whole thing off with a jet black, page boy wig. I won’t even go into the make-up. I prayed she’d just come off the set of “Hookers for Hire.” 
Apparently I hadn’t answered her yet, as Dana pouted her cherry red lips and put both hands on her exposed hips. “You don’t like my spying outfit?” 
“This isn’t what Charlie’s Angels wore.” 
“Well, duh! I was going for call girl.”
“Okay, maybe this is a dumb question, but why are you dressed like a call girl?”
“See, here’s what I was thinking. We’re going need to get Greenway’s room number. And if we just go ask the manager, he’s going to tell us to get lost. But, looking like this…” She did another twirl and her pearls clacked against her boobs. “He’ll think were hookers.”
“But I don’t want to be a hooker.” Not a phrase I ever thought I’d have to say.
Dana ignored me. “I’ve got it all worked out. I did this scene for my acting class once from Pretty Woman, so I totally know how to act like a hooker. We’ll tell the manager that we’re meeting a john and can’t remember his room number. Don’t worry, people expect hookers to be dumb.”
I rolled my eyes. 
“Anyway, he’s not going to want us banging on every door in his place until we find our john, now is he? Trust me, if we’re dressed like this, guys are gonna be a lot more helpful.”
That I didn’t doubt. 
“Dana, I just spent the morning as Barney in drag. I am not – N-O-T-” I spelled out for her, “spending the evening dressed as a hooker.”
Dana put her hands on her hips again. She tilted her head to one side. She narrowed her eyes. Then she pulled out the big guns. “You peed on that stick yet?”
I sighed and willed my eye not to twitch.
“Fine. I’ll be a hooker.”
Fifteen minutes later Dana was coaching me on hooker-speak (which apparently consisted of a lot of “yo baby”’s and “wa’sup dawg”’s) and pulling dress after increasingly tiny dress from her closet. Finally she settled on a neon pink, strapless spandex thing that looked small enough to be a size negative two. She added a long red wig that reached clear down to my butt and a pair of four-inch acrylic heels chunkier than a Snickers bar. 
As she sat me down on her bed to put the finishing touches on my make-up I filled her in on Ramirez’s latest news about Richard.
The great thing about really good friends is that they often get as upset as you, if not more, when your boyfriend does something really stupid. Like get married.
“That bastard. That cheating son of bitch. The motherfu-”
“My thoughts exactly.” I cut her off before she got too colorful. She was, after all, in character.
“How could he be married? I mean, you’ve met his freaking mother!”
I’d been thinking the same thing. In fact my first irrational thought when Ramirez told me about Cinderella was, had all his family and friends been lying to me for the last five months? Had they all been briefed beforehand to keep Maddie in the dark? It was like I was a bad reality show contestant. Only there was no cash payoff with this hoax. 
But even as I listened to Dana cuss him out, I couldn’t help a teeny tiny part of me from hoping that maybe Richard had an explanation for all this. And that wasn’t just the denial talking. I knew Richard. Okay, so there were a few aspects of his life I wasn’t privy to, but deep down I knew the man. I knew he was no more capable of leading a double life than he was of growing seven inches and playing for the Lakers. This kind of deception just wasn’t in his makeup. Somehow, I knew there was a logical explanation for all of this and I was having a hard time hating him as much as I should until I heard his side of the story. I just could not believe Richard was actually married. 
Then again, I had a hard time envisioning him consorting with killers and yet, here we were.
“Okay, I’m done.” Dana capped her lipstick and pulled back her closet door to reveal a full-length mirror. We stood side by side and Dana put one arm around my shoulder. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun!” she squealed.
Again with that “fun” thing. Why did everyone think dressing up in dangerously ugly clothing was fun?
The wig itched a little, the spandex was riding up on my thighs already, but I had to admit as I stared in the mirror for the final effect, it was a good disguise. I looked nothing like myself. Thank God.
“Honey, we look fabulous,” Dana said. “Let’s go.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
I’m not ashamed to say I had a knot in my stomach the entire drive up the 405. Well, that and a wedgie from the incredibly tight and unforgiving spandex causing my granny underwear to bunch. I shifted in my seat, promising myself I’d do laundry tomorrow. 
We decided to ride in my Jeep as Dana said it looked more hookerish than her car. I wasn’t sure if I should be offended by that or not. As we crawled through rush hour traffic, I couldn’t help looking in my rearview mirror every two seconds for signs of a black SUV. I was a little paranoid about Ramirez spotting my car now. As if having him see me in the Purple People Eater wasn’t bad enough, catching me as the Happy Hooker would probably kill me of embarrassment on the spot. Not to mention put a serious crimp in our plans. 
Speaking of which…
“So, what is this Pretty Woman plan of yours? I mean, do we just walk up and ask what room Greenway is in?” 
“Don’t worry,” Dana said, flipping down the visor to check her makeup, “just leave the talking to me.”
Why is it when someone says, “don’t worry,” it makes me worry even more? 
“So,” Dana asked, before I could question her further, “where exactly is this place?”
I consulted the directions I’d printed from Yahoo maps before leaving the Actor’s Duplex. 
“Lankershim and Vanowen in North Hollywood. We should be there in about twenty minutes.”
Dana nodded, pulling out a tube of lipstick and lapsing into silence as she added another layer of Circus Clown Red.
We wove north up the 405 and through the hills, which were actually quite scenic, until we reached the 101 and started our descent into the Valley. As we neared the 134 split, I slowed down, exiting the freeway at Lankershim as we entered North Hollywood.
While Hollywood features famous landmarks, celebrity footprints, and glitzy tourist shops, North Hollywood’s name is unfairly deceptive. North Hollywood is Hollywood’s ugly stepsister. Homes have bars on the windows, ‘79 Oldsmobiles propped on cement bocks cover brown lawns and old toothless men of every conceivable race sit on front porches yelling things like, “That my damn garbage. Touch that and I’ll break yo’ arm.” 
As we passed toothless man number three (yelling about the damn dog going on the damn lawn) I instinctively locked my doors. It wasn’t that I was afraid of North Hollywood. Hey, I grew up in L.A., it took a lot more than bars on a window to frighten me. But the way that toothless old man had been staring at me like he was counting his pennies had me worried about the kind of propositions two hookishly dressed young ladies might get in this neighborhood. I did a little yucky squirm in my seat at the thought.
“It should be up here on the right,” Dana said, reading the addresses as we passed by a liquor store, a closeout furniture place and a Desi’s Porn Palace. 
My stomach began to feel queasy as we neared the address and I spotted a woman wearing my same spandex dress negotiating at the passenger side window of a dented caddy. Unlike Dana, I was no actress. Granted, I was exercising my truth bending skills quite a bit lately (lying sounded so tawdry), but I wasn’t quite sure I could pull off “hooker with a mission.” 
Too late to turn back now.
“Here it is.” Dana pointed to a run down motel on the right. Ten units on the bottom, ten on the top and a metal staircase running along the side. A small building in front served as an office and behind it I could see green dumpsters overflowing with trash. The beige, stucco walls of the motel had seen one too many nights of gang tagging, being a tri-colored mass of symbols that meant nothing to me but could likely get one shot at in South Central. The windows predictably sported prison-like bars and the roof likely would have leaked buckets – if it ever rained in L.A. that is.
I pulled into a spot under a sickly looking palm. Dana got out and immediately adjusted her top. I followed suit, trying one last time, in vain I might add, to retrieve my grannies from my cranny. 
“Dana, I don’t know if I can do this.” I glanced nervously at the front office. Or, as the sign read. _ront O__ice. It looked like someone had shot out the “F”’s. 
Dana looked in the side mirror, adjusting her wig. “Relax, it’ll be fine. Just leave the talking to me. I’m a sweet-talking expert.” Dana gave me a wink. 
I took a deep breath. Okay. I could do this. Maddie Springer, Happy Hooker Extraordinaire.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
The first time I ever saw Dana was on the blacktop at John Adams Middle School. She was wearing pink stirrup pants, a Madonna cut black, mesh shirt, and way more make-up than any other seventh grader I knew. She was standing with Alan Miller, our pre-teen equivalent of Donnie Wahlberg, and flirting. And not in the giggle, giggle, hair-flip way other girls I knew did. Dana had moves that made Alan’s pants look like a little pup tent. She did the eyelash batting, the hip jutting, the shoulder thrusting, and what was later to become known as her signature move, the Lean and Shake. 
Over the years the Lean and Shake has been perfected to the highly effective form I was now witnessing as Dana leaned her elbows on the stained Formica counter of the Moonlight Inn, her boobs threatening to spill from her halter, her round bottom doing a little shake, shake, shake in the air behind her. 
And it was no less effective now. The night manager (a short, bald guy with mustard stains on his Metallica T-shirt) stared at Dana with a glazed expression and I could swear I saw something move in his pants. Ew! I quickly looked away. 
“So, you can see our predicament,” Dana said, her voice sugary enough to create instant cavities. 
Metallica licked his thin, chapped lips. “Dude,” he said, talking to Dana’s cleavage, “I’d, like, really love to help you. What was the guy’s name?”
“Mr. Smith.” Dana winked.
“Ah.” Metallica nodded. “So it’s one of those kind of dates, huh?” He wiggled his sparse eyebrows up and down.
I had a feeling the Moonlight Inn saw quite a few of those kind of dates. As ratty as the outside was, the interior of the office was even worse. The floor was covered in peeling vinyl that cracked under my heels and hadn’t been washed since sometime in the Reagan years. The walls were a dingy gray showing water damage and mold from faulty plumbing. Two dim, fluorescent lights buzzed above us and the air had a thick, uncirculated smell of burnt food and unwashed bodies. 
“Alls I know,” Dana said, continuing her rump shake, “is Spike, that’s my manager, told me to meet Mr. Smith here. And now I can’t remember the room number.” Dana pouted her lower lip out. “Spike’s gonna be so pissed if I come back empty handed. Ya’ know?” 
Wow, Dana did a really good dumb blonde voice. It was somewhere between Betty Boop and Marilyn Monroe. Totally nine hundred number fake, but Metallica was eating it up. Nothing a metal head loves more than a dumb blonde in a halter top. I could see sweat beading on his upper lip as Dana poured on the charm. 
“So, I was thinkin’, maybe I could just kinda describe my Mr. Smith to you and maybe you could tell me what room number he’s in?”
“We’d really appreciate it,” I chimed in, licking my lips and making a kissy face. Okay, so I’m not the flirting expert Dana is. In fact, I felt really ridiculous in this whole getup and totally not sexy at all. Satin lingerie from Victoria’s Secret is sexy. Neon spandex is just wrong.
Luckily, Metallica didn’t seem to share my thoughts. He continued to eye Dana like a kid in a candy store. 
“I don’t know,” he said, “We get an awful lot of dudes coming through here. I’m not sure I’d remember one from the other.”
“Oh, I bet you have an excellent memory.” Dana laid her hand on Metallica’s arm and I thought he might start hyperventilating.
“The guy we’re after probably checked in on Friday, alone,” I added. “He’s got dark hair that he wears slicked back from his face and probably keeps a real low profile. He was last seen wearing a leather bomber jacket, black pants and a red button down shirt.” I’d learned that much from the ten o’clock news last night. 
Metallica tore his gaze from Dana’s chest to quirk an eyebrow up at me. “How do you know so much about this guy?”
I swallowed. Dana shot me a look that said I should have let her do the talking. 
“We’ve dated him before,” she quickly covered.
“Cool.” I’m not sure Metallica believed her. Then again, he didn’t much seem to care as long as Dana kept crooning to him. I had to hand it to her, she was proving to be a hell of an actress. I hoped she got that Elvira gig. 
I, on the other hand, didn’t know how much longer I could keep this up. A cockroach crawled across the floor, scuttling under the counter and I suddenly got that creep crawly feeling on my skin. The sooner we got out of here the better. “So, is he here or not?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” Metallica hedged. He took a step back, looking from Dana to me. “You know, it seems kind of greedy a dude getting both you girls.”
Uh oh. 
“Hows about I tell one of you what room he’s in and the other stays here and keeps me company.” 
Ew, ew, ew! I pasted a fake smile on my face, willing myself not to barf.
Even Dana looked like she’d just about had her fill of this guy.
“Oh, that’s quite an offer,” she said through a fake smile of her own. “But, see, I’m not so sure you could afford us. We’re high class ladies, if ya’ know what I mean.”
Metallica smiled, showing off the gaps between his teeth. They reminded me of a jack-o-lantern, a cross between really goofy looking and kind of creepy.
“Well, how about you just do me a little favor for free then. I might remember all sorts of stuff for a little favor.”
Gag.
Dana sighed. She leaned over the counter until her cleavage rivaled the Grand Canyon. She ran her tongue slowly over her lower lip. She slid a manicure hand up Metallica’s shirt. His forehead beaded with sweat and his breath came out in quick gasps. I didn’t dare look, but I was pretty sure his pants were in pup tent territory.
Dana slowly slid her hand up his chest until she reached his collar… then she grabbed a handful of T-shirt and yanked him off the ground.
“Listen you little shit,” she breathed, her nose inches from his. “We need the room number, and you’re going to give it to us.”
Metallica suddenly turned white, his feet dangling off the ground as his eyes bugged out. “Jesus, okay. Just, put me down lady.”
I stifled a laugh. Don’t piss off the Aerobics Queen. 
Dana’s sweet smile returned as she put him back down. But she kept her fingers wrapped around his collar. I had the fleeting thought she’d need some antibacterial cleanser for her hands after this. 
“That’s more like it. Now, where is our friend staying?”
Metallica looked from me to Dana, the pup tent suddenly more like a wet noodle. “Room two-ten,” he finally spit out. “Second floor. Jesus, lady.”
Dana let go of his shirt, patting him on the cheek. “Thanks a ton, dude.” 
I couldn’t help it. I laughed out loud at the stunned expression on Metallica’s face as Dana shook, shook, shook her way out the door.
I followed closely behind her. “Whatever happened to sweet talking him?” I asked.
“The cockroaches were making me antsy.”
I couldn’t argue with that one.
“So, now we know where Greenway is. Let’s go call Ramirez,” Dana said. 
Right. We should call Ramirez. I mean, he was the cop, after all. 
But something held me back. Maybe it was the ditzy blonde syndrome that struck me every time I encountered Ramirez. Or maybe just the way he’d smirked a little too much at the sight of me in the Purple People Eater. But I really didn’t want to look stupid in front of him again. If we called him now and it turned out Greenway wasn’t in that room, I was going to look like a total flake. 
“Maybe we should make sure he’s here first,” I said.
Dana looked at me as if I’d just suggested we go service Metallica. “Are you kidding? You want to go knock on the door and just ask, ‘Hey, you’re the guy who killed his wife, right?’”
Put like that, it didn’t sound like such a hot plan. “No. Yes. I mean, what if Ramirez sends a swat team out and the room is empty. What if Greenway went across the street for a cup of coffee. If he sees the place swarming with cops, he’ll be long gone again.”
Dana chewed her lip for a beat. “Okay, fine. We’ll knock on the door and see if he’s home. But, for the love of God, leave the talking to me this time.”
Right. No problem there. I wasn’t exactly dying to speak to Greenway again. I cringed. Ouch, bad choice of words.
Dana and I clanked up the metal staircase to the second floor. The walls of the Moonlight Inn were thin and I could hear the sounds of “favors” being given out all over the place. “Oh baby,” seemed to resonate in stereo from behind the thin wooden doors, mixed with a steady bass rhythm from warring rap and heavy metal stations playing at top volume.
And I’m not ashamed to say my heart was beating almost as loudly as the guitar riffs. Being on the phone with Greenway had been unnerving enough, but my teeth were starting to chatter at the thought of a face to face encounter. Our pace slowed as we neared two-ten. On the other side of that door was a murderer. I suddenly felt very vulnerable. And, I realized, thinking about Ramirez’s big black gun, very unarmed.
Dana and I paused outside the door. The room had one window facing the parking lot. It was covered from the inside with a faded green curtain and, from the absence of light peeking between the ratty fabric, it looked like no one was home. 
“Maybe he isn’t here?” I whispered.
“Maybe he’s sleeping.”
“Maybe we shouldn’t wake him up.”
“Hey, this was your idea,” Dana whispered.
I know. And it sounded good downstairs. But close up, I was having second thoughts. Before I could act on my newfound chickenhood, Dana rapped her knuckles against the wooden door. I bit my lip, resisting the urge to run and hide. 
Nothing.
Dana knocked again, this time yelling, “Hello?”
Nothing. I heaved a sigh of relief strong enough to ruffle my fake bangs. 
Then I heard it. A gun shot.
It cracked like thunder on the other side of the door, rendering both Dana and me paralyzed for one awful second. 
If this were the movies, we would have rammed our shoulders into the door, busting it open and tackled the perp without breaking a nail. But, since neither of us was under contract with Warner Brothers, we did what all Los Angelinos are trained to do when confronted with real live gunfire. Run.
Dana and I turned as one, diving to the right amidst high pitched, “ohmigod”’s. We clacked back down the stairs as quickly as our insanely high heels would allow and made a mad dash for my Jeep, parked across the lot. Dana hiked her dress up and was charging with quarter back determination toward the car. I was a short step behind her, my arms flailing like a crazy woman for balance as we sprinted across the black top. 
Metallica poked his head out of the office doors. “What was that? What the hell did you crazy ho’s do?”
“Nothing,” Dana yelled, reaching my Jeep.
“I heard a gun.”
“No you didn’t,” I said. I know, world’s lamest comeback. But at the moment speed was more my goal than wit.
We climbed in and were just pulling out of the driveway when I swear I heard a second gunshot. I didn’t stop to make sure, instead pulling down Vanowen, going two blocks before circling back around toward the freeway.
I was still reeling from the adrenalin high when Dana voiced the obvious.
“We just got shot at. Can you believe someone just shot at us?”
No I couldn’t. This was so not my life. Somehow I’d been transferred into Lucy Liu’s body, I was sure of it.
“Do you think it was Greenway?” I asked.
“Uh… duh! Do you know any other homicidal maniacs that would shoot at us?”
Good point.
“So, do we call Ramirez now?” Dana asked.
I couldn’t help it. The smart-aleck in me reared its ugly head. “Uh… duh!” 
I pulled into the parking lot of a Denny’s at Van Nuys and Oxford and reached into my little bag for the card Ramirez had given me. I’m not ashamed to say my hands were still shaking as I dialed the number on my cell phone. I let Dana do the talking on the off chance Ramirez recognized my voice. I knew he’d want to ask me all kinds of annoying questions like, how did I know where Greenway was staying? How did I get his room number? Why did he shoot at me? Questions I would much rather avoid altogether. So, Dana put on her Betty Boop hooker voice again and left the anonymous tip with the desk sergeant who answered the phone.
“I don’t know about you,” Dana said when she hung up. “But I could use a stiff drink.” 
“Me too.” Only I couldn’t drink. Not until I knew if that line was pink or blue. 
“Want to start happy hour early?”
Honestly, all I wanted to do was go home and take about ten showers to wash the creep off me, but considering I was the one who’d dragged Dana out to North Hollywood in the first place, not to mention got her shot at, I felt like I owed her. 
“Sure. You have someplace in mind?”
Dana flipped down the visor and began touching up her makeup again. “I know a guy who bartends at Mulligans. It’s just a couple blocks over on Van Nuys.” 
I pulled out of the Denny’s and drove down Van Nuys, following her directions until we pulled up to a brick building with a blue neon sign above the door, blinking the word “Mulligans.” A steady stream of people in business casual attire filtered through the door. I looked down at my spandex. Silently making bets on how many propositions I’d get before the day was out.
The lot was packed, so I found a place on the street and after reluctantly feeding the meter, Dana and I emerged into the dimly lit interior of Mulligans. I immediately recoiled as the sounds of bad karaoke echoed from a small stage in the corner where a pudgy, middle aged man was belting out a Shania Twain song. 
Dana immediately ordered two vodka martinis with extra olives from her bartending friend, a Bruce Lee look alike dressed all in black. If any day of my life ever called for a martini, today was it. However, counting selfless act number two, I promptly changed my order to a Diet Coke. Once they arrived, Dana only had time to munch one olive before Bruce Lee grabbed her hand and dragged her over to the karaoke machine for a duet of American Pie. 
I sat at the bar by myself and sipped my Diet Coke. Generally, I’m not much one for the happy hour crowd. I prefer places where you can actually hear your friends talk, like Starbucks or Nordstrom. For me a night on the town consisted of dinner and a Julia Roberts movie at Citywalk. But something about the loud, crowded, anonymity of Mulligans was oddly soothing at the moment. Like a huge, badly sung escape from my real life. 
My hands were only slightly shaking as I took another sip of my Diet Coke. It really was a poor substitute for a martini. 
I was dying to know what was going on back at the motel. Had Ramirez gotten the tip? Was he arresting Greenway right now? I wondered if there was a big shoot out with the cops when they arrived. God, I hoped nobody got hurt. Well, I guess I wouldn’t mind Metallica taking one in the ass, but I really didn’t want anyone to get killed. Least of all me, which is why even though I was dying of curiosity, I made myself stay right where I was and sip my Diet Coke. I’d give it two hours, then I’d call Ramirez’s number again and nonchalantly ask if there’d been any new developments. I would, of course, leave out the part where I gloated about finding Greenway when the whole police force couldn’t. Ha, who’s girly now? 
Dana jostled up beside me, diving for her drink again and took a long sip. “Ohmigod. I forgot what an awesome singer Liao is.” She drained her glass and crunched down hard on an olive. “Come up with us. We’re gonna do ‘I’ve Got You Babe’ next.”
“No thanks. I’m not really in a karaoke mood.”
Dana cocked her bobbed wig to one side. “Hey,are you okay?”
No, I was not okay. I’d just been shot at!
But Dana had been nice enough to come all the way to the Valley with me, even though I’d almost gotten her killed, so there was no reason to ruin her evening with Bruce Lee.
“I’ll be fine,” I said. Eventually.
“You sure?”
I fake smiled. “Yeah. Fine. Really.”
“Okay. Well, in that case, you wouldn’t mind driving home alone would you? See, Liao’s house sitting for this guy in the hills and he says he’s got a hot tub that looks out over the Hollywood sign.”
I looked down at her outfit. I hoped the invitation didn’t have anything to do with the mini skirt. Then again, knowing Dana, she probably hoped it did.
“Yeah, go. I’m fine.”
“Cool. I’ll call you tomorrow and we’ll read all about the arrest over bagels.” She gave me co-conspiratal wink before disappearing back into the ever-growing mob of happy hour patrons.
Right. The arrest. I just hoped there was one. Again I got that itch to see what was going on at the motel. Was Greenway in custody? If he was, I was sure Perky Reporter Woman would be singing all about it on the evening edition. If Richard saw news of the all clear, he might even be back in his condo tonight. I took another sip of my Diet Coke, wondering just how I felt about that.
Now that Cinderella was in the picture, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure I knew how things stood between Richard and me anymore. I mean, of course I was pissed at him, he was married to a freaking Disney princess. But, as I’d learned from Mrs. Rosenblatt’s parade of husbands, there were all kinds of married. Maybe they were separated, estranged. So what then? 
And, to make matters worse, I couldn’t stop thinking about that heated panty thing that Ramirez seemed to inspire in me, which I’m sure was just a bad case of not getting laid in awhile, but was a little unnerving all the same. 
I took another sip of my Diet Coke, really wishing it had a higher vodka content. Which was a sad commentary on my life. Fashion designer wanna-be yearns to get drunk after being shot at by her lying, cheating ex-boyfriend’s murderous client. While thinking really unwholesome thoughts about annoying, yet oh-so-sexy, homicide detective.
“Excuse me,” a voice said behind me, catching the attention of Liao’s replacement behind the bar. “I’ll have a Coors.”
I froze.
Have you ever noticed that some people have a tendency to show up just when you’re thinking of them? Mrs. Rosenblatt would undoubtedly say it was the cosmic thread that bound us all together. Personally, I think it’s just dumb luck. And my luck seemed to be really bad tonight.
I resisted the urge to slink away into the dancing crowd (Because he’d probably find me anyway, after all he was a cop.) and turned around to face him.
“Well,” Ramirez said, a sly grin creasing his features, “Fancy meeting you here.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
All I could do was stare. Damn, did this guy have a homing device or what?
Ramirez just smiled, casually depositing himself onto the stool beside me as the bartender slid him a bottle of Coors.
“Love the outfit,” he said.
“Thanks.” I tugged at the hem of my dress, suddenly very aware of my bunching grannies again.
His smiled widened, showing off that too-sexy dimple. “Something about a woman in spandex gets me all hot and bothered.”
“You’re mocking me aren’t you?”
“Just a little.”
“It’s supposed to be a disguise.”
“From whom?”
I paused. “No one.”
“Hmm.” He studied me, his hands idly picking up a swizzle straw from the bar and drawing little circles with it.
“What?” I asked.
“The wig is a nice touch.”
“Real classy huh?”
“I think I prefer you as a blonde.”
I hated that somewhere inside me a pleased little voice screamed, “He likes your hair!”
“So, what are you doing here?” I asked, squelching the little voice. 
“Working.” He fixed me the kind of stare Superman used when switching on his X-ray vision. “What are you doing here?”
I bit my lip. I wasn’t sure how much to spill. Worse, I’d told so many versions of the truth lately, I wasn’t entirely sure which version I’d last given Ramirez. But considering Greenway was likely on his way to County right now and Richard would be home soon, I figured I didn’t have much to lose. 
“I was looking for Greenway but I got shot at, so I needed a drink.” 
Ramirez looked down at my Diet Coke and raised an eyebrow. Luckily he didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure I could explain that on top of everything else.
“Okay,” he said, shaking his head. “Because I like you, and I’ve haven’t got time to do all the paperwork, I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that shooting thing.”
Did he just say he liked me? Damn, that little voice was perking up again.
“Look, Maddie,” he continued, “this is a homicide. Bad men with big guns. This is not children’s shoes. Don’t you think maybe it’s time you went home and let the big boys handle this?”
He had a point. I wasn’t thrilled about the guys with guns. And getting shot at again was way, way low on my list of to-do’s. I’d neglected the Strawberry Shortcake shoes, I’d dragged my best friend into the Valley, I’d very nearly gotten Althea fired, and I was in neon spandex of all things. And in all honesty, I had planned on finishing my drink, going straight home and gluing my butt to my futon as I watched for any sign of Greenway’s arrest on the news. 
But the way Ramirez said “big boys” made my spine straighten, my jaw clench, and my eyes narrow into cat-like slits as I flipped my fake hair over one shoulder. 
“Listen, ‘big boy’, I may have ovaries, but I’m not going to just sit at home and knit while Richard is out there being hunted down by a killer. Even if he is married to Cinderella.”
K – not a good idea to spout off to a cop. Ramirez stared at me, pinning me with his best Bad Cop face. I said a silent prayer that he didn’t reach for his cuffs. On any day, spending a night in a county cell wasn’t my idea of a good time. And dressed like this, it would probably rank below wearing the Purple People Eater down a Milan runway on the fun scale.
Just as I was about to throw myself on the mercy of the law, Ramirez’s eyes crinkled at the corners. His lip jerked up. 
And then he laughed out loud. 
It should have pissed me off, but instead I found my fighting stance fading. Man, he had a great laugh. It was rich and full and totally transformed his face. For a second I got a glimpse of the cover model he could have been in another life. 
“Fine,” he said, finally recovering. “I’ll make you a deal.” He leaned in close enough that I could smell his brand of soap. Ivory. I inhaled. I’d always liked that brand. 
“What kind of deal?”
His eyes locked on mine and in a voice that was way too intimate said, “You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”
Yikes. I hoped he was talking about the case. Okay, well I mostly hoped he was talking about the case. There was one teeny tiny little corner of my brain that flashed on Dana’s “animal sex” phrase again. 
“What do you want to know?” I squeaked out. 
His gaze didn’t waiver. “Everything.” 
That covered a lot of ground. I decided to go for the cliff notes version. “Okay. I was at Richard’s office yesterday and a call came in from Greenway. I traced the call to the Moonlight Inn and my best friend, Dana, and I dressed as hookers to try to get Greenway’s room number out of the night clerk. Only when we go to the room, someone shot at us, so we bolted.”
Both Ramirez’s eyebrows headed north this time.
“You traced the call?”
“Okay, I didn’t so much trace it as I bribed his receptionist with a manicure to look up the number for me.”
“Jesus.” He rolled his eyes. 
“What?”
“You really are girly.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Hey, it worked didn’t it? I showed you mine, now show me yours. What are you doing here?”
Ramirez took another sip of his beer and looked at me. I feared he might renege on his deal. 
“Okay. Someone called in an anonymous tip that Devon Greenway was staying at the Moonlight in North Hollywood. We traced the call to your cell number. And I mean traced, as in using technology, not manicures.”
My turn to roll my eyes.
“So, I sent a couple uniforms to check it out. Imagine my surprise when on my way there, I spot your red Jeep parked on the street.”
I ignored the sarcasm. “So, did they arrest Greenway?”
“No.”
“What do you mean ‘no?!’” My voice took on that high, screechy quality again as panic grabbed me by the hair and whipped my head around the room. Suddenly the safe anonymity of Mulligans felt very much like a room full of strangers. Any one of which could be wielding a gun. 
“I mean the motel room was empty. No one was there.”
For the second time in as many days I willed myself not to hyperventilate. I wrapped my shaking hands around my glass and downed the last of my Diet Coke. Too quickly. It went down the wrong pipe and I started to choke, quick unproductive coughs that sounded like a hyena in heat. Ramirez smacked me on the back, bringing tears to my eyes as I finally got a hold of myself.
Ramirez just shook his head at me, a little half smirk on his lips as he took another sip of his Coors.
“He was there,” I said. “I swear he was there. He called from there yesterday. You can check the call log at Richard’s office. We had a long conversation about how Richard calls me pumpkin.”
“Pumpkin?” Ramirez smirked again.
“It’s his pet name. I didn’t pick it out.” 
“And pumpkin was the best he could do?”
“It’s cute!” In all honesty, I’d never really liked pumpkin. It always reminded me of something my grandfather would call me. But I wasn’t going to admit that to Ramirez.
“You’re more like a fregadita, if you ask me.”
“A what?”
Ramirez smiled. “You figure it out.”
I think I hated him. 
“You’re sure Greenway’s not at the motel?”
“If he was, he’s gone now. And if he’s smart he’s on a plane to the Caribbean. I’ve got a couple CSI going over the motel now just in case he left a calling card.”
I bet my hook-nosed CSI Guy was having a field day lint rolling Metallica.
“You think they’ll find anything?”
Ramirez shrugged. “My guess? He’s long gone.”
Great. Back to square one. Only now I felt this irrational need to look over my shoulder every three seconds for angry gunmen. And Richard was still out there somewhere. Still hiding. Still not returning my calls. Still married to Cinderella. 
I seriously needed something stronger than Coke.
“So,” Ramirez said, draining his Coors, “now that we’re on the same page, it’s time for you to go home.”
“Will you tell me if they find anything at the motel?” 
Ramirez’s expression was suddenly serious. “Look, this is a murder investigation. It’s not shoe shopping. Go home.”
“But-” I opened my mouth to protest, but Ramirez cut me off, laying one hand over mine.
“I’ve already fished one woman’s body out of a swimming pool. I don’t want to make it two. Please. Go home.”
I froze. Not so much from the warning, but the heat of Ramirez’s hand over mine. I gulped, trying to tell myself I wasn’t thirteen and this was not some hunky football player. 
“I can’t just forget about all this.” I didn’t add, because I may be carrying his child. 
Ramirez put on his Bad Cop face again, the softie side of him swallowed up just as quickly as it appeared. He shook his head at me and muttered something in Spanish before leaving to the tune of a little Asian woman in clogs singing the Macarena.
Then he was gone.
I stared at my empty glass. It was good advice. Go home. He was right, I didn’t know what I was doing. Maybe Greenway was on a plane to the Caribbean. But then again, maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he was tracking Richard down right now, closing in on him, gun drawn, waiting to pounce. The heroic part of me that grew up wearing Wonder Woman underoos wanted to grab my golden lasso and save Richard from possibly ending up face down in a crystal clear swimming pool. But the chicken-hearted part of me that had run like hell from room two-twelve knew Ramirez was right. If I kept stumbling along, I might end up stumbling into the barrel of a gun. Was Richard even worth all this?
Last week it would have been a resounding, yes. Today, I was having serious doubts. While I couldn’t ignore the Cinderella factor, I couldn’t totally write Richard off without hearing his side of the story either. I mean, we’d been together for four months. Most of them really, really good. Okay, so we hadn’t had that deep we’re-spending-the-rest-of-our-lives-gazing-into-each-others’-eyes talk yet, but I did spend at least three nights a week at his place and we had an understood Friday date-night exclusive. 
So, the question was, what to do now? I jiggled the ice cubes in the bottom of my glass. I had no leads, no gun, no CSI guys of my own. I didn’t even have a pocket sized pepper spray. 
But I did have one thing. A pregnancy test. And with my whole boyfriend status about as hazy as July in the Valley, the thought of facing a murderer was a whole lot less scary than the thought of facing a pink line.
So, I did the only thing I could. I threw a ten on the bar, grabbed my purse and ran for my red Jeep before Ramirez got too far ahead of me.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I was the first to admit that the last time I’d tailed Ramirez hadn’t exactly been a great success. I really didn’t want to encounter any more dead bodies. So, I promised myself I’d stay in the car. But contrary to Ramirez’s sexist ideas, I wasn’t just going to wait around for things to get worse. And I had a bad feeling things were going to get worse before they got better. Sure it would be great if CSI Guy found a trail leading straight to Greenway, but I didn’t think Greenway was that stupid. Or that I was that lucky. 
So instead of sitting at home, watching the perky news reporters tell me the cops had no current leads, I was taking my fate into my own hands. I was being proactive. Yes, proactive. That sounded so much better than “interfering in an investigation.” Besides, if I just stayed in the car I wasn’t really interfering at all. Just spying.
That and I had to admit I was still a little miffed about the girly comment. And what the hell was a fregadita? 
I pulled back onto Van Nuys and caught up to Ramirez’s black SUV at the next light. I stayed two cars behind in the next lane over, willing my Jeep to look small and unnoticeable. As expected, he took a right on Vanowen, heading in the direction of the motel. I let him pull ahead a few more car lengths, feeling reasonably confident I knew where he was going. I lost him as we drove under the 170, but as I slowly cruised past the Moonlight, I saw his SUV parked under that same scraggy palm my Jeep had been only an hour earlier. 
I circled the motel and parked down the street under a streetlamp that was blinking its last dying bit of light. Even though it was still a balmy seventy-nine degrees out, I kept the windows rolled up and the doors locked. If the Moonlight had seemed creepy before it was downright horror movieish now. I had visions of that scene from Urban Legend where the unsuspecting woman sits in her car while an ax murderer springs up from the backseat and slashes until the car fills with red dyed Karo syrup. I shivered. I wanted to keep all my syrup right where it was, thank you very much.
I squinted through the darkness as Ramirez got out of his SUV. There were two black and whites in the lot now, one officer talking into his car radio while the other swept a flashlight along the license plates of the other cars in the lot. Ramirez walked up to the cop with the flashlight, conversing for a moment with the uniform who kept gesturing up to room two-twelve. 
I followed Ramirez’s gaze up the stairs. The door to the room was open now and I could see the light on. Forms outlined against the ratty curtains, presumably CSI Guy and his many little black bags. The half dressed neighbors on either side of room two-twelve had come out of their rooms, milling around the doorway like moths to a flame. 
Ramirez left the uniform and took the stairs two at a time, making long, purposeful strides to Greenway’s room. He disappeared inside for a minute, then quickly reemerged. He went back down the stairs and crossed the cracked blacktop to the office. I allowed myself a little smirk at the thought of Metallica cowering under Ramirez’s evil eye. 
Five minutes later Ramirez emerged from the office and got back in his SUV. The lights turned on and he backed out of the lot, pointing his car down Lankershim in the direction of the freeway. I made myself count to three Mississippi before chasing after him.
More than likely he was just going back to the police station. But, on the off chance Metallica had shared intimate knowledge of Greenway’s next destination, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to take a little joyride. Besides, though I hated to admit it, my studio was suddenly sounding kind of empty. After the chilling experience tonight, coupled with the knowledge Greenway was still out there somewhere, the thought of being alone wasn’t all that appealing. And I didn’t even have anyone I could call for a chickenhearted sleepover. Dana was off in hot tub land, and of course Richard was AWOL. I guess I could have called my mom, but then I would have had to spend the evening hearing about her upcoming bachelorette party at Beefcakes and just how many twenties she was taking with her. Which was almost as creepy.
I know it was crazy, but as long as I had Ramirez in my sights, I felt safe. Funny how the taillights of an SUV could be so comforting. 
So, I continued to follow Ramirez down Lankershim to the 134. He got on going east, toward Pasadena, but turned off at the 5 south. He drove fast, like he was late for something, weaving in and out of traffic down the 5, chasing it all the way to the 60 east toward Pomona. I struggled to catch up while simultaneously trying to keep at least one semi truck between us. I was determined to be in stealth mode tonight. 
My dash clock read seven thirty before Ramirez finally pulled his SUV off the freeway and exited at Azusa and into the residential neighborhood of Hacienda Heights. The houses here were modest, single-family homes that looked like they’d seen generations of children come and go. Originally cookie-cutter tracts in the fifties, the street was now dotted with garage conversions, siding from Sears, and the occasional second story addition. The landscaping was mature, the lawns neatly clipped and littered with big wheels and soccer balls. 
Ramirez led me past a house with a baby swing tied up to a tree in the yard and a crisp picket fence outlining the lawn, and I had a moment of suburban panic as my possible future flashed before my eyes. Was this what a pink line meant? 
Okay, so I’m not so neurotic as to have a mental breakdown at the mere thought of settling down in soccer mama land. But the thought of giving up my studio (dinky as it may be), of, gulp, cohabiting with Richard, (yes, I was ignoring the Cinderella factor) and becoming Florence Henderson made my hands sweat. With one broken condom was I really ready to give up my whole life for suburbanitehood?
And I hated to admit a teeny tiny (very teeny tiny, mind you) part of me kind of wanted to. I blamed my Cabbage Patch kids for the sudden maternal wistfulness. I’d been programmed since I bought Barbie her dream house, complete with the perfect accessory, her Ken doll, to want all this. And yet as it stared me in the face, I broke out in a cold sweat.
So complete was my fear that I realized I’d lost Ramirez. 
Shit.
I circled the block, turning at the corner to retrace my steps. On the second go round, I finally spotted his SUV parked on the opposite side of the street under a leafy oak.
I parked at the corner, well away from the dim glare of streetlamps, and slid low in my seat. I could see from here that Ramirez’s SUV was empty. He’d already gotten out and presumably gone into one of the houses while I’d circled the block. Crap. 
I quickly scanned the two houses on either side of his car. One was completely dark. The other was a squat ranch style with yellow shutters and the blue light of a television set flickering through the front window. The yard was dotted with yucca trees and hula-hoops. Rose bushes lined the walkway, mingling with baseball mitts, Tonka trucks and an abandoned Raggedy Ann. All of which didn’t strike me as the type of hideout Greenway would choose. I silently wondered what Ramirez was doing here. 
Then he yanked my psychic thread again.
“Looking for me?” Ramirez’s face appeared in my window.
I yelped like a terrier, jumping back in my seat.
“Geeze, you scared the crap out of me.”
His eyes crinkled in a half smile, as if he’d meant to. “You’re beginning to be a real pain, you know it?”
“Us girly girls are like that.”
“Don’t suppose I could persuade you to go home now, huh?”
I put on my best tough chick face. “No, you can’t. I don’t know what makes you think you can just order me around like this. It’s because I’m a woman, isn’t it?” 
His half smile widened. “Actually, it’s because I carry a badge.”
Right. Well, I guess he did have a point there. 
I decided to change the subject. “So, where are we?” I asked, gesturing to the sleepy neighborhood. 
He glanced at the hula-hoop house. “Nowhere important.”
Uh huh. Like I believed that for a second. “Who’s in there?” I asked, craning in my seat to see past the yellow shutters.
Ramirez shook his head. “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”
“There you go again. Telling me what I want and don’t want. Do women really go for this sexist pig thing you’ve got going on?” But even as I said it I had no doubt that they did. 
Ramirez got that I’m-gonna-arrest-you-and-I’m-gonna-like-it twinkle in his eyes again. “Okay. You really want to know?”
I was wavering. But, I hadn’t come this far just to be intimidated by some man who thought he could boss me around just because he was sexier than Brad Pitt in a toga. I squared my shoulders. “Yes.”
“All right. Let’s go in.”
This was too easy. There had to be a catch. But, after the stink I’d made, I could hardly chicken out now. (And I had to admit, going to Destination Unknown with Ramirez still sounded better than sitting in my studio alone, waiting for Greenway to jump out and spill my Karo syrup.) So, I grabbed my purse and locked my Jeep, following as Ramirez led the way across the street and up the rose lined path.
The front door was painted a vibrant red with an orange stained-glass window. Ramirez gave a familiar shave-and-a-hair-cut knock and opened the door without waiting for an answer, pushing me in ahead of him.
The air was warmer than outside and smelled like tamales, Pine Sol, and sugar cookies. Music played from somewhere deep in the house, and a chorus of children’s voices all vied for attention just beyond my vision. Ramirez walked me into a cozy living room that looked about to burst at the seams with chatchkes of every variety. Colored glass vases, a collection of Anaheim Angles bobble head dolls, homemade afghans in bright greens and assaulting pinks, and glass candle holders painted with pictures of the Virgin Mary filled every conceivable surface. A man in a worn work shirt and jeans dozed in a burnt orange lay-z-boy in the corner, a black cowboy hat resting on the coffee table beside him. The television I saw from the street was muted, playing a John Wayne western. 
Just beyond the living room I could see a kitchen done in baby blue Formica, bustling with round women chattering in rapid Spanish. 
I had serious second thoughts about coming in with Ramirez. I’d envisioned questioning a suspect under blaring lamps, breaking into a suburban crack den, even squeezing information out of Greenway’s second cousin’s neighbor. But I had a sinking feeling I’d walked into something much more scary.
“Hello?” Ramirez called.
The Spanish ceased and five little faces popped out of the kitchen. All were a warm, tan color, topped by waves of thick black hair. One woman seemed about my age, while the other four wore soft wrinkles and streaks of gray through their locks.
The shortest one (and none of them seemed over five feet) clapped her hands in front of her as she spied Ramirez. “Mijo, you came!”
“Of course I came.” Ramirez walked over to the woman, planting a quick kiss on her cheek. “You didn’t think I’d miss your birthday, Mama?”
Mama? Uh oh. Sinking feeling realized.
I tugged at the hem of my dress, wondering if I could make it grow about three inches if I just wished it hard enough. I wasn’t fond of meeting anyone’s mother dressed like this, let alone one who baked sugar cookies. Maybe if I backed up real slowly I could just disappear out the front door with some shred of my dignity left.
As if he could read my mind, Ramirez said, “Mama, this is Maddie.”
I froze as five pairs of deep brown eyes turned on me. So much for backing out the door. 
Mama looked me up and down. She raised one thick eyebrow at Ramirez. The other women simply stared at me, their eyes as big and round as their soft faces. All except the younger one. Her eyes narrowed into a tight line and she pursed her lips together.
“Maddie, this my sister BillieJo, and The Aunts – Swoozie, Cookie, and Kiki.”
The Aunts stared. BillieJo glared.
“Hi,” I said. I did a little one finger wave. No one waved back.
I felt the word “hooker” flashing on my forehead like a neon sign. “I, uh, don’t usually dress like this,” I said quickly, my cheeks burning brighter than Rudolph’s shiny nose. 
Mama gave me a slow once over. Her gaze lingered on my hemline. Self-consciously, I gave it another tug south.
“Nice legs,” she said.
“Uh…” I looked to Ramirez for an appropriate response. No help there. He crossed his arms over his chest and rocked back on his heels, a smirk pasted on his face that clearly said this was payback for following him around town. 
“Thanks,” I finally managed.
“I used to have legs like that,” Mama went on. “Before I had babies. Babies ruin your legs. Varicose veins, cellulite. It’s not pretty. You have any babies?”
“No. No babies.” Yet.
“Good for you. Keep those legs as long as you can. I had my first baby when I was seventeen. How old are you?”
“Um. Twenty-nine,” I answered. Only it sounded more like a question, as if I was hoping I’d gotten the right answer on the pop quiz 
“Oh.” Mama leaned in and pseudo whispered. “Are you barren?”
I think I heard Ramirez snort.
“No! No, I’m not barren. I’m just… I have a job.” 
“Oh. Well, then. Good for you. A career girl. I always wanted to be a career girl. I thought I’d make a really good firefighter.” 
I tried not to laugh as I pictured Mama’s portly frame hauling someone from a burning building. 
“So, what do you do?” she asked.
“I design shoes.” 
Mama looked down at my acrylic chunky heels.
“Not these,” I added quickly. “I design children’s shoes.”
Mama perked up. “See, she does like children. This one’s good. I like her.” Mama gave Ramirez a pat on the cheek. 
“Glad you approve,” he said. He really was enjoying this too much.
Mama gave me a pat on the cheek too, for good measure. Then she gestured to Ramirez. “Make him use condoms. You gotta keep those legs as long as you can.” 
I think I swallowed my tongue. I looked to Ramirez to dispel his mother’s idea that we needed condoms. But he was trying too hard not to laugh.
“Well,” Mama said to the room at large, “tamales are ready, let’s eat.”
I blinked hard, watching Mama’s stout frame waddle back into the kitchen. The Aunts followed as one, BillieJo bringing up the rear with one last glare at me over her shoulder. 
I was still contemplating whether it was too late to bolt for the door when I felt Ramirez’s breath on my neck.
“I told you, you didn’t want to come in here,” he murmured. He shot me a grin to rival the Cheshire cat’s as he grabbed my hand and led me into the kitchen.
I was so going to get him for this. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Ramirez led me outside to a spacious backyard that made my paltry window box of geraniums look downright pathetic. Three picnic style tables were set up on the lawn, covered in brightly color tablecloths. Mismatched chairs and benches surrounded them, while piles of fragrant tamales, chilies, and empanadas sat atop. Strings of lights had been hung between the tall oak trees and a battered piñata swung from one of the lower branches. A handful of dark haired children sat beneath it, lollipop sticks protruding from their mouths. 
“Uncle Jack,” one of them yelled, flying at Ramirez. Two more little girls followed suit and soon Ramirez had candy fingered rug rats permanently affixed to both his legs. 
My turn to smirk a little. “Uncle Jack” was about the last role I’d have picture Ramirez in. But, to his credit, he didn’t even grimace as one of his nieces made a chocolate covered handprint on his white shirt.
Mama came out carrying another tray of tamales and sat down on one of the benches. This seemed to be the signal as suddenly a swarm of people appeared from nowhere. BillieJo and three other young women came out the sliding glass doors, followed by the man I’d seen dozing in the lay-z-boy. Two men came around the side of the house, both with an unmistakable resemblance to Ramirez, though one was a little pudgier and the other wore his dark hair in a ponytail at the nape of his neck. 
Mama shoved a plate into my hands, with a commanding, “Eat, eat,” and under her watchful eye I piled one of everything on my plate, for fear of offending her. (I figured my outfit was offensive enough for one evening.)
As we sat down to eat, two more men emerged from the house, guitars slung over their shoulders as they converged on the food, laughing, talking, and generally adding to the roar of voices that seemed to surround me. 
Now, my grandmother is, as I may have mentioned, Irish Catholic. Before my grandfather bought his one-way ticket to St. Peter’s, we used to spend every Christmas Eve at their house. All seven of my aunts and uncles, all nineteen of my cousins, and all forty gazillion of their little darlings running around the house in plaid Christmas dresses and tiny red bow ties. So, I’m no stranger to big families. But I had never in my life encountered people who could talk so loudly and yet eat so much, all at the same time. I was in awe. 
And if I’d hoped to fade into the background, I was sorely disappointed. Mama pulled me down on the bench beside her and proceeded to introduce me to each and every family remember in attendance. I met Ramirez’s brothers, Bart, Dillon, Marshal, and Clint. Along with BillieJo there was Clint’s wife, Amelia, Bart’s wife, Maria, and cousins, Mary Jane and José. In addition to the ten or so nieces and nephews whose names I knew I wouldn’t remember past dessert. 
While their volume began to rival that of Mulligan’s amateur hour, somehow, instead of feeling lost in the crowd, their noise was actually kind of comforting. Like a big warm blanket filtering out the rest of the world and all its problems. I swear for a half a second I forgot everything else that had gone on today and actually began to relax as Mama shoveled a second helping onto my plate.
“I like to see a girl eat,” Mama said with approval as I dug in. “So many of these young girls are too skinny. Not like you. You got some meat on you.”
I paused, forkful of empanada halfway to my mouth. Maybe I should have quit at two. “Thanks,” I answered uncertainly.
“Of course, my Jackie, he likes a woman with some curves.” 
Jackie? Too cute. I looked across the table at Ramirez, eating mole enchiladas with one hand while jiggling a toddler in bright pink ruffles on his knee. 
“Can I ask you a question, Mrs. Ramirez?”
“Call me Mama. Everyone calls me Mama.”
“Okay…” I hesitated. “Mama.” I felt funny calling someone else’s mother “Mama.” Especially if that someone’s mother was under the false impression I was dating her son. But I couldn’t very well tell her I was tailing him around now that I’d eaten her homemade empanadas. Ramirez had me over a barrel and by the way he kept glancing across the table and flashing that dimple at me, I think he knew it too.
“What do you want to know, dear?”
“What does fregadita mean?” I asked.
Mama looked thoughtful for a moment. “It means little pain in the back side. Why?”
I resisted the urge to toss an empanada at Ramirez while he was holding a child. “No reason,” I said instead.
“It’s such a nice night. I’m glad Jackie could make it. You know, the weather man, he say it was going to rain.”
“It never rains in L.A.”
“That’s what I said. But that newscaster, he say rain. I knew he was wrong. Mama knows.” She nodded sagely at me and I couldn’t help but start to like her.
After we’d been fully stuffed with Mexican sweet breads, cinnamon rolls, and sugar cookies with little green sprinkles on top, the guitar slingers tuned up their instruments and began playing a slow, soft rhythm. It was soothing and, along with the two servings of spicy food settling in my belly, left me feeling full and content. Dare I say, almost peaceful?
A state which ended with a jolt as I felt a warm hand land on the small of my back. 
Ramirez leaned down and whispered, “Let’s dance.”
I thought about protesting as he grabbed my hand and led me to the lawn where Clint and his wife were already swaying to the music. But then again, he was a cop and it didn’t seem wise to tick him off. (It had nothing to do with the way his deep voice so close to my ear produced animal sex visions again. I swear!)
Ramirez slung one arm casually around my waist, taking my right hand in his as we moved in slow time with the music. He was surprisingly graceful on his feet, moving almost like I’d imagine that long, sleek panther on his arm would. Dancing with him suddenly made me feel like Ginger Rogers. It was nice. 
A little too nice. And, I noticed as that familiar heat began to pool somewhere south of my belly button, a little too intimate. A little too easy to get used to.
I cleared my throat, trying to come up with some mundane conversation to cool the heat wave flooding my body. 
“So, uh, your sister has an unusual name. Why BillieJo?”
Ramirez smiled. “What, you think all Hispanic people should be named José or Maria?”
At the risk of being lumped in with grand dragons in white sheets, I resisted the urge to point out that there were, in fact, a José and Maria in attendance. “No, no, I didn’t mean that at all. It’s, just, well, BillieJo isn’t a name you hear everyday in L.A. Maybe in the south. Or Texas. Or someplace, um, more cowboyish.” Then I remembered the dozing man in the cowboy hat. “Not that there aren’t Hispanic cowboys. I mean, I’m sure there are some Hispanic cowboys. It’s just, they aren’t named BillieJo. Well, except your sister. Who is clearly not a cowboy.” I was dying here. 
“Relax,” he said, pulling me just a smidgen closer to him. “I’m just yanking your chain.”
“Oh.” I pretended I didn’t notice the hormone signals my stupid body started flashing me as his hips touched mine. Didn’t my body know this was a totally inappropriate time to be thinking of jumping some guy’s bones? 
Ramirez seemed unaware. Or maybe just a little too used to dancing with girls in hookerware. 
“BillieJo,” he continued, “is a character on Petticoat Junction. Bart’s from Maverick. Marshall, well every TV western has a Marshal. See a trend? When Mom and Dad moved here from Mexico in the sixties, Mom learned to speak English by watching those western shows on TV. She became a little attached to them.”
“How’d you escape it?”
He flashed his white teeth at me. “Jackson Wyoming Ramirez.”
“Ouch.”
“Tell me about it.”
“So, what was it like growing up with so many siblings?”
“Crowded.” He smiled. “I think I was fifteen before my mom finally stopped dressing me in hand-me-downs.”
“You poor thing,” I answered, appropriately horrified.
He laughed. One of those real person laughs, not the smirky cop ones I’d gotten to know so well. Again I had a little talk with my body about those hormone signals. 
“No pity, please, Miss Fashion Designer. Having older brothers had some advantages too. There was always a stack of Playboy’s under the mattress.”
“I should have known you were one of those boys.”
“Those boys?”
“I bet you looked up girls’ skirts in class too.”
The wicked twinkle in his eyes answered that question clearly enough.
“What about you? Something tells me you were no angel, Miss Girly Girl.”
“I can’t imagine what you mean.”
“You strike me as the kind of girl who took her own peek in the boy’s locker room now and then.”
“It’s the clothes. The spandex gives the wrong impression.”
“Uh huh.” He didn’t believe that anymore than he believed I’d go home and knit after this.
“So,” I said, clearly changing the subject. “I think BillieJo doesn’t like me much.” I glanced across the lawn to find her still glaring, her arms crossed over her ample chest.
“She’s just a little overprotective.”
“Older sister syndrome?”
“Younger. By two years. She’s the baby of the family, always following me and my friends around when we were young.”
“Hmm. I bet she was a real fregadita.” I let the word roll slowly off my tongue.
Ramirez’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “You’ve been talking to Mama?”
“Uh huh. Pain in the ass, huh?”
“Relax. You’re a cute little pain in the ass.” He winked at me and I was rendered momentarily speechless. 
“What about you,” he asked. “Any annoying little sisters?”
Clearing my throat, I willed myself to get a grasp on the hormone thing. “No I’m an only child. It’s just been my mom and me growing up. Though she’s getting married soon, so I guess our family’s growing a little. Nothing like this, though.” I gestured to the lawn, now full of adults and children alike. The cowboy was dozing again, this time leaning his folding chair against the sliding glass doors, his hat pulled low over his eyes. Mama was swaying her round body in time with the music, a contented smile on her face as she watched her children dance.
“Well, anytime you want to borrow a family for awhile, you’re welcome to mine. Though, you might want to leave the hooker clothes at home next time.” He winked, that smirk returning.
“Thanks for the tip, wise guy.” 
But the comment pulled me out of my empanada and guitar music stupor just enough to remember why I was dressed like a Pretty Woman. To remember the unreal events of my evening thus far, and the five million loose ends of my life. 
“You think they’ve found anything at the motel yet?” I asked.
“They’ll call me if they do. In the meantime, just relax a little.”
Relax. Right. The problem was I was getting too relaxed. With the abundant food, the warm company, the crowded, festive atmosphere of the backyard, I’d almost completely forgotten about Richard, Greenway and the whole mess. So, what did that say about me? Did I really care so little about the man whose child I was quite possibly carrying that a plate full of empanadas and a cop with a sexy grin could make me forget him in the span of one evening? 
But even as I was attacked with serious guilt (the likes of which I hadn’t felt since I’d confessed to my grandmother I hadn’t been to mass since Easter) I didn’t let go of Ramirez’s hand. I didn’t step away, and I didn’t protest when his arm curled around my waist, his hand resting on the small of my back. I was so going to hell, wasn’t I?
Luckily my eternal soul was saved as Ramirez’s cell phone chirped to life on his belt. He picked it up, glancing briefly at the number before answering it without so much as a look of apology in my direction. 
“Ramirez,” he said, stepping off to semi-privacy at the far side of the yard. 
I wandered back over to the picnic tables, sitting on a bench as I watched Ramirez talk. It was hard to tell in the dark, but I thought I saw his Bad Cop face return, the lines of his jaw tense, his eyes that impenetrable dark cloud again. I wondered if the call had anything to do with Greenway. Maybe CSI Guy had found something useful after all. Then I wondered if Ramirez would share it or just tear out of here with a “go home,” again. It was hard to tell. He’d almost seemed like a real person a minute ago, but back into cop mode, I wasn’t sure.
“He works too much.” Mama came up behind me, offering a glass of water. I took it gratefully, not admitting even to myself how heated dancing with Ramirez had made me.
“Always that phone going off. Always the beeper. Clint works at the teddy bear factory in Industry. Now that’s a good job. Go to work in the morning. Make the bears. Come home at night and see his wife and kids. Good steady job.”
“Jack’s good at his job.” What irrational idea made me suddenly defend Ramirez, I have no clue. But I did. “He’s a good cop.”
“You better make sure those condoms don’t break. You marry this one, you’ll never see him.” 
Unfortunately, it was a little late for the broken condom talk. 
“Mama,” Ramirez said, coming up behind me. “I’m sorry, but we’ve got to go.” He flipped his phone shut, the hard look still in his eyes. 
“Oh, so soon?” Mama’s face fell. Then she shot me an I-told-you-so look.
“Sorry, Mama.” Ramirez leaned down to kiss on her on the cheek. “I’ll call you this weekend.”
Ramirez grabbed my arm and steered me back toward the house. I barely got out an, “It was nice to meet you,” before I was propelled back through the chatchki laden house to the front door.
I didn’t like the urgency in Ramirez’s movements any more than I did the hard line of his jaw. My stomach was rapidly sinking like quicksand.
“What?” I asked as soon as we were out of earshot of Mama. “What’s happened? Is it Richard?”
His eyes narrowed at the mention of Richard as he shoved me out the front door and practically ran to his SUV. 
“What? What is it?” My voice was rising into the range of hysterics now and I had terrible visions of attending Richard’s funeral beside Cinderella. “Please tell me what’s going on?” 
He stopped. “It’s Greenway.”
“They found him? When? Where?”
“Just a few minutes ago. In a dumpster behind the motel.” He paused. “With a gunshot wound to the head.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
I blinked hard, digesting this information.
“But he was just alive,” I protested. “He shot at me.”
“Well, he’s not shooting anyone now. Get in your car and I’ll follow you to the motel.”
I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right. “You want me to go with you?”
Ramirez turned around and fixed me with a stare. “You’re going to follow me anyway, aren’t you?”
I hated being this predictable. “Yes.” 
“At least this way I can keep an eye on you.” He turned and strode to his car. 
I tried to get over my shock and clattered to my Jeep, quickly roaring it to life as Ramirez made a u-turn and waited for me to pull out. I did, retracing our drive back to the freeway with Ramirez’s headlights as a constant companion. 
The drive back to the 5 and west to North Hollywood took over half an hour. Long enough for the implications of this latest development to sink in. If Greenway had been shot, that meant someone had to have killed him. All this time I was assuming that Greenway was the one who’d killed his wife. But if that was true, who’d killed Greenway? Three people knew where Greenway hid the twenty million. Two were dead. I clenched my teeth together to keep them from chattering as I did the math. That meant only one was left.
Richard.
I focused on the task of driving through the late night traffic to keep my mind from rolling this fact over and over like a snowball out of control. There were two possibilities now staring me in the face, neither one particularly pleasant. Either Richard was in a dumpster of his own somewhere or… 
Richard was pulling the trigger. 
That thought sent a chill straight through me, prompting me to flip on the heater despite the seventy plus temperature outside. 
The Richard I knew folded his socks into perfect pairs in his drawer, drank non-fat milk, and had asked permission to even kiss me the first time. The Richard I knew did not shoot people.
Then again, the Richard I knew didn’t have a wife either.
As Ramirez tailed me onto the 134 another horrible thought occurred to me. Dana and I had heard shots earlier. At the time we’d assumed Greenway was shooting at us. But what if it was the other way around. What if someone had been shooting Greenway? Oh my God. That made Dana and me earwitnesses to a murder. I had a sudden vision of me in the witness protection program, wearing some really horrible Married to the Mob stretch pants like Michelle Pfeiffer. I shivered again.
I pulled into the parking lot of the Moonlight Inn, Ramirez close behind me. Again, residents were out on the balconies, men in stained robes and women dressed uncomfortably like myself. Metallica stood outside his office talking with a uniformed officer who was making notes in a small black book. I parked my Jeep and got out as Ramirez pulled into the spot beside me. 
Metallica spotted me, his eyes round and pupils suspiciously dilated. “That’s her!” he shouted. “That’s one of those crazy ho’s I told you about. They killed that dude!”
The officer looked up, one hand instinctively hovering over the gun holstered at his hip. 
“I got it.” Ramirez appeared at my side, waving to the uniform that he had the “crazy ho” under control. He leaned in close to my ear, his voice low. “Lucy, you got some splainin’ to do.”
I bit my lip. No kidding.
Ramirez steered me past Metallica and into the cockroach infested _ront O__ice. He sat me down on a hard plastic chair as he leaned against the Formica counter, arms crossed over his chest. “Looks like paperwork’s inevitable at this point. You better tell me what went on here tonight.” 
I tried to read Ramirez’s expression in the flickering glare of the Moonlight’s neon sign. No luck. I couldn’t tell if I was currently being questioned as a suspect, witness, or just a cute little pain in the ass. 
I’d watched enough TV dramas to know that when the cops put on their we’ve-got-to-talk face, the first thing you do is call your lawyer. But considering my lawyer was currently nowhere to be found, I cracked under Ramirez’s steady gaze and told him everything, right down to the look in Dana’s eyes as she’d grabbed a handful of Metallica’s shirt. 
Ramirez’s gaze didn’t waiver. He didn’t crack a smile or blink an eye. Nothing. Not even call me girly. I bit my lip again, hoping I’d done the right thing in talking.
“So, what now?” I asked.
“What now is you go home and let me handle this. I don’t want to see any more hookers, red Jeeps, or designer shoes until this whole mess is straightened out. Got it?”
I nodded meekly. 
“And if, for any reason, Richard gets in touch with you, you are to call me right away. Not go for a manicure first. Right away.”
I nodded again, though I felt the manicure comment was uncalled for. 
CSI Guy emerged from room two-twelve, a handful of black bags in tow as he clomped down the metal stairs. 
“Wait here,” Ramirez commanded, stalking out the glass doors and intercepting CSI Guy at the bottom of the stairs. 
For once, I did as told, wrapping my arms around myself as I strained to hear what CSI Guy and Ramirez were talking about through the open doors. Unfortunately, all I got was a “… hair fibers,” “…ridge detail,” and a “…back to the lab for processing.” Which put together could mean just about anything. 
Ramirez finished with CSI Guy and walked over to a group of men standing around a black van with the word “coroner” on it. I shuddered. 
Okay, so I had no great love for Greenway. But just yesterday I’d been on the phone with the man. It was unnerving to think of someone being here, and then suddenly not being here. Like at any moment I could not be here. Again I had that creepy feeling of being the dimwitted blonde in the horror movie who the entire audience knows will end up getting chased across the lawn in her underwear by the ax murderer at the end of act two. Only I didn’t have a face for my ax murderer now. 
Obviously Greenway hadn’t shot himself. It’s a little hard to dispose of one’s own body in a dumpster. But I really couldn’t put Richard’s face there either. Richard wasn’t a killer. He was an attorney. Yes, I know, not the highest of life forms, but not a murderer either. There had to be another explanation.
Only I wasn’t entirely sure Ramirez was going to look for it. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that Richard was no longer a “person of interest.” In fact, I had a sinking feeling as CSI Guy joined Ramirez and the ME, that Richard’s status had just been upgraded to full-fledged suspect.
Ramirez broke away from the group and crossed the cracked macadam to the office again. He paused in front of me, his eyes calculating as he stared down.
“You sure you didn’t go into Greenway’s room?”
A wave of dread rolled through my stomach.
“Yes. Why?”
He didn’t answer, just crossed his arms over his chest. “Look, I know you’ve been less than honest with me in the past, but now’s the time to come clean.”
“I never went in Greenway’s room. I told you, we knocked, then we heard shots and ran. Why? What did he tell you?” I tried to look past him to CSI Guy, honestly a little hurt that my evidence collector would turn on me like this after my intimate encounter with his lint roller. 
“We found blonde hairs in Greenway’s room and impressions in the carpet that CSI thinks came from a stiletto heel.”
I looked down at my shoes. “For your information these are not stilettos. They are platform heels.”
His eyes narrowed, the Bad Cop face not budging.
“You don’t seriously think I had anything to do with this? That I actually killed him?”
“Look, I don’t know what to think. Your boyfriend, whom you seem to know nothing about, disappears along with twenty mil and this guy,” he gestured to Metallica, “this guy here says he saw you and your friend go up to Greenway’s room tonight. And apparently a woman with blonde hair and a thing for high heels was in his room recently enough that the shoe impressions are still in the carpet.”
“Ask CSI Guy,” I sputtered. “He has a bunch of my hair. He’ll tell you it’s not mine. You’ve got to believe me, I had nothing to do with this.”
Ramirez sighed. “I want to believe you, but you’re not making it real easy. What the hell am I supposed to tell my superiors? Let alone the press?”
“Tell them whatever you want. I did not shoot Greenway.”
Ramirez sighed again, then began rubbing his temple. “Will you go home now?”
“Gladly.” I was on the verge of tears but I’m proud to say I kept them at bay. The last thing I wanted to do was bawl like a baby in front of Bad Cop.
“Good. And don’t take this the wrong way, but stay way from me, okay?”
“No problem.” I spit the words out a little more harshly than I meant to, banking on my anger to keep the tears from flowing down my cheeks.
I turned and stalked across the parking lot with as much dignity as a hooker in four-inch heels can muster. And wouldn’t you know it, the second I began fumbling in my little purse for my keys, I felt a big fat drop hit the back of my neck. I looked down to see more drops hitting the blacktop with an acrid smell of wet motor oil. It was raining. Great. One more thing I can say I was wrong about tonight. 
I was wrong to let Dana talk me into dressing like a hooker, wrong to think I could find a murderer on my own, wrong to ever trust Ramirez. And last but not least, I was apparently wrong about the weather too. I cursed the weather gods right along with Ramirez’s superior attitude as I found my key and got in my Jeep. I made it all the way out of the driveway and down the street before I finally let the tears run loose. 
I think I’d been a pretty tough chick up until now. I’d managed to keep my cool even when under threat of gunfire, arrest, and pregnancy. But suddenly it all came rushing at me and once the tears started I couldn’t make them stop. Maybe it was because I’d heard a man get shot, or because my cheating ex-boyfriend was now the prime suspect in a murder investigation, or because for half a second Ramirez actually thought I had something to do with this even when his mother thought we were making like rabbits. Or maybe it was just all of it. The whole ridiculous, awful evening. Everything was spiraling out of control and I was powerless to stop it. I felt very alone, very vulnerable, and, I hated to admit, oh-so-very girly as I cried my guts out down the 405.
I was crying so hard it took me a minute to realize what the flashing lights in my rearview mirror were. I blinked, wiping away the tears and saw a CHP glued to my back bumper. Oh shit. I looked down at the speedometer. Seventy-five. Oh really shitty shit.
I tried to pull myself together as I slowed and pulled off to the side of the road. I flipped down my mirrored visor, wiping at the mascara streaks running down my face. Eeek. I looked like Tammy Faye’s evil twin. I was still doing hiccup sobs as the officer came around to the passenger side and motioned for me to roll down the window.
“Good evening, ma’am,” he said, leaning his elbows on my driver side door. He was clean shaven and looked about twenty, with clear blue eyes and pudgy cheeks that warned he may never lose his baby fat. A radio was clipped to his shirt beside a CHP badge that looked like he polished it nightly.
I took one look at the badge and couldn’t help it. I burst into tears again. Yes, I know, I was so not cutting it as a Bond Girl right now. But this was just the thing to top off my horrible night. A speeding ticket. I was in serious feeling-sorry-for-myself mode and no amount of streaked mascara was going to stop the flood of tears.
The poor officer looked about as uncomfortable as I felt and, had I not been in the throws of my own hysteria, I might have felt sorry for him.
“I’m sorry ma’am, but I’m going to need to see your license and registration.”
I retrieved my license from my purse and the registration from the glove box, still sobbing uncontrollably as I handed them over.
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” the officer said uncomfortably, “But I’m going to have to write you a ticket.”
I tried to be brave. “No, (sniff, sniff) it’s okay. How fast was I going?”
“Seventy-five.”
“I’m so, so, so, sorry.” I started sniveling again. “It’s just… I’m dressed like a hooker. And I really, really hate spandex. And Ramirez’s mother saw me in this. And she’s right, I’ve always liked my legs. But if I’m having Richard’s baby they’re going to be all shot to hell. And then it started raining. Rain is very bad for purples.”
The officer just stared at me. “Have you been drinking tonight ma’am?”
“No. No, I have not been drinking. I only had a Diet Coke at the bar. But then Ramirez showed up and I really wanted a martini. But I couldn’t have one because of the Muppet. And, oh my aura is just ruined now. Can you believe it, it never rains in L.A.?”
“I’m going to need to give you a breathalyzer test, ma’am.”
“Oh God. I can’t go to jail. Look at me. I’m a hooker!”
“Ma’am, please step out of the car.” All sympathy had gone out of CHP Guy’s eyes, his hands hovering near the cuffs on his utility belt. Nothing highway patrol loves less than a drunk driver. Except maybe a drunk hooker driver.
“Please, I’m not drunk. I’m just… I’m just…” I searched for words to describe the night I’d had. I came up with nil. “I’m… I’m Detective Ramirez’s girlfriend!” 
Oh God. Why did I say that?
CHP Guy looked dubious, but his hand was off his cuffs. “Detective Ramirez?”
I decided to go with it. “Yes, he works in homicide. You can look him up.”
“Do you have his badge number?”
Crap. Badge number. Then I remembered the business card still tucked in my purse. “Uh, just a minute.” I grabbed my purse and dumped the contents onto the passenger seat, spilling my cell phone, a tampon, tube of lipstick, a breath mint, a handful of change, and Ramirez’s business card. I read off the numbers.
“2374.” I handed the card to the officer.
He took it, going back to his squad car. I watched in the rearview mirror, praying he didn’t call Ramirez to ask he if was dating a hysterical hooker. Luckily, I only saw him punch a few keys on his keyboard before returning, apparently satisfied.
“All right,” he said, handing back the business card along with my registration and license. “I’m going to give you a warning this time. But please slow down. And, uh, don’t worry,” he said awkwardly. “It’s going to be okay.”
I swallowed. “Thanks,” I sniffed out. Though I didn’t really believe him. Things were so far from okay, it would take a layover in Cincinnati to get there. 
I watched the cop pull back onto the freeway, trying to get a hold of myself well enough to drive back home. I took deep breaths and finally got the hiccupping under control before pulling back onto the freeway. 
I slowly navigated the oil slick roads, watching the unexpected rain gather in the gutters, creating mini floods along the drainage impaired L.A. streets. By the time I pulled up to my studio, it was an all out downpour. I covered my hair with an old copy of Vogue I found in the back seat and clacked up the stairs, letting myself into my silent apartment. 
At that point I was too tired to feel scared, alone, or any other emotion that had assaulted me during the evening. All I wanted was my warm cozy bed and the familiar, uncomplicated Letterman to lull me to sleep. I stripped out of the wet spandex and wrapped myself in a Lakers T-shirt before snuggling under my quilted blankets. I didn’t even get to Dave’s first guest before I fell asleep. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I was sitting at the edge of a tiled swimming pool watching a man swim laps. I couldn’t tear my gaze away. His long, sleek form cut through the water, the muscles in his back flexing as he swam for the far side of the pool. It was like a Cool Water commercial, his movements in slow motion so every muscle tensed, every move was exaggerated. As he hit the end of the pool and began swimming back toward me, I felt water falling on me. It was raining. Fat, clear drops hit the glassy surface of the water making rhythmic sounds like nature’s orchestra. 
The man swam closer and I leaned over the edge of the pool to get a closer look. But suddenly I was wearing Strawberry Shortcake high tops that were three sizes too small and I tripped on the sparkly laces. I began to fall toward the water. It seemed like I was falling forever, as the rain orchestra picked up tempo, plinking out a frantic William Tell Overture. I screamed, and the man stopped swimming. He reached up to catch me. And that’s when I noticed the black panther tattooed on his right bicep. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I opened my eyes, jerking to a sitting position. My gaze whipped wildly around me as if expecting the swimming man to appear. All I saw were the tangled sheets on my bed, harsh sunlight slanting through my windows and a pile of rain soaked spandex on my floor. The only thing that remained of my dream were the strains of William Tell coming from the region of my purse. I rubbed my eyes, fumbling with sleep clumsy hands for my cell phone. 
“Hello?” I mumbled, still trying to shake the image of Ramirez’s tattooed muscles.
“It’s gone.” Mom’s voice assaulted my ears with a high- pitched screech.
“Mom?” I rolled over to look at the clock on my kitchen wall. Six-thirty. I groaned. 
“Maddie, the cliff is gone. The whole thing is just gone.”
I blinked the cobwebs out of my eyes, trying to figure out what she was talking about. “What’s gone? What cliff?”
“The cliff in Malibu,” she shrieked. “Where I’m supposed to get married tomorrow! It’s gone. The rain caused a landslide and the whole cliff side fell into the ocean last night. It’s just a big rocky, muddy mess. Maddie, what am I going to do?”
Oh. That cliff.
“Mom, don’t panic. We’ll think of something. Did you call the Malibu office?”
“Yes, yes. I talked to them first thing this morning. They said they’d refund the deposit for the site, but Maddie where on earth am I going to have the wedding now? Oh God. This is your grandmother’s fault. She said we should get married in a church. She said God would never forgive me if I didn’t get married in the Catholic Church. Now look, I’ve pissed off God so badly he’s destroying Malibu.”
My head was pounding, screaming for a double mocha espresso. “Where are you, Mom?”
“I’m at Fernando’s.”
“Okay, give me twenty minutes, I’ll meet you there and we’ll think of something.”
“This is it Maddie. I’ve heard about these sort of Catholic curses. I’m doomed. This marriage is doomed. Oh God. I’ve doomed Ralph too.”
“I’m hanging up now, Mom.”
I pressed the end button and flopped back onto my bed. I closed my eyes, hoping that maybe this was the dream and I was really going to wake up soon. I lay there for a good five minutes before I cracked one eye open. Nope. No dream. Damn.
Somehow I dragged my exhausted body to the bathroom and managed to shower, dry my hair and throw on a little makeup without gasping in horror at the sight of my puffy eyes. After the good, long cry I’d had last night I resembled a bug-eyed cartoon character. That’s it, no more feeling sorry for myself. My eyes couldn’t take it. I quickly slipped on a pale blue sundress and a pair of low-heeled, silver mules before deciding I was fit for human eyes again. 
After checking my voice mail, just in case Ramirez left a message saying he had Richard in custody, I grabbed my keys and headed for my Jeep. 
Fifteen minutes later I pulled up to Fernando’s. I parked on the near empty street (Beverly Hills doesn’t rise before ten unless it’s Oscar night.) and pushed through the glass doors. 
“Dahling, thank God you’re here!” Marco greeted me. He had his hair spiked up in crisp little points today, his eyeliner even thicker than usual. He leaned in and pseudo whispered. “I put your mom in the back. She’s pulling a Whitney Houston freak-out on us.” 
“Where’s Ralph?”
“Fernando,” Marco emphasized, “is with a client. He’s almost done.” He motioned to the sole chair being used at this unearthly hour. Faux Dad was doing a color rinse on a small Hispanic woman. 
“Mrs. Lopez. Jen’s Mom.” He nodded solemnly. “She always comes in early to avoid the tabloids.” 
“Ah. I see.” 
“Come on. That psychic lady is with your mom, but I don’t think she’s actually helping things. She said she had a vision of a tornado.”
I rolled my eyes, praying Mrs. Rosenblatt would at least refrain from comment on my aura today. Of course, the fact I hadn’t been to confessional in about five years is probably why God didn’t have time to get to my prayer by the time Marco and I crossed to the back room.
“Your aura looks awful. Were you out in the rain last night?” Mrs. Rosenblatt narrowed her eyes at me.
“A little.” 
She opened her mouth to warn me of the universal dangers of aura soaking, but I quickly cut her off. “I know, I know. Rain isn’t good for purples.”
She looked me up and down the way one might a leper. “Oh bubbee, you’re way beyond purple now.”
Trying not to get self conscious about the state of my aura, I leaned down and kissed Mom’s cheek. “I’m so sorry about the cliff.” 
Mom looked like she’d been crying harder than I had. Her nose and cheeks were red and splotchy like she’d spent the weekend at the Venice boardwalk without sunscreen. She was still wearing her nightgown underneath a gray trench coat with blue tube socks and a pair of Nike’s. The effect was sadly comic
“Malibu was so beautiful,” Mom sniffed.
“But it was such a long drive,” I said, trying to put a positive spin on this. “Maybe we can find somewhere closer?” 
“Maybe,” Mom squeaked out. She pulled a handful of tissues from her pocket and blew her nose.
“At this late date? Oh honey, you are dreaming,” Marco said. I shot him a look that could wither a cactus. 
“Come on, there’s got to be something?” I glanced down at Mom. She had that Old Faithful look about her. Like any minute tears would come gushing with landmark intensity. 
“Albert said there’s nothing in L.A. County,” Mrs. Rosenblatt argued.
“Who’s Albert?”
“My spirit guide.”
Great. Just what we needed. A pessimistic spirit guide. 
Just in case Albert hadn’t done his homework, I asked Marco to pull out the L.A. County phone book. I won’t tell you what kind of I-told-you-so look Mrs. Rosenblatt gave me when half an hour later I’d gone through every conceivable site with no luck. None could accommodate a wedding of this size on such short notice. 
“Albert is never wrong.” Mrs. Rosenblatt informed me. “He was a fact checker for the New York Times in his earthly existence.” 
I ignored her with no small effort. “Okay, well, maybe there’s something in Orange County? Or Ventura?”
Again Marco went to retrieve more phone books. Marco took Riverside County, Mrs. Rosenblatt took Orange, and I took Ventura, while Mom sat in the corner and took a Xanax. 
Just as Faux Dad joined us, saying Mrs. Lopez’s roots had never looked better, Marco hit pay dirt. It wasn’t much, but a small hotel in Riverside had a back garden they sometimes rented out for weddings. They’d had a last minute cancellation when the bride-to-be found a pair of someone else’s Victoria’s Secrets in the groom-to-be’s pick-up truck, and the garden was free for tomorrow afternoon. They said they even had the chairs and tables rented for the previously cancelled wedding, so we’d be all set. As long as it didn’t rain. Mom made the sign of the cross at that, but Mrs. Rosenblatt assured her that Albert said it wasn’t scheduled to rain again until November. I promised I’d check the weather channel, just in case. 
Wedding crisis averted, I went home. My answering machine was blinking furiously when I stepped in the door. The first message was from Tot Trots, asking why they hadn’t gotten the Strawberry Shortcake designs yet. I glanced guiltily at my drawing table as I deleted the message. 
The next was from Ramirez. I bit my lip trying not to picture the image from my dream as his voice filled my studio.
“This is your boyfriend calling. Don’t drive so fast next time, okay?” End of message. I couldn’t tell if he was amused or annoyed by my antics with the CHP last night. I told myself it didn’t matter. As long as the word “warrant” didn’t enter into the picture, it didn’t matter what Ramirez thought of me.
But instead of deleting it, I saved the message, skipping on to the next one.
It was from Dana, asking if a) she was a bad person for sleeping with Liao on the first date, and b) if I’d seen anything on the news about Greenway’s arrest.
It felt like I’d lived a lifetime since I’d left Dana at Mulligans and I wasn’t at all sure I could relay the events of the previous evening to her with any amount of coherency. At least not before coffee.
Too tired to hoof it to Starbucks, I flipped on my Mr. Coffee, dumping in two generous scoops of French Roast as I turned on the television, hoping to get the latest Greenway update on the noon news. Two carjackings in Compton, a mudslide warning in the Hollywood Hills, and one minor celebrity arrested for drunk driving. No news of Greenway or Richard. Which I guess should have been comforting. No news meant at least my boyfriend wasn’t behind bars. But instead of relieved, the non-news made me feel antsy. 
I’ll be the first to admit, I don’t have a really great history of patience. I was one of those kids who always peeked in Mom’s closet for a preview of my Christmas and birthday presents. After a first date, I can never wait for the guy to call (even though I read The Rules twice and managed to wait three whole hours once) and even though I really, really meant to wait until we’d been seeing each other for a couple weeks first, I slept with Richard on our second date. So just sitting by the phone, waiting for Richard to turn up in handcuffs, was producing a bite-your-fingernails, crawl-up-a-wall feeling that was so not working for me.
I even debated calling Cinderella to see if she’d heard anything from him. Which should tell you just how desperate I was because calling Cinderella meant acknowledging that she actually existed, and that ranked below sucking up to Jasmine on the list of things I wanted to do this lifetime. 
My internal whining was cut short as the familiar blonde news reporter piped up from the TV.
“Last night the body of missing business mogul, Devon Greenway, was found by authorities at a North Hollywood motel.” 
I grabbed the remote and turned it up, watching images of the Moonlight Inn flicker across the screen. It was daylight now but the parking lot was still littered with police cars and yellow crime scene tape. I grimaced as Metallica’s greasy face filled the screen. 
“There were two of them. These chicks. And they were like really buff, like pro wrestlers or something. I tried to fight them off, but they were like totally strong. I think they were on steroids.”
I rolled my eyes.
The cameraman cut away to an image of a green dumpster. The coffee churned in my empty stomach as I listened to the reporter remind the viewing public this was the same Greenway whose wife was found dead earlier this week.
Then Ramirez’s face filled the screen. My stomach rolled for a whole different reason. He seemed tired, like he hadn’t slept, but I hated how sexy the five o-clock shadow dusting his jaw looked. 
A reporter from another station shoved a microphone at Ramirez, yelling questions from the mob of press. “Do you have a murder weapon?”
Ramirez answered with a standard, “We’re still in the process of recovering a weapon.”
“Do you have any suspects?” another reporter demanded.
The mob went quiet as Ramirez answered. “We do.”
“Detective Ramirez,” the first reporter shouted, “Are you prepared to name them at this time?”
Ramirez looked squarely at the camera and I could swear he was talking directly to me. “Based on our current evidence, we’ve issued a warrant for the arrest of Mr. Greenway’s attorney. Richard Howe.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
I stared at the television, my brain half listening and half screaming that this was some mistake. Richard wanted for murder? This couldn’t be happening.
A picture of Richard from the office Christmas party flashed across the screen. I’d bet anything Jasmine had furnished it to the press. They were probably descending on Dewy, Cheatum and Howe like vultures right about now. I had a mental image of Jasmine’s Elvis smirk preening for the cameras on the six o’clock news. I think I was going to be sick. I sat down hard on my futon as the reporter made appropriately concerned faces, then cut to a Doritos commercial. 
Ramirez was going to arrest Richard. I knew Ramirez well enough to know that there wasn’t a whole lot I could do to stop that. Sure I could put on my Bond Girl outfit again and search Richard’s office for the umpteenth time, but what good would it really do? I had no idea what I was doing. I was the worst Nancy Drew ever. Every time I tried to help, another dead body showed up. I’d like to think it was coincidence but I made a mental note to go to mass on Sunday with my grandmother just in case.
On the other hand, the search to find Richard was an all out manhunt now. Every cop in the city would be looking for him. And not for whoever really killed Greenway. Because I was still relatively confident that Richard wasn’t capable of killing anyone. 
Which is why even though I knew I should take Ramirez’s advice and leave this to the professionals, I grabbed a lined notepad and began scribbling. 
I wrote the word “Suspects” at the top of the page in big bold letters. My pen hovered in the air, poised to write Richard’s name down on the list. But even though I was pretty pissed off at the cheating bastard, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. So, instead I made a compromise. I amended the “Suspects” with an “other than Richard.” There, that was a better starting place.
Only my mind was a blank when I tried to list them. I didn’t have any suspects. All I had to go on was a blonde hair and a stiletto impression. Which I was pretty sure Ramirez still thought were mine. I wrote “blonde in heels” on the list. Gee. That narrowed the field to 95% of L.A.’s population. 
Obviously I needed more to go on. And it was equally as obvious that following Ramirez around town wasn’t a good idea anymore. Besides the fact that he’d be on the lookout for a red Jeep now, I had a feeling he’d been this close to hauling me downtown last night. And I didn’t want to tempt the man. Especially if he hadn’t slept. Lord only knew how grouchy Bad Cop got with no sleep. 
So that meant Sherlock Fashion was on her own. I stared down at the notepad again. It was a pretty pathetic list. If I was going to convince Ramirez that Mystery Blonde was a suspect at all I needed more. Which meant going back to the Moonlight. 
I picked up my cell and dialed Dana’s number, hoping she was up for playing Cagney to my Lacey again. (Never mind that the reality was more like an Ethel to my Lucy.) Unfortunately, No Neck Guy answered the phone at the Actor’s Duplex and informed me (through a serious of cave-man worthy grunts) Dana hadn’t come home yet. Still out hot tubbing with Liao no doubt. I said to have her call me when she got in and hung up.
As much as I dreaded going back into the bowels of the Valley alone, it was either that or draw kiddie shoes. And I was so not in a kiddie shoes place right now. 
I grabbed my keys and purse and headed out to my Jeep, braving the afternoon traffic into North Hollywood.
There was an overturned big rig on the 405 and a police chase on the 101, so by the time I reached Vanowen again the Moonlight Inn was clear of reporters and CSI teams. In fact, save for the bright yellow crime tape still gracing the door of room two-twelve, it looked like business as usual. Radios blared, spandex clad women bade good-bye to their “gentleman callers,” and the parking lot pharmaceutical trade had resumed in full force. North Hollywood was quick to bounce back from one little shooting.
I parked the Jeep and avoided glancing in the direction of the green dumpsters as I made my way to the _ront O__ice. 
I pulled open the smudged, glass doors and saw Metallica was on duty again. He’d changed into an AC/DC shirt, but his greasy hair betrayed that he hadn’t taken time to shower before coming back to work. He stared for a moment before recognition kicked in.
“Oh shit. It’s you!” He ducked down below the counter. “Please don’t shoot.”
I rolled my eyes. “Do I look like I’m carrying a gun?”
Metallica peeked his head up over the Formica. He did an up and down thing with his eyes, his gaze resting on my breasts. A grin broke out on his face. “Nope. You look niiiiice.” He nodded, drawing out the word. 
Hmmm… maybe I should start carrying a gun.
“Get a grip. They’re just mammary glands.”
“Dude, I think the cops are looking for you. You chicks like totally messed that guy up.” 
“We didn’t kill him.”
He narrowed his eyes at me. “You sure?”
“Yes!”
“‘Cause I wouldn’t tell no one. I mean, when you think of it, it’s actually kind of hot. Chicks with guns. Like a Laura Croft thing. Laura Croft is hot.”
I had a feeling any woman with a pulse was hot in Metallica’s world. 
“Sorry to interrupt your wet dream, but we didn’t kill him. In fact, the police think my boyfriend killed him.”
“Dude!”
“I know!”
Metallica leaned in. I tried not to grimace at the scent of stale weed and breakfast burrito. “Did your boyfriend kill him cause he was your john?” 
“No! God, no. I’m not really a hooker.”
Metallica looked me up and down again. “You sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure.”
He grinned, showing off a mouth in serious need of some Crest White Strips. “You could be one. You’d make a really hot hooker.”
I felt my left eye begin to twitch. This was getting nowhere. 
“Did you see anyone else go up to room two-twelve last night?”
“Nope. Just you, your friend, and that dude they found in the dumpster.”
Damn. But, on the bright side, at least he didn’t say he saw a lawyer in tailored slacks.
“Could anyone have gone up when you weren’t looking? Like maybe you went ‘out back?’” I put my thumb and index finger up to my mouth in a smoking motion.
He giggled. “Hey, anything’s possible, babe.”
“How about the parking lot. See anyone suspicious hanging around?”
Metallica grinned. Right. Stupid question.
“Anyone who didn’t look like they belonged here? Anyone… with money?” Or the vaguest notion of hygiene.
Metallica chewed on his chapped lips, squinting off into space. “Nope.”
I was beginning to feel like I’d wasted a trip to the Valley for nothing. I tried one last angle. “How about this. Did you see any blondes last night? Wearing high heels?”
“Dude, that would have been hot.” 
Great. He was like Beavis and Butthead all rolled into one. Well, what did I expect? The man’s brain probably looked like Swiss cheese. 
Then a thought struck me. Dana and I had had to weasel Greenway’s room number out of Metallica. If Metallica hadn’t seen the blonde, that meant she already knew where Greenway was staying. Either she followed him, which I didn’t think was likely considering Greenway would be pretty careful about who he led to his hideout, or else Greenway trusted her enough to give her the room number. I mentally added another item to the Suspects list. Blonde in heels, Greenway’s trusted confidant. Maybe a mistress? I wouldn’t put it past him. During our short phone conversation, Greenway hadn’t seemed like the type to balk at extra-marital affairs. 
So, I was looking for a blonde mistress in heels. All right, it wasn’t a Colombo moment, but at least it was something.
“Thanks a ton,” I said to Metallica.
“Thanks for what?”
“For not seeing anything.”
“Dude, I not see shit all the time.”
I didn’t doubt it.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
My cell started ringing as I got back in my Jeep. I flipped it open as I pulled back onto Vanowen. 
“Hello?”
“Mads, it’s Ralph.”
“Hi Ralph. How’s Mom doing?”
“Better. She’s still trying to get a Catholic priest to go bless the hotel gardens before the ceremony, but at least she’s stopped eyeing her rosary.”
That was a start.
“Anyway,” he continued, “I was just calling to remind you about the bachelorette party tonight. Not that I thought you’d forget, but, well, I just thought I’d remind you.”
“I wasn’t going to forget.”
“Right. Of course not.” Faux Dad cleared his throat. “I knew you’d be there. I just… wanted to make sure.”
Okay, I had forgotten. What was it with this wedding that I seemed to be blocking it out of my memory? 
“Don’t worry, Ralph. I’ll be there. Cross my heart.”
I hung up with Faux Dad, ignoring the icky feeling that washed over me at the combination of Mom and male strippers, and dialed in my number to check my messages again. Only Dana, saying she was back from hot tubbing. Nothing from Ramirez. Nothing from Richard. 
I called Dana back as I swung into an In-N-Out Burger, and filled her in on the latest developments over a double-double and fries. I also made her promise to go with me to Beefcakes tomorrow. I didn’t think I could stomach it alone. 
As I hung up with Dana and dabbed at a spot of mustard on my skirt with a paper napkin (the burger was messy, but oh-so-worth it) I pulled out my Suspects list again. So, who was this blonde? The problem was I didn’t know anything about Greenway, aside from the cliff notes version Ramirez had given me. What I needed was more dirt on Greenway’s personal life. Like nosey neighbor or National Enquirer type dirt. Since I didn’t see Greenway’s neighbors gossiping with prime suspect number two (a.k.a. me! Ugh!) I figured a trip to the library was my best bet at ferreting out the gory details of Greenway’s social exploits. If there was dirt to be gotten, I felt confident that back issues of the L.A. Informer were the place to find it. 
I hopped back on the 405, making a quick stop back at home to change out of my mustard spotted clothes and into my version of library wear – tweed skirt, white silk blouse, and low heeled loafers - before heading to the Santa Monica library. I was on a mission to view every bit of microfilm they had on Devon Greenway. 
Which turned out to be a lot. Apparently Greenway was not only a frequent story in the gossip columns, but also in the business section, due to the new micro chip innovations of his company, Newtone Technologies. I scanned through page after blurry page of microfilm, the constant hum of the machine my only companion. This was the side of detective work they didn’t show on HBO. The no-frills-and-even-less-glamour side. It made the kiddie shoes look tempting again. 
If I’d hoped for a headline that read “Greenway Spotted with Blonde, Homicidal Mistress at Charity Gala” I was sorely disappointed. What I found instead was page after page of ribbon cuttings, IPO filings, and company prospects analysis. 
Two hours later my eyes were permanently stuck in squint mode and my nose was itchy with dust, but I knew every detail of Greenway’s life, business or social. And unfortunately, a lack of blondes hadn’t been one of Greenway’s problems. In fact, through the course of the press’s two year infatuation with all things Greenway, it was speculated he’d had no less than three mistresses. Andi Jameson, Carol Carter, and, get this, Bunny Hoffenmeyer. All blonde. (My money was on Bunny. Who could grow up with a name like that and not be homicidal?) 
I wrote all three names down on my suspects list, ignoring the fact that they didn’t get me a whole lot closer to earning Richard that get-out-of-jail-free card. Sure I had the names of Greenway’s known mistresses, but who knew how many had slipped by the press? Greenway struck me as the slick type.
But, just to be thorough, I looked up all three blondies in the library’s yellow pages before heading home. Andi Jameson was easy enough to find, listed in a condo in Encino. Otherwise known as Silicone Valley. I called her number, but she wasn’t home. So I left a message saying I was a friend of Greenway’s and wanted to ask her a few questions. 
There were about fifty Carol Carters, so I reluctantly wrote her address down as “unknown.” 
Bunny Hoffenmeyer, as it turned out, was an adult film star, number unlisted. I did, however, find the production company she worked for. Big Boy Films in Sherman Oaks. Great. Back to the Valley.
It was late afternoon and hitting that day’s high of 96 degrees according to the bank on the corner of Westwood and National. I cranked my air conditioner as far as it would go as I hopped on the 405 and reluctantly made the trip back over the hills. A thick layer of smog held tight to the curves of the mountains, covering the Valley with a sickly gray color that made me wonder why anyone would live here by choice. On the other hand, it did strengthen Bunny’s motive. Twenty million dollars would go a long way toward buying her way into the Beverly set. 
Another ten minutes of fighting freeway traffic and I was cruising down Sepulveda, a street lined with warehouses that passed themselves off as production studios for rent. Large, gray and rusty, they didn’t resemble Universal Studios in the least. And, I ventured to guess, neither did their films. Most were straight to video or foreign market pictures. Or, in the case of Big Boy Productions, tailored for a more mature audience. (Read: kinky.) Big Boy was located in a gunmetal gray building covered in corrugated metal siding. I parked in the lot beside a lunch wagon and stared at the building. 
K – here’s the thing. I’m not really a porn kind of girl. I mean, I’ve seen porn. Once. When my college boyfriend tried to convince me it was hot to see close-ups of strangers’ privates while we made love. (Needless to say I broke up with Voyeur Boy soon after.) But honestly the closest I’d ever come to knowing the insides of the adult film industry was Marky Mark’s performances as Dirk Diggler in Boogie Nights. And that was as close as I wanted to come.
Damn Richard. This was all his fault.
I took a deep breath and forced myself out of the car and across the two yards of parking lot to the unmarked door of Big Boy Productions. I almost covered my eyes as I walked in.
If I’d been expecting a lava lamp induced orgy, I was disappointed. The room I stepped into looked like just about every office reception area I’d ever been in. In fact, with the exception of a bright red light bulb flashing over the door, it bore an unnerving resemblance to Dewy, Cheatum, and Howe’s front office. Only instead of one Jasmine, there were three. Three women behind expensive looking desks, all blonde Anna Nicole Smith look-alikes, all Double D’s barely concealed by itty, bitty pink crop tops with the words “Big Boy” stretched across their implants, and all three staring up at me.
I gulped, suddenly feeling like Granny Prude in my library attire.
“Uh, hi,” I said to the Double D closest to the door. “I’m looking for Bunny Hoffenmeyer.”
The Double D shifted in her seat and I resisted the urge to look away in case an implant escaped her crop top’s precarious hold. “And you are?” she asked in a breathy, Marilyn Monroe sort of voice.
“Um. Maddie.”
She looked at my prim tweed skirt and frowned. “Are you doing a scene together?”
“No!” I said a little more loudly than I’d intended. 
“Right.” She looked me up and down again. “I didn’t think so.”
I wasn’t sure whether I was relieved or insulted. 
“I actually wanted to talk to her about a mutual acquaintance of ours. Devon Greenway.”
Double D’s face softened. “Oh. Right. That guy she was dating. I heard about him on the news. Really sad.”
“Very sad,” I agreed, nodding and mimicking Perky Reporter Woman’s appropriately concerned faces. “Did he ever come in here with Bunny?”
Double D smiled, showing off a row of slightly crooked teeth. “Actually, her name’s Myrtle. Bunny’s just a stage thing.”
Myrtle Hoffenmeyer? I think I liked Bunny better.
“And, sure, he was here a few times. He was really cute. And rich.” Blondie sighed. “Myrtle was real lucky to meet him.”
Lucky. Right. Lucky she wasn’t swimming face down right about now. Which brought me back to her current whereabouts…
“So, is Bu - uh, Myrtle here today?”
“Oh, sure. She’s just finishing a scene in studio two.” Blondie indicated a pair of doors to her right.
I cut a look to the doors. I had an unnerving feeling that was where the orgies took place. 
“Um, do you mind if I wait here until she’s done with her, um… scene?” I asked. 
“Sure, no prob.” Double D grinned and indicated a pair of padded chairs along the wall. I sat down, glad that the front office seemed to be soundproofed.
Ten minutes later the red light above the door shut off and a sound like a fire alarm blared through the building. I must have jumped as Double D reassured me, “That means they’re done shooting. It should be safe to go back there now if you’d like.”
“Thanks.” I stood up and pushed through the double doors, hoping Bunny had robed.
The studios of Big Boy weren’t pretending to be anything other than a Valley warehouse. Walls were covered in rusted metal (and not the chic rust of Fernando’s, but the real kind caused by years of corrosion), large pipes ran along the ceiling and the floor was a cracked concrete. The only break in the industrial look were the three-walled rooms made of painted plywood that were supposed to resembled bedrooms. At least that was my guess by the enormous beds scattered through the warehouse. 
A group of people were huddled around one. Luckily, they seemed to be dispersing, men winding up lengths of cable and women wearing silky looking bathrobes, with slightly mussed bedroom hair. I felt my cheeks growing hot as I averted my eyes. 
I recognized Bunny right away from her photographs with Greenway in the L.A. Informer. She was sitting on a stool by a plywood bedroom, cigarette between her acrylic nails as she watched the grips check the camera. She was my height, but about five pounds slimmer and filled with enough silicone that she might topple over at any second. I had a hard time picturing her hauling Greenway’s body all the way downstairs and out to the Moonlight’s dumpsters. Still, no stone unturned. 
“Bunny Hoffenmeyer?” I asked.
She looked at me with a disinterested stare. “Yeah?”
“Hi. I’m Maddie, uh… Ramirez.” Okay, why I gave her that name, I didn’t know. But for some reason I didn’t want her to know who I was really was. At least not until I knew if she owned a gun.
“Hi,” Bunny said, blowing smoke up toward the ceiling.
“Hi. I, uh, I was wondering if I could ask you some questions about Devon Greenway?”
Her eyes clouded. “Why?”
Why. Very good question. “Well, I uh, I’m from the L.A. Informer and, uh, we’re doing a story on Greenway’s death. We wanted to include some interviews from those close to him.” 
Bunny still looked dubious, so I tried to sweeten the pot. “We’d love to include some pictures, too. It would be great exposure for you.” No pun intended.
Bunny straightened in her chair at the mention of pictures. “What do you want to know?”
Did you kill him? But I figured blunt wasn’t the way to go. They always finessed the suspects a little first on Law & Order. I put on my best finessing voice. “I heard you and Greenway were close.”
She smirked. “You could say that.”
I had a feeling I was going to regret this next question. “How close?”
Bunny raised an eyebrow. “I fucked him occasionally, if that’s what you’re asking.”
At least she didn’t mince words.
“Right. So, when was the last time you, uh… saw Greenway?”
She took a long drag from the cigarette. “Last Thursday.”
I perked up. Thursday had been the night Richard canceled dinner with me to meet Greenway. I wondered if Bunny had been there.
“What did you do?”
“We had dinner at Le Petite’s. This totally expensive French place on Ventura. Then he had to meet his lawyer. Some Ken Doll in a suit.”
Hey! That was my Ken Doll she was talking about. But, I had to admit, now that she mentioned it, Richard did resemble Ken a little. Perfect plastic façade – hollow on the inside. Ugh. 
“Do you know what the meeting was about?”
She tiled her head and scrutinized me. “I dunno. Some business shit. What did I care?”
I felt my bubble of hope deflating. Even if Porn Star Barbie had been present at Richard and Greenway’s meeting, I doubted any of it would penetrate her silicone filled head.
“So, you haven’t seen him since Thursday?” 
She blew out a slow stream of smoke at the ceiling. “No. I broke it off with him.”
“Really? Why?” Honestly Greenway and Bunny seemed like a perfect fit. 
“Cause I found some chick’s thong in his pocket.”
“His wife’s?”
Bunny smirked again. “Honey, wives don’t wear shit like this. This was a leopard print, mesh thong. He was fucking someone else.”
I’m pretty sure my eyes strayed to the bed where Bunny had just finished her scene. I had a hard time believing she was a stickler for monogamy.
“Hey, this is just work,” she defended. “I fake it at work. What Devon and I had was the real deal. And if he was sticking his real deal to some other chick, I didn’t want any part of it.”
Fair enough. 
“Any idea who the thong belonged to?”
Bunny smirked again. “Some slut. I think he was meeting her for nooners, ‘cause he never answered his phone around lunchtime.”
“So, just for the record, where were you last night?” Even though Bunny was slipping down my list of suspects I figured it didn’t hurt to be thorough.
“Here. Shooting a scene for Babes in Boyland.”
Ugh. A porn pun. “Okay. Well, I, uh, don’t want to take up any more of your time.” I reached out to shake her hand, then thought better of it, not knowing where that hand had been. Instead I waved a little good-bye as I turned and headed for the reception area.
“Hey wait a minute!”
I spun around. “Yeah?”
“What about the pictures?”
Right, pictures. “The photographer will be out tomorrow,” I lied. Gee, I was getting better at this. “Thanks again.”
Back in my Jeep, I pulled out my Suspects list again. I wasn’t entirely convinced Porn Star Barbie wasn’t my blondie, but I was having a hard time picturing her hacking into Greenway’s accounts and transferring twenty million to unknown whereabouts. She hadn’t struck me as the sharpest crayon in the box. I added, “leopard thong, nooners” under “blonde in heels.” Hmmm… Bunny was right. She did sound like a slut.
I was just merging back onto the 405, watching the sun sink into a hazy, glowing orb below the hills, when my cell phone rang. I glanced down at the number. Faux Dad. Oh crap, what did I forget now?
“Hello?”
“Where are you?”
“On the 405. Why?” 
“Good. Cause your mom’s at Beefcakes already and she’s starting to worry about you.”
D’oh! I slapped my forehead with my palm. Beefcakes. “Right. I was just on my way there.”
Faux Dad heaved a sigh of relief into the receiver. “Good. ‘Cause for a minute there, I thought maybe you’d forgotten again.”
“Who me? Never.”
Faux Dad paused. “Mads, you seem a little distracted lately. Is there something on your mind?” 
I resisted the urge to break out in manic laughter.
“I’m fine.” Ha! “Sorry, Ralph, I gotta go. I’m going through the canyon.” 
I hung up and made a quick maneuver into the right lane, merging onto the 2 East toward Beefcakes. 
This was turning out to be quite a week for me. Hookers, and Porn Stars, and Strippers. Oh my!
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Beefcakes was located between La Brea and Highland in an old Hollywood speakeasy that had been turned into a Mecca for bachelorettes, divorcees and horny housewives. The interior was done in all black with pink velvety sofas lining the walls. Down the middle of the floor was a catwalk, surrounded by purple tables and chairs where hordes of screaming, middle-aged women with dollar bills in their hands acted like teenagers at a Hillary Duff concert. I spied Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt at one of the tables near the end of the runway. Beside them was a cowgirl in Calamity Jane attire screaming out boisterous wahoo’s as “Fireman Bob” took to the stage. 
“Mads!” Mom yelled above the girlish squeals. All traces of her post-cliff trauma were gone. A cosmopolitan in one hand, she bobbed her head in time with the pulsating music. Mom was dressed in her party chick clothes tonight. A black spandex halter top, minus the much needed bra, a pair of polka dotted capris, and red Converse sneakers. In honor of the special occasion, her blue eye-shadow reached all the way to her eyebrows tonight. Mrs. Rosenblatt sat at a table beside her, dressed in a purple flowered mumu that perfectly matched the two chairs she took up.
“Having fun?” I asked as I gave Mom a quick hug. 
“I’ll say. Oh, God, Mads, isn’t he a hunk?”
I looked up at Fireman Bob, dressed in boots, suspenders and little else. I was instantly reminded how long it had been since I’d had sex, as my eyes strayed to his little red G-string.
“Check out that package,” Mrs. Rosenblatt said, as if she could read my mind. “Reminds me of my fourth husband, Lenny. Lenny was royal putz, but the Universe blessed him with a package like you wouldn’t believe.” 
“That’s nothing. You should see my Ralphie.” Mom held her two index fingers ten inches apart, wiggling her eyebrows up and down.
Ew! Mom and sex – two things I never wanted to think about in the same breath. I felt like putting my fingers in my ears and chanting, “I can’t hear you.” 
“Maddie, you made it!” The exuberant cowgirl turned around. I did a mental forehead smack. Dana.
“Nice boots, cowgirl,” I said.
“I came straight from a shoot. Charmin commercial.”
“As in toilet paper?”
“Cowboy’s invoke the image of strength. No one wants weak toilet paper. So,” she asked, leaning in close, “how goes the great boyfriend search?”
I quickly filled her in on my mistress theory, punctuated by her occasional wahoo’s as Fireman Bob dropped his suspenders. I finished off by recounting my visit to Big Boy studios with Porn Star Barbie.
“Did you say Bunny Hoffenmeyer?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked, coming up behind me with a fresh drink in hand.
“Yes. Why? Do you know her?”
“Actually, my Lenny used to work with her.”
I blinked at her. “What do you mean, ‘used to work with her?’ You were married to a porn star?” I could feel my nose scrunching into an icky face. 
“No, no, no. Not that Lenny couldn’t have been, mind you. But he was her insurance broker. You gotta have a lot of insurance in that industry. As Big Boy’s owner, Bunny brought him a whole lotta business.”
“Wait - owner?” I’d pegged Bunny as a dimwitted double D, not a savvy entrepreneur. 
“Oh yeah. Bunny was raking it in back when I was married to Lenny. But then she expanded the whole operation into soft core. You know, stuff with storylines and candlelight. Erotica for ladies.”
“And that didn’t do well?”
“She lost her shirt. No pun intended. Turns out women don’t buy as much porn as men.”
Go figure.
“Last I heard Bunny was in debt up to her implants,” Mrs. Rosenblatt continued. “I heard she’s even trying to get some mainstream roles now to pay the bills. Poor thing.”
Right. Poor thing. Poor enough to bump Greenway off for the money? After my interview, I’d moved Bunny to the bottom of my suspects list, thinking her IQ rivaled Jasmine’s for lowest in L.A. County. But now I had a feeling Bunny was sharper than she let on. If she could fake an orgasm I guess she could fake innocence too.
“Want a drink, Maddie?” Mom asked, signaling a shirtless waiter.
Did I ever. “I’ll have a Diet Coke.”
“Oh come on, honey. Live a little!” Mrs. Rosenblatt drained her glass and set it on the waiter’s tray. “How about a Virgin Mary?” she suggested.
Honestly, I was sick to death of Diet Coke. As long as it was virgin, I decided I could afford to live a little tonight.
“Okay. A virgin Mary.”
Mrs. Rosenblatt ordered one for me and one for herself. Cowgirl Dana, staying in character, ordered a shot of Jack Daniels. Mom ordered another cosmo and stuck a ten in the waiter’s speedo. (Ew, ew, ew!) By the time Fireman Bob had collected his suspenders and cleared off the stage, we all had fresh drinks in hand and I had that nauseous, my-mom’s-talking-about-sex feeling somewhat under control. 
Music started to pulse from the speakers again and the crowd took to their feet, craning to see the next beefcake. 
“Look out ladies,” the MC warned. “Because here comes Damien. And he’s been a bad, bad boy.” 
The sound of a motorcycle engine revved through the speakers as a man in all leather appeared on the stage in front of a cloud of smoke. He strutted down the catwalk, shedding his leather jacket to reveal a six pack Budweiser would be jealous of.
“Oh my God.” Mom made the sign of the cross. 
“What was that for?” asked Mr. Rosenblatt. 
“I just had the unholiest of thoughts.”
Ick. Okay, so I almost had that mom’s-talking-about-sex nausea under control. I took a big gulp of my Virgin Mary in hopes it would settle my stomach. It wasn’t half bad, really. Kind of like an extra spicy bloody Mary with a twist of lime. Not a martini, but definitely better than another Diet Coke. 
Damien gyrated down the catwalk, shedding leather like a snake until Mom grabbed a cocktail napkin and started fanning herself. “Whew, I think that man just gave me a hot flash.”
“That man is hung. You think he’d go for an older woman?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked, elbowing me in the ribs.
I tried to be kind. “He’s probably gay.”
Mrs. Rosenblatt scrutinized Damien as he stripped off his leather chaps to reveal a thong with a Harley Davidson logo. 
I took a big sip of my Virgin Mary. Wow, he did have a nice package. I took another sip. 
“I just love a man in leather,” Mrs. Rosenblatt continued. “I saw this documentary about how dominatrix tame their men with leather whips. Now I don’t go in for all that chains stuff, but I could go for a guy in leather.”
I drained my glass and signaled the waiter for another. 
“Ralphie doesn’t like leather,” Mom chimed in. “But he’s nuts about lace. I bought this adorable lace teddy at the mall today. One look and we’ll be spending the whole honeymoon in bed.” Mom winked one heavily shadowed eye. “If you know what I mean.” 
If a person could die of ickiness, I was just about flat-lining. I searched frantically for that waiter with my fresh Virgin Mary. Luckily, he appeared just as Damien gyrated his way in our direction and Mom dug into her purse for more green.
“Take it all off!” Dana commanded, waving her cowgirl hat in the air. 
Damien complied, doing away with the Harley thong and going full monty on us. 
Mrs. Rosenblatt nudged me in the ribs. “I told you he was hung.”
I admit, I stared. It was hard not to. Especially when I now realized how poorly Richard measured up against the Damiens of the world. Yikes. What had I been missing?
And then out of nowhere, I thought of Ramirez. I wondered if he was a Damien or Richard. I took another sip of my drink and tried really hard not to picture Ramirez in a leather thong. 
“Over here, bad boy,” my mother yelled, waving her five dollar bill in the air. Damien strutted closer and collected the cash with his teeth. Mom giggled like a sixth grader. I tried not to look.
Dana grabbed my arm, her nails digging into me. “Oh my God, Maddie, did you see who that is?”
I looked up at Damien, squinting through the smoke and strobing lights to get a good look at his face. (Which, I had to admit, I’d not yet really seen, being a little distracted by certain other parts of his anatomy.) He did look a little familiar. But as Damien turned our direction, it was the neck that gave it away. Or lack thereof. “Is that your roommate?”
Dana nodded and I swore I saw drool form at the corner of her mouth. “I had no freaking idea he was this built.”
No Neck Guy winked at Dana, then gyrated his way to the other side of the stage.
“You know that guy?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked. “He’s got a tuchis like granite.”
“Give it up for Biker Damien,” the MC said as Damien gathered his chaps and headed off stage.
Mom grabbed another cocktail napkin and began fanning herself. 
“Um, will you excuse me for a minute?” Dana didn’t wait for an answer before disappearing toward the stage. 
I drained my second glass and signaled for another. I could easily get addicted to these things. The waiter returned with my drink just as the music started up and “Officer Dan” took the stage, wearing a cop uniform amidst flashing red lights. Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt were instantly on their feet again, waving dollar bills. Maybe it was the spicy Virgin Mary, but I was starting to get into the swing of things. I even shouted a cowgirl holler of my own when Dan tossed his blue shirt into the crowd – badge and all.
I wondered how Ramirez would look in a cop uniform. 
Duh, he’d look sexy! The man looked sexy in just about anything. I wondered how he’d look in nothing…
Ugh! What was I thinking? I instantly felt guilty. I was possibly carrying Richard’s child and here I was not only ogling half naked men, but fantasizing about Ramirez’s package. 
But I realized as I took another long sip of my Virgin Mary that it was Richard’s fault really. If he hadn’t up and left, I never would have gone looking for him, then I never would have met Ramirez and I wouldn’t be here comparing the size of his ding-dong with Officer Dan’s. See, it was all Richard’s fault.
In fact, I realized, all the problems in my life lately were because of him. He’d gotten me into this whole mess, and what’s more, he didn’t even have the decency to tell me where he was. Even Greenway told his mistress where he was. 
And what kind of scum marries Cinderella anyway? What, does he think he’s some kind of Prince Charming? Ha! I mentally snorted. More like Prince Anal. He folded his socks for crying out loud. What kind of a man does that?
I bet Ramirez didn’t fold his socks. I bet he just threw his socks in with his underwear in one big mess. Socks mixed with with… briefs? Boxers? I wondered what kind of underwear Ramirez wore. I pictured him as a briefs guy. Not those Hanes things from Kmart, but the really sexy Calvin ones. Maybe in gray or slate blue. Slate blue would be a good color on him.
Officer Dan ripped off his break-away pants, revealing a black G-string that read L.A.P.D. 
“Woo hoo,” I yelled, waving my drink in the air. A little splashed on my wrist, but I didn’t care. In fact, I realized, I was feeling pretty good. Better than I had in days. “Show me your gun, officer hottie!” 
“You tell ‘em, Maddie,” Mrs. Rosenblatt commanded, slightly slurring her words. Then leaned in and added, “I think I’m getting just a teeny bit tipsy.” 
I froze. Glass halfway to my lips. Tipsy? What did she mean, tipsy? My gaze whipped from her empty Virgin Mary glass to my own. Sure, I was feeling a little happy, but that was because of the naked men, right?
I grabbed Mrs. Rosenblatt by the arm. “What’s in a Virgin Mary?”
“Tomato juice, lime, cayenne.”
I heaved a sigh of relief.
“And vodka. Lots of vodka.”
I froze. “Vodka? But you said it was virgin!”
Mrs. Rosenblatt laughed. “Bubbee, they call it a Virgin Mary, cause you drink too many, and you won’t even remember the sex that night. It’ll be like immaculate conception.”
Oh my God. I was the world’s worst mother. And I wasn’t even a mother yet! I was awful, terrible, selfish, stupid. I was going straight to hell. 
I was going to throw up.
“Don’t worry. Nothing a little aspirin in the morning won’t cure.” 
Right. Aspirin. I bit my lip to keep from blurting out what a horrible thing I just did. Potentially did, that is. I guess if I wasn’t sure I was pregnant, I couldn’t be sure I’d done something really, really awful. Damn Richard. This was all his fault.
Dana walked up, a clothed Damien a.k.a. No Neck Guy in tow. The grin on her face said she’d have no trouble remembering the sex tonight. “Hey, we’re gonna head back home. Thanks for inviting me Mrs. Springer. We’ll see you tomorrow for the big day.”
Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt gave Dana hugs, Mrs. Rosenblatt all the while eyeing No Neck Guy’s crotch like a dog might a big beefy Milk Bone.
The icky warred with morning sickness, which warred with guilt, which warred with the mass amount of vodka I’d apparently consumed that night. I willed my stomach to stay put as the room swayed. 
“Can you drop me off at home first?” I begged.
“Sure, Maddie.” 
Dana, No Neck and I all piled in to her Saturn. I sat in the back, trying to avert my eyes as Dana and No Neck held hands and made kissy faces. Instead I slouched down in my seat and closed my eyes so I didn’t have to watch the scenery wizz past the window in a noxious blur. 
Luckily, the drive was short and a few minutes later Dana was walking me to the door of my studio. Any other time I could have walked myself in, but have you ever tried to walk in three-inch heels under the influence of vodka? 
“Are you drunk?” Dana asked.
Duh. “I think so.”
“I thought you weren’t drinking because of…” She trailed off, looking at my belly.
“I’m not. I mean, I wasn’t. It was an accident.”
“An accident?”
“I thought the virgins were virgin.”
Dana gave me a funny look. But considering she had a hot stripper in the car, she didn’t interrogate further. “Get some sleep,” she commanded. “You want me to come drive you to the wedding in the morning?”
“No. It’s fine. I’ll get a cab.”
“Okay, well, call me. But, uh,” she glanced back at No Neck. “Just not too early, k?”
I nodded. Not a good idea. I put a hand to my head to make the scenery stop spinning. I watched Dana pull away, then walked inside. That is, after fumbling with the key for a good five minutes first. I hated being drunk.
But most of all, I realized as I collapsed onto my futon and stared at the ceiling, I hated Richard. Maybe it was the vodka, or maybe the full monty, or maybe the fact I’d been inside a porn studio today, but no matter what explanations he might try to conjure up, I realized I hated Richard. There was no excuse for doing this to me. Look at me! I was a mess. I was a bundle of nerves, anxiety, and I’d just possibly poisoned my maybe child. Oh God. I was an awful, awful person. Nothing in the world could make this day worse.
And then my doorbell rang.
I lay there, deciding if I even remembered how to move my limbs. After the third ring, I finally managed a vertical position and staggered to the door. I looked through the peephole and think I actually gasped out loud.
“I know you’re in there, I can see your light under the door. Open up.”
I bit my lip. I could let him in. But, see, here’s the thing: I’ve been known to be a little over friendly when I’ve been drinking. Which is why I don’t often indulge. In fact, I have a pitcher of margaritas to blame for my second date sleepover with Richard. Knowing I was past my common sense limit, coupled with, as Mom would say, the unholy thoughts I’d been having earlier at Beefcakes, I wasn’t sure it was really a good idea to let him in.
He pounded on the door again. “I can hear you breathing. Open the door.”
Then again, it’s never a good idea to disobey a cop.
I unhooked the latch, turned the deadbolt, and opened the door to find myself face to face with Ramirez. Sexy day-old stubble and all.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
I blinked. God he looked good. He still didn’t look like he’d slept much, but the five o’clock shadow had grown into this sexy George Clooney thing that made his jaw look like it belonged in a Schick commercial. He was dressed in his usual uniform of butt hugging jeans and a black T-shirt. His eyes were hooded and dark, his hair just a little mussed. This was exactly how I imagined he’d look after a really long night of really excellent sex.
Down girl. See what I mean about alcohol and me?
“Where have you been?” he asked. “Didn’t you get my messages?”
I turned around. Sure enough the light on my machine was blinking like mad. 
“No, I didn’t. I just got in. Why?”
“Can I come in?”
I bit my lip, hesitating. The rational voice in my head said, tell him to leave. Close the door. Do not talk to sexy cops when you’re drunk. Only the Beefcakes patron in me said, yes, please, come in. Take your clothes off. Hop into my bed. 
And considering the amount of vodka Beefcakes Girl had consumed, she was getting really loud. So loud she was overpowering the rational voice. 
“Sure.” I stood back to allow him entry.
He stepped into the room. And I swear my eyes went straight to his leather thong region. Boxers or briefs? I just couldn’t tell.
 “So,” I said, clearing my throat loudly. “What did you want?”
“I just wanted to let you know we ran an analysis on the hairs found in the motel room. They weren’t yours.”
“I told you so.” Ugh. I sounded five. “I mean, I’m glad you checked. I’m glad we cleared that up.”
Ramirez looked at me kind of funny, but didn’t comment. “Yeah, well I just wanted to let you know you’re officially not a suspect.”
“Well, duh,” I smacked my head with the palm of my hand. “I don’t even own a leopard thong.”
Ramirez raised one eyebrow. “Leopard thong?”
“And I so don’t do nooners. Well, not unless it’s a really special occasion. Or the guy’s really hot. But I always leave with my panties on.”
Ramirez’s eyes creased at the corners, twinkling with that Big Bad Wolf look again. “Good to know.”
I took a deep breath. Yes, I was aware I sounded frighteningly like Bunny Hoffenmeyer and I wasn’t making a whole lot of sense. But somehow the connection between my brain and my mouth seemed to have shorted out. I grabbed onto the kitchen counter for support, as the room was starting to look like a Tilt-awhirl again. 
“What I mean to say is, I’m glad I didn’t kill him. I mean, I’m glad you know I didn’t kill him. I know I didn’t kill him. But now you know that I know I didn’t kill him. Even though he’s dead.”
The corner of Ramirez’s mouth quivered. “Uh huh.”
“I know that you know that I know that I didn’t kill him.” I paused. Hmmm… that didn’t sound quite right. Let me try again. “I mean, I wasn’t there. No, I was there, but not there there, as in not in his room, there.” There. That sounded better. Kind of.
The quiver turned into a full fledged grin. “Are you drunk?”
“No!” I rolled my eyes and did my best as-if face. “I’m so not drunk. I’m the opposite of drunk. I’m…” I paused trying to come up with the word. “… the other thing.”
“Sober?” Ramirez supplied, still grinning.
“Right. That’s me. Sober Maddie.” It might have been more convincing if my hand hadn’t slipped off the counter just then, throwing me so off balance I tripped on one of my heels and nearly fell.
Nearly, because Ramirez reached out with quick cop-like reflexes and caught me in his arms. Strong arms. I put my hands up to balance and came up against a chest like a brick wall. I felt his heart beating beneath his six-day-a-week-at-the-gym muscles. I think I sighed.
“You okay?” His face was inches from mine. His eyes still twinkling with amusement. 
“Uh huh,” I managed. Even though my limbs felt like Jell-o and I could swear visions of Damien’s package were swimming through my head. I suddenly had a burning desire to know for sure whether Ramirez was a boxers or briefs guy.
“Love the outfit,” he said, still holding me around the waist. His eyes dipped down to my Librarian wear. 
“You’re mocking me again aren’t you?”
“Just a little.” 
“It went over big at the porn studio too.”
Ramirez’s eyebrow shot up again. “Porn Studio?” His grin widened, showing off a row of white teeth. The better to eat you right up with my dear. 



“See, I knew there was a little bad girl in you.” His voice was low and deep in a way that made me warm in all the right places. 
I was still pressed against his chest and his hooded eyes looked wide awake now, intent on me. Making me think serious bad girl thoughts. Thoughts of bad cops in boxers. 
Or better yet, nothing at all. 
Try as I might to reign in Beefcakes Girl, her eyes strayed downward. Past his brick wall chest, beyond six-pack territory, until they zeroed in on that denim covered package.
“Are you staring at my crotch?”
At least I had the decency to blush. At least, I think it was a blush. Or maybe just one of Mom’s hot flashes at the totally X-rated thoughts racing through my mind. 
“I was just wondering if you’re a boxers or briefs guy.” Did I say that out loud? Oh lord, I must be really drunk.
Before I had time to take back my Sluts-R-Us statement, Ramirez tightened his grip on my waist, pulling my body flush with his. 
I think I had an on-the-spot orgasm. 
His head dipped down, his lips grazing my ear. “Briefs,” he whispered.
And then he kissed me. 
And not one of those nippy, soft, kissy things. This was a kiss. A serious lust-inspiring, picturing-you-naked-all-day, you’re-so-going-to-remember-the-sex-no-matter-how-many-Virgin-Marys-you-accidentally-drank kind of kiss. One that left no question in my mind whether Ramirez was a Damien or a Richard beneath all those clothes. I knew for a fact that Richards didn’t kiss like this. He was a Damien through and through.
His hands slid up my shirt and I did a quick mental inventory. Legs shaved? No granny panties? Just in case condom still in my purse? Check, check, and check. Beefcakes Girl did a mental woohoo! as I kissed him back. 
His tongue touched mine and I suddenly felt like Ramirez was wearing way too many clothes. I slid my hands down his chest, fumbling like a nervous teenager at his belt buckle until his T-shirt came untucked. He didn’t protest in the least as I slid the fabric up and over his head. Though he did groan a little as I trailed my hands down his abdomen. Good lord, this guy was built. I bet he worked out more than Dana. 
Ramirez picked me up like I weighed less than nothing and sat me on the kitchen counter. My skirt hiked up as his hands slid up my thighs, past my knees, past the oh-that-tickles spot, and on into where’s-that-freaking-condom territory.
I went back to fumbling with his belt buckle again. We were suddenly in a race. Who could get their clothes off fastest and the winner received the orgasm of their life. Ramirez’s shoes went flying across the room. My silk blouse was ripped off so fast one of the buttons popped off, pinging against my microwave. My bra was down around my waist and I heard the unmistakable sound of Ramirez’s zipper sliding open. 
And then he froze. Okay, through my vodka-hormone cocktail it took me a second to realize he wasn’t kissing me back anymore. But when I did, I saw he was staring at a spot behind me. 
“What?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”
“What is that?”
I turned around to see what he was staring at. My heart sank. 
The EPT.
“Uh, it’s nothing. Just, um, a little pregnancy test.”
It was as if I’d said, “Just a little nuclear bomb.” Ramirez instantly put two feet between us, still staring at the bomb like it might go off any second. “Why do you have a pregnancy test on your kitchen counter? Are you pregnant?” He stared at my belly. Thankfully, I was still flat as a board. But I could see him mentally putting a basketball there.
“No! I mean, I don’t know. I don’t think so. Well… maybe.”
His gaze whipped wildly from the test to me. Then he muttered a, “Jesus,” and sat down on my futon, scrubbing a hand over his face.
I slid off the counter, shrugging back into my bra as I sat down beside him.
“Richard’s?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Jesus,” he said again. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I didn’t know if there was anything to tell. And, well, I don’t know, you’re a cop and you thought I was in Greenway’s room. And then you came here and you looked so nice and you kissed me, and that was really nice, and well, I just kind of forgot to mention it.”
“You forgot?” He stared at me.
“Uh huh.” In my defense, Ramirez shirtless was enough to make a woman forget her own name.
“Hell, this is… this was…” He waved his arms from me to the EPT, seemingly searching for the right words. 
My heart bottomed out when he found them. 
“A mistake,” he finally said. “This was a huge mistake coming here.” 
A mistake. My bottom lip quivered. Okay, so maybe it was a mistake. In fact, I’m sure had we actually had sex, I would have been thinking the same thing as soon as the Virgin Marys wore off. But did he have to say it like that? 
I wrapped my arms around my middle, suddenly very conscious of the fact my shirt was on the other side of the room.
“Maybe you should just go then,” I said. Then bit my lower lip to stop that damn quivering.
“You’re right. I should go.” Ramirez got up and retrieved his shirt from the floor.
“Fine,” I spat back. I’m not sure why I was so mad at him, but it beat being mad at myself. “Go then.”
“Hey, look, I didn’t mean for this to happen. I didn’t come here for this,” he said, gesturing the counter where we’d been this close to being the stars of our very own porno flick.
“Oh, so you’re saying this is my fault? That I threw myself at you? That I’m some kind of drunken hussy?” The closer the words hit to home the louder I said them. Damn. I had thrown myself a little hadn’t I? But he’d been more than willing to catch me.
“I didn’t say that. You’re not a drunken-” He paused. “Wait, you’re pregnant and you went out and got drunk?” He stared at me as if I’d just confessed to shooting my grandmother.
That did it. The quivering lip shook out of control and big fat tears rolled out of my eyes. Did I mention I also tend to get a little emotional when I’m drunk?
“I-I-I’m a horrible p-p-person,” I wailed. 
“Oh, Jesus.” 
“I’ll be a horrible m-m-mother.”
Ramirez sat down beside me. “No, you won’t. I’m sure you’ll be a fine mother.”
“I didn’t mean to get drunk. I was tricked. I would n-n-never hurt a baby.” My words were coming out in big slobbery sobs and I was pretty sure my nose was running too. This was about as unsexy as you could get.
“Hey, it’s okay. I’m sure the baby is okay.”
“If there is a baby,” I reminded him between sniffles.
“Right. If there is one.” He put his arm around me. 
“I’m sorry.” I sniffed again. “I’m a mess.”
Ramirez looked at me. He pushed one stray strand of hair behind my ear. Oddly enough it was an even more intimate gesture than having his hands up my shirt. More… touching. Wow. Who knew Bad Cop had a soft side?
“You’re not a mess. You’ll make a beautiful mother.”
Okay, so I knew he was lying. I was so far from beautiful right now. My mascara must be in streaks, my nose was running and red, and I’m sure my eyes were once again puffier than the Michelin man. But it was a nice lie. And he was a nice guy to say it.
“I’m sorry,” I said again. “I’m sure you have stuff to do. Important Bad Cop stuff.”
He smiled. Not that smirky smile and not the sexy, wolfish grin either. Just a smile, like maybe deep down he really didn’t think I was such a mess after all. “Nope,” he said. “I’ve got nowhere to go.”
He pulled me close to him and I laid my head down on his chest. I could hear his heart beating. It was a comforting sound. He smelled like fresh laundry and mellow aftershave. I took a deep breath, inhaling his scent.
I closed my eyes. I wasn’t sure if it was the vodka, the good cry, or Ramirez’s steady heartbeat beneath my cheek, but for the first time in days I felt peaceful. Calm, peaceful and so very relaxed. I closed my eyes and let my thoughts drift, feeling utterly comfortable in Ramirez’s arms.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I heard a phone ringing, echoing through my head like a car with too much bass. Slowly I flexed one limb, then the other. My neck was stiff, like I’d fallen asleep sitting up and my mouth felt like sandpaper. I managed to open one eye a crack. 
And saw Ramirez.
Yikes! 
I blinked hard against the assault of sunlight coming through my windows. What the hell was Ramirez doing in my apartment? His head was lolled back on the futon cushions, his mouth slightly open as his slept, making deep breathing sounds. Slowly it came back to me as I watched him. The Virgin Mary’s, the EPT. Ramirez’s hands up my shirt. 
Uhn. I groaned. Oh God, I’d practically thrown myself at him. And then bawled all over him. I’d made a drunken fool of myself. I shook my head. Ouch. And I had the headache to prove it. And where the hell was that ringing coming from?
I dove for my purse on the floor, every movement jarring my head until it pounded like a marching band. Oh my God, someone stop the ringing! 
“Hello?” I croaked as I found my cell phone.
“Maddie! Where the hell are you?”
I held the phone away from my ear, Dana’s shrill shriek assaulting me in so many ways I couldn’t keep track.
“Shhhhh. Hangover.”
“Oh my God, Mads. You’re hung over? I knew I should have picked you up this morning.”
Picked me up? 
And then through my hung over haze I had a moment of clarity. Oh shit. The wedding!
I spun around, producing a new round of pain in my temples, and looked at the clock on my kitchen wall. Oh shit. 10:00! 
“Maddie? Are you still there? The ceremony starts in half an hour. Your mom is starting to freak.”
“I’ll be right there. Don’t start without me”
I hung up, throwing the phone down on the carpet. 
“Shit!” 
Ramirez opened one sleepy eye. “What time is it?”
“Ten. I’m late. I gotta go. Shit!” I ran to my closet and pulled the Purple People Eater out of its garment bag. I didn’t even take the time to grimace as I stripped off the rest of my librarian outfit and threw it over my head.
Had I more time I might have waited until Ramirez was gone to strip down. As it was, I think the sight of me half naked and running around like a crazy woman woke him up quickly enough.
“Late for what?”
“Wedding. Mom’s wedding. Riverside. Shit!” I panted, trying to get the Purple People Eater closed in the back.
Ramirez stood up and helped me with the zipper. 
“Thanks.”
“How late are you?” he asked, still rubbing his eyes.
“Late. Riverside in half an hour late. I am so freaking late!” I looked wildly around for my dyed purple shoes. I found one under my drawing table and hopped around looking for the other as I scooped my cell phone back into my purse.
“Okay, I’ll drive.”
I stopped hopping and stared. 
Okay - my first thought when Mom told me she was getting married (after the initial shock that Ralph was, in fact, straight) was of the awesome act of God it would take to get Richard to come to the wedding with me. We’d only been dating four months and the Wedding Date is really more of a six months-and-up kind of event. Rating just after meet-the-parents, and just before buying a puppy together. After weeks of procrastinating, and weeks more of begging, pleading and playing the we’re-not-having-sex-until-you-relent game, I’d finally convinced Richard to go on the promise he could leave early if they started doing the chicken dance. 
And, after one drunken night of Maddie the Horny Tear Factory, Ramirez wanted to go to the wedding with me?
I must have looked as shocked as I felt, because Ramirez grinned as he explained.
“My car has a siren. We’ll be able to get through traffic.”
Right. Siren. Duh.
I shook off the tiny prickle of disappointment that he wanted a quick route and not an evening of close dancing with me as I found my other shoe and made a mad dash for Ramirez’s SUV.
Usually the drive from Santa Monica to Riverside is a good hour and a half – Santa Monica bordering the ocean and Riverside bordering the last known outpost of civilization before heading into the desert of doublewides between L.A. and Las Vegas. However, with Ramirez’s police siren blaring down the 10, we made it in twenty-five. It was a good thing too because as we pulled up in front of the Garden Grande Motel, Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt were pacing up and down like two vintage kitchy Energizer bunnies. 
“Where the hell have you been?” Mom shrieked at me as I catapulted myself from the car.
“Sorry, I overslept.”
Mrs. Rosenblatt looked Ramirez up and down. Her gaze settled in his package region. “I can see why.”
My cheeks turned into two flaming pools of lava. 
Ramirez just grinned.
“You, come with me,” Mrs. Rosenblatt instructed him. “I’ve got the perfect seat for you.” Before I could protest she grabbed Ramirez by the arm and steered him toward the back garden. 
“No he’s just dropping me off, and…” I trailed off. What was the point? Mrs. Rosenblatt would probably just lecture me on the importance of sex for a healthy aura. 
Ramirez just shrugged and grinned at me over his shoulder as Mrs. Rosenblatt led him away. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought he was enjoying this. 
“Where is Richard?” Mom looked from me to Ramirez’s retreating form with narrowed eyes.
“Uh, well, Richard is kind of, um…”
Mom waved her hands in the air. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. You’re here. I’m getting married. That’s all that matters.”
Mom’s hands stopped waving. Her eyes got round. She visibly paled under her thick layer of foundation and startling blue eyeliner. “Oh God. I’m getting married.” 
And then my mother began to hyperventilate. Right there on the sidewalk in front of the Garden Grande Motel in an empire waisted wedding dress with a two foot long train Mom had the breakdown to end all breakdowns. 
“Oh God. I don’t think I can do this, Maddie. I mean, I want this,” she went on, “But oh my God, I’m getting married, and I swore I would never do this again, and maybe we should wait, maybe we should do it in the church after all, what if God really does want me to be Catholic, and what if he puts a curse upon our marriage, Maddie, you know I can’t take another failed marriage, I need God to be on my side, Mads.”
My head pounded, the marching band bringing out the big cymbals. “Take a breath. Pause for a period.”
Mom took another deep breath, still looking like she needed a paper bag. “What am I going to do if I blow this marriage too? I don’t know if I can do this.” 
“Mom, if you don’t want to do this, now’s the time.” 
Am I a bad person that I almost hoped she’d change her mind and I could go home and commune with my Mr. Coffee instead of parading down the aisle in Barney on Crack for all to see?
She bit her lip, creating little red lipstick flecks on her teeth.
“I do Mads. But, it’s just been the two of us for so long. And, well, Ralph’s great, but everything’s about to change. And I don’t know if I can take it. The change. Maybe I’m just too old for change.” 
And I realized as I stared at my mother’s ‘80’s blue eyeshadow and lipstick stained teeth, so was I. Maybe that was why I’d blocked out all things wedding for the past three months. I was afraid things were going to change. That I’d lose my keds-with-floral-Mumus Mom to Fernando’s ultra chic world. 
And just as quickly I realized how ridiculous that was. There wasn’t a designer in Beverly Hills strong enough to pry my mom out of her 1983 ways, and to be honest, I didn’t think Ralph even wanted to try. Any man who would love Mom, blue eye-shadow and all, passed muster with me. 
I wasn’t losing a mom. I was gaining a dad. A Faux Dad.
“Mom, do you love Ralph?”
Mom nodded without hesitation. “I do.”
I gave her arm a quick squeeze. “Then let’s go get married.”
Mom’s eyes teared up and she caught me in a hug that crushed my ribs even harder than the Purple People Eater. I held onto her hand as we took our places behind a boxwood hedge just as the strains of the wedding march began to play.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
“Everybody on the dance floor for the chicken dance!”
Ramirez leaned in close. “Just so you know, this more than makes up for dinner at my mom’s.”
No kidding.
Actually Ramirez had been a pretty good sport about this whole thing, sitting all the way through the ceremony, even when my Irish Catholic Grandmother started saying her rosary halfway through the I-do’s, and even when every one of my cousins, aunts, uncles, and members of my mother’s Internet chat groups insisted on meeting Maddie’s New Guy. All things considered, Bad Cop was turning out to be an okay date. 
We were seated at one of the ten round tables in the Garden Grande’s “great hall” (think Elk’s lodge décor - peeling wood toned vinyl walls and grade school cafeteria linoleum). Molly the Breeder sat across from me with her husband, Stan. Dana and an exhausted looking No Neck Guy were flapping their wings on the dance floor, and Ramirez was sitting on my left. Beside him sat my Irish Catholic Grandmother, back straight, lips pinched into a tight line, eyes narrow and shrewd, flicking between Ramirez’s tell-tale stubble and my naked left finger.
“Maddison, are you going to mass tomorrow morning?” she asked, her steely blue eyes squinting up at me. (Despite my petite status, my grandmother makes me look like a giant, topping out at just under 4’11”.)
“Of course, Grandmother.” I figured this didn’t really count as a lie because it was for a good cause. If my grandmother thought I didn’t go to mass, she might have a heart attack and die here on the spot. So, really, I was saving her life with this lie. Very noble, when you look at it that way.
“How about the new guy?” She gestured to Ramirez as if he weren’t there. “Does he go to mass?”
“Uh…” I was stumped.
“My family goes to St. John Vianney,” Ramirez cut in. 
He was Catholic? Ohmigod. I think my grandmother might just die a happy woman. Maddie had actually brought home a good Catholic boy. Well, a Catholic boy at any rate. The jury was still out on the good part.
My grandmother’s eyes narrowed like a cat’s. “St. John Vianney? Do you know Father Michael?” She was testing him.
“I do. In fact I worked with him last year to establish an after school program to keep teens away from crime. I’ll tell him you’ve been asking after him.”
Grandmother’s wrinkles parted in a small smile, nodding, and I had a sneaking suspicion mentally booking the St. Mark’s chapel for the Springer-Ramirez wedding.
Ramirez leaned in close. “I think granny likes me.” Then he winked at me and I felt his hand rest on my knee.
I jumped. I wasn’t entirely sure if Ramirez was here as my ride, my date, or to keep me under surveillance in case Richard tried to contact me. Granted, I’d just spent the night drooling on his chest. And he was here with me at my mother’s wedding, charming the dentures off Grandmother. And, as I’d sampled last night, he’d take home the gold in the kissing Olympics.
But with the vodka slowly seeping out of my system, reality was rearing her ugly head again. And in reality, Ramirez was on a case, Richard was on the lam, and I was somehow stuck in the middle, not sure whose side to be on. 
I was pretty sure I now hated Richard. It was hard not to hate a man who married a Disney character. But somehow I wasn’t ready to totally write him off either. At least, not without hearing his side of the story. Even without taking into account my late factor, Richard and I had a history together. And I wasn’t quite ready to throw that all away. The whole situation still left me with a squishy sensation in my stomach, like that time in second grade when I’d eaten a bad burrito and done one too many flips around the monkey bars.
But I didn’t move Ramirez’s hand.
“Wasn’t it a lovely ceremony?” Molly piped in.
Grandmother snorted. “No priest. Civilized people get married in a church with a priest, not on some lawn.” She turned to Ramirez. “Molly got married at St. Mark’s. All our girls get married at St. Mark’s,” she emphasized. 
Ramirez gave me the raised eyebrow. I pretended to find an interesting piece of lint on the Purple People Eater. 
“Our wedding was so beautiful,” Molly went on. “We had the traditional white roses everywhere, and my gown was this white, lace creation that had this long, lovely train that- Stan, get your son, he’s climbing on the podium again. Anyway, the train went on for miles. I had to have a train bearer, can you believe it? I felt just like a princess and- Stan, get him, he’s going to pull the whole thing over! What was I saying? Oh, yes, St. Mark’s. Well, it was just a lovely ceremony. You have to get Father Jacobs to do your wedding, he’s just the most– Stan, I swear if you feed that boy any more cake I’m going to castrate you! Get him down from there, now! Anyway, where was I?”
I stared, my jaw hanging open like a cartoon. I think I was having a terrible glimpse into my future. Like the ghost of pregnancy hormones yet to come. I grabbed my water glass and took a big gulp, trying to fend off hysteria, and made a mental note to take that test when I got home. 
Stan mumbled something that sounded like “four more months of this,” before leaving the table to wrangle his cake eating monsters.
“Molly has three children already,” Grandmother informed Ramirez. “If you want a big family, you’ll have to start soon. Maddie’s not getting any younger, you know.”
I choked on the water, making coughing sounds as I tried not to spew it across the table.
Ramirez looked like he was trying hard not to laugh. “We’ll get right on that.” He flashed Grandma a smile that was all teeth and I felt his fingers curl around my knee.
I took another sip of water. 
“I’m glad to hear that.” In fact, Grandmother looked about as pleased as when Molly had promised she’d think about sending her oldest boy in to the priesthood. 
Great. My mom’s bouquet not even cold yet and already Grandmother was trying to marry me off with a corral full of cake eating, podium toppling monsters of my own. I tried to think of a tactful way of saying Ramirez was just my ride. 
My ride who kept squeezing my knee under the table. 
Before I could sort that one out, my cell phone rang. Grandmother gave me a stern look that obviously said cell phones were on the War and Peace sized list of things she didn’t approve of. 
“Excuse me,” I said, grabbing my phone and stepping away from the table. The readout was an 818 area code I didn’t recognize.
“Hello?” I answered, putting a hand over my other ear to block out the strains of the chicken dance.
“Hi. I’m returning a call from Maddie Springer?”
“This is Maddie?”
“This is Andi Jameson.”
My ears perked up. Mistress number two.
“Yes, thanks for calling me back. I actually wanted to ask you a of couple questions about Devon Greenway.”
Andi was quiet on the other end.
“You did know him, right?”
“Yes,” she said hesitantly. “Who did you say you were again?”
I decided to stick with the story I’d told Bunny. “I’m with the L.A. Informer. We’re doing a piece on Mr. Greenway’s tragic passing and I’m speaking to anyone who was close to him.”
Andi didn’t respond. But, she didn’t hang up either, so I plowed ahead. “From what I understand, you used to date Mr. Greenway?”
“Listen, I don’t know if I feel comfortable talking about this to the press.”
Shit. I bit my lip, trying to think fast. Think like a used car salesman. 
“Okay, here’s the deal. I’m not really with the press. I, uh, I dated Greenway too, and I was just trying to find out how many other women he screwed over by failing to mention he was married.” Okay, a lie. But the anger about having a boyfriend forgetting to mention his marriage was real.
And it seemed to hit home.
“God, you too?” Andi sighed into the phone. “Would you believe I didn’t even find out about it until I saw his wife’s body on the news. What a cheating scum.”
“No kidding.” Now we were getting somewhere. I wondered just how angry Andi had been when she saw the news. Angry enough to kill someone? 
“How long did you date Devon?” I asked.
“Six months. He said he was going to marry me. He said he was going to buy me a big house in the hills and we’d get married. What a load of bullshit.”
“Yep, men are scum.” I was getting into this. “All men should be required to have their marital status tattooed on their foreheads.”
“Better yet, tattoo it on their dicks.”
Ouch. “So, when was the last time you saw Devon?”
“A couple weeks ago. He said he was going out of town for a while. Bastard. Probably just shacking up with some whore. No offense.”
“None taken.” Wow, she was really pissed. I wondered if I could goad her into telling me if she owned a gun. “Man, when I found out about his wife, I was so angry, I could have killed him. I guess someone beat me to it.” I laughed nervously.
Andi was quiet.
I prodded a little further. “I sure would like to shake the woman’s hand who did it. She did us both a huge favor, huh?”
Silence again. Damn. Maybe I’d laid it on too thick.
Then she spoke in a slow, calm voice. “You want to know what I did?”
The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Was I about to hear a murder confession? I was almost afraid to ask. “What?”
“I drove to his house, I snuck into the garage and carved the words ‘pencil dick’ into the hood of his precious Mercedes.” Andi burst out laughing.
Damn. Not the confession I’d been looking for. However, I filed the pencil dick thing away for future reference. Richard did think a little too highly of his beamer…
“Mind if I ask where you were two nights ago?” I asked as Andi finally got her laughter under control.
“Yoga Class. I’m trying to find some inner peace.” 
Good plan.
“Oh, hey, one more thing. Um, you don’t happen to own a leopard print thong, do you?” I asked.
“No. Why?”
“Oh, no reason. Thanks again.”
I hung up, not feeling like I’d really learned anything. Expect that Andi Jameson had anger management issues. Not that I blamed her. Keying a fifty thousand dollar car did sound sort of therapeutic. I mentally added her name to the list of contenders for When Mistresses Attack. 
I flipped my phone shut and turned around to find Ramirez standing behind me. 
I let out a little, “Eek!” 
“Who was that?” he asked.
“No one. Nobody. Just a friend.”
He narrowed his eyes at me and I felt my cheeks growing hot. “This friend wouldn’t happen to be wanted for murder would he?”
I put my hands on my hips. “Just what are you implying?”
“Nothing. But you would tell me if Richard called you, right?”
“Of course I would.” Only it came out sounding so weak I don’t think either of us was convinced. Which of course made me even more defensive. “Are you saying you don’t trust me?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“But you implied it? Just like you implied you were going to give my grandmother a handful of Catholic babies. I’ll have you know I’m not a baby factory. I have good legs! I’m not throwing that away. And I can most certainly have friends who call me who aren’t Richard. And I can talk to them any time I want without answering to you.”
“Oh Jesus.” Ramirez rolled his eyes.
“What? What is that? That eye rolly thing?”
“You’re getting hormonal on me now aren’t you?”
Okay, if there’s one thing you don’t ever say to a woman on the edge it’s that she’s hormonal. 
“I’m what? Look, you’re the one that came to my apartment last night, Mr. I-can’t-keep-my-pants-on. So don’t you lecture me about hormones.”
Ramirez grinned, that infuriatingly sexy dimple flashing in his cheek. “I didn’t hear you complain last night.”
“Yeah, well, I was drunk.”
He took a step closer. “Are you drunk now?”
“What? No, I’m not drunk now, I’m-”
But I didn’t get to finish my rant as Ramirez’s mouth was suddenly covering mine. I was poised to push him away with enough force to knock that sexy grin off his face, but the second his lips touched mine, the only thing I felt was a serious case of lust. Starting in my chest and settling somewhere between my legs. I grabbed onto his neck, more for support than anything, my body melting like a Hershey’s kiss on a sunny day. That’s it. No denying it. I had a case of the I-want-Ramirezes and I had it bad. 
Just as the back seat of Ramirez’s SUV was starting to sound pretty good, he stepped back. 
“What was that?” I asked between short breaths. I think I was panting.
He grinned. “That was me proving a point. Any complaints?”
It was official. I hated him. 
My head hurt and I think my hangover was back. Only I felt tired, grouchy and squishy stomached all at the same time. 
Ramirez was first and foremost a cop. And despite the fact my grandmother might think he was a good catholic boy, he was not happily-ever-after material. Or even boyfriend material for that matter. Besides, I already had a boyfriend. Sort of. 
“Look, I, uh, I need to use the ladies room.” 
What I needed was a cold shower. And then a shrink. Ramirez the Hormone Machine had me so confused I didn’t know what I felt anymore. One minute I’m designing Strawberry Shortcake high tops and wondering when those cute suede boots would go on sale, and the next I’m tracking down murderers, dressing as a hooker and visiting porn studios. Not to mention making out with sexy detectives at my mother’s wedding. It was all too much.
I left Ramirez in the great hall and rounded the corner into the motel lobby, not even sure where I was going. I walked up to the front desk.
“Excuse me, where’s your ladies’ room?”
The clerk indicated a narrow hallway. “Down the hall, to the left.”
“Thanks.” I followed the hallway, ignoring the peeling paisley wallpaper and shag carpeting beneath my feet. In fact, I was so self-absorbed with the Law & Order meets I Love Lucy farce my life had become that I didn’t even see him until I plowed smack into the man coming out of the men’s room.
“Oh, sorry, I-” 
I paused. My eyes growing wide, my jaw dropping and my heart doing one big thump in my chest. I looked up and stared right into the perfect blue eyes of Mr. Cinderella himself.
Richard.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“Maddie?” Richard looked wildly from side to side as if expecting I’d brought the entire mounted Calvary with me. Which, I guess I almost had, if you counted the wedding guests. “What the hell are you doing here?”
I tried to answer but I think I’d swallowed my tongue. It was like seeing a ghost. He was dressed in the same pressed slacks I’d come to expect, his button down shirt opened at the collar, covered by a tasteful sport coat. He looked like he’d just come from the office, or a client meeting, instead of being on the run for the last week. I almost wanted to reach out and touch him just to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating this whole thing. 
Either that or smack him across his perfectly shaved cheeks.
“Me?” I finally gasped out, in sort of a strangled cry. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Nothing.” Richard shifted from foot to foot, still looking over my shoulder at the empty lobby. “I mean, I, uh, I’ve been staying here for a few days. I just needed to get away for a while.”
I snorted. “Away from Greenway or away from the cops? Oh, I know, maybe away from your wife.”
He froze. His eyes meeting mine. “You know about her.”
“Richard, I know everything.” Which was a slight exaggeration. 
“Look, maybe we should just go up to my room and talk.” He looked over my shoulder again.
I bit my lip. I was dying to ask Richard about a million different questions, starting with what the hell is up with Cinderella? But, while I mostly believed Richard had nothing to do with the hole in Greenway’s head, I was still a little reluctant to go off alone with him. 
He must have sensed it because he grabbed my hand in both of his and looked at me with those sad little boy eyes that always melted me. “Please, pumpkin?”
I took a deep breath. “Fine, we’ll go up to your room.” I told myself it was because I didn’t want Molly the Breeder to stumble into the lobby and witness me ripping the designer slacks wearing crap weasel a new one. Not because hearing him call me pumpkin suddenly filled me with a longing for a simpler time when deciding if I should be leaving my toothbrush in Richard’s medicine cabinet was my biggest worry. “But just for a minute,” I added. “I have to get back to the reception.”
“Reception?” He glanced down at my gown as if just noticing the purple monstrosity for the first time.
“Yes, reception. My mom just got married. The wedding was going to be in Malibu, but weather issues forced us…” I glanced around at the Elk’s Lodge chic interior. “…here. You were supposed to go with me, you know.”
“Right. Sorry, pumpkin.”
Only he didn’t look sorry at all. He looked nervous. And he kept glancing back at the lobby like any second he expected someone to come bursting through the doors with guns drawn. Maybe Ramirez. 
I shuddered at that thought, suddenly as eager to get Richard out of sight as he was.
I followed him down the hall to the elevators and up to the second floor. He paused outside room two-fourteen and unlocked the door. The room wasn’t much to speak of. A double bed covered with a desert motif spread, two watery prints on the wall and a TV stand and small writing desk in one corner. All standard roadside motel issue. Richard immediately went to the windows and peeked out between the rust colored curtains.
“Richard, maybe you should tell me what’s going on here.”
“Nothing’s going on. I told you, I just needed to get away.”
“Right. And this is really Club Med. Time to quit shoveling the bullshit, Richard.”
He crossed the room and sat down on the bed. He still looked jumpy, his body humming with nervous energy. “All right, look, Maddie. I’ll tell you. But I don’t want you to get mad at me.”
Fat chance of that. But I nodded anyway.
Richard sighed. “I didn’t mean for things to get this out of hand. And I’m sorry I just left like that, but I couldn’t take the chance of anyone following me. I had to get out of there.”
“Because of Greenway?”
“Yeah.”
I sat down beside him. He looked so pathetic I almost felt sorry for him. “Maybe you’d better start at the beginning.”
Richard sighed again. Then he proceeded to tell much the same story Ramirez had. Richard had been in debt. So, when his client, Devon Greenway, wanted to shuffle some money around, Richard had agreed to help set up the dummy corporations in Mrs. Greenway’s name in exchange for a small cut of the profits. Two million dollars small. (He so owed me a pair of really expensive Blahniks when this was all over.) The plan had been to funnel everything into Swiss bank accounts and no one would be the wiser. Only an over zealous accounting clerk at Securities and Exchange had found a minor accounting error. That’s when everything started to go wrong.
To make matters worse, somewhere in all the paper shuffling, the twenty mil had disappeared. Greenway had suspected Richard of taking it, and Richard had suspected Greenway was holding out on him. Neither was willing to leave town without it, but with NewTone suddenly under investigation, they’d both gone into hiding.
“How do you just lose twenty million dollars?” I asked when he finished the narrative.
“I don’t know. We had the money travel through a series of different accounts to lose the paper trail. And it’s not in any of them.”
“Well, who had access to those accounts?”
“Just Greenway, his wife, and I.” Richard paused. He must have read the facts settling on my face because he quickly protested, his voice going high and whiney. “Look, I know this looks bad, but you’ve got to believe me. I had nothing to do with killing anyone. I’ve been here the whole time. Pumpkin, I swear I wouldn’t do that.”
As much as this new whiney side of Richard was starting to annoy me, I was inclined to believe him. I didn’t think Richard had the stomach to shoot a man. Never mind drive into the Valley. 
An alternative brewed in the back of my mind as Richard got up and checked the windows again. Bunny had admitted that she’d been present at one of Greenway and Richard’s meetings. What if Greenway had been as careless with his other lady friends? What if one of the Bimbo Parade was smarter than she appeared? Unfortunately the list of Greenway’s bedtime playmates was about as long as my mother’s vintage wedding train. 
I was about to ask Richard what he knew about Greenway’s extra curricular activities when a knock sounded at the door. My stomach jumped into my throat.
Ramirez.
Richard leapt away from the window, his gaze whipping wildly from me to the door.
“Who is that?”
I bit my lip. “Well, I, uh, kind of got a replacement date to the wedding.”
“Replacement date?” 
“More like a ride, really.” With the added perks of knee grabbing and French kissing. 
Richard waved his hands in the air. “Look, just get rid of him.”
“Open up, police,” I heard Ramirez yell from the other side of the door.
“Police?!” Richard’s voice rose two octaves and he looked like he had ants in his pants, jumping from one foot to the other. “You’re dating the police?”
Okay, I wasn’t sure how suddenly Mr. Did-I-forget-to-mention-I’m-Married was making me feel guilty, but I kind of did. “Sort of. It’s that detective that came to see you. Ramirez.”
“Detective Ramirez!? You brought him here?”
“I didn’t bring him. He kind of brought himself.” Which was the truth.
“Well, make him go away.”
Ramirez banged on the door again.
“Richard, you can’t run forever,” I reasoned. “You have to turn yourself in.”
I moved toward the door.
But Richard stopped me, laying a hand on my arm. “Don’t do this to me. Please, pumpkin.” 
Ugh. I was beginning to hate this pumpkin thing. 
As it turned out I didn’t have a choice. Before I could even jerk free of Richard’s grip, Ramirez burst through the door, gun drawn. I was pretty impressed. It was very Bruce Willis. 
“Shit,” Richard retreated to the far side of the room, hands up in a surrender motion. “Don’t shoot, I’m unarmed. I know the law. You can’t shoot an unarmed man.”
Ramirez looked from me to Richard. He raised his eyebrows, silently asking if I was really serious about this clown. At the moment, I was having my doubts.
“Are you okay?” Ramirez asked me.
“I’m fine.” I paused. “He didn’t do it.” I know, it was a feeble attempt, but I had to make it. And, I realized, I honestly believed it. It was painfully obvious now that Richard didn’t have the guts to shoot anyone. 
But it made any trace of Ramirez’s concern for my safety disappear. His face settled into those hard Schick commercial lines and just like that he was the unreadable Bad Cop again. He crossed the room in one quick stride and before I could say Miranda Rights, Richard’s hands were cuffed behind his back and Ramirez was doing the right to remain silent speech. 
A lump knotted in my throat and I balled my fists at my sides. Only right at the moment I wasn’t sure who to be more angry at. Richard for getting involved in such a stupid scheme to begin with, or Ramirez for arresting the father of my possible child. Or, to be honest, myself, for leading Ramirez right to him. I suddenly wondered if this had been Ramirez’s plan all along. Why he’d sat through my mother’s kitschy wedding and made nice with Grandmother. 
“You can’t do this,” I protested. “He’s innocent. He didn’t kill anyone.”
Ramirez wasn’t moved. He didn’t even look at me, dialing a number into his cell phone instead and requesting backup. 
“He was here the whole time. Please, don’t do this.” God, I was pleading as pathetically as Richard had been just a minute ago.
Only Ramirez wasn’t half as receptive as I’d been.
“I have a warrant,” he responded in a flat monotone. “He’s wanted for murder. I have to take him in.”
“But, but… you kissed me!”
Both Ramirez and Richard turned to look at me. Then at each other. Uh oh. I could feel the testosterone level rising in the air. 
“It was just a little kiss,” I squeaked out.
Had Richard not been in handcuffs, I’d like to think he would have decked Ramirez. In reality, Ramirez would have had him flat on the floor before he even threw a punch. Either way, they let the animosity lie between them untouched as there was little Richard could do besides glare.
Ramirez held Richard by the shoulder and escorted him to the door. He paused as their little parade passed me. “I assume you can find another ride home.” 
And then he left.
Shit. I picked up the lamp on the writing desk and threw it on the floor with all my might. Just my luck it was plastic and kind of bounced on the shag carpet instead of making a satisfying crash. Tears welled behind my eyes, but I was damned if I was going to cry again. I’d done enough of that in the last few days to last me a lifetime. And especially not over two idiots like Richard and Ramirez. 
I hated them both. Richard could rot in jail for all I cared and Ramirez… Well Ramirez could kiss my granny panties. He’d had his tongue down my throat not fifteen minutes ago and now wouldn’t even listen to me. Just like a man. That was it. I was through with all of them. The whole male species. Maybe I’d make my grandmother proud and go join a convent after all. 
Speaking of Grandmother…
I was pretty sure if I sat here feeling sorry for myself much longer, someone from the reception would come looking for me. And I so didn’t want to have to explain this to my relatives. How many Hail Marys did one get for sleeping with criminals?
Because it hit me, that’s just what Richard was. Even if he hadn’t had anything to do with the murders, he’d flat out confessed to the embezzlement. White collar or no, that was a crime. I was carrying a criminal’s baby. Maybe.
That squishy burrito turned into a lead weight in my stomach.
I left the room, closing Richard’s door behind me and took the elevator back down to the lobby. I was sure in a matter of minutes Ramirez’s backup would have CSI teams combing the room for any speck of incriminating evidence. And I wasn’t in the mood for a lint roll right now. 
I hightailed it back into the main hall just in time to see Mom throwing her bouquet. Both Mrs. Rosenblatt and Dana made a mad dash for it. A few beads popped off Mrs. Rosenblatt’s mumu, but Dana caught the flowers in the end. Then gazed starry eyed at No Neck. Poor guy, he didn’t know what he’d gotten himself into.
I think I put on a passably convincing façade of everything was hunky dory in Maddie’s life for the rest of the reception. I avoided Grandmother’s not-so-subtle hinting over my biological clock versus Ramirez’s suitable Catholic husband status, and even managed not to scratch my own eyeballs out through the removal of the garter belt, which I now knew should never be attempted by any bride over the age of forty. Yick.
By the time we were all blowing bubbles out of tiny bell shaped wands as Mom and Faux Dad jumped into their 1974 Mercedes with the words “just married” in shaving cream on the back window, I felt like I’d run a marathon. If I had to keep the plastic smile wedged on my face any longer I had a feeling I’d permanently end up looking like Perky Reporter Woman. 
And as I watched them drive away I had a sudden and profound feeling of loneliness. Richard was on his way to prison, Ramirez – whatever that was between us – was over, Dana and No Neck had left hand in hand for another night of great sex at the Actor’s Duplex, and even Mom and Faux Dad were in their own little honeymoon world for two weeks in Hawaii. It was just me and the Purple People Eater. Deep sigh. 
Mrs. Rosenblatt agreed to give me a ride back to Beefcakes, where my little red Jeep had spent the night. It was dark by the time I finally drove up to my studio and I was beyond tired. I was in that state of feeling sorry for myself that comes just before the walking dead phase of exhaustion. I trudged up the stairs and unlocked the door, not even bothering to turn on the lights before I collapsed onto my futon. 
I gave myself five minutes to cry. Just five. Then, I was going to be done, finished. Over that creep for good. Never mind I wasn’t quite sure which creep I was talking about. 
Richard, right? I mean, Richard was the one I should be getting over. He was the one I’d been dating for the past five months, all the while blind to the fact he’d been married to Cinderella on the side. Richard’s betrayal was what should be eating me up inside.
Only, as I closed my eyes all I could think about was the way Ramirez’s lips had tasted on mine. Like canapés and champagne. 
God I was pathetic. 
I rolled over and buried my head in a pillow, my only comfort knowing that tomorrow couldn’t possibly be worse than today had been.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I felt sunlight hit my face the next morning, but was almost afraid to open my eyes for fear of what new disaster might await me. Tornado? Hurricane? Plague? It wouldn’t surprise me. With the way my life was going my aura must be a pukey puce by now. 
I summoned up all my courage and cracked one eye open. 
No detectives sleeping beside me. No cell phone ringing. No screeching brides or best friends. So far so good. 
Gingerly I got up and flipped on my Mr. Coffee. After two strong cups I turned on the news to see if Richard had made the morning report. 
Perky Reporter Woman did a ten second snippet on the arrest of Devon Greenway’s lawyer, but the whole story was losing steam and had been sandwiched between a segment on a school closure in Watts and a dog who sniffed out heroin at the airport. The press had moved on. 
And, honestly, I should too. Richard probably had a whole team of lawyers surrounding him by now, pulling every rabbit out of their legal hats to get him safely back to his leather and chrome condo. What could I possibly do to help that they couldn’t? More importantly, why did I even want to? 
I sighed. My gaze straying to the EPT on the counter. 
That’s why. 
I stared at the little pink box. It stared back and I could swear it was silently mocking me. (bok, bok, bok) 
“Fine, I’ll take the damn test!” I yelled to the universe at large. I picked up the stupid little box and marched into the bathroom. After reading the instructions only three times (my hands were shaking just a little) I ascertained that I was supposed to pee for five full seconds on the little cottony strip. Five seconds? This was going to take some preparation.
I went back to the kitchen and grabbed a liter of Diet Coke from the fridge. I downed half of it, only getting slightly fizzy nosed from the bubbles. I waited ten minutes, then took the Coke back into the bathroom with me. It was now or never.
I clipped my hair back, took a deep breath and did the whole peeing thing. Which ended up being way more complicated than it sounded. When I finished, I set the test down on my bathroom counter to wait. One line negative. Two lines… I’d be asking my mother to pick up another basinet full of booties and binkies. I took a fortifying swig of Diet Coke as I watched the hands on my watch crawl by. Three minutes. 
Okay, I could do this. I was a tough chick. Whatever those pink lines threw at me, I could handle this, right? Okay, so maybe I’d have to take little Ritchie Junior to visit his father behind bars, and maybe I’d never again fit into that cute Dolce crop top again, but I could do this. Of course, I’d have to get a second job. Tot Trots barely kept me in Top Ramen and pumps, there was no way I could raise a baby on that salary. I looked around my dinky studio. And I’d probably have to move back in with Mom and Faux Dad. And the Jeep would have to go. No way was a convertible Jeep safe for a baby to ride in. Oh God, would I have to get a mini van? I had a vision of myself in Mom clothes from Target, driving a beige Odyssey and living in the room above my parents’ garage. 
Not surprisingly, I started to hyperventilate again. I sat down hard on the tiled floor and put my head between my knees. Unfortunately, as I flipped my head down, my hair clip came undone, flying across the tiny room and knocking into the bottle of Diet Coke. Which swayed precariously on its plastic bottom, then, as I watched in slow motion horror, fell over and spilled bubbly liquid all over the EPT.
“Shit!” I jumped up and grabbed a bath towel, dabbing at the test. I looked down. It was soaked, the cottony swap at the end quickly swelling up like a sponge as the little windows turned a murky caramel color. I squinted, trying to make out any faint lines. Preferably just one of them.
Nothing.
“Shit, shit, shit!” 
I sank back down to the floor. Great. Now what?
I stared at the ruined EPT. The way I saw it, I had two options. One, go back to the drug store, pick up a new test, and go through his whole thing again. Or, two, hop back on the denial train (Because it was probably just stress anyway. I mean, sometimes stress messed up your hormone, right? And I had been under a tad bit of stress lately.) and go back to ticking off blonde murder suspects to earn my boyfriend that get out of jail free card.
Which was scarier, murderers or pregnancy test? After my mini van vision, that was a no-brainer. 
I tossed the Coke stained test in the trash and threw on a pair of butt hugging jeans with my favorite red mules, mentally picking up my suspects list again. The only one I had left was Carol Carter. And the only thing the L.A. Informer had mentioned about her was that she was an aspiring actress. If she was anything like Dana, she probably spent her Sundays at the gym, toning and shaping for the coming week of auditions. It was a long shot, but I hopped in my Jeep and pointed it in the direction of the Sunset Gym.
Twenty minutes later I was showing my membership card to the steroid gatekeeper and trying hard not to inhale the stale eau d’ perspiration as I scanned the crowded workout room for Dana’s perky blonde ponytail. The place was packed with film execs trying to sweat off their weekly diet of doughnuts and wanna-be starlets shaking every silicon body part imaginable in hopes of being discovered as the next Baywatch babe. I finally spotted Dana coaching a dark haired man covered in veiny muscles on the leg lift machine in the corner.
Feeling conspicuously out of place in my heels, I picked my way over the medicine balls and stretch mats to the leg lifter.
“Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen… and rest. Okay, check your pulse, Sasha. You shouldn’t let it get over one-sixty.”
Sasha nodded, sweat trickling off his forehead as he applied two fingers to his neck.
“Dana?” I made a little one finger, come here sign. 
She saw me and waved. “Hey, what’s up?” Dana looked down at my heels and frowned. “You can’t work out in those.”
I rolled my eyes. “Can I talk to you for a sec?”
“Shoot.” 
I glanced at Sasha. 
“Oh, sorry,” Dana said. “Maddie, this is Sasha. I told you about him, he’s the pyramid bottom for the Cirqué Fantastique. Sasha, my best friend, Maddie.”
“I have been pleased to met you,” Sasha said in a heavy accent.
“Me too. Uh, Dana, can I talk to you?”
“Sure. Sasha, do two more sets and we’ll move on to something else.” 
Sasha nodded and went back to his leg lifts as Dana followed me out of earshot. 
“What’s with the Russian?” I asked. 
“Isn’t he hot?”
I glanced over at him, veins popping out on his neck as he lifted a stack of metal weights. “I guess, in a steroid-happy kind of way. But what about your roommate?”
“Who, Mr. Asshole the Stripper?”
Uh oh. Trouble in the Actor’s Duplex.
“What happened? You two were all over each other last night.”
Dana snorted. “That’s what I thought too. Only when we got back home I put the bridal bouquet in the freezer and he freaked out. He said he couldn’t understand why I’d want to keep it. And I said, ‘Well duh, I caught the bouquet.’ And he said, ‘Well, what’s so special about that?’ And I said, ‘Well duh! It means I’m the next to get married.’ And he totally freaked out. I mean, I didn’t say I wanted to get married to him, right now. But he flipped. He said that he was suffocating. That he wasn’t ready for a ball and chain. Do I look like a ball and chain?”
“Typical man.” I really was beginning to hate the whole gender.
“No shit. Anyway, I was like totally crying and Sasha called and he took me out for a cocktail, and, well, we ended up back at his place.”
Dana has got to be the only woman I know who can start a story out getting dumped by one guy and end it in some other guy’s bed. 
“Anyway, what’s up with you?” she asked. “How goes the Charlie’s Angels search?” 
Apparently Dana hadn’t seen the news yet, her attention being consumed by a limber Russian all night. I quickly filled her in on last night’s disaster as she gestured Sasha through two more rounds of cybex torture. It took longer than I thought because the sight of Sasha’s muscles straining proved to be a little distracting for Dana, but as we moved on to the rowing machine, I produced the printout from the library, showing her Carol Carter’s picture. 
“Do you recognize her?” I asked. “She’s an actress and I thought maybe she worked out here.”
Dana and Sasha both leaned in to look.
Sasha let out a low whistle. “She is having the boob that are big like cantaloupe.”
“They’re fake,” I pointed out. 
Dana squinted at the photo. “What did you say her name was?”
“Carol Carter.”
“I never see boob like this. Boob back home, flat. Like pancake food. Like biting of bug.” Sasha looked up at me. “Like you.” 
Yep. I hated all men.
“The name sounds familiar,” Dana said, still staring at the photo. “Oh! You know, what? We were both up for the role of Bikini Girl in that teen movie last month.”
“You be very good Bikini Girl.” Sasha looked Dana up and down. “Very good.”
“Thank you! I thought so too. But I never got a call back.”
“Those director blind. You are very good body. You have the curvy boob.”
“Oh, you’re so sweet!” Dana leaned down and kissed Sasha. I looked away before I got a glimpse of Russian tongue.
“Back to Carol Carter,” I interrupted. “You don’t happen to have her number, do you?” I asked.
“No, sorry. But I do know who her agent is. Charlie Platt. He’s in that big building on the corner of Le Brea and Hollywood.”
“Dana, you’re a goddess.” I could have hugged her if she wasn’t covered in gym sweat. 
“You sure boob is fake?” Sasha was still staring at the photo of Carol Carter. “Is very bouncy looking.”
“Trust me, nature does not come in those sizes,” I said.
He nodded. “Yes. Maybe true. Not so curvy, like Dana.”
Dana giggled and kissed Sasha again. This time I definitely saw tongue. Ew. 
“Well, I’ll, uh, leave you two to your workout…” I trailed off as I backed away, but I was pretty sure no one was listening to me anymore. 
I ran back to my Jeep and called information for the number of the Platt Agency. Unfortunately I got a recording saying they would be closed until four. I glanced down at my dash clock. Noon. I decided Mc Donald’s was as good a place as any to wait it out and put my Jeep into gear, hitting the drive through. Fifteen minutes later I was making my way through a Big Mac, large fries and a strawberry milkshake. Which unfortunately reminded me of Strawberry Shortcake. And my ever more tenuous employment with Tot Trots. I still hadn’t called them back and I had a feeling if I didn’t get those high top designs done soon, unemployment would be edging its way closer to the top of my list of problems.
With a sigh, I finished off my fries and pointed my Jeep toward home. If I put in a good hour of drawing before going to find Carol Carter, at least I could call Tot Trots back with a clear conscience. I even made myself stop by Rite Aid on the way home and bought a new pregnancy test. This time I got the deluxe digital version, which the pharmacists assured me was virtually indestructible. 
Only as I pulled up to my studio, there stood the one thing in the world I wanted to see even less right now than two baby pink lines. Ramirez. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
His arms were crossed over his chest and his hair was wet, like he’d just showered, as he lounged against my front door. I had a bad feeling that if I got too close I’d smell that fresh Ivory and aftershave mix that had me sniffing my futon cushions like a bloodhound last night. 
I told myself not to breathe any of it in as I got out of my Jeep. I’d pretend that he had no effect on me. He didn’t. So what if he’d seduced me, met my family and then used me to get to Richard. I was not going to lose it. I was not an emotional girly girl. I was tough. I was Demi Moore in G.I. Jane. I was Uma Thurman in Kill Bill. I was cool. Calm. In control.
“Hi,” he said.
“Hi? Hi!? Don’t you dare ‘hi’ me. You arrested my boyfriend! After feeling me up. And you have the nerve to make my grandmother like you. You know how long I’m going to have to hear her ask about that nice Catholic boy now? So don’t you dare ‘hi’ me, you… you… pig!” Cool, in control Maddie. Yep, that’s me. Ugh. 
“I had a warrant.” His voice was infuriatingly calm. Which of course made mine rise that much more.
“You used me!”
“Me? Maddie I’m not the one who got you pregnant then ditched you for a flea trap in Riverside.”
“Look, I know you think Richard did this, but I’ve been looking into Greenway’s past-”
Ramirez rolled his eyes. “Jesus, didn’t I tell you to leave this alone?”
I gritted my teeth and ignored him. “Do you want to know what I found out or not?”
“Fine. Can we go inside first?” 
I gave him the evil eye, but had to agree that Richard’s status as a felon was not high on the list of things I wanted to share with my neighbors. I unlocked the door to my apartment, marching in ahead of him and laying my new EPT on the kitchen counter. Ramirez didn’t wait for an invitation before following me in. He leaned against the door frame counter, arms still crossed over his chest, one eyebrow raised in anticipation.
“So? Let’s hear it,” he said with a this-oughta-be-good expression on his face.
I ignored the look, instead sharing my brilliant mistress theory and filling him in on my chats with Greenway’s string of big breasted girlfriends. “And all three are blonde and might own stilettos,” I finished. “I’m not sure. I haven’t gotten access to their closets yet.”
Ramirez rolled his eyes again. “Wonderful. The great shoe detective.”
“Hey, you were the one who told me about the shoe clue.” Okay, put like that it did sound like it belonged in a Scooby-Doo episode. But I stood my ground, putting my hands on my hips and doing my best don’t-mess-with-me face.
“So, you want me to believe there’s some mysterious thong wearing woman going around killing people?”
“Not people, just Greenway. And maybe his wife.”
Ramirez shook his head. “This is ridiculous. The investigation is closed.”
“How can it be closed? You don’t even have a murder weapon yet.”
Ramirez went silent. 
I felt that lead weight settle in my belly again. “Do you have a murder weapon?”
“The report came back from ballistics. Greenway was shot with a .22, the same caliber weapon Richard bought for his wife last year. She says he asked to borrow it before he left town and now it’s missing.”
I bit my lip. “That doesn’t mean Richard pulled the trigger.”
Ramirez threw his hands up. “I don’t understand how you can possibly think this guy’s innocent.”
“What makes you so sure he’s not?” I countered, my voice starting to rise again.
“Because he’s an asshole! He lied to you, Maddie. He lied to the police, he lied to his wife. He’s a criminal.”
“But he’s not a murderer.”
“What, because some porn star found a thong?”
“Hey, if you’d get your head out of your macho man ass for two seconds, you’d see that there were other people with plenty of motive to want Greenway dead. You were the one who said there was a stiletto impression and blonde hairs in the room.”
“For God’s sakes, Greenway probably had a hooker in his room.”
“Metallica said we were the only hookers he saw.”
“Great, so your witnesses are a porn star and a stoner. Gee, you’re really building a case, Nancy Drew.”
“Hey, I don’t appreciate your tone of voice.”
“I don’t appreciate you sticking your nose into my investigation.”
“I thought you said your investigation was closed.”
“It is!”
“Fine!”
“Fine!”
We paused for a breath, both our nostrils flaring, glaring like two prize fighters about to start round three. 
Then Ramirez glanced down at the kitchen counter. “Taken that test yet?”
“Get out!” I pointed a straight arm at the front door. “Get out, get out, get out!” Okay, so I’d become a scene out of Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown. But he was hitting below the belt now.
“Fine,” he yelled one more time before Bad Cop turned and slammed the door behind him. 
I picked up the new EPT and threw it across the room at the closed front door. It bounced on the floor with a little plop. Which wasn’t nearly satisfying enough. So, I picked it up and jumped up and down on it a few times. My heel hit the little plastic window with a satisfying crunch. Apparently “virtually indestructible” didn’t take into consideration a pissed off woman with spiky heels. 
I stared at the ruined pile of plastic. Damn. What was wrong with me that I couldn’t take a simple pregnancy test without becoming Calamity Jane? Did everything I touched have to fall to pieces? That’s it. I seriously needed therapy. 
Ice cream therapy. 
I got back in my Jeep, drove straight to the nearest Ben and Jerry’s shop and ordered a pint of Chunky Monkey. I sat in the parking lot and ate the entire thing.
Unfortunately, as I licked bananas and chocolate from my plastic spoon, I realized part of what Ramirez had said was true. Richard was a liar. He’d kept his marriage secret from me. And that was a hell of an omission. But part of me still hoped he had a reasonable explanation. Granted it was a very small part. Smaller even than my bite-of-bug boobs. But it was still there, itching at the back of my mind. Urging me to polish off the last of my ice cream therapy and point my Jeep in the direction of Richard’s office. I wasn’t sure where Ramirez’s cop friends were keeping Richard, but I knew someone at Dewy, Cheatum and Howe would. And it was time to have a little chat with my boyfriend. 
I took the 10 into downtown, parking across the street from the law offices as I wasn’t in any sort of mood to walk the two blocks from the garage. Especially since I could feel the afternoon heat creeping into the high nineties again. Instead, I anteed up the change for the meter and gratefully rode the air conditioned elevator up to the fourth floor.
As usual, Jasmine was standing sentinel at her desk. She looked up and quickly closed whatever screen she’d been working on. I suspected another highly productive solitaire game.
“You again,” she said. “You’re not getting past me this time.” She wagged an acrylic nail at me in scolding.
“Relax, Receptionist Barbie. I’m here to see about Richard.”
She gave me a big, toothy smile, which I could swear actually said kiss-off-bitch. “Richard is indisposed, as you may have heard.”
“I know. I want to speak to whoever is handling his case.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
I gritted my teeth. I counted to ten. I promised myself another pint of B&J’s if I made it out of here without strangling her. “No. I don’t have an appointment.”
She smirked. I think she lived for people who didn’t have appointments. “Please have a seat and I’ll let Mr. Chesterton know you’re here. But,” she added with obvious glee in her eyes, “it could be awhile. Mr. Chesterton’s very busy right now.”
I matched her kiss-off-bitch smile with one of my own. “I’ll wait.”
I sat down in a leather chair near the door as Miss PP dialed Mr. Chesterton’s extension. She spoke to him for a few minutes, then hung up. “He’ll be with you in a moment,” she said. Which of course by the satisfied gleam in her eyes translated to: Get comfy. It could be awhile.
I held my tongue, instead watching as she opened her computer screen again, her eyes intent on what I guessed was a very difficult card game for a woman whose head was filled with silicon. Her evil Barbie sense must have felt my eyes on her as she turned around and caught me staring.
“What?” she asked, one hand on her hip.
“Nothing. I’m just amazed at how much you get done around here.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Sarcasm isn’t a very attractive trait.”
“Neither is bitchiness.”
Jasmine scowled at me. At least, she tried to scowl. Her eyebrows just kind of just twitched. 
“Your eyebrows are twitching.”
Jasmine’s hands immediately went to her forehead and I had a moment of glee myself as she self-consciously pulled out a compact.
“For you information I’m frowning at you. It’s the Botox. Dr. Bradley says I can’t frown for another three days.”
Ugh. Mental forehead slap. 
“Well, you look very placid.”
Jasmine snapped her compact shut again. “Thank you.”
I refrained from pointing out that it wasn’t a compliment.
I was spared further conversation about Jasmine’s cosmetic procedure number five thousand and one as the frosted doors opened and Mr. Chesterton ambled up to me. 
“Miss Springer, we’re so sorry to hear about Richard’s legal troubles,” he said, taking one of my hands in both of his. Mr. Chesterton reminded me of an over sized teddy bear, tall with fuzzy cheeks and large hairy hands. He had a loud, deep voice that sounded like Raymond Burr, which, I’m told, he used to full advantage in front of a jury. I felt a little better knowing he was in charge of Richard’s defense.
Right behind him was Althea, looking especially dowdy today in a checked cardigan, corduroy A-line that reached mid calf and low heeled loafers. Her eyes never strayed higher than knee level as she stood meekly beside her employer.
“I can’t tell you how eager we all are to get this whole unpleasantness cleared up,” Chesterton continued. “We’re sparing no expense on Richard’s account.”
Althea nodded beside him like a bobble head.
“Thank you,” I said. “I feel better knowing someone’s on Richard’s side. I was kind of worried that the police aren’t looking at any other suspects now.”
Mr. Chesterton tilted his head. “Other suspects?”
“Well, if Richard didn’t do it, someone else had to,” I reasoned.
Mr. Chesterton gave me a blank look. Like the thought of Richard’s innocence hadn’t even occurred to him. Or, perhaps closer to the mark, just didn’t interest him. Dewy, Cheatum and Howe, like most attorneys outside of a television sound stage, had no time for such trivial matters as guilt and innocence. It was all about probable cause, technicalities, loopholes, and very large retainers.
Trying my best to appeal to Mr. Chesterton’s human side, (Some lawyers have those, right?) I quickly outlined my mistress theory. I admit, after the less than appreciative reception it had just gotten with Ramirez, I was a little reluctant, especially with Jasmine hanging on my every word, but at this point, I didn’t have much to lose. I was so not doing visitations at San Quentin.
Only when I finished, Mr. Chesterton’s blank face gave way to the kind of patient smile one wore with whiney children or small, disobedient dogs. “That’s all very… interesting. But I’ll tell you what, why don’t you just let me worry about how to get Richard out of this jam.” 
It was that leave-it-to-the-big-boys speech again. I was really beginning to get tired of all these big boys screwing with my life. 
“I want to help,” I insisted.
Mr. Chesterton put on a placating smile. “Well, honey, you know what you could do that would really help Richard the most?” he asked.
I bit my lip. “What?” So help me God, if he said go home and knit I was going to lose it.
“Be Richard’s moral support in all this. He needs someone in his corner. A cheerleader, if you will.”
I’m proud to say I didn’t laugh out loud. Not even a little snicker. 
“Should I go buy pompoms, too?”
Luckily my sarcasm was lost on Chesterton. “You just leave everything to me. We’ll get Richard home soon.” 
I gave up. It was clear Mr. Chesterton cared even less than Ramirez about the growing list of women with a grudge against Greenway. And I’d had enough arguing with pigheaded men for one day. Instead I listened in silence while Chesterton informed me that Richard was being arraigned this morning and asking for bail. Unfortunately, since Richard had already run, it was more likely he’d remain in the custody of the State until trial. 
He all but patted me on the head as he sent me on my way and disappeared into the back offices again. I resisted the urge to flip him the bird as he walked away. Men! 
Althea lingered behind, biting her lip as she edged a little closer to me. “You really think maybe one of Greenway’s girlfriends killed him?” she asked, her voice hushed as if just talking about murder might endanger her.
I sighed, watching Jasmine type away out of the corner of my eye. Despite her attempts at looking uninterested, I’d bet my favorite Gucci boots she’d been careful to overhear every word. “I don’t know. Maybe. I know Greenway was careless where women were concerned.”
“Have you gone to the police with this yet?”
I cringed, remembering Ramirez’s mocking tone. “As far as they’re concerned the investigation is closed.”
“Poor Mr. Howe.” Althea’s eyes dropped to the maroon carpeting and I swear they looked misty behind her coke bottle lenses. I had a feeling Althea might be the only other person on the planet who didn’t think Richard was capable of shooting someone. I made a mental note to take her for a cut and color at Fernando’s when this was all over.
“Don’t worry,” I said, surprising even myself. “I know he didn’t do this. And one way or another, we’ll prove it.” I gave Althea a reassuring smile. 
She sniffed, nodding. “Right. Well, I’ll make sure Mr. Chesterton sets up a visitation with Richard for you. It will probably be sometime tomorrow. Is that okay?”
I nodded, thanking Althea even as visions of Richard in prison garb threatened morning sickness again. As I rode the elevator back down to my Jeep, I tried to feel reassured that Chesterton was doing all he could to free Richard. But all I felt was an overwhelming sense of pressure. If I didn’t find Greenway’s killer soon, Richard would stand trial for murder. I really hoped Carol Carter owned a .22. Because I was running out of options.
 
 
* * *
 
 
At exactly four-o-two I was circling the block between Fairfax and LaBrea on Hollywood Boulevard for a parking place that wasn’t too blister producingly far from the Platt Agency. I got lucky on my third try and parked between the Happy Time Go cleaners and Phat Chan’s Hollywood souvenir shop. After reluctantly feeding the meter I clubbed my steering wheel and walked around the corner to the small, white building that housed the Platt Agency. Blissful air conditioning greeted me as I swung through the front doors and took in the décor. The reception room was done in a vintage theme a la Doris Day meets Rock Hudson. Big plastic flowers on the wall, retro square sofa and chairs, and olive green area rugs in geometric patterns on the polished floors. The nostalgia theme was reinforced by the occupants of the room. No less than half a dozen Marilyn Monroe look-alikes. I blinked, taking in the range from Seven Year Itch Marilyn to Happy Birthday Mr. President Marilyn. Yikes. That was a lot of peroxide. 
Two folding tables were set up along one wall, stacks of headshots on one and coffee, styrofoam cups and untouched doughnuts on the other. In the center of the room was a kidney shaped reception desk. Behind it sat a dark haired woman in tortoise shell glasses and the bored expression of someone who didn’t appreciate having to work on a Sunday. 
“Excuse me?” I said, wading through the sea of blonde bombshells.
She looked up, giving me the once over. “Are you here for the audition?” she asked in a voice with a New York edge to it.
“Me? No. Actually, I’m here to see Carol Carter. I understand she’s a client of yours?”
“She is,” the receptionist said. “But she’s not here.”
“Maybe you could give me her number?”
“Uh, hold on a sec,” the receptionist gave the one finger universal wait sign as a Marilyn in a pink sweater and pumps pushed her way to the desk.
“I’m here for the-” the breathy blonde started.
Bored Receptionist cut her off. “I know, I know. The Lifetime movie. Sign in on the table, the sides are next to the sign in sheet. Leave your headshot on the pile.” She shook her head as Marilyn tottered off on two-inch heels. Then mumbled something that sounded like, “I need a raise.” 
She turned back to me. “I’m sorry, who did you say you were?”
I took a deep breath, pulling out the speech I’d prepared in the car on the way over here. “I’m with Springer Productions. We saw Carol Carter’s headshot and think she’s perfect for our latest film. Do you think I could get her number from you?” 
“I’m sorry,” the receptionist informed me. “Miss Carter is on location in Toronto. She’s there shooting a pilot for FOX.” 
“Canada? How long has she been in Canada?”
“Since last Wednesday.” 
I tried not to let my disappointment show. If Carol Carter had been out of the country all week she couldn’t very well have put the hole in Greenway’s head. I was beginning to feel like I was on a wild goose chase.
“Would you like me to set something up for next week?” the receptionist asked, looking past me as another Marilyn came through the door.
“Uh, no, that’s okay. We’ll check back then.”
“Excuse me,” the new Marilyn said, brushing up beside me in saddle shoes, a pencil skirt, and a pink polka dotted blouse that was two sizes too small. “I’m here for the Goodbye Norma Jean audition, and I…” Newbie Marilyn trailed off as she trained her eyes on me. 
It took me a second to realize why, but as I stared at those big blue eyes, then lower to those big round implants, recognition hit me like a smack in the head. Bunny.
“You!” she breathed, pointing at me. “What are you doing here?”
“Uh-” Again with the stumped thing. Irrationally I looked to the receptionist, who seemed to have perked up. Apparently her day was becoming more interesting.
Bunny planted her hands on her hips. “I hung around the studio all day yesterday and your photographer never showed up.”
“Huh. Go figure.” I tried to edge toward the door, but Bunny and her double D’s were suddenly blocking my way.
“You know what I think?” she said. 
I shook my head, glancing around the sea of blond bombshells for an escape route.
“I think you’re not even a real reporter.”
“Reporter?” Slightly Less Bored Receptionist narrowed her eyes at me behind her frames. “I thought you said you were with Springer Productions?”
“Uh…” I looked from Marilyn to the receptionist. Wondering why my cell phone never rang at times like this? Now would be an excellent time for Mom to call with a wedding emergency or for Dana to need break–up therapy. I looked down at my purse. Silent. Damn.
“Look, here’s the truth,” I said, breaking under the pressure of two pairs of glaring eyes, “I’m looking into the murder of Devon Greenway. And, from what I understand, both you,” I gestured to Bunny, “and Carol Carter dated Greenway.” 
“So?” Bunny challenged. “Devon dated lots of women.”
“Which makes for lots of people with reasons to want him dead.”
Bunny narrowed her eyes at me. “You think I killed Devon?”
I shrugged. 
“This is better than Desperate Housewives!” Our receptionist was practically beaming out of her seat now. Two more Marilyns walked in, but she just waved them toward the coffee table, her eyes brighter than the Hollywood sign.
“Look, Devon may have been an ass,” Bunny conceded. “But there’s no way you’re pinning his murder on me. Besides, didn’t they arrest his lawyer?”
I cringed. “Sort of. But the police are still investigating.”
Bunny put her hands on her hips, her implants jutting towards me, the buttons on her blouse straining against the pressure. “Are you the police?”
I bit my lip. “No.”
“Then I don’t have to answer anything.”
“She’s right,” the receptionist said. “I saw it on Law & Order. She doesn’t have to answer you.”
“In fact,” Bunny went on, advancing on me, “I think maybe it’s time you answered some questions. Who are you, anyway?”
“Me? I’m, uh…” I’m cornered. 
Thinking fast, I reached into my purse and flipped my Motorola open. “Sorry I have to take this.” I pretended to push the “on” button and held it to my ear. “Hello?” I said into the silence. 
“I didn’t hear it ring,” Helpful Receptionist said.
Bunny crossed her arms over her chest. “Me neither.”
“Vibrate,” I mouthed to them as I nodded and made appropriate listening noises. “Uh huh… sure… right…”
I’d like to think my acting skills would have been pretty convincing if my phone hadn’t picked that moment to start ringing the William Tell overture. 
Bunny smirked. “I think your phone is ringing.”
Damn. Note to self: I sucked at undercover work. “Uh, I gotta go.” I made a break for it, through the front doors and down the street. All the while being serenaded by the William Tell Overture still trilling from the cell in my hand. I rounded the corner and made it to my Jeep, quickly locking the doors against any killer Marilyn Monroes before I picked up my call.
“Hello?” I breathed into the phone, the unexpected sprint causing me to pant like a golden retriever. 
“Hey, it’s me,” Dana’s voice came through. “Listen, I just remembered something else about Carol Carter.”
“What?”
“She’s on location in Canada right now.”
Does my friend have timing or what? “Yeah, I just found that out.”
“Oh. Sorry. Well, listen, I got a call for an audition tomorrow and I was wondering if I could come over in the morning and borrow something to wear. It’s a campy sixties thing, kinda modern Mod Squad and none of my clothes are right for the part.”
“Sure. Mi closet es su closet.”
“Thank, hon. Oh, Sasha’s calling me, gotta go.” And Dana hung up.
I flipped my phone shut and took a moment to get my breathing under control again before hopping back on the 10 toward Santa Monica. Unfortunately, my day had been a bust and I was no closer to knowing who killed Greenway than Ramirez was. All I’d accomplished was alienate a pissy porn star and discover that Richard’s lawyer was an old-school chauvinist. I wasn’t even fully prepared to cross Carol Carter off my list of evil girlfriends. Sure she had an alibi, but what if she’d hired someone to bump Greenway off? I know, I was grasping now, but I was desperate.
I stopped at Von’s on the way home to pick up a frozen pizza and another liter of Diet Coke. Then somehow a dozen Krispy Kremes jumped into my cart, along with another pint of Chunk Monkey. I didn’t fight it. I figured my dismal encounter at the Platt Agency called for major calorie comfort.
It was dark before I pulled up to my studio. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed not to see Ramirez’s SUV gracing my driveway again. As much as I hated the fact we fought over everything I did, at least it beat the silence I knew was waiting for me inside. 
I opened my door and flipped on the lights. Then tripped over something on the floor. 
“What the-?” I looked down. It was the crushed EPT. 
God I hated that thing. That thing had started this whole mess. I had a married ex(ish)-boyfriend sitting in jail, a sexy cop showing up at my apartment at all hours, a killer Barbie running around shooting people, and I had to deal with a freaking pregnancy test! 
And the worst part was, I still didn’t even know how I felt about it. A baby. I mean, I guess I wanted a baby someday. Who didn’t like babies, right? Babies were cute, soft, cuddly. I mean, I’d be a monster not to want a baby, right?
The awful thing was, I kind of did want a baby. I got this warm Florence Henderson feeling when I thought about it that scared the crap out of me. But Florence had had a loving husband, a house in the suburbs, and Alice. I didn’t have any of those things. I wasn’t sure I could do family right now. At least, not alone.
For some odd reason, the image of Ramirez’s family popped into my head. The big backyard filled with laughing children. Mama’s soft, smiling face. The battered piñata hanging from a tree limb. Ramirez, holding his little niece on his lap, his pants sticky with lollipop fingerprints. The air thick with the scent of empanadas and sugar cookies. Then music. And dancing. And the feel of Ramirez’s body against mine as we close danced…
I groaned. I picked up the EPT and threw it in the trash can under my sink. There. One less thing to think about.
I was just contemplating whether or not I should take the can out to the dumpster in the back of the building, when the phone rang. 
“Hello?” I answered.
There was a pause on the other end, but I heard breathing.
“Hello?” I tried again, envisioning Richard trying to make a call while rapists and murderers breathed down his neck.
Only the voice I heard wasn’t Richard’s. It was a woman's.
“Greenway deserved what he got. Leave it alone. Or the next bullet’s for you.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
I froze, the receiver still glued to my ear as the line went dead. Ohmigod. Had it been Bunny? Andi? Thong woman? I couldn’t tell. The voice had been kind of muffled. It was a woman, that much I knew. And she was pissed.
I shivered and quickly replaced the receiver as if she could reach through the phone and shoot me as easily as she’d done Greenway. If ever I needed confirmation that Richard was innocent, that was it. 
How had she gotten my number? How did she even know who I was? Did she know where I lived too? 
I ran to the front door and checked the lock. Still in place. I unlocked and relocked it again just in case. Then I checked all the windows and shut the blinds. I had the irrational urge to hide under my futon. Instead, remembering my own stint crouching in Richard's closet, I quickly scanned mine. I was relieved to find no one hiding in my seasonal sweaters. 
After checking the lock on the front door one more time I sat down on my futon and turned the television on really loud. Trying to fill the now menacing silence with Seinfeld reruns. Only I wasn’t paying attention to Jerry. I was listening for sounds outside. Like the sounds of a crazed thong wearing, stiletto walking, blonde, homicidal maniac. I turned Seinfeld down so I could hear better. 
I was truly getting freaked out.
What I needed was a weapon. Something in case Homicidal Barbie tried to break in during the night. Like a sharp knife or a heavy wrench. Unfortunately, since I didn’t cook or do carburetors, I didn’t have either. My eyes scanned the room for anything heavy enough to conk a Barbie on the head. I grabbed my dusty thighmaster from the closet and jumped back onto my futon. 
Nope. Still didn’t feel safe.
Reluctantly, I pulled Ramirez’s number out of my purse. I stared at it. The right thing to do was call the cops, right? I mean, I’d just received a death threat. This was the sort of thing cops did. Respond to calls like this.
Only, after the way we’d verbally sparred this morning, I didn’t really want to be the one to make first contact. I mean, I didn’t want Ramirez to think this was just some excuse to call him. If I called him first, that made me the loser right?
I bit my lip, deciding which was worse, being a loser or being Barbie prey. I grabbed my cordless and dialed the number. It rang once. And then I chickened out and hung up. Shit. I was a loser.
The phone rang in my hand and I jumped about three feet in the air. My hands shook as I pressed the on button. 
“Hello?” Oh God, please let it be a telemarketer.
“Maddie?”
No such luck. It was Ramirez.
“Oh, hi.”
“Did you just call me? Your number came up on my caller ID.”
I cursed modern invention.
“Oh, uh, yeah. Sort of.”
“Sort of?”
“Fine. I called and hung up. Happy?”
There was a pause on the other end. I expected laughter but instead his voice held a note of concern. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”
Damn. I hated that I was acting like a teenager and he was being all concerned and touching. Maddie, you are seriously screwed up girl.
“Yes. I’m okay. I just got a disturbing phone call.”
A pause again. “Tell me about it.”
So I did. It didn’t take very long. It was a short call, but the chill in the caller’s voice was leaving a long impact. When I finished there was a silence on the other end again.
“Do you want me to come over?” he asked.
Boy, did I. And I wasn’t even thinking about sex. Much. Just the thought of Bad Cop with his big bad gun guarding my door made me feel a lot less like hiding under my futon. On the other hand, calling and hanging up had been pretty girly of me. And asking him to come spend the night just because some woman was crank calling me would be really girly. So, despite the fact that my insides were screaming, “Yes, come over, bring your gun and let’s get naked,” I managed to muster up some pride. 
“No, thanks. I’ve got my thighmaster. I’m fine. Really.”
I could hear him sighing on the other end. I don’t think he believed that any more than I did.
Finally he said, “You have my number, right?”
“Yes.”
“Put it on speed dial.” Then he hung up.
I turned off the ringer and complied, adding Ramirez’s number to my speed dial. Then I clutched my thighmaster in one hand as my pride and I hunkered down for a long night. Punctuated by dreams of killer Mattel dolls and naked Ramirez. Was my subconscious screwed up or what?
 
 
* * *
 
 
The next morning I woke up early and checked to make sure all the doors and windows were still locked. They were. Which should have made me feel better, but only served to heighten my paranoia. I skipped the shower – visions of Janet Leigh’s psycho scene playing through my head – and downed two cups of coffee instead as I quickly got dressed. 
I checked my messages and found one from Althea saying that visiting hours at the prison were from two to four, and she’d put me on the list to see Richard. I said a silent thank you that at least someone was on my side.
The second message was from Dana. She’d changed her mind about borrowing an outfit, but now she needed a new pair of boots. So, did I want to shoe shop with her? 
On the one hand, it seemed kind of frivolous to be shopping while my boyfriend was in jail and my life was quickly crumbling around me. On the other, a new pair of shoes always helped me think more clearly… 
I quickly called Dana back and told her I’d meet her at Neiman’s in half an hour.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Neiman Marcus was located in Beverly Hills just three block from Wilshire’s famous Miracle Mile, teeming with museums, restaurants, and most importantly, store after designer store filled with fashion temptation for the visa challenged such as myself. I rounded the block, parking in the garage, and found Dana sitting in Neiman’s shoe department, a pile of boots on the seat beside her.
“You’re late,” she said. 
What was with people continually pointing this out?
“Sorry. I had a long night.” 
“Ooo… with your detective?”
“No!” Thanks to my stupid pride. “And he’s not my detective. He’s just a detective.” Who kept showing up in my dreams naked. Ugh. 
“Too bad. So…” Dana got that wicked twinkle in her eyes. The one that through many years of friendship I’d come to associate with short-term men. “Ask me about my night with Sasha.” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down.
“Would you hate me if I said I’d rather not?”
“It was fabulous! Maddie, the man is a machine.” She held up four fingers. “Four times. Four separate orgasms in one night. Can you imagine?”
I was ashamed to say, I almost couldn’t.
“I’m telling you, he’s like the Energizer Bunny. He just goes, and goes, and goes…”
“I get the point.”
“And the best part is…” She leaned in close, pseudo whispering. “…he has a friend. Micha.” She winked at me. “Wanna double date tonight?”
I admit, the Energizer Bunny aspect was tempting. “Dana, I have a boyfriend.” Sort of.
She cocked her head at me. “I thought you said he was married? And, like, in jail?” 
I hated that she had a point. “Can we not talk about this right now?” 
She shrugged. “Okay, whatever. Just, think about it, okay?” She held up four fingers again.
I rolled my eyes and quickly changed the subject. “Are those Prada?” 
“Uh huh. You likey?” Dana wiggled her toes in a pair of camel colored calfskin boots.
“Likey? Honey, I’m in lovey. Can you afford Prada?” I asked. 
“I wish. But I can afford to try them on.” 
As if on cue a salesman emerged from the back room, carrying three more boot boxes that he deposited on the seat beside Dana. 
“Thank you, David,” she said reading his name tag. “You’re an absolute doll.” Then she flashed him her biggest, flirtiest smile. “And would you mind checking if you have these,” she pointed to a pair of spike heeled Gucci’s, “in black?”
“No problem.” He then looked expectantly at me. 
“Oh, I, uh…” I looked from the calfskin Prada to the salesman. What the hell. “And those in a seven and a half.”
Twenty minute later I was warring with my Visa over whether or not there was any chance in hell I could afford Prada. Maybe if I sold my car, and didn’t eat for the next six months I could swing them. And, I decided as I looked at myself in the mirror, it would almost be worth it. The soft tan leather felt as light and airy as silk against my legs and the soles were so finely crafted it felt like I was walking on clouds. Not to mention that the three inch heels made my calves look almost like Dana’s. Tiny precision stitching, perfectly molded contours, and that shiny little Prada logo zipper. Ladies and gentlemen, this is what shoes were meant to be. I twirled in front of the mirror and did a little sigh.
Unfortunately my Visa won the argument when I did the math on how many pairs of kiddie shoes I’d have to design to afford one pair of boots. It was not pretty. Reluctantly I put my own emerald slingbacks back on. Dana and I left Prada at Neiman’s and she settled on a pair of white, vinyl go-go boots for her reinvention of Mod Squad Chic. 
Purchases in hand, we walked down the street to Leon’s where I ordered extra cheesy chili fries and Dana munched on a low fat cucumber and sprouts pita as I told her about my late night caller.
When I finished, Dana looked thoughtful, grazing on her sprouts. “So, who do you think it was?”
“I don’t know. Bunny maybe? She was pretty pissed when I ran into her at Charlie Platt’s.”
“Uh huh.” Dana popped a cucumber into her mouth, chewing as she nodded. 
“Or maybe Andi. She did sound like she had a vicious streak to her.”
“You know,” Dana said, licking her fingers, “I’m wondering, have you thought about the wife?”
“Celia?” I asked. “She’s dead.”
“No, I meant Richard’s wife.”
I froze, chili fry halfway to my mouth. “I thought we weren’t mentioning his marital status.”
“Sorry, sorry,” she said, waving her napkin in the air. “It’s just…” She trailed off, biting her lip.
I gave in. “What? What about Richard’s wife?”
“Well, we’ve been going on the theory that the murders are tied to Greenway’s infidelity. But what about Richard’s infidelity?”
I cringed. “Go on?”
“Well, maybe his wife found out about you and was pissed. What if she used Greenway to frame Richard? Seeing your cheating ex on death row would be one hell of a revenge.”
I popped a chili fry in my mouth as I chewed on this new angle. I had to admit, I liked it. “If she was planning on divorce, twenty million dollars would make a nice parting gift. And as Richard’s wife, Cinderella could have easily gained access to his files.”
“Right. And women do get a little crazy when they discover they’ve been lied to.”
You’re telling me.
Dana shrugged. “It’s something to think about anyway.”
It certainly was. The only question was, would Cinderella really kill two people in cold blood just to get revenge on Richard? I shuddered. I always knew there was something creepy about those Disney characters.
“Well,” Dana said balling up her napkin, “this has been fun, but I’ve got to be in Hollywood in twenty minutes.” She held up her go-go boots. “Wish me luck.”
“Break a leg,” I said as she gave me an air kiss and made her way back down Wilshire. As I watched her round the corner toward the parking structure, my mind was still digesting the Cinderella theory. I scooped up the last of the chili with a soggy French fry and popped it in my mouth. I had to admit, the more I thought about it, the more I really, really wanted the killer to be Cinderella. Why not? Ramirez said that the gun was hers in the first place. Who better to use it? And the blonde hairs in Greenway’s room could have easily come from her. Heck, maybe Cinderella was even having an affair with Greenway? I mean, what did I really know about her anyway? Not much. Just that she drove a brand new roadster. 
And was married to my boyfriend. The bitch. 
I looked down at my watch. Two-ten. Visiting hours at the prison started ten minutes ago. No time like the present to drag a few answers out of Richard. I quickly threw away the remains of my calorie splurge lunch and headed for my Jeep.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
The L.A. county lock-up was about the same as you’d see in any prison movie. Bleak and square, a series of cement blocks painted a dull orange sometime in 1976. The inside wasn’t much better, lit by flickering fluorescent lights and smelling like Pine-Sol and cigarettes. An indefinable feeling of tension hung in the air and no one quite looked me in the eye. 
I had to stop at the desk to have my purse examined inside and out for anything that could be used as a weapon (they held my nail file hostage) and was patted down twice by a woman who looked like John Goodman before being sent into the gymnasium like room full of tables and chairs where weepy women sat across from men in orange jumpsuits. All of them looking like they could use a good bath and a dose of antibacterial soap. 
The stony faced guards flanking the room did little to sooth my nerves, so I took a place at a table near the door. Five minutes later Richard was led through the self locking door on the far end of the room. I almost felt pity for him as he sat down across from me. His eyes were rimmed in dark circles like he hadn’t slept and his chin was covered in pale, blonde stubble. Only it didn’t remind me of a Schick commercial. More Nick Nolte’s mug shot. 
“Thanks for coming,” he said.
I nodded, not really sure what to say.
“Chesterton tell you I wouldn’t make bail?”
I nodded again. “I’m sorry.”
“Me too.” He looked around himself as if still not believing he was here. 
I admit, I was having a hard time believing it too. But, I tried to remind myself why I’d come here. 
“Richard, I need to know about your wife.”
He looked down at his hands, avoiding eye contact. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about her, Maddie. I never meant to hurt you.”
“You mean, you never meant for me to find out?”
“No. I… we’re separated.” He sighed, still not quite looking at me. “I’ve been living in the condo and she’s got her life in Orange County. I just haven’t filed for divorce yet because I don’t want some lawyer of hers nosing through my assets right now.”
I bit my lip. Did I believe him? I wasn’t sure. “And what about the roadster?” 
“God, how do you know about…” He trailed off, his eyes meeting mine. He shook his head, running a hand through his hair so it stood up in little tufts. I guess hair gel wasn’t standard prison issue. “Look, I bought Amy the roadster to put her off for a while. She wanted to file now, but I couldn’t risk it. Her lawyer would have wanted detailed accounts of every penny that ever went through my hands. With everything going on with Greenway… well, I didn’t think that would be a good idea right now.”
“So, she’s after your money?” The Cinderella theory was looking better.
“No. No, Amy’s not like that. She’s not about money.” 
Yeah right.
He shook his head. “The roadster was my idea.”
“Richard, did Amy know you were seeing me?” 
He looked guiltily from side to side, his eyes looking everywhere but at mine. “No. I didn’t tell her.”
Which didn’t mean she didn’t find out on her own. And go completely postal over it. I wondered what Richard would think of Cinderella if she was the killer. Would he file for divorce then? Take back the roadster? Because it was kind of bothering me that he was defending her even as he talked about how they were separated. What did he mean Cinderella wasn’t into money? Who wasn’t into money? 
I truly intended to continue grilling him about his possibly homicidal wife. I meant to be the unemotional fact finder, on a mission to nail her itty bitty butt to the wall. But the more I thought about perfect Cinderella and her perfect Z3, the more that other-woman insecurity got to me. I’d like to blame it on hormones that while I meant to ask, “Do you think your wife’s capable of murder?” something entirely different popped out of my mouth instead. 
“Are you still in love with her?” I bit my lip, loath to admit just how much his answer meant.
“No. God, no. Do you really think I would do that to you Maddie?” His blue eyes searched mine as he reached across the table and took one of my hands in his. He began to draw little circles on the inside of my wrist with his thumb as his eyes pleaded with me. “I swear, pumpkin, you’re the only woman in my life.”
I’ll admit, I was starting to waiver. He really did look sincere. “What about the condom wrapper on your desk?”
“What?” To his credit he looked genuinely confused.
“I searched through your office and found a used condom wrapper wedged beneath the calendar on your desk.”
Richard’s jaw dropped open, shocked that I’d have the audacity to search through his office.
I raised both eyebrows in a challenge, daring him to say something about it now. Go ahead punk, make my day.
“I don’t know anything about that.”
“You didn’t have sex with your wife at work?”
“No.” He shook his head, scrunching his nose like the idea really was repulsive. “Look, I know you have every reason not to believe me after what I’ve put you through, but I promise you, I don’t know. Pumpkin, there hasn’t been anyone but you. I swear it. Please, believe me. I need you.” 
I need you. Not I love you, I’ve missed you. I need you.
And I realized he really did need me. He was up shit creek and I was the only one in the world who might lend a paddle. 
Only – did I need him? I looked at the man across from me. He didn’t seem like a Ken Doll now. He’d been stripped of his shiny veneer and I was getting a glimpse of the man inside. The man that might have taken me years of fancy dates to the Hollywood Bowl to uncover in any other circumstances. And under the lawyer veneer, I had a sinking feeling there wasn’t much left. 
I’d spent the last week desperately wanting to find Richard. Thinking that if Richard was here, then suddenly I wouldn’t be going through this whole possible pregnancy thing alone. That if I saw that pink line and freaked out, at least I’d have Richard to fall back on. Only I had the idea now as I sat here looking at the man I'd spent the last five months of my life with, that even if he tried, Richard might not be strong enough to catch me. Instead of falling back on him, would I be the one holding the both of us up?
Suddenly all I wanted to do was let him have it. To scream and yell and take out all my frustrations on the man that was single handedly ruining my life. I wanted to let loose and have a crying, girly breakdown to end all breakdowns right here in the prison visiting room. 
He was still waiting for me to say something. “I need you to believe me.” He lifted my hand to his lips and gently kissed the back of my knuckles. “Please, pumpkin, you’re all I have.”
Ugh. If I ever contemplated getting involved with a man again, I made a mental note to shoot myself first. 
“Fine. I believe you.” Maybe.
Richard did a little half smile, his hand still covering mine. “Thanks, pumpkin. I knew I could count on you.”
I walked out with an odd feeling in my stomach. Hollow. Nauseating. Painful. I think it was that damn pride again. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
After my brush with prison life, I stopped in at a Taco Bell and ordered a big greasy plate of nachos, smothered in gooey cheese and jalapeños. Comfort food. I ate the entire thing before going back to my apartment.
I tried not to think about my conversation with Richard as I pulled up to my studio. The awful thing was, I really kind of did believe him. I didn’t think Richard was capable of leading a double life, and I could see him buying Cinderella off with a car only too well. In fact, when I’d wanted him to come with me to my cousin Shannon’s confirmation last month, he’d put me off with a sparkly pair of 24 karat earrings. His story fit with his MO. Which left me where? With a boyfriend? Without? I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t even sure it was about me anymore. I glanced down at my belly. I made a mental note to go out and buy a new pregnancy test in the morning.
I slowly trudged up the stairs, so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t even notice anything was wrong until I reached the top step. 
And saw my front door gaping open.
Cold fear prickled up my spine, my feet freezing in place. Maybe it was just Dana. Maybe she’d had a fight with Sasha and had come over looking for a shoulder to cry on. Maybe Ramirez was back. Maybe he’d just let himself in.
Only I didn’t see a black SUV or Dana’s tan Saturn on the street. 
I slowly crept forward, one step at a time, my ears pricked for any sound. All I heard was the slight hum of my neighbor’s TV and the street traffic from Venice. Gingerly I pushed the front door open on its hinges.
“Hello? Dana?”
I stifled a gasp when I saw my apartment. It looked like the Big One had hit. Every cupboard was open, the meager contents of my kitchen in a broken pile on the tile floor. My futon was on its side, cushions tossed across the room. My pens were scattered across the floor mingling with shoes, clothes and makeup into one big mess. 
Fearing the worst, I took a few steps toward my drawing table. I sucked in a quick breath, biting back tears. Someone had taken a big black marker and written across my Strawberry Shortcake shoe design. “Back off bitch.”
The words swam before my eyes and I felt dizzy. I was still staring at the ruined designs, realizing I had to start all over on the damn thing now, when I heard a noise behind me. 
I spun around. 
But not quickly enough. Before I could see what had pricked my ears, I felt an explosion behind my temple. Then the drawing table, the ruined designs, and the entire mess that was my life faded and everything went black.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
Slowly I blinked one eye open. Then the other. My vision was fuzzy but as I continued the painful practice of blinking, objects slowly came into focus. One emerald slingback. The Purple People Eater across the room. My pens, lipstick, purse. Slowly the room materialized in front of me. I moved my head and felt carpet beneath my cheek. What was I doing on the floor? I slowly sat up, putting one hand to my head as a jackhammer began to pound at my temple. 
Then it all came back to me. My open front door, the ruined designs. The whack on the head. My eyes whipped wildly around for a sign of my attacker. None.
I grabbed my purse where it had fallen beside me and quickly dialed 911. I stood up shakily and half ran, half fell out the front door with one slingback on, down the stairs to my Jeep, where I locked myself in until I heard the police sirens approaching.
Two uniformed cops were the first to arrive. It only took them a couple minutes, but it was long enough for me to work myself up into a state of unhinged hysteria. I was crying and babbling and I’m not entirely sure the bump on the head hadn’t knocked what little sanity I had left right out of my brain. One called for an ambulance and pretty soon my block was full of flashing sirens. I was impressed. Usually we didn’t get this kind of law enforcement turnout unless there was a gang shooting. 
The police officers searched my apartment and, predictably, found no one. The paramedic gave me a pack of ice and wrapped me in one of those ugly green blankets even though it was nearing ninety outside. He said I was in shock. I didn’t disagree.
By the time the black SUV pulled up to my building, I’m happy to say I almost had myself under control again. My breathing had slowed to a near normal pace, the nice officer had retrieved a pair of fuzzy pink slippers from my closet and my nose had almost stopped running. Almost. 
I sniffed as Ramirez got out of the car, his poker face in place. He was wearing those worn-in-the-right-spots jeans again with a navy T-shirt that highlighted his dedication to the gym. I hugged the green blanket around me to keep from throwing myself into his arms.
Ramirez sat down beside me on the steps, blowing out a long breath as if I’d just tried his last nerve. “Are you okay?”
“I think so.”
He reached his hand to the back of my head and carefully felt the lump. His hands were warm and gentle and I resisted the urge to lean in to his touch.
“That’s quite a lump.”
“Thanks.”
The corner of his mouth quirked. “That wasn’t exactly a compliment.”
I bit my lip. “Right.”
His hand moved lower, caressing the back of my neck. I think I let out a little happy groan. 
“So what happened?” he asked.
I drew a shaky breath and proceeded to relive what were quite possibly the scariest moments of my entire life. Something about the idea of being attacked in my own home, a place I’d always associated with coziness and safety, shook me harder than a 7.2. When I finished my eyes were getting watery again and I was sniffling like the guy in the Allegra commercials. 
Ramirez stared at me, his hand still gently kneading my neck. 
“Just say it,” I said.
One eyebrow quirked. “Say what?”
“I know you’re dying to say, ‘I told you so.’ To tell me that I should have listened to you and left this whole thing alone. That I have no idea what I’m doing and I’m only going to get myself hurt. Just say it. I know you’ll feel better if you do, so just get it over with, and-”
Ramirez silenced me with his finger on my lips.
I froze. His touch soft. The look in his eyes dark. Oh God, was he going to kiss me? Here? Now?
But he didn’t. Instead he said, “Just promise me you’ll leave it alone now.”
I swallowed hard as Ramirez brushed his fingertips over my lips before drawing them back into his lap. I was trying really hard not to think inappropriate thoughts. 
“But isn’t the fact that someone broke in proof that Richard’s innocent?” I protested. “That the real killer is out there somewhere?” I was aware I sounded frighteningly like O.J.
Ramirez just shook his head. “No, Maddie, it proves you’ve pissed someone off. And I’m frankly not surprised. You go nosing into people’s private lives and someone’s bound to get upset.”
I hated to admit he had a point. Any one of the loony Los Angelinos I’d encountered in the last week could have found out where I lived. I wasn’t exactly the world’s best undercover agent.
“I don’t want to hear your name on the police scanner anymore. Promise me you’ll leave it alone?”
I nodded meekly. Even though I was crossing my fingers under the green blanket. 
“Good.” He paused. “The medic says you might have a slight concussion. You shouldn’t be alone.” His dark eyes met mine. “Do you have somewhere you can stay tonight?”
I gulped. The smoky look in his eyes hung in the air between us. I’d like to attribute it to the shock that my mind instantly began undressing Ramirez right there on my front steps. 
I swallowed hard. “I’ll, um, I’ll call Dana.” 
I thought I saw a flicker of disappointment in his eyes, too, but it was so quick I might have imagined it.
“Good.” Ramirez got up and spoke to the uniformed officer who’d first encountered me. The uniform did a lot of wild hand gestures, pointing at me, then miming hysteria. Great. Now Ramirez was really going to think I was girly. One bump on the head and I turned into Cybil.
I pulled my cell out of my purse and dialed Dana’s number, praying she picked up. She did, and I quickly explained the situation. She said she’d be right there and I hung up.
Ten minutes later her tan Saturn screeched to a halt behind the black and whites, and Mod Squad Girl came running at me. She was wearing the go-go boots and a bright pink and lime green dress that just barely covered her derrière. Especially since she was running full tilt toward me. I saw two of the uniformed officers staring after her, their tongues dragging on the asphalt as they caught the rear view.
“Ohmigod, ohmigod, are you okaaaaay?” Dana reached me and wrapped her arms around my middle, hugging me so tightly I thought my eyes might bulge out. 
“I can’t breathe.”
“Sorry.” She backed away. “What happened?”
“Somebody broke in. They trashed my place and then hit me on the head.”
“Oooohhh, honey,” she wailed, hugging me again. 
“I’m okay,” I protested, wriggling from her iron grip. “I just need somewhere else to stay tonight. Can I come home with you?”
“Of course! I’ll pull the sofa bed out. And we’ll make cocktails, it will be like a sleepover.”
“No cocktails.” Ramirez came up behind us. To his credit, his eyes didn’t even linger on Dana’s peek-a-boo hemline. Much.
“She’s got a possible concussion. So no alcohol.”
“Right. Got it.” Dana nodded, as if taking notes. “No booze.”
“And she shouldn’t go to sleep for more than two hours at a time. She needs to be woken up to make sure she’s not nauseated or disoriented.”
“Right. No sleep.”
Ramirez slid me a sideways glance. “And no more sticking her nose in other people’s business.”
I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at him. Under the circumstances, I thought it was very mature of me.
“Right. No nosing,” Dana repeated.
“I’ll make sure they lock up when they’re done.” Ramirez gestured up toward my studio door, still standing ajar. “Let me know where you’re staying and I’ll have someone drop the keys off.” 
Dana gave him her address and phone number, which Ramirez wrote down in his little notebook. Then Ramirez got back into his SUV and drove away, leaving Dana and me both fanning ourselves as we stared after his denim clad butt worthy of a GAP commercial.
“That man is Alabama in August hot,” Dana said. “Did you see those glutes?” 
I sighed. “I know.”
“You sure you don’t want to make him your detective?”
No. I wasn’t sure. Just like I wasn’t sure if I was experiencing actual morning sickness or just reacting to the nauseating state of my love life in general. All I knew was concussion equaled whopper of a headache and my brain hurt all the way to my ash blonde roots. 
“Dana, please tell me you have some Advil in your purse?”
Dana reached into her Spade knockoff while eyeing my temple, where I could feel a goose egg slowly rising. “You know, I hate to say it,” she said, “but maybe Ramirez is right. Maybe you should just leave this all to the cops.”
Et tu, Dana?
Only I kind of agreed with her. I had tons of suspects, motives galore, and more outrageous theories than an X-Files fan. But what I didn’t have was any real evidence that anyone other than Richard had actually killed Greenway and his wife. And I was beginning to think that maybe Chesterton was right, that Richard’s best bet at that get out of jail free was an undotted “i” or misscrossed “t” in the legal system. Maybe I was just making things worse. Maybe it was time to consider a career in cheerleading after all.
Trying not to feel deflated, I downed two Advil, shrugged off the green blanket and got into Dana’s Saturn. I spent most of the ride into Studio City with my eyes closed, trying not to think about how my life had suddenly become something out of a B-movie. 
When we pulled up to the Actor’s Duplex I flickered them open to see a blue Trans Am parked outside the building.
Dana parked behind it. “Uh oh.”
“Uh oh? What uh oh?”
She bit her lip and turned to me. “You’re not going to like this.”
Great. “Then you better tell me quickly while my head still hurts too badly to strangle you.”
Dana looked from the Trans Am to me. “I kind of told Sasha and Micha to meet us here for our double date tonight.”
“Dana! I told you ‘no.’”
“I know, I know. But I thought you’d change your mind. I mean your boyfriend is in prison.”
Like I needed reminding.
“I’m sorry. I was so freaked when you called I totally forgot to call Sasha and cancel.”
“Dana, I’m so not in an Energizer Bunny place right now.”
“Look, let’s go in and I’ll explain that you’re not feeling well and we’ll have to double date another time.”
I gave her a dirty look.
“Okay, okay. No double date. Geez. You know, I’ve only got your best interests at heart here. When was the last time you even had sex?”
I did not dignify this with an answer. Mostly because I couldn’t remember.
When we walked in the door, Sasha and another dark haired man were seated on the living room sofa. No Neck sat in the Lay-z-boy across from them, his arms crossed over his chest, glaring.
“Sorry we’re late,” Dana trilled, plopping her purse down on the kitchen counter. She gave No Neck a cursory glance, then deposited a kiss on Sasha’s cheek. 
No Neck’s eyes narrowed.
“We are waiting with roommate. He let us in. We wait a long time for you,” Sasha chided. Then he looked down at Dana’s higher-than-a-kite hemline. “But is worth the wait.” 
No Neck’s eyes narrowed further.
“Sorry, we had a little emergency. Maddie,” she said, dragging me into the room by the hand. “This is Micha, Sasha’s friend.”
Micha stood up to shake my hand. I felt a bubble of laughter escape my lips. The top of his head only came to my chin.
Micha stuck out his hand, and smiled until his face was all teeth. “I do it on top.” 
I blinked. Okay, way too much information for a first date. I looked from Dana to the overly friendly midget. “Please tell me he didn’t just say what I think he said.”
“Micha’s the top of the pyramid,” Dana quickly explained.
“Yes.” Micha nodded. “I do it on top.”
Uhn. Mental forehead smacking.
Micha sat back down, patting the sofa beside him. I sat down, sliding as far to the other end as possible.
“I like new dress you wear,” Sasha said, still eyeing Dana’s outfit like an Atkins dieter with a Krispy Kreme. 
“Oh, thanks, honey.” She glanced in No Neck’s direction. “The old ball and chain dresses up pretty nice, doesn’t she?” 
Sasha nodded, his neck getting all veiny again. “Is good. Make boob look very curvy.”
No Neck’s eyes became tiny slits.
“So, Micha, Maddie’s a shoe designer,” Dana said, still obviously trying to play matchmaker to my underfed libido.
Micha looked down at my fuzzy slippers.
“Not these,” I clarified. “Children’s shoes.”
“Ah.” He nodded.
“Only the Strawberry Shortcake high tops I was working on say ‘bitch’ all over them now, because Greenway’s mistress broke into my apartment and hit me on the head, so they’re not really child friendly anymore.” For future reference, I apparently tend to babble both when I’m nervous and when I’ve suffered a concussion. 
Micha gave me a concerned look. Then scooted further toward his end of the sofa. 
“Dana,” I prodded. “Didn’t you have something to tell them?” I gestured to the pyramid twins.
“Right.” She cleared her throat. “Guys, Maddie’s not really feeling well tonight, so we’re going to have cancel. Sorry.”
Sasha’s face fell. Micha looked a little relieved, still glancing at my fuzzy slippers. 
“When I see you again?” Sasha asked. “You come out tomorrow night? We have date then? Go very fancy restaurant?”
“Aw, isn’t that sweet,” Dana said. “I love how some men,” she glanced in No Neck’s direction again, “aren’t afraid to commit to a relationship.”
“Sasha a fear of nothing,” Sasha said and I swear he was about to thump his chest like Tarzan. “Sasha love date with Dana. Love my little curvy boob.”
“All right that’s it!” No Neck stood up, his sudden break from silence shocking us all into immobility. “Dana, you can’t possibly be serious about this guy? Did he just call you curvy boob?”
Dana did a hands on hips pose. “It’s better than ball and chain.”
“He’s a meat head!”
“You’re a commitmentphobe!”
“Shhhh,” I pleaded, “concussion.”
Unfortunately, no one paid me any attention.
“Me?” No Neck countered. “You’re the one who jumps into bed with anything that happens to cross your path. And I may not see the point of freezing a bunch of damn flowers from some damn wedding, but at least I have the decency to wait until we’re in bed to talk about your boobs.”
Sasha stood up. “You go to bed with roommate?” he asked, looking from Dana to No Neck.
I put a hand to my temple. I think it was going to explode. 
Dana looked from one testosterone machine to the other. “Um, no. Yes. I mean, maybe once. Or twice.”
“Five times,” No Neck corrected. “Five times in one night. Beat that, Pyramid Boy.”
“You challenge Sasha?” He balled his fists, taking a step toward No Neck.
No Neck narrowed his eyes. “Maybe I am.”
Dana glanced from one pair of flared nostrils to the other. Then gave me a pleading look. “Maddie?”
I sighed, standing up and positioning myself behind Sasha. “Maybe we should all just calm down a little,” I said.
Of course, being that they had already engaged their instinctive male combat modes, I was completely ignored. Sasha took a step towards No Neck. No Neck balled his hand into a fist, cocking it backwards. I watched in slow motion as Micha jumped off the sofa, Dana screamed, Sasha ducked and No Neck’s fist came into contact with my right eye.
“Uhn.” I groaned and fell backwards into the midget.
“Ohmigod! Look what you did, you… you… Neanderthal!” Dana yelled, rushing to my aid as she and Micha half lifted, half dragged me onto the sofa. 
My vision was going fuzzy but I think I saw No Neck blinking rapidly as he stood with his mouth hanging open. “He ducked. I didn’t mean to hit her. Hell, I wouldn’t hit a girl.”
“Very bad hitting girl. You no honor.” Sasha clucked his tongue and shook his head at No Neck.
“It’s your fault!” No Neck shouted. “You ducked.”
“Shut up, both of you,” Dana yelled, throwing them both the death look. 
“Would somebody please get the girl some ice?” I croaked out, feeling my eye start to swell. With any luck it would swell shut and I wouldn’t have to look at myself in the mirror tomorrow. Because I had a sinking feeling it wasn’t going to be pretty.
No Neck grabbed a bag of frozen edamame from the freezer and Dana stuck it on my eye. I cringed, wishing I was on something stronger than Advil. Like Vicodin. Or tequila. 
Dana banished No Neck to his room, then ushered the Russian duo out the door. Sasha looked reluctantly at Dana’s skirt (or lack thereof) but conceded as she none too gently slammed the door behind them. 
I closed my eyes and leaned my head back on the sofa, wondering what exactly I’d done to deserve this. Was it because I hadn’t gone to mass since Easter? Because I was lusting after Ramirez? Was my mother right? Did God have it in for me now? 
Dana sat down on the sofa beside me and blew out a long breath. “How’s your eye?”
“I’m afraid to look.”
Dana pulled the edamame away and inspected. She cringed. “It’s not that bad.”
“Dana, you’re a terrible liar.” I covered it with the frozen soy again, wondering if maybe I could just hibernate in Dana’s bedroom for the rest of the summer. 
“I’m so sorry about that,” Dana said. “Men suck.”
“No kidding.”
“That’s it, I’m off men. The whole lot of them. I’ve got my Rabbit Pearl, what do I need a man for anyway?”
At the moment I had to agree. A battery powered rabbit seemed like a far less complicated way to live. At least rabbits didn’t slug you.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Dana diligently woke me every two hours throughout the night. Which was a great way to make sure I didn’t fall into a coma but a lousy way to get a good night’s sleep. By the time I finally felt semi-rested the events of the previous evening had turned into a dull ache behind my eye and the morning had already slipped into afternoon. I sat up with an acute sense of disorientation. I had no idea where I was. This wasn’t my blanket, my pillow, hell, I didn’t even think this was my T-shirt.
Then it all came flooding back to me as I saw No Neck in his boxers pouring orange juice. Dana stood with her back rigid across the kitchen, making toast. Neither speaking to each other. 
I slowly got up and showered, cringing as I caught a glimpse of my eye in the mirror. It was bluer than my mother’s eyeshadow and, dare I say, not nearly as attractive. I gave up on the whole make-up thing, figuring I was a lost cause today, and instead borrowed a pair of jeans and a fresh tank from Dana’s closet. Unfortunately the only shoes Dana had in my size were a pair of spike heeled stilettos that looked like they belonged on the feet of Bunny Hoffenmeyer, but beggars can’t be choosers. By the time I came out the Actors’ Standoff was still on, Dana sipping coffee and reading Variety while No Neck ate cereal from the box and glared.
“‘Morning,” Dana said as I walked in. Then looked up at the clock. “Almost.”
“Coffee?” I croaked out. 
“In the pot.”
“Bless you.” I navigated around the stoic No Neck and poured a generous helping into an “Aerobics instructors do it until it hurts” mug.
“Ramirez dropped off the keys to your apartment,” Dana said, setting aside her paper. “They’re on the counter.”
“He was here?” I had a vision of him watching as I snored and drooled on the sofa bed.
“Just for a minute. Man, that guy is hot enough to fry bacon.”
No Neck crunched down hard on a bite of cereal.
Dana pretended to ignore him, sipping her coffee.
“Did he say anything else?” I asked. Like maybe how he’d caught the Murderous Mistress so I could go back to my studio without feeling like there was a big target on my head?
“No. Sorry. Just the keys.”
Drat.
“Anyway, I’ve got to get to the gym. I have a spinning class at one. You want to come with me or hang out here?”
Hmmm… take my throbbing head through an hour and a half of sweaty bicycling to nowhere or sit on Dana’s sofa watching daytime TV?
“Thanks, I think I’ll be fine here. You go.” 
Dana nodded, finishing her coffee and grabbing her gym bag. She gave me a quick hug, then gave No Neck another death glance out of the corner of her eye before she left. No Neck grunted, then stalked off to his room again.
I poured myself a second cup of coffee and took it into the living room. 
Well, now what?
Contrary to my decision to become an official cheerleader last night, the idea of sitting back and doing nothing while waiting for Ramirez to give me the “all clear” signal to go back to my life didn’t appeal to me. And I was more convinced than ever that the real killer was not only on the loose, but that I was getting close enough to make her nervous. 
The only problem was, where to go from here? I’d pretty much exhausted Greenway’s supply of playmates. I closed my eyes, mentally going down my list again.
It was possible Carol Carter had hired someone to kill Greenway, but I seriously doubted she’d even know where to find him if she really had been in Canada all week. Ditto Andi Jameson. After the pencil dick incident, I didn’t see Greenway inviting her over to the Moonlight for a reconciliation.
That left Bunny. I only had her word for it that she and Greenway had split at all. And let’s not forget Cinderella. If she had been toying with Greenway on the side, she had just as much opportunity as Bunny to get rid of him. 
The question was, which one of them had hacked into the phony accounts and funneled out the twenty mil? Who’d had access to Richard’s computer. As I’d already proven, getting past Jasmine didn’t take the skills of a CIA trained spy, any blonde with half a brain could have slipped into Richard’s office while she was out at lunch. And luckily, my one ally in the Richard’s Innocent Campaign, was the person who’d know the comings and goings of Richard’s office better than anyone. Althea.
I looked up at the clock. It was too late to coincide my inquiry with Jasmine’s lunch break, so I decided to wait until five. If I knew Jasmine, she’d be the first to leave when quitting time rolled around. If I was quick, I could probably catch Althea before she left for the day without having my conversation overheard by Gossip Barbie.
Feeling pretty pleased with my plan, I settled back onto the sofa and watched trashy daytime TV for the rest of the afternoon. Unfortunately, the first thing I flipped on was Maury Povich doing a segment on surprise paternity results. I looked down at my belly. Were there any surprises in there? 
I contemplated going out to buy a new pregnancy test, but considering my Jeep was still at my place, it was at least a two mile hike in the rapidly climbing heat to the nearest drug store, and I looked like I’d just gone two rounds with Oscar De La Hoya, I decided that might not be such a hot idea. 
Though, I seemed to remember Dana saying something about an emergency just-in-case test… 
I muted Maury and went into the bathroom, rummaging through Dana’s medicine cabinet until I hit upon that familiar EPT pink stashed behind a bag of cotton balls. I stared at the box. Well, I figured things couldn’t very well get much worse in my life. I might as well face the music sooner rather than later. 
I ripped open the box, skimming over the instructions again for good measure, then did the whole five second urine test thing. I sat down on the rim of the bathtub to wait, gnawing my fingernails so badly Marco was sure to shriek in horror when I came in for my next manicure. Seconds crawled as I watched Dana’s Betty Boop shower clock tick off the three minutes until I saw lines. Or line - singular. God I hoped it was line. Finally Betty’s little red second hand did three full rotations and I jumped up as if I was sitting on springs. Resisting the urge to cover one eye, I peeked at the little windows. Nothing. Huh?
I picked up the instructions again, re-reading them. Pee on the cotton swap, leave stick on flat surface, check for lines. I did all that. I stared at the empty windows again. What the hell? I picked up the box, turning it over to look at the expiration date. January 15, 2008. Ugh. Mental forehead smacking.
I threw the useless test in the trash, too emotionally drained to even curse Dana for keeping an expired test around and flopped myself back onto the sofa, wishing Dana had something more comforting than low carb Newton’s and Diet Snapple Iced Tea to gorge myself on. I so needed a box of double stuffed Oreos right now. Instead, I settled for Judge Judy reruns. 
By four I knew how to stuff a game hen, six signs you need a sexy makeover, and that Bo’s brother was really Hope’s secret lover. I was sufficiently vegged out. Flipping off the TV, I decided Jasmine was probably packing it in for the day and it was safe to resume the next phase of operation Free Richard. I grabbed my purse and called a cab, hoping I timed my trip downtown so I’d miss Jasmine.
Unfortunately, the 101 was clear of accidents and my cab driver was an eager little beaver in a blue turban, so the first face I saw as I walked into Dewy, Cheatum and Howe was, predictably, Jasmine’s. 
She looked up as I walked through the front doors, her eyes narrowing like a cat’s. “What do you want?”
“Are you always this friendly?”
She scrunched up her nose, squinting at my face. “What happened to your eye?”
“Some receptionist gave me lip. We tussled.”
She took a hand on hip stance. “Listen, you, I don’t have time for this. I have a date. Why don’t you just go home and make an appointment to see Chesterton tomorrow.”
“I’m actually here to see Althea.”
Jasmine’s eyes narrowed again beneath her drawn in brows. “Althea? What do you want with her?”
“Well, I think that’s between Althea and me, don’t you?” I gave her my best fake smile, showing teeth and everything.
She scowled. Well, tried to scowl. It was more like a lopsided squint. That Botox was really working. “Fine. I’ll get her. Wait here.” She walked around the reception desk, her lipo shrunk butt wiggling in her barely-there skirt. I didn’t know how she got away with wearing that kind of stuff to work. Honestly it was the kind of outfit I’d have to borrow to make another midnight run to the Moonlight Inn. The only decent thing about it were her knock off Prada boots, the perfect made in Taiwan replicas of the pair I’d tried on yesterday. Cute, but, like everything else about Jasmine, fake. 
A few minutes later Jasmine came back through the frosted doors, Althea in tow. Althea was dressed in a striped jumper that reminded me of a private school uniform. Boxy and shapeless. She shuffled toward me, talking in hushed tones. 
“Maddie, what’s wrong? Has something happened to Richard?” she asked, genuine concern lacing her voice. Then she paused. “What happened to your eye?”
“Nothing. Bar fight. Tripped. Whatever.” I waved the question away. “Anyway, Richard’s fine. I actually just want to ask you…” I paused, glancing behind me at Jasmine. 
I’d hoped she’d leave for her date, but she suddenly seemed in no hurry, picking up a nail file and trying to look like she wasn’t listening in.
I sighed, resigned to her eavesdropping and pulled the newspaper photos of Bunny and Andi Jameson out of my purse. “I wanted to know if you’ve seen either of these women come into the office.”
Althea took the photos, pursing her thin lips together as she studied them. I could feel Jasmine leaning over the desk to get a better look.
“No,” Althea shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t recognize either of them. Who are they?”
I tried not to sound too disappointed. “Women Greenway dated. I thought maybe one of them could have slipped in and gained access to Richard’s files.”
Althea gave me an apologetic look. “I really wish there was something I could do to help Mr. Howe. We all miss him around here.” She bit her lip, then turned awkwardly and shuffled back through the frosted doors. 
I put the photos back in my purse, trying not to feel defeated. I mean, just because Althea hadn’t seen anyone, didn’t mean no one had snuck in. I looked up at Jasmine, still tying to appear uninterested behind her desk. Did I dare ask her? 
I watched her for a second, filing her nails, her legs crossed so one Prada knockoff stuck out from behind the desk. They were pretty good knockoffs actually. I resisted the urge to ask her where she’d bought them. I looked closely, taking in the details. Unlike most knockoffs, the metal zippers were clearly embossed with the Prada logo and the stitching was tiny and precise, not puckered. And, as Jasmine uncrossed her legs, I noticed they had that soft ease of movement unlike the usual stiff imitations. In fact… I took a step closer, openly staring at her shoes now. 
Oh my God. Those weren’t knockoffs. Those were a genuine pair of five hundred dollar Prada boots. 
And suddenly it hit me. Where did Jasmine get the money for Prada?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
I stared, my gaze riveted to the imported calfskin. I felt like a Jeopardy contestant, suddenly faced with all the answers if only my brain would catch up quickly enough to find the right questions to ask. The blonde hairs in the motel room. Access to Richard’s files. One expensive cosmetic surgery after another on a salary that made mine look decadent. Ohmigod. Jasmine was mistress number four. 
I swallowed hard, realizing I was still staring. Then looked up to find Jasmine watching me. Our eyes locked and I felt my blood turn cold. 
“Are you still here?” she asked, her voice oddly flat.
“Me?” I squeaked out. “Nope. No, I’m done. I’m gone. I mean, I’m leaving now. See, here I go.” 
She cocked her head to one side, looking at me funny as I turned and all but ran out the door. I didn’t wait for the elevator, instead taking the stairs two at a time, hoping I didn’t fall and break my neck as theories swirled through my brain at an alarming pace. Had Greenway met Jasmine on one of his visits to Richard’s office? What if he’d had an affair with her? With Jasmine’s eavesdropping habit, she was sure to have overheard something of Richard and Greenway’s less than legal money shuffling. And she had easy access to all Richard’s files. Including bank account numbers. Jasmine had shot Greenway, I was sure of it. 
Breathing heavily, I ran outside into the heat and got halfway to the parking garage before I remembered I didn’t have my Jeep. Crap. 
I paused on the sidewalk between Bernie’s Pawn Shop and Starbucks. I pulled my cell phone out, poised to call Ramirez and tell him what I’d learned. But I hesitated. As sure as I was that Jasmine had done it, I didn’t have a shred of proof. And I had a feeling that when Ramirez heard about my latest shoe clue, he’d have a good chuckle and I’d get the Big Boy speech again. Add to that my promise to leave the whole thing alone (never mind I’d had my fingers crossed) and I wasn’t really excited about facing Bad Cop again.
What I needed was proof. Anything that definitively tied Jasmine to Greenway. Something more than a designer shoe. I had to get to her computer. It hadn’t escaped my notice that her computer screen closed with lightening speed whenever I walked into the reception room. I’d bet my favorite slingbacks that the numbers to an offshore account, recently twenty million dollars richer, were buried somewhere between her solitaire games. Ramirez and his crew had no doubt torn Richard’s hard drive inside and out, but who would have bothered with the receptionist’s computer?
I looked down at my watch. Five-fifteen. In another couple hours the office would be empty. One thing I’d learned dating Richard was that if lawyers were going to work late, they were damn well going to charge their clients for a steak dinner while doing it. After eight the offices would be deserted. And Jasmine’s computer unmanned. 
I ducked into the Starbucks and ordered a mocha frappuccino, which I took to a seat by a window with a good view of Richard’s building. I hadn’t been there two minutes when Jasmine exited the building, her Prada boots calling to me as she walked the two blocks to the garage. I sipped my drink and waited, watching one law clerk after another leave the building. Althea came out a few minutes later, a patchwork bag with a picture of a cat on it slung over her shoulder as she made her way to the Metro Rail. Finally Donaldson left the building, getting into his Mercedes and pulling away from the curb just as it was beginning to get dark. 
I forced myself to wait another half hour, just in case an important file or brief had been left behind. The after dinner crowd began to arrive, filling the coffee house with hand-holding couples. I ordered another frappuccino, watching the theater goers and homeless converge on the downtown streets. After my butt became numb and my pupils were fully dilated from caffeine overload, I finally grabbed my purse and made my way back across the street to the offices. 
The building was eerily quiet as I rode the elevator up to the fourth floor. I knew the doors stood unlocked for the cleaning crew, but the only noise I heard as I got off the elevator was the steady hum of abandoned computers. 
Slowly, I pushed through the frosted doors of Dewy, Cheatum and Howe, my limbs buzzing with nervous energy. Not to mention two grande frappuccinos. I tiptoed through the dark office, the plush carpet swallowing up the sound of my heels as the light from Jasmine’s idle monitor guided my way.
I quickly tiptoed to Jasmine’s desk, slipping behind the mahogany behemoth. Luckily, like everyone else, she kept her computer on when she left for the day. She’d logged out of the system, but I entered her back in easily enough with Richard’s password. Briefs. How original. I did a mental eye roll. 
Once in, I wasn’t really sure what to look for. I knew I wouldn’t be lucky enough to find a file marked “Swiss bank account number” but I was at a loss for where to look. I’ll admit, I’m not a computer genius. I can do AOL and iTunes, but beyond that I’m kind of clueless. I began opening random files, hoping to stumble upon something useful. I could feel the clock ticking behind me and I knew it was only a matter of time before a man with a vacuum came in and asked what I was doing here. 
I opened her Internet Explorer and checked her online history. Yestheyrefake dot com, a plastic surgery site came up. No big surprise. I clicked around a little more and stumbled across a pay per play cybersex site. Livelovelyladies dot com. Ugh. At least Jasmine was keeping busy at work. 
I’d almost given up, deciding Ramirez was right, I was grasping at straws, when I noticed a group of files that were numbered instead of named. I’d seen files like this on Richard’s computer before. Usually these numbers indicated a case number, and contained Richard’s typed trial notes. I clicked, opening the files one by one. As expected, most held snippets of information about witnesses, motions, and various legal citings. But as I went down the list, opening file after file, I ran across one that was blank. I looked closely at the numbers of the other files. They all had six. This one had ten. I felt my adrenalin kick in. Did Swiss bank accounts have ten numbers? I grabbed a post-it note from Jasmine’s desk, jotting down the number. Ramirez was so going to eat crow over this. 
I was so completely wrapped up in my own total genius at suspecting Jasmine, that I didn’t even hear it until it was too late. 
The sound of a gun cocking.
I froze, pen hovering over the post-it, hoping maybe it was just my overactive imagination.
“Bravo, Sherlock.”
Nope. My imagination didn’t say that.
Quickly I spun around to find myself looking straight down the barrel of a .22. I willed myself not to pee in my pants as I raised my eyes to meet… Althea? 
Huh?
“Althea, what are you doing here?” Which in hindsight was an abysmally stupid question considering the gun leveled at my head pretty well explained what she was doing here. 
“You couldn’t just leave it alone, could you? Nosey bitch.” Gone was the meek frump. In her place a crazed pair of hazel eyes blazed behind her thick lenses. The gun in her hand was surprisingly steady, the confidence in her stance unnerving.
I swallowed the sudden lump of fear in my throat. The realization of my own error hitting me with the force of a low heeled loafer in the gut. I should have known Jasmine couldn’t pull off a scheme like this. Jasmine had the brain of a turnip. Althea, on the other hand, I now realized was smarter than I’d given her credit for. 
“This isn’t Jasmine’s file, is it?” I asked, pointing to the blank page on the screen. “It’s yours. You’re the one who took the money. And,” I added, amazed at how level my voice sounded, even as my legs had turned into Jell-o, “ you’re the one that broke into my apartment.” 
Althea did a slow smile, her lips drawing back to bare a set of slightly crooked teeth. “And here I’d figured you for just another blonde bimbo in heels.”
I looked down at the gun aimed for my chest and swallowed. “Is that the gun that killed Greenway?” I asked. 
Althea smiled again. Only it didn’t reach to her wild eyes, still leveled at me with a barely contained energy. “Greenway was an egotistical idiot,” she spat out. 
“Is that why you killed him?” Okay, I was asking more out of fear of being killed than curiosity. Honestly, I could care less what Crazy Lady with Gun thought about Greenway. What I cared about was stalling for time until the cleaning crew came by. 
“He deserved to die. Any man that makes love to a women like he did then leaves them deserves to die.” 
“Greenway had an affair with you?” I think my voice betrayed my disbelief. I was having a hard time picturing Althea in a leopard print thong. 
Althea narrowed her eyes, her unplucked brows drawing together. “What, you don’t think Greenway would be interested in someone like me? You think he’s too good for me? Who would ever love dowdy little Althea?” Her voice was rising, growing into a shrill screech. I took a step backward, coming up against Jasmine’s desk chair.
“No, no. I-I’m sure you were just his type.”
Althea let out a short bark of laughter. “Of course I was his type. I had a pulse. The man thought that just because he had a penis, women should fall at his feet. That he could charm the pants off anything. One night I forgot my purse and came back to the office after everyone had gone. Devon was here, in Mr. Howe’s office. He asked me to come in and help him get into Richard’s system. I said I shouldn’t do it. Then he told me how clever I was. How I was much too smart to be a junior clerk. How pretty I was, how sweet. I gave him the code and he seduced me, right there on Mr. Howe’s desk.”
I cringed. That explained the condom wrapper.
Althea’s eyes were growing wider as she talked, glazing over and unblinking like someone with a high fever. Only the gun stayed steadily pointed at me. I took another step back, sliding my hand in my purse, looking for anything that could be used as a weapon. Lipstick, cash, tampon. Shit.
“When we got dressed I asked when I would see him again,” Althea continued, a far away look in her eyes. “And do you know what he did?”
I was afraid to answer. I shook my head.
Althea leaned in closer so I could smell the Pert Plus on her frizzy hair. “He laughed. He said he didn’t need me anymore and he laughed at me. Do you know what it’s like to have the person you love laugh at you?”
I shook my head again, my fingers clenching around a long sharp object. My nail file! 
“So, I got even. I found out what he and Mr. Howe were up to and tipped off a clerk at the Securities and Exchange. I drained Devon’s accounts. I strangled his perfect, thin, model of a wife. And,” she said, her eyes snapping back to mine as she wrapped both her hands around the trigger. “I killed him. But not right away. I made him beg first. Plead on his hands and knees for his life. And you know what I did then?”
I shook my head, wrapping my fingers around the nail file.
She leaned in, her voice low. “I laughed.”
I think I was going to be sick. She had become seriously unglued. I don’t know why I didn’t see it sooner. Anyone who paired checked cardigans with corduroy skirts had to be touched. And this chick was way beyond touched. Her mouth was smiling while her eyes held a dull, open stare as if she was actually seeing Greenway beg in front of her.
Then a realization hit me as I stared into her vacant eyes. “I led you right to him.”
Althea smiled. “Thanks for that. I knew he was still in town but it wasn’t until you came waltzing in here that I knew he was at the Moonlight. The conceited ass actually thought I wanted to sleep with him again. He actually thought he was going to get laid. I played along. I dressed up in painful heels and a tight little skirt.” Her eyes took on that hollow look again. “And then I shot him. Twice.”
I looked down at the .22. “With Richard’s gun?”
She nodded. “I found it in his desk while he was in court last week. It seemed the easiest way to kill two birds with one stone. I wasn’t about to share my hard earned cash with a philandering jerk like Mr. Howe. And don’t pretend otherwise, ‘cause I know he was married.”
I shrugged. Okay, so maybe I’d give her that point. “So, what now?” I hesitated to ask.
All traces of smile left her face. “Now, I get rid of the last loose end, drive to LAX and disappear with twenty million in retirement. I think it almost compensates for having slept with Greenway.”
I swallowed hard as she leveled the gun at me. I heard blood pounding in my ears, not at all enjoying being called a loose end. My fingers tightened around the nail file in my purse. I took a deep breath as Althea leveled the gun at me.
“Goodbye,” she whispered.
If I waited another second, I knew I’d be sleeping in the dumpsters. I ducked my head down and lunged at her, nail file first, cringing as I felt it jab into her flesh. 
I heard her scream as the gun went off, a shot hitting Jasmine’s computer monitor with a shattering crash. I felt warm liquid ooze over my hand and I think I screamed too.
Only when I looked down, it wasn’t red but clear. I looked up at Althea. One side of her chest was all wet. And smaller than the other.
“You bitch! You busted my implant!” she yelled.
Mental forehead smack. Even Althea had implants? Were mine the smallest boobs in L.A.?
Althea stood there, the gun dangling from her hand as she deflated on one side. I decided running was a good plan now. I turned and bolted across the small reception room. I almost made it to the doors, when I heard the crack of the gun and frosted glass shattered in front of me. I dove for the carpet and I heard another crack as fire seared through my arm. I clasped my hand to the pain and this time my fingers did come up red. 
Yep, I was definitely going to be sick. 
I lost one of Dana’s stilettos as I crawled on my knees behind a potted palm. I heard three more shots embed themselves in the tastefully papered walls of Dewy, Cheatum and Howe. Then I heard a sound which was music to my ears. The clicking of an empty chamber.
“Shit!” Althea screamed. She was out of bullets.
I jumped up and made a run for the elevator. Only I didn’t get far. My feet crunched on the shattered glass of the front doors as I felt myself being jerked backwards by my hair.
I spun around, trying to remember anything from that Tae Bo class Dana dragged me to last year. Lunge, spin, punch? Or was it spin, punch, lunge? Crap. If only I’d been paying more attention to the moves and less to the teacher’s sculpted buns. Instead, I flailed with kicks, screams, and slaps. I was fighting so girly, but I didn’t care.
Althea easily wrestled me to the ground. Man, she was strong for a woman. Under all those dowdy clothes she’d been hiding a body builder’s physique.
I sunk my nails into her skin, digging until I heard her scream. But she didn’t stop. Her hands circled around my throat and I began to see stars. I grasped around on the floor wildly for anything to smack her with. The room started to go fuzzy, all I could see were Althea’s eyes, crazed and intent on me. Her glasses must have been knocked off somewhere along the way. Her bushy eyebrows drew together, her lips curled back in a creepy smile that belonged in a Wes Craven movie. I felt like crying that my last vision would be of unplucked eyebrows and frizzy hair. It just wasn’t fair.
And then my hands came up against something. The fallen stiletto. I reached my fingers out as far as they would stretch, wrapping my hand around the shoe. The room was fading from my vision, my lungs gasping for air as I wiggled beneath Althea’s bulk. I channeled all the strength I had left into my arm as I swung Dana’s hooker footware in the direction of Althea’s neck.
I heard a scream. In all honesty, I think it might have been mine. As the hands left my throat I blinked, sucking in welcomed breaths of air. I looked down. Althea had fallen off of me. The side of her neck was covered in gooey red, Karo syrup. The stiletto heel was sticking out at an odd angle and Althea’s eyes looked kind of glazed over, her mouth making gurgling sounds. 
This time I’m sure the scream came from me.
I was still screaming when Ramirez burst through the shattered front doors, a handful of uniformed officers right behind him. One of them started doing some mouth to mouth on Althea and yelling for a paramedic. They came, attaching tubes and masks to her prone form, while one cop after another arrived, talking loudly into their radios. It was all so surreal and I couldn’t tear my gaze from the pool of red forming around Althea’s body. 
At some point I stopped screaming and realized Ramirez was holding me. Close. Tight. His arms wrapped around me. He whispered into my hair.
“Are you okay?”
I gulped. Was I?
“I, I think she shot me. Is she…” I trailed off, willing myself to take a deep breath before I screamed again.
“No. She’s alive. For now.” Ramirez pulled away, inspecting my left arm where the fire had dulled into an aching pain like a bikini wax that wouldn’t stop. “It looks like a flesh wound,” he said, carefully pulling my torn shirt away. He flagged a paramedic down from the group huddled around Althea, who confirmed Ramirez’s diagnosis. He said I needed stitches and Ramirez packed me into his SUV and took me to the emergency room.
Three hours later my arm looked like it belonged to Frankenstein and my neck was the same color as the Purple People Eater. I knew that I’d be wearing turtlenecks for the next few days, but at least it matched my eye. Ramirez drove me to the police station where I gave a statement in triplicate amidst barely concealed laughter as I relayed how I’d popped Althea’s saline implant. By the time we were finished, the adrenalin high of the attack had worn off and left me crashing into a new low. The only thing holding me up was Ramirez, who hadn’t left my side the whole night.
The sun was just starting to peek over the horizon when Ramirez finally drove me back to my studio. As he parked in the drive and shut off the engine, I voiced a thought that had been nagging at the back of my mind ever since I saw Althea wielding Richard’s gun.
“If Althea was the one who took the twenty million, where did Jasmine get the money for all the Botox and Prada?”
Ramirez cocked his head, as if he didn’t quite get the Prada reference, but answered anyway. “They’re still processing Jasmine’s computer, but from what they’ve found so far, someone that went by the username of SexyJas was working at a cyber sex chatting site.”
Mental forehead slap. LiveLovelyLadies dot com.
“She was having cyber sex at work?”
“The way the site works is men log on and pay $3.99 a minute to chat with these women over the internet. The technologically evolved 900 number.”
I rolled my eyes, doubting evolution had much to do with it. 
“Apparently,” Ramirez went on, “SexyJas had logged over a thousand hours in the last few months.”
I mentally did the math. $3.99 times a thousand equaled… a whole lotta Prada. I made a mental note to become more computer savvy.
“So”, Ramirez said, turning in his seat to face me. “You’ve had quite a night.” He brushed the back of his hand along my cheek, tucking a strand of hair behind my ears.
“Go ahead,” he said softly. “Say it.”
“Huh?”
He smiled. “I know you’re dying to say, ‘I told you so.’”
I couldn’t help it. I smiled back. “I told you so.”
He grinned until that dimple flashed in his cheek. And then he leaned over the console and kissed me. Softly, gently. His lips moving over mine as if he was afraid he might break me. And the way I felt, he just might. I melted right there into his leather seats.
He pulled away and I think I kind of fell toward him. 
“Do you want me to come up?” he asked. His eyes as dark and dangerous as the panther tattooed on his arm.
Yes, yes, yes! I took a deep breath. “No.” My God, was I as crazy as Althea? What did I mean ‘no’? 
The disappointment was clear in his eyes this time. “Right. It’s been a long night. I’m sure you’re tired.”
Right. Tired. What I was, was confused. I’d finally found the answers to Greenway’s murder, but I realized with a sinking feeling, they didn’t provide me with any answers about my own mixed up life. 
Ramirez walked me to my door. Then kissed me gently on the top of my head. His eyes held mine and there was no mistaking the thoughts running though his mind. I felt my resolve weaken. “Rain check,” he whispered. Then got back into his SUV and left.
I stood on my darkened porch watching him. Okay, so here’s the thing: More than anything I wanted Ramirez to come up. I admit, I was seriously in lust with the man. He did things to my body with one look that I didn’t even think were possible. 
But then there was Richard. I had kind of told him I was on his side. And even though we were both sort of ambiguous about what that meant, I’m pretty sure it didn’t include me sleeping with sexy cops. Until I decided what to do about Mr. White-Collar Criminal and my inability to get a clear result out of a pregnancy test, I somehow didn’t feel right letting Ramirez spend the night. Especially after the up close and personal look I’d gotten tonight at how crazy infidelity can make people. 
As my libido and my better judgment mentally duked it out I unlocked the door to my studio. 
Then let out a little yelp.
Sitting on my futon in the midst of my scattered possessions was Richard.
“How did you get here?” I asked blinking rapidly.
Richard stood up. He was once again dressed in his trademark slacks and button down shirt. He’d shaven since I last saw him and his hair was gelled back into Ken doll position again. Actually, he looked good. Really good. Like the familiar Richard I’d fallen for in the first place. 
“You gave me a key,” he answered.
I shook my head. “No. I mean, aren’t you in jail? Oh God. Did you break out?”
Richard smiled. “No I didn’t break out. The DA dropped the murder charges after they arrested Althea and I made bail.”
I shook my head. Mr. Chesterton didn’t waste any time.
I picked my way carefully over the piles of broken dishes and scattered clothing and sat down hard on my futon. Richard sat down beside me. 
“What happened to your arm?” he asked, his voice genuinely filled with concern.
“Your secretary shot me.” 
“Oh, pumpkin, I’m so sorry.” He put an arm around me. I was too tired to protest. Even when he started doing little kissing things on my cheek. 
“I missed you so much,” he whispered. 
I sighed. While it would be so much easier just to hate him, I had to admit, I’d missed him a little too. 
“Maddie, look, I know a lot has happened between us,” Richard said, taking my hand in his. “But, I just want you to know how much I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. Chesterton told me how it was you that figured Althea out. I-” He choked up, his eyes misting. “No one else believed me, but you had faith in me.” 
I bit my lip, refraining from pointing out it wasn’t so much faith as fear of having a felon’s baby. 
“Maddie, I know in the past I’ve done some stupid things.”
Correction – colossally idiotic things.
“But, I want to make it up to you. Chesterton said he thinks he may be able to get me off with just probation if I agree to testify against Althea. It could take a while for the trial, but once this is all over, I want to make it up to you. I want you to move in with me. Being apart like this has shown me just how much I need you in my life and I don’t want to be away from you again.”
I held up my hands. “Wait, move in with you? This is all moving too fast.”
“Too fast?” His puppy dog eyes looked up at me.
“Richard, you’re married!”
“I had the divorce papers drawn up today.”
Ouch. Poor Cinderella.
“Maddie, I know things have been crazy. But, believe me, you’re the only one for me.”
I shook my head, a migraine brewing behind my eyes. “Richard, I… I need time to think about this.”
His shoulders sagged, but he nodded. “Of course. Take all the time you need.”
I stood and walked him to the door, careful not to trip over my abused slingbacks, as he said goodnight and slipped out into the predawn light. I locked the door behind him, leaning against it with a sigh.
Bad Cop or Ken Doll? 
Richard had happily ever after stamped all over his designer slacks. Once the trial passed and the divorce went through, I could easily see a house in the suburbs in Richard’s future. Ramirez, on the other hand, had instant gratification tattooed across his muscular biceps. The look in his eyes tonight promised a night that could easily top Dana’s four times. But then what? 
And there was another aspect to consider in all this. 
I looked down at my belly. Was there really someone in there? Even if there was, was that enough reason to stay with Richard?
“Well,” I asked my flat belly, “what do you think I should do?”
No answer. Damn. If I hadn’t just spent the night getting shot at I’d like to think I would have had the energy to go out and buy a new test then and there. As it was, I promised myself that tomorrow was The Day. Hell, I’d faced the homicidal frizz ball, I could face one little pink line. Or two
Firm in my resolve, I pulled out my futon and curled up in my blankets, and fell asleep the second my head hit the pillow.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I awoke to the sounds of a school bus dropping kids off at the end of the block and my neighbor’s steamy soaps from downstairs. I cracked one eye open. 3 p.m. Yikes. I got up and took the longest shower on record, letting the scorching water sooth my over abused muscles. I put on a denim skirt and mock turtleneck to cover the purple necklace gracing my skin and added a pair of very high heels to compensate for the big ugly bandage on my arm. There wasn’t much I could do about the black eye, but I gunked blue eye-shadow over the other one to try and even things out. 
I made a pot of strong coffee and checked my messages. The first was Tot Trots threatening to cancel my check if they didn’t see a design by Thursday. Then Marco called saying he saw me on the news last night and everyone at Fernando’s was demanding details now. Mrs. Rosenblatt called and said Albert saw a black panther in my future and I should come in for an aura cleansing soon. Dana left a hysterical message, the gist of which was that she and No Neck had decided to kiss and make up, and, in the midst of the kissing part, she’d seen me on the news, and ohmigod was I okay? 
I called Dana back first, and she answered on the first ring with a breathless, “Hello?”
“Hi. It’s me.”
“Ohmigod! Are you okaaaaaay?!”
I held the phone away from my ear, cringing at Dana’s dog-whistle pitch. “Yes, I’m fine.” Relatively speaking. I quickly filled her about the Prada clue, the files on Jasmine’s computer and my run-in with the Frumpty Dumpty. When I finished I could almost hear Dana vibrating with excitement on the other end.
“Ohmigod, Maddie, you totally kick butt, girl.”
I couldn’t help a little smile. I kinda did, didn’t I?
“This is so cool,” Dana continued. “You’re all over the news, you know. You’re like a hero now.”
“Well, I don’t know about that-”
“Oh, honey, don’t be so modest. You single handedly solved two murders.”
I bit my lip, refraining from mentioning I’d actually suspected the wrong blonde. “Well, I got lucky.”
“I’ll say. Honey, you could have been killed.” 
I looked down at the bandage on my arm. Like I needed a reminder. 
“Well, I didn’t. I’m fine.”
“For now. But what about next time?”
“Next time?” I’m sorry, but I wasn’t exactly chomping at the bit to come face to face with another gun wielding psycho. “Trust me, I’m a one trick pony. There will be no next time.” 
“How can you be sure? Maddie, this is a wake-up call. Crazies are everywhere!”
I rolled my eyes at the phone. “I’m fine, Dana.”
 “This guy at the gym does these self defense classes for women. We should totally sign up. He has one starting next week called Urban Combat for the Modern Woman. What do you think?”
“I think I’m hanging up now, Dana.”
“Well, what about carrying a gun for protection? Or pepper spray. At least think about getting some pepper spray.”
I rolled my eyes so far I think I saw blonde roots. “Goodbye, Dana.” I hit the end button, leaving my best friend making a shopping list of deadly weapons. 
Crossing my fingers they were in a good mood, I dialed the next number on my call back list, Tot Trots. I explained the situation and asked for an extension on the Strawberry Shortcake designs. They weren’t too thrilled with one of their employees being affiliated with embezzlement and murder, but they agreed to give me until the end of July. Next I called Marco back and promised to come in for a long pedi soak and gossip session tomorrow. Then I called Mrs. Rosenblatt and promised to let her do an aura cleansing for me next week. 
Then I didn’t have any other calls to make except for the one I’d been dreading since I saw Richard sitting on my futon last night. 
I made another cup of coffee. 
I scrolled through my speed dial numbers. Ramirez’s was right next to Richard’s. God, I hated decisions. I closed my eyes and did a little eeny meeny miny mo. I didn’t like the outcome, so I did it again. I took a deep breath and dialed.
“Hello?” he answered.
“Hi, it’s Maddie. Listen, do you want to meet for a drink tonight? Say, seven at Casa Maderda on Wilshire?”
I could hear the eagerness in his voice. “I can’t wait.”
I admit, as I hung up I was eager too. For the first time in days, I knew I had the right answer.
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
I threw on a black, silky dress with a high neckline, high hem, and low back. I put on my Gucci two-inch heels, black mascara, and fire engine red lipstick. After giving my hair a good mousse and blow dry, I think I was looking damn sexy. Which was good. Because I needed all the confidence I could get if I was really going to do this.
I jumped in my Jeep and took the PCH up to Wilshire. The only parking spot I could find was two blocks down from the restaurant so I used the short walk to summon up my nerve. Butterflies were doing the mambo in my belly, but I told myself this was what I really wanted. 
I spied him as soon as I walked in the doors. Sitting at the bar with his back to the door. I took a deep breath and held my chin up high as I made my way toward him. 
He must have sensed my presence as he turned around just as I approached. His face breaking into a slow grin as he took in my outfit. I had the briefest moment of doubt at his appreciative stare, but it was all washed away as he leaned in and planted a kiss on my cheek with a, “You look gorgeous, pumpkin.”
Pumpkin. Ugh. I forced a smile back. “Hi, Richard.”
“Can I order you a drink?” he asked, as I slid onto the stool beside him. 
“Uh…” I looked down at Richard’s scotch and soda. “Just a Diet Coke, thanks.”
He signaled the waiter, who quickly deposited the cool drink in front of me. I took a long sip, hoping to settle the over active butterflies. 
“Maddie, I’m so glad you called,” he said, taking my hand in his.
I took a deep breath. “Listen, Richard, I’ve thought about what you said last night.”
“You have? I’m really glad to hear that. Because while I was in prison I had a lot of time to think about us and-” 
“Richard it’s over.”
He looked up. “What?”
“Us. It’s over.” I let out a long breath. Wow, it felt good to say that.
“But, I…” Richard trailed off, his eyes pleading with me. “I thought we had a good thing, pumpkin. What happened?”
I snorted. “What happened? You lied to me about everything, Richard.”
“But I thought you understood why.” His perfectly waxed eyebrows drew together in confusion.
“I understand that when things got rough, you lied, cheated, stole and then ran off. You’re weak, Richard. And I’m way too strong to be sucked down by a guy like you. I can hold my own, but I can’t hold us both up. I’m sorry.” 
I downed the rest of my Diet Coke in one gulp as Richard sputtered beside me. I took his bewildered face in both my hands and deposited a quick kiss on his cheek. “Good luck, Richard. I hope you don’t go back to prison.”
With that, I collected my purse and walked as quickly as I could through the restaurant and out the front door. I knew he was watching as I left, but I didn’t even feel his eyes on me. All I felt was an enormous sense of freedom. 
As soon as I got out the door I flipped my cell phone open and hit the speed dial. Ramirez answered on the second ring.
“Hello?”
“What are you doing tonight?” I asked.
He paused. “Why?”
I grinned from ear to ear. “‘Cause I’d like to cash in that rain check.”
I felt him smile through the phone and could almost see that sexy dimple denting his cheek. “I’ll clear my schedule.”
Heat wrapped around my spine, clear down to my panties. Which were so not grannies tonight. “There’s one thing I have to do first. Meet me at my place in half an hour?”
“I’ll be there.” 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I almost ran the rest of the way back to my Jeep. I hopped back on the PCH, pulling off at Pico for a quick duck into Rite Aid before heading home. I bought a new EPT. And this time I made sure it had a splashguard and an expiration date that was eighteen months into the future. I was determined to conquer the test this time.
As soon as I got home I took it into the bathroom, carefully leaving my Diet Coke in the kitchen this time. Then I sat down on my futon, trying not to look at the clock as I waited out the three minutes. You’d think I was a pro at this by now, but it was honestly the longest three minutes of my life. I chewed on a stubby nail. Rearranged my drawing pencils. Paced back and forth the four steps from one end of my living room to the next about fifteen times. 
Then I heard a knock at the door. I looked up at the clock. Two minutes fifty-five seconds.
“Just a second,” I called. I closed my eyes. I counted to five. Then looked down at the readout.
One line. Negative.
I let out a long breath, feeling something like a mix of disappointment and relief. Okay maybe just a little higher on the relief side. I glanced down at my belly. Maybe someday. But, tonight I had other plans…
I quickly threw the test in the wastebasket under the sink and opened the door.
Ramirez leaned against the doorframe, dressed in his usual black T-shirt and worn jeans. The panther flirted with me from beneath the hem of his sleeve and his dark eyes swept me from head to toe. 
There went that panty heat again.
“Hi,” I said, trying for sexy seductress but falling closer to Minnie Mouse territory again. “I’m sorry I didn’t invite you up last night. I wanted to, but everything was just too confusing, and I didn’t know where things stood with Richard, or what to do about the pregnancy tests, which just kept breaking, but I got a new one, and I just took it and it’s-”
Ramirez silenced me with his finger on my lips. “Enough talk,” he said, his voice low and smooth. 
And this time he did kiss me. Oh boy did he kiss me.
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Chapter One
 
 
 
 
There are two things in life I hate more than getting shot at. Number one: Birkenstocks, one shoe I am proud to say I did not design. And number two: sit ups. The torture routine my best friend, Dana, was currently making me perform on the floor of the Sunset Gym. 
“Come on, two more, you can do it!” 
I grunted, giving my personal cheerleader the evil eye as I struggled to a sitting position.
“I (pant) can’t (pant) do it.” My stomach muscles started to shake and I could feel an unattractive bead of sweat trailing from my blonde roots down to the tip of my chin.
“Come on, Maddie. I know you’ve got two more in you. Think of how good you’ll look in a bikini this summer.”
“I’ll buy a one-piece,” I grunted.
“Think of how great you’ll feel knowing you did something good for your body.”
I raised one eyebrow, giving her my best ‘get real’ look.
“Okay, think of this,” Dana said, a light bulb moment flashing in her blue eyes. “Think of how bad Ramirez will want you when he sees your ripped abs.”
That did it. With one really unladylike grunt I clenched my teeth together and hauled myself into a sitting position.
“Woohoo! I knew you could do it!” Dana stood up and did an end zone worthy victory dance on my behalf. Dana was a 5’7”, 36 double D, strawberry blonde aerobics instructor slash wanna-be actress with the kind of body that inspired rock songs. I don’t need to add that every male head in the gym suddenly turned our way.
“Thanks,” I said. “I needed that.”
“No prob. What are friends for?”
“But you do realize you violated The Oath.”
Dana bit her lip, getting a guilty look on her face. “Oops.”
The Oath was the vow I had made all of my friends and family take to never mention the name ‘Ramirez’ to me again. Last summer Detective Jack Ramirez, or as Dana had dubbed him, The Panty Melter, showed up at my apartment with a pocket full of condoms. He kissed me. I kissed him. There was a mad frenzy of clothing falling to the floor. We were one Vicky’s push-up bra and a pair of Hanes-Her-Way from the bedroom… when his pager went off. 
He left me with a platonic kiss on the forehead and a promise to call me the next day. Yeah right. Two weeks later I got a message on my machine. “Sorry, been busy. Work. Gotta go. Call you later.” And not a peep since. 
Men. 
Then again what did I really expect? Jack Ramirez was a cop with a big gun, a big tattoo, and a big… well let’s just say his BVDs didn’t hide much that night. So, I shouldn’t really be surprised he wasn’t turning out to be Mr. Cleaver material. I had to admit, though, Ramirez was still an improvement over my last boyfriend, Richard, who ended up getting arrested for conspiracy and embezzlement. 
Do I know how to pick em’ or what?
“Sorry,” Dana said, “but you had to finish the set. Honey, you’re doing so good.”
Actually, I kind of was. When The Name that Shall Not Be Spoken did his disappearing act last July I did what any other normal, rational, single woman would do when being completely ignored by the object of her affection. I junk food binged. Oh, mama, did I binge. Cheetos, pizza, Oreos, Ben and Jerry’s Chunky Monkey by the bucketful and Keebler fudge cookies in every size, shape and variety. Dana finally did a chocolate chip intervention, pointing out that if I didn’t cut it out soon I would a) have permanent cheese doodle stains on my fingers, b) not be able to fit into my favorite black Nicole Miller dress, and c) qualify as an official member of the Pathetic Losers of America club. She was right. My Miller was a little snug. Which is why I didn’t even protest (much) when she dragged me to the gym and forced me to perform the modern equivalent of medieval torture. Sit ups.
I flopped back onto the blue gym mats, breathing heavily. “Please tell me we’re done?”
Dana (who, by the way, hadn’t even broken a sweat yet despite the fact we’d been here nearly an hour) put her hands on her hips. “But we haven’t even worked your glutes yet.”
“If I promise to have lettuce for dinner, can I skip the glutes?” I pleaded. Even though I was actually dreaming of lettuce sandwiched between a sesame seed bun and a quarter pound beef patty. 
Dana let a little frown settle between her strawberry blonde brows. But, since she was such a good friend (and I was still panting like a Doberman) she let me off the hook. “Fine. But I expect to see you back here on Saturday ready to do some lunges and squats.”
“Aye, aye captain.”
Taking pity on me, Dana helped me up and I dragged my sweaty behind to the locker room.
“So,” she asked, “any big plans tonight?”
Considering it was Friday night and the only action I’d gotten in months was from a battery powered rabbit, the answer to that one was a no-brainer. “Nope. Why?”
“I’ve got a Pilates class at five, but I was going to go shopping after that. Wanna come with?”
Does a bear go poo poo in the woods? “I’m there.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
Twenty minutes later I pulled my little red Jeep up to my second story studio in Santa Monica. Two blocks away from the beach, my apartment was my little piece of heaven. And I do mean little. A fold out futon, a drawing table, and three dozen pairs of shoes had the place at max capacity. I let myself in and even though the half eaten bag of Chips Ahoy was calling to me from the back of my cupboard, I resisted, popping the top on a can of Diet Coke instead while I played my messages.
The first one was from Blockbuster. “The Sex and the City DVD you ordered came in,” a bored sounding teenager informed me. “The computer also shows that you have out Pretty Woman, When Harry met Sally, and…” she paused. And might have even done a little laugh slash cough thing. “…Joanie Loves Chachi, the complete set.”
Yes, this is what life without a man has driven me to.
I hit the delete button.
The next message clicked on.
“Hi, this is Felix Dunn with The L.A. Informer. We’re doing a follow up story to your ordeal last summer. I’d like to schedule a time to interview you about-”
Beep. Delete. 
Ever since my ex-boyfriend, Richard’s, very public arrest, which at one time had included a charge of murder, the press had hijacked my phone number. Okay, I’ll admit there had been a little stabbing incident involving me, a homicidal ex-mistress, her popped breast implant and a stiletto heel in the jugular, which had somehow captured the imagination of the media. I’d been featured no less than three times on the cover of the Informer since then. Twice with my head superimposed over the body of a slasher movie heroine and once as the bride of Bigfoot. Hmmm… maybe that’s why Ramirez hadn’t called. 
The machine clicked over to the next message.
“Hi honey, it’s Mom. Guess what? Ralph finally got our Hawaii pictures printed! You must come see them. They are fabu! Call me!”
Mom had recently come back from an extended Hawaiian honeymoon with husband number two, Ralph. Or, as I liked to call him, Faux Dad. My real dad having run off to Las Vegas with a showgirl named Lola when I was only three. All I remember of Real Dad is a hand, connected to a slightly more hairy than normal arm, waving goodbye out the driver’s side window of his ’74 El Camino. Needless to say, Faux Dad and I had bonded right away. (And it didn’t hurt that he ran one of Beverly Hills’ most exclusive salons and offered me all the free manicures I wanted, either.) 
The machine clicked and the mechanical voice proclaimed, “End of messages.”
Sigh. No Ramirez. No Brad Pitt. No handsome stranger who saw me in line at Starbucks and looked up my number on the internet. 
I hated Friday nights.
I finished my Diet Coke and hopped in the shower, washing the gym sweat off my sore limbs. I threw on a pair of jeans, a sparkly pink wrap top with little silver sequins, and brand new, totally kickin’ Ferragamo pumps. Which, by the way, had put me in debt (again), but the two inches they added to my 5’1 ½” frame were so worth it. A little mousse and blow-dry number to my naturally (mostly) blonde hair, and I was ready.
Dana picked me up in her tan Saturn and we hopped on the 10. Rush hour traffic had died down, but there were still enough cars on the road to make it light up like a Christmas tree in the early fall dusk. As soon as we pulled into the left lane a blue Dodge Neon grabbed onto our bumper and tailgated us the entire way east to the 405. I looked at the speedometer. We were doing eighty. Only in L.A. 
I glanced back to get a look at the driver but the glare from his headlights was all I saw. I sent him the universal hand gesture for ‘back off pal.’ 
Only thirty minutes, two lewd truck drivers, and one cell-phone related wreck later we were parked in front of our destination. 
Sepulveda Guns and Ammo.
“Um, what are we doing here?”
“Shopping,” Dana replied. 
“This isn’t exactly what I had in mind.” I took in the barred windows, NRA posters on the door and homeless person peeing on the side of the brick building. “You sure you don’t want to go to Macy’s?”
Dana shook her head at me. “I need a piece.”
“A ‘piece’? What, are you Clint Eastwood?”
“Last week Rico told the class we needed to think about protection.” 
After my ‘brush with death’ last summer, as my overly dramatic best friend called it, Dana went on this self-defense kick, immediately going out and signing up for a class at the rec center. Surveillance and Protection for the Urban Soldier. The instructor of the class, Rico, looked like a cross between Rambo and the Incredible Hulk. I could see Rico needing a ‘piece.’ The thought of Dana handling a deadly weapon was, however, mildly frightening. 
“Do you even know how to shoot a gun?”
“Yep.” Dana smiled with pride. “Rico’s been giving me some private lessons.” 
Considering Dana’s uncanny ability to pick up men destined for short term relationships, I could just imagine the kind of ‘private lessons’ Rico had been giving her.
“I don’t know about this.” I eyed the store again. The homeless guy zipped up and began yelling at passing cars. “I’ll buy you a Wetzel’s Pretzel with extra cinnamon sugar if we can go to the Glendale Galleria instead.”
Dana got out of the car. “Come on, don’t be such a wimp. Rico said this place was the best.”
I shrugged. I’d known Dana since we bonded in seventh grade over a shared crush on Corey Feldman circa Lost Boys. And I knew once she set her mind to something, I could no more dissuade her from buying a gun in North Hollywood now than I could stop her from FedExing Corey her training bra then. Besides, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to pick up a can of pepper spray.
Dana clubbed her steering wheel and locked the car with a backward glance at the homeless guy. He was still busy shouting obscenities at a Ford Festiva on the corner. 
The bell over the door to Sepulveda Guns and Ammo jingled as we pushed through the NRA posters, prompting all eyes to turn our way. Two homeboys in low slung jeans and baseball caps were hunkered over an assault rifle in the corner, planning something I so did not want to know about. A tall guy with a greasy blonde ponytail and a shirt liberally stained with mustard stopped his inspection of a long range scope and took to inspecting us, his tiny eyes doing a slow up and down thing. 
I suddenly needed a shower. 
Dana grabbed my arm and steered me over to the woman behind the glass counter, wearing a nametag that read “Mac.” She was shorter than me, which put her near the five foot mark, with bushes of frizzy red hair that Carrot Top would be jealous of. And an eye patch. Seriously. A black, Johnny Depp style eye patch that looked like it should come with a parrot. I tried not to stare.
“What can I do for ya’, honey?” she asked, her voice rough with years of cigarette smoke. Or maybe just trying not to inhale the homeless guy stench wafting in through the ancient ventilation ducts exposed in the ceiling.
Dana stepped up to the smudged glass counter and did her best Dirty Harry. “I’m lookin’ to pack.”
I rolled my eyes. 
Scary Gun Lady narrowed her good one at us.
“What my friend means,” I jumped in, “is that she’s looking for a starter sort of gun. Something small. And safe. You know, that won’t go off easily.”
Her eye narrowed further and she did a hands on hips thing. “You want a safe gun?”
I think I heard Ponytail Guy snicker behind us. 
I looked to Dana for help but she was busy scrutinizing the display case full of deadly weapons. I knew that look in her eyes. It was the same one I got when Dior pumps went on sale. My mild fear jumped up a notch. 
“Safe-ish maybe?”
Scary Gun Lady gave me a once over, her gaze stopping at my sparkly pink top, which, by the way, would have been perfect for a stroll around the mall. 
“Honey, you’ve never held a gun before, have you?” 
No, but I had wicked accuracy with a stiletto heel. “Nuh uh,” I replied. 
She shook her head, her red hair flying around her face like Bozo the Clown’s. Though, in all honestly, my gaze was still riveted to that eye patch. Why we had ventured into the depths of North Hollywood for guns was still a bit of a mystery to me. I mean, they sell guns in Beverley Hills too.
“I like this one,” Dana, said, pointing to a DDA .45 caliber pistol. Neon pink.
The saleswoman did the hands on hips thing again. “Honey, I could sell you that gun. But the first time you pull it out, you know what your attacker’s gonna say?”
Dana and I shook our heads in unison.
“Nothin’. He’ll be laughing too hard.”
Dana nodded solemnly. “Right. No pink.” She straightened up and did her serious face, scrunching her eyebrows together like she was thinking really hard. “See, I’m mostly looking for some kind of protection against those smarmy kind of guys that hit on you in clubs, and then when you turn them down wait for you to go to the bathroom, then slip you a roofie and you wake up in some stranger’s bed the next day. Know what I mean?”
Mac raised her eyebrows and looked from Dana to me, as if saying, “Is this chick for real?” 
“Okay, look. You seem like nice enough girls, and I don’t wanna see you get hurt. How about some pepper spray?”
“What, do we look like amateurs?” Dana asked.
Even I had to agree with the snort of laughter Ponytail Guy let out at that one. 
But Dana wasn’t giving up. “Listen, Rico told me you could help me find something. He said you were the best.”
“Rico?” The woman’s face softened and she shifted her defensive posture. “Why didn’t you tell me you knew Rico?” She reached into the glass case and pulled out a silver handgun. “Here, this is what you girls need. A Smith and Wesson LadySmith. Semi-automatic, nine millimeter, rubber grips in stainless finish. Hardly any recoil, but it packs quite a punch and fits in your purse.”
Dana’s eyes lit up like a kid at Christmas. “Can I hold it?”
Gun Lady nodded. Dana picked it up, doing her best James Bond stance. The guys in baseball caps took a couple steps backward.
“There’s also the semi-auto, barrel tip.” Mac reached into the case again, pulling out a gun in black. “They’re lighter, easier to load than a LadySmith. The only disadvantage is they don’t retain spent casings. Little harder to explain when the cops show up.” She gave me a wink and a nudge. 
I did a feeble laugh, trying not to picture how many ‘explanations’ Mac had spun in her lifetime.
“I like this one,” Dana said, still holding the LadySmith, staring down the barrel at her reflection in the smudged glass. 
In all honesty, the light in her eyes was getting a little scary. 
“I’ll take it.”
The saleswoman beamed like a proud Mama. “And you?” she asked me.
“I think I’ll stick with pepper spray.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
Twenty minutes later I had my mini canister of PepperGuard and Dana had a trunk full of ammunition. Not only had she laid out her Visa for the Smith and Wesson – which she could take possession of in a mere ten days provided she’d never been arrested for gun running - but she’d also come away with a box full of cartridges, a leather holster, handcuffs (I so did not want to know what those were for!) and last, but certainly not least, a stun gun in the shape of a cell phone. Dana was armed and dangerous.
Miss Guns and Ammo dropped me off at my Santa Monica studio before heading off to class to show Rico her new ‘toys’. She tried to get me to come with her, saying they were going over frontal assaults tonight, but I begged her off with the fact I had to get some work done or my employer might threaten to fire me. Again. Which wasn’t a total lie. They hadn’t been too happy with the way my stabbing incident (not to mention marriage to Bigfoot!) had played across the front page, tarnishing their family friendly image. 
Ever since I was old enough to dress Barbie in her pink sparkly ball gowns, I’d dreamed of being a fashion model. Strutting the runways of Paris in slinky couture and designer heels. However, by eighth grade it was painfully clear that even the highest stilettos weren’t going to help me achieve fashion model height. So, I did the next best thing, studying fashion design. Specifically shoes. Unfortunately, every failed model studies fashion and an actual paying job was harder to land than a contract with Cover Girl. Somehow I ended up at the only place that would take me. Tot Trots Children’s Shoe designs. Okay, so it wasn’t exactly haute couture, but it paid the bills, I got to set my own hours, and my Spiderman flip-flops were the top selling shoe at Payless last season. I was currently working on the Rainbow Brite jellies for the Spring collection, complete with beaded shoe charms. 
Paris, eat your heart out.
I let myself into my studio and checked my machine. The light was blinking. I dropped my pepper spray onto the counter and hit the play button.
“You have two new messages.”
Check me out. Maybe my social life was looking up.
I pulled a pint of Ben and Jerry’s out of the freezer (hey, shopping burns off a lot of calories, right?) while I listened to the first message.
“This is Felix Dunn with the Informer again. We plan to run a piece on you and we’d love to get a quote. Please call me back-”
Delete. You’d think by now the tabloids would have moved on to Jen’s newest flame or Tom’s latest Scientology weird-out. I mean, I only popped one boob!
I waited for the next message to start. There was a pause and some heavy breathing. Then, “I, uh, I’m looking for Madison Springer. I hope I have the right number. I saw your name in the paper. This is Larry.” 
There was another pause. 
“Your father.”
I stared at the phone. Spoonful of Chunky Monkey suspended in mid-air as I blinked like mad at my machine. Did he just say what I thought he said? 
Then I realized the message wasn’t over.
“I know it’s been a while. But I, uh, I read about you in the paper. How you helped the police last summer. And I could kind of use your help right now. I, uh…” 
Another pause as I held my breath. There was the sound of movement in the background. 
“Oh, God… what are you doing… no!” 
I froze as a loud bang rang out from the machine, reverberating off the walls of my tiny studio apartment. 
Maybe it was the evening of learning the difference between a .45 and .40 caliber weapon. Maybe it was the fact that last summer’s run in with Miss Homicide was still just a little too fresh in my mind. Or maybe it was just my overactive imagination at work.
But my mind instantly hit on the source of the sound. A gun shot.
The machine clicked over.
Beep. “End of messages.”
 
 
 

Chapter Two
 
 
I stared at the phone, my breath lodged in my throat as my heart threatened to pound out of my rib cage. My body immediately remembered the last time I’d heard a gun go off – when it had been aimed at me! – and I went in to panic mode. I grabbed the phone and dialed the first number I could think of. Ramirez.
It rang three times. Then I got his voice mail. Damn. I tried to calm my breathing as I waited for the beep. 
“It’s Maddie. I think I’ve just been ear witness to another murder. My Dad was shot. Not Faux Dad, the real dad. The hairy one. He got shot. Or he shot someone. I don’t know which. But there was definitely a gunshot and he was definitely there and he needed my help and now I think someone’s dead. Or dying. Or probably at least wounded. Call me.”
I hung up wishing I didn’t automatically go into blabber mode when crisis hit. Why couldn’t I be one of those calm, cool-headed women that could make a tourniquet out of a tampon and a gum wrapper? Instead I had to freak out like a little kid lost at the mall.
I dialed Mom’s number. It rang four times and the machine kicked on. “Hi you’ve reached Betty…”
“… and Ralph,” my stepfather chimed in.
“We’re not here right now so leave a number at the beep…”
“…or try us at the salon, ciao!” Faux Dad finished.
I hung up. When Ramirez got my blabbering message he’d probably roll his eyes and make some comment about how girly I was. That I could live with. Mom, on the other hand, would likely call in the National Guard to make sure I was okay. Which, in all honesty, I was.
It was the guy on the other end of the line that was in trouble.
My dad.
I sat down on my futon, absently shoving a spoonful of ice cream into my mouth as I conjured up the image of that hairy arm waving good-bye from the El Camino window. 
When I was deep in my teenage-angst phase I’d badgered my Mom into talking about my father. Just once. She said they’d met at a Bob Dylan concert, that he was 6’1”, allergic to strawberries, and had run off to Vegas with some showgirl named Lola. When she got to the Lola part she broke down sobbing the kind of racking tears that scared the crap out of my teenaged self. Needless to say, I hadn’t broached the subject since and she hadn’t offered.
I wondered if he was still in Vegas? I grabbed the handset and scrolled down my call log. Out of area. Well, that didn’t tell me much. He could have been calling from anywhere. 
And what kind of help did he need? Was he sick? Did he need a kidney? It would be just like a man to waltz back into my life after twenty-six years and ask for a vital organ.
Only he hadn’t sounded sick. He’d sounded… in trouble. In serious trouble if that really was a gunshot. I tried not to picture him wounded or bleeding somewhere. 
Maybe I should call 911. But what would I tell them? Someone somewhere might have been shot? I had no idea where he was, or even if it was, in fact, my father calling. I’d gotten more than one crank phone call since my brush with fame. And to be honest, the more I thought about it, the less sure I was that the sound was even an actual gunshot. Maybe it was just a car backfiring?
I shoved another big scoop of Chunky Monkey into my mouth, hoping that the creamy chocolate and banana goodness might calm me down. 
Maybe it was a backfiring car and maybe it was a gunshot. Either way, my dad had called me. And first thing in the morning, it was time to take the crowbar bar to Mom’s memory again.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I was in the depths of a dream about being chased by a backfiring car driven by a one eyed woman when the sound of my phone ringing woke me up. I halfheartedly grasped around in the general region of the handset but came up empty. I cracked one eye open to peek at the clock beside my bed. Seven a.m. I groaned. I hated morning people. My theory: if the malls don’t open until ten what’s the point of being up earlier than that?
The phone rang two more times, then clicked over to the machine. I buried my head under my pillow as I listened to my own voice inform callers to leave a message. The machine beeped.
“Maddie? It’s Jack.”
I bolted upright in bed, flinging the pillow across the room. Ramirez.
“I got your message last night. What the hell is going on over there?”
I jumped out of bed, diving for the phone. Only the handset wasn’t on the cradle. I glanced around my studio apartment. Fold out futon on the wall, drawing table against the other, piles of clothes and shoes everywhere else. Where was the phone?
“What’s all this about a gunshot? Are you okay?” He paused. “Look, I may be a little hard to get a hold of for the next few days, so if you’re there pick up.”
I was trying to! I began digging under my clothes from the night before. I slipped my hands down in the futon cushions, checked under my drawing table, even started opening kitchen drawers. Where the hell had I put the thing?
Ramirez paused. “Well, I guess you’re not there. Fine. I’ll try back later.”
“No!” I screamed at him. Then spied the handset peeking out of a Macy’s bag by the door. “Wait, wait, wait,” I chanted. I grabbed the handset and hit the ‘on’ button. 
Dial tone.
Crap. 
I quickly redialed his number but wasn’t surprised to hear it go straight to voicemail again. Crap, crap, crap! I slammed the handset down in the cradle, taking all my aggression out on the poor GE appliance. 
Since I was up anyway I made a pot of strong coffee and hit the shower, doing a blow-dry and mousse thing afterward. As a concession to the pint of B&J’s I had single-handedly consumed the night before I pulled on a comfortable pair of navy blue gaucho pants, paired with a tank top, navy shrug and knee-high brown calfskin boots. Overall, a pretty decent look for a breezy October day. Breezy translating to 75 and sunny instead of the summer’s 85 and sunny forecast. We don’t believe in weather in L.A. any more than we believe in public transportation.
After a couple swipes of mascara and a touch of Raspberry Perfection on my lips I was out the door.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Fernando’s salon was located on the ultra chic corner of Brighton and Beverly Boulevard, one block north of Rodeo, smack in the middle of the Beverly Hills Golden Triangle. When Faux Dad had arrived on the west coast from Minnesota he was just plain Ralph, a slightly paunchy, pale, middle-aged hairdresser. Knowing no one in L.A. would get their hair done at a salon called ‘Ralph’s’, he reinvented himself with a fictitious Spanish ancestry, spray on tans twice a week, a salon in a prime Beverly Hills location and voila - Fernando was born, stylist to the very rich and semi-famous. 
In addition to his cut and color talents, Faux Dad also had a passion for interior decorating. (Mom swears he’s not gay, though I still have my doubts.) Currently Faux Dad was going through a Tuscan phase, painting the walls with a rusty orange glaze and hanging bunches of plastic red grapes and leafy vines from the rafters. Gilt frames surrounding oil paintings of vineyards adorned the walls and soft classical music mixed with the sounds of blow-dryers, sprayers, and juicy Beverly gossip. All in all, it was an atmosphere that screamed for a glass of pricey merlot. 
“Maddie!” Marco, the receptionist, skipped out from behind his slick looking computer as I entered the salon, attacking me with air kisses. Marco was slim enough, pretty enough, and wore enough eye make-up to compete on America’s Next Top Model. And probably win. “How are you, dahling?” he asked in an accent that was pure San Francisco.
“Suffering from a Ben and Jerry’s hangover.”
Marco clucked his tongue. “Awe, poor baby.”
“Are Mom and Ralph in yet?”
“Fernando,” Marco emphasized, chastising me with his heavily lined eyes, “is doing a body wave for Mrs. Simpson.” He leaned in, gesturing to the back of the salon. “Jessica’s Mom.”
“Ah.” I looked past the ‘crumbling’ palazzo walls of the reception area and spotted Ralph talking to a blonde under a beehive dryer. “What about Mom?”
“Your mother’s in the back, doing a waxing for that psychic lady.” 
That ‘psychic lady’ was Mom’s best friend, Mrs. Rosenblatt. Mrs. Rosenblatt was a three-hundred pound, five time divorcee who favored muumuus in neon colors and talked to the dead through her spirit guide, Albert. Eccentric didn’t even begin to describe Mrs. Rosenblatt. 
She and my mother met years ago when Mom went to Mrs. Rosenblatt for a psychic reading and claimed Mrs. R’s predictions came true the very next day. Okay, so the dark, handsome, stranger she was supposed to meet turned out to be Barney, a chocolate lab, but that was close enough for Mom. They’ve been firm friends ever since and Mom never goes more than five days without an aura cleanse from Mrs. R. 
I thanked Marco and made my way through the humming dryers and chemical smells of the salon to the back room, reserved for fat wraps and facial waxing. At least, I hoped to God she was doing a facial. I’d only had one cup of coffee and witnessing Mrs. Rosenblatt get a bikini wax called for at least two cups. With a couple shots of whiskey. 
I gave a tentative knock on the door. 
“Uh, Mom? Got a sec?” I asked, slipping into the room painted with a fresco of the Italian hillside along the walls.
I was relieved to find Mom hovering over Mrs. Rosenblatt’s mustache, though I cringed just a little at her outfit. I love my mother. I really do. I just wish she didn’t insist on getting dressed in the dark. She was wearing electric blue stretch pants, pink legwarmers and a pink sweatshirt with the neck hole cut out over a pair of black high-topped L.A. Gear sneakers, the likes of which I hadn’t seen since 1986. I think she was going for Jane Fonda chic but fell somewhere closer to Sweatin’ to the Oldies. 
“Hi, hon,” she greeted me, waving a wax strip in my direction. “What brings you here?”
“You need a waxing?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked, squinting at my upper lip. “Your mom’s a whiz with the wax.”
“Uh, no, I’m fine. Thanks.”
“You sure?” Mrs. R squinted again. “Cause I could swear I see a little dust up there.”
I self-consciously felt my upper lip. 
“‘Course, you know Albert says there are some cultures that prize hairy women,” she continued. 
Albert would know. In his earthly existence, Mrs. R claimed her spirit guide was a New York Times fact checker. 
“But then again, here in Lala-land hairy just means you ain’t been to the salon in a while. If I wanna get a date with that fox on the senior bowling league, I gotta loose the mustache.” Mrs. R winked at me. “The Fox is Italian. They got them big hands and big noses and big…”
“Okay, hold still now.” 
I’ll say this for my mother, she has excellent timing. 
Mom pressed a strip onto Mrs. R’s upper lip, thankfully ceasing the flow of too-much-information before she could describe The Fox’s other attributes.
“So, what does bring you down here today?” Mom asked, smoothing hot wax down in all directions.
“Well, I, I, uh…” I paused, not sure how best to drop the bombshell that my paternal half had not only contacted me, but might be dead in a ditch somewhere. “See I got this phone call, and…” 
Mom looked up, waiting for me to finish, a small frown settling between her thickly penciled eyebrows. “What is it Mads?”
I decided the least cruel way to do it was quick and painless, like ripping off a Band Aid. Or a waxy bit of upper lip hair.
“Larry called me.”
Mom froze, her face going a shade of pale Nicole Kidman would be jealous of. Her mouth did an empty open and shut thing like a goldfish, then clamped into a thin tight line. “I see.” 
She grabbed a corner of the wax strip and yanked with a force that made me cringe.
Mrs. Rosenblatt howled like a coyote.
So much for painless.
“Mom, are you okay?” I asked as she attacked the left side of Mrs. R’s face.
“Fine.” Mom’s lips were starting to turn white from being clamped together so tightly. 
I rushed on, afraid she might attack my ‘dust’ next. “Look, I didn’t mean to upset you, but he called last night and left a message on my machine. Only he didn’t say where he was calling from or leave a number or anything. He said he saw my name in the papers and… he needed my help.”
Mom’s lips remained clamped as she ripped the second strip. Tears welled in Mrs. Rosenblatt’s eyes.
“Oy, I hope that Fox is worth this,” Mrs. R wailed, rubbing her lip.
Mom took a deep breath, closing her eyes in a little mini meditation. “What kind of help?” she finally asked.
“I don’t know. He… the machine cut him off before he could say.” No sense in mentioning the gun shot until I knew for sure that it was one. Besides, Mom was proving to be dangerous with a wax kit in her hands and despite the reasonable person in me, I was beginning to fear her.
“I see,” she said, clamping her lips together again.
I cleared my throat, wishing I didn’t have to do this. “Look, I know you two…” I trailed off, her eyes boring into me beneath her 1984 powder blue eye-shadow. “I know he ditched us for a showgirl, which makes him maybe not your favorite person.”
Mom made a sound like a snort.
“But despite all that, he is still my dad. And, well, I need to know. Do you know where he might be-”
But Mom cut me off, advancing on me with a fresh wax strip. “Madison Louise Springer, I refuse to discuss the man.”
I took one giant step back. When she used my full name, I knew she was serious. Generally my very Irish, very Catholic grandmother was the only person who called me Madison. Mom had only used my full name twice that I can remember. Once in seventh grade when I’d been caught under the bleachers with a high school Sophomore, prompting Mom to explain in exhausting detail about the birds, the bees, and why I should wait until I was thirty to have any contact with the opposite sex again. And the second time was when I’d accidentally maxed out her credit card in a bout of post-breakup shopping when I was eighteen. That had earned me an entire summer working at Hot Dog on a Stick to pay her back. (I still have nightmares about those hats.) 
“He left,” Mom said. “End of story.” 
I opened my mouth to protest, but was stopped by Mrs. Rosenblatt laying a thick palm on my forehead. 
“Hold on, bubbee, I’m getting a vision.” Mrs. Rosenblatt rolled her eyes back in her head until she looked like an extra from Michael Jackson’s Thriller video. “I see feathers and lipstick. Lots of red lipstick.” She paused. “Did your father ever work in cosmetics testing?”
Mom and I did a simultaneous eye roll and Mom threw her hands up in the air in surrender. “Maddie, I honestly don’t know where he is,” she said.
I watched her for a second, trying to decide if I believed her. “But even if you did, you won’t tell me, would you?”
She set her mouth in that thin line again and shook her head.
Part of me understood her anger. I mean, the man had left her alone with a young child to raise on her own. And I could only imagine the sting of being left for a five foot gazillion inch showgirl. That had to hurt. I tried to picture how I’d feel if I found out Ramirez had been shacked up with some topless dancer. Not too happy. And we were only dating! (Sort of. If you called one half naked encounter six weeks ago dating. Which, for lack of any other action, I did.) But I honestly couldn’t imagine what he might have done that was so bad she didn’t want me to even meet him. Just once. 
Unfortunately it was clear by the grim set of her mouth that I’d gotten all I was going to get out of Mom.
“Fine,” I said, doing a mirror image of Mom’s thin lip routine. The two of us did a little stare down thing, which I’m pretty sure neither of us won, and I left.
Fine, if Mom wouldn’t help me find my Dad, I’d find someone else who would. 
Marco was showing a woman with enormous Lucille Ball red hair a new moisturizing mist product as I made my way back through the salon. I waited for him to finish then approached his desk.
“Can you get online with that thing?” I asked, gesturing to his sleek, black computer.
Marco shot me a look. “What do you think this is, the stone age? This is an 800 MHz FSB Pentium Processor with 4 GB of DRAM. With this baby I can download naked pictures of Brad Pitt before you could even say yummilicious.”
Tempting… 
“Actually, I was wondering if you could google someone for me?”
“But of course.” Marco sat down behind the computer, and pulled up the screen. “What’s the name?”
I glanced nervously over my shoulder at the wax room, expecting Mom to appear any minute. “Larry Springer.”
Marco typed the name in. “Twelve thousand hits.”
Gee, that narrowed it down. 
“What exactly are you looking for?” he asked, clicking on the first couple of links on the screen. A web page for a Washington state senator and a link to a memorial page for a clergyman who died in 1842. Neither one particularly helpful. 
“I’m not sure,” I sighed. “An address or a phone number maybe? Any way to contact him.”
“Ah!” Marco danced his fingers over the keyboard with practiced speed, pulling up a white pages directory. He keyed in the name. “Do you know what city?”
I bit my lip, glancing over my shoulder again. “Try Las Vegas.” 
“Oooo, Sin City. My favorite town, honey.” Marco did an eyebrow waggle, adding the city to the search. A page of names and numbers came up. “Okay, we’ve got phone numbers for three Larry Springers, twelve L. Springers and a couple of Lawrences. No addresses. Who is this guy anyway?” Marco asked. “New boyfriend?”
I heard the door to the wax room open and Mrs. R emerged, rubbing at an upper lip that looked like she’d been French kissing sandpaper. 
“Uh, no. He’s… someone I’m looking for,” I hedged. Marco was a sweetheart, but he lived for gossip. Telling Marco a secret is like taking out an ad in Cosmo. Every fashionable woman and gay man in the country would know about it.
“Ooo, is this one of Ramir-” he paused, slapping a palm over his mouth as he remembered The Oath. “Uh, I mean, um, that hottie cop’s cases? Oh baby, would I like to work with him.” Marco began fanning himself.
“No, it’s… personal.” I watched as Mom handed Mrs. R a bottle of lotion, motioning to her red upper lip.
“Hey, can you print this page out for me?” I asked, ducking behind the monitor, hoping Mom didn’t see me.
“Sure, thing honey,” Marco said, as the printer hummed to life.
“Great. Thanks.” My attention was still absorbed by Mom and Mrs. R. They were walking toward the reception area, Mrs. R rubbing at her lip, Mom making apologetic motions.
“Here you go, dahling,” Marco handed me a sheet of paper, fresh out of the printer.
“Thanks! Gotta go,” I said as I made a mad crouching dash for the front doors. “I owe you, Marco!”
“Ciao, bella! Tell Mr. Hottie Pants I said ‘hi!’” I heard him yell as I passed through the glass front doors, doing the fastest run in two inch heels that I could. 
Despite Dana’s best efforts at replacing my Ho Hos with dumbbells, I was out of breath by the time I jogged the block and a half back to my Jeep. Once inside I flipped on the AC and scanned down the list, trying to get up the nerve to whip out my cell phone and begin dialing. At the other end of one of these numbers was my Dad. What would I say to him? Got your message, hope you’re not shot, why the hell did you leave before I could make any cool memories of us at the zoo together? I didn’t know. All I knew was that until I actually talked to him, visions of that dead in a ditch thing were going to haunt me. I took a deep breath and punched in the first number. 
I got an answering machine. In fact, at the first six, I got machines, most of which I weeded out immediately. The first Larry Springer sounded about eighty and the next two machines featured a college kid and a man with a heavy Spanish accent. 
I was halfway through the L. Springers when my stomach grumbled loudly enough to make me jump in my seat. Reminding me I hadn’t eaten anything since my B&J’s binge last night. I revved up the Jeep and hit the McDonald’s drive thru on Beverly and Wilshire, ordering a Quarter Pounder, large fries and a strawberry milkshake. Then threw in an apple pie for dessert. Hey, I figured this was my breakfast and lunch. 
By the time I’d finished off the last of the greasy fries and my shake had melted into dribbles of watery ice milk at the bottom of my cup, I’d narrowed the list down to two possible Larry’s. One number rang and rang and the other was answered by the mechanical voice that came with the answering machine. Either of which could belong to my dad. 
What I needed now was some way to match the numbers with addresses. If I had an address, I could call the Vegas police and let them do a casual drive by to see if either of the houses were occupied by conspicuous dead bodies with gunshot wounds. 
I looked down at my digital clock. 4:15. Dana’s Prenatal Pilates class should be ending soon and if I hit the 405 now, I might be able to catch her before she started her Pole Dancing for Seniors session. 
After slogging through the pre- pre-rush hour traffic (Okay, fine, in L.A. the freeways always look like rush hour. But I for one choose to hold onto the hope that there does exist a small window of time where I might actually be able to get from the Citadel to the Beverly Center in under an hour. Never mind that the window is between 3 and 5 am.) I pulled my jeep into the parking lot of the Sunset Gym, a huge concrete and glass structure that housed an Olympic sized swimming pool, seven racquetball courts, and its very own Starbucks. I declined the valet parking, figuring the thirty second walk from my car to the gym could count as my exercise for the day.
The front counter today was manned by none other than Dana’s latest ex-boyfriend, No Neck Guy. No Neck had been one of Dana’s many roommates at the Studio City duplex she shared with a handful of other actor slash personal trainers. They’d been hot and heavy for about two weeks before Dana caught No Neck hitting on one of the gym patrons. He claimed he was just measuring the size of her pecs, but even Dana didn’t buy that one. She gave him the dreaded don’t-call-me-I’ll-call-you and put an ad in the Penny Saver for a new roomie. Currently residing in No Neck’s old bedroom at the Actor’s Duplex was Stick Figure Girl, who, rumor had it, had just landed a gig as Lindsay Lohan’s body double. 
I fished my gym ID out from the deep recesses of my purse (shoved beneath a Snickers bar and an empty M&M’s wrapper) and gave No Neck a little wave before scanning the main floor for Dana. I finally found her in one of the group classrooms, leading a handful of pregnant women in warm-down stretches. I did a quick check to make sure I didn’t still have strawberry milkshake breath, as the women waddled out and Dana jogged toward me, bottle of vitamin water in tow. 
“Hey, what’s up?” she asked, taking a long sip. “You here for my pole dancing class?”
“Oh gee, I left my stripper clothes at home.”
Dana ignored my sarcasm. “Come on, it’s awesome on your glutes.”
“Maybe next time. I just ate.” Two hours ago. 
Dana narrowed her eyes at me. “Are those French fry crumbs on your shirt?”
Self-consciously, I wiped at my top. 
“Maddie, I thought we agreed you were going to take better care of your body. Do you know how bad French fries are for you? They’re like injecting fat right in your veins.”
I did a deep sigh. “I’ll come in tomorrow and do sit-up penance.”
“Promise?”
Reluctantly I nodded, feeling my stomach muscles clench around my Quarter Pounder in protest.
“So,” Dana said, sipping her water, “if you’re not here for pole dancing, what’s up?”
“I was wondering if you still have the number of that guy you dated at the phone company?”
“Verizon Ted? Yeah, sure. Why?”
I filled Dana in on my freaky phone message and subsequent calling quest as she downed the rest of her vitamin water, her eyes growing bigger as I talked. 
“So you think he was shot?” she asked when I’d finished.
I bit my lip. “I don’t know.”
“I bet it was the Mob. Those Mob guys are all up in Vegas.” Dana bobbed her head up and down for emphasis. 
“It wasn’t the Mob.”
“Rico told me the Mob uses forty-five caliber Berettas for all their executions. Did it sound like a forty-five?”
Mental eye roll. “Look, I don’t even really know if he was shot. I just think… well, it might warrant a phone call to the police to check it out. Providing I can give them some idea where to check.”
Dana shrugged. “Okay, sure. I’ll call Verizon Ted right after my pole dancing class and see if he can get us an address.”
“Thanks.” I handed Dana the numbers as she downed the rest of her vitamin water and trotted off to the group of eighty year old stripper-wanna-bes. I shuddered. Mostly because as they started dancing to the tune of ‘I’m Too Sexy’ I realized they were more limber than I was even after three margaritas. Depressing thought. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
After seeing Dana I felt just a little guilty about my zillion calorie lunch and decided to do better for dinner. I made a quick stop at the Magic Happy Time Noodle for a double order of moo shoo chicken (chicken was a lean meat, right?) with rice noodles (‘cause who can get fat eating rice?) before heading back home to my studio. 
As I followed the trail of red brake lights down the 405, I tried calling the two Larry’s one more time for good measure. Same thing. Ringing at the first and that mechanical voice at number two. I thought about leaving a message, but I still didn’t quite know what to say. Instead I did a fast hang up before the machine kicked in and hoped that Verizon Ted was in a good mood tonight. 
I pulled up to my building, parking my Jeep on the street, and started up the steps to my studio, fragrant bags of Chinese food in hand. I was halfway up the stairs when the hairs on the back of my neck pricked up and I had the oddest sensation of being watched. I slowly turned around and scanned the street, my eyes immediately narrowing in on a blue Dodge Neon with a dented fender parked in front of the building next door. I couldn’t be sure it was the same one that had been tailgating Dana and I the day before, but since there where probably only two people in the entire L.A. basin that would be caught dead driving a blue Dodge Neon, I figured it was an odd coincidence.
I walked back down the stairs, doing a causal stroll thing along the sidewalk toward the car. I was a couple of feet away when it suddenly roared to life, squealing away from the curb like some bad cop movie from the seventies. I only got the vaguest glimpse of the driver, just enough to tell it was a guy, before he disappeared down the street, taking the corner so fast his tail spun out behind him. 
If I’d believed in coincidences, I’d have said that was a doozy. Even though Mr. Neon was gone, I suddenly felt very exposed standing out in the open. I took the stairs two at a time up to my studio and locked the door behind me. Just for good measure (and because I’ve seen was too many teen horror flicks) I checked under the futon, behind the bathroom door and in the closet. Predictably no boogie men in waiting. Which, of course, made me realize how foolish I was being. The Neon probably belonged to my neighbor’s son. Probably how fast he pulled away from the curb had nothing to do with the fact I was approaching him. Probably it was a totally different car I’d seen following Dana and me.
But I still felt I should probably keep my door locked and my Ginzu knife handy while I ate my take-out. Just in case. (Hey, I’m no dummy. The blonde always dies first in those horror movies.) 
After I polished off my Chinese in record time, I spent the rest of the evening doing half hearted sketches of the Rainbow Brite jellies in between calling the Larry numbers again. And again. With the same results each time. I hoped Dana was getting along better with Verizon Ted. Finally after Letterman I did one more round of calls before calling it a night myself. I pulled out my futon and fell into a restless sleep, visions of the Mob al la Ray Liotta invading my dreams. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I could swear I’d only been asleep for five minutes when the sound of my door being pounded down woke me. Only when I cracked one eye open the sun was up and my digital clock read 7:13 AM. I groaned as another knock sounded. What was it with morning people?
Reluctantly, I rolled over, throwing off my sheets and shuffling in that half-asleep-half-awake zombie walk of those who have stayed up much too late gorging on take-out. 
“Coming,” I called as Mr. Impatience threatened to rattle my door off its hinges again.
I squinted one half-opened eye at the peep hole. 
The sight that greeted me woke me up faster than any grande mocha latte ever could. Dark, tussled hair. Dark eyes with one small scar cutting across his left eyebrow. Tightly set jaw, dusted with sexy day-old stubble and that black T-shirt fairly painted onto a body that instantly made me feel like a dog in heat.
Ramirez. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Oh shit! I immediately recoiled from the door as if he could see me through the little peephole. My gaze whipped around my apartment. Clothes on the floor, empty take-out cartons on the counters, lipstick, mascara and drawing pencils scattered everywhere – not exactly Martha Stewart ready for visitors. I hated people who showed up unannounced almost as much as I hated morning people. 
Maybe if I stood really still he’d think I wasn’t home and come back later. Like, after I’d had a chance to straighten up. I did a quick sniff test of my person. Ugh. And a shower.
“I know you’re in there, Maddie. Your Jeep’s out front.”
Damn. I guess he didn’t make detective for nothing.
“Open the door Maddie, or I’ll have to break it down.”
I was 99% sure that was a bluff. But from the way he was pounding, I didn’t think it wise to risk the 1%. Reluctantly, I slipped off the security chain and opened the door.
For a full two seconds we both just stood there staring at each other. He was wearing his trademark faded jeans, work boots, and gun-bulge tucked at his side. A tattoo of a panther flirted with me from beneath the sleeve of his shirt and his dark eyes did a slow sweep of my body that made me very aware I hadn’t brushed my teeth yet this morning. I did a dry gulp thing while I tried to decide if I hated him for not calling or loved him for finally showing up on my doorstep. 
Finally he broke the silence. “Nice outfit.” The corner of his mouth jerked up into a half smile.
I looked down. Just my luck he’d show up the day I throw on yellow duck pajamas.
“Thanks,” I said with as much dignity as a grown woman wearing duckies could. 
“Can I come in?”
I stepped back, hesitating only a minute. The way we’d last left things was somewhere in that vast limbo land of maybe-relationships. I mean, he’d seen me one inch from naked and I already knew his condom size. We weren’t exactly strangers. Though the fact he hadn’t called me in weeks didn’t exactly make us a hot item either. 
So I opted for a cool, casual air of indifference, leaning against my kitchen counter and crossing my arms over my ducky jammies as I pretended his sexy stubble and Russell Crowe build had no effect on me whatsoever. 
“So what are you doing here?” I squeaked out, wishing my voice was just a wee bit better at pretending. 
“You didn’t return my call.”
“Me? Me? Me!” I sputtered. “I haven’t heard from you in weeks!”
He shrugged. “I’ve been busy.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Too busy to make a piddley little phone call?”
“Work.” He spit out the single syllable then tightened his jaw, doing his silent cop routine. I imagined it was a really effective look for interrogating a suspect, but it wasn’t winning him any brownie points with me.
“Uh huh. And so, what, your schedule just suddenly freed up this morning so you thought you’d pop over and harass me about my choice of sleepwear?”
“You know, you’re kind of grumpy in the morning.”
My eyes narrowed into fine slits. “You should see me after coffee. I really hit my stride then.”
He grinned, his face creasing into his big bad wolf smile. The one that made me worry my panties might be across the room with one little huff and puff. I shifted my stance, reminding myself this was the man who had driven me to Joanie Loves Chachi.
“Actually,” he said. “I took a personal day. Someone,” he gave me a pointed look, “left a message about gun shots and dead bodies on my voicemail. Kind of makes a guy worry. Especially knowing you.” 
“Ha, ha. Very funny. It was one boob, okay? I popped one freaking implant and suddenly I’m Calamity Jane.”
His mouth quirked up again. “Why don’t you just tell me about this phone call, huh?”
I hesitated. Yes, I had called him in the first place, but this whole smirky slash sexy slash casual-and-not-even-hinting-at-the-fact-we’d-been-nearly-naked-together thing he had going on was starting to irritate me. 
But the way I saw it, I had two options. One, tell him to go to hell for not calling once in six weeks, then having the nerve to show up while I’m in ducky jammies. Or two, swallow my pride, make a pot of coffee, and play the message for him. (I ignored the voice in my head screaming to go with option three, jump his bones right here and now, you idiot! Before he disappears again for God knows how long.)
As much as telling him to go to hell sounded fun, I figured option two was the most productive. So, I set my Mr. Coffee to perk, tossed in some French roast, and played Ramirez the message.
He listened with his unreadable cop face in place. I bit my lip, half hoping he’d say it was obviously a car backfiring even though the more I listened to it the more likely Dana’s theory of forty-five Berettas was seeming. 
“So?” I asked. “What do you think?”
He sat down on my futon and rubbed a hand over his face. “He said his name was Larry on the tape. Larry what?”
“Springer. Why?”
Ramirez did a deep sigh, his face still a solid wall of Bad Cop. “Nothing. Look, it’s probably a prank phone call.”
“But we should check it out, right?” 
“We?” He gave me a look like I’d just proposed a June wedding, all trace of his previous humor gone. “No, you shouldn’t check out anything. If you hear from him again, have the police check it out.”
“But if he’s dead, he can’t very well call again. Don’t you think someone should investigate?”
“Someone, maybe. You, definitely not.”
I was beginning to take this personally. 
“I already have his number narrowed down to two possible Larry Springers in Vegas.” I showed him my list. “Dana’s checking addresses for me.”
“Addresses?!” Ramirez’s volume shot up about three notches. “Wait, you’re not actually thinking of going to Vegas to look for this guy, are you?” 
“Well, I hadn’t really thought about it, but he is my fa-”
“No! No, no, no, no,” Ramirez stood up, shaking his head. “You are staying right here. Look, if that is a gunshot on that tape, I don’t want you getting involved. The Vegas PD will handle it. I absolutely forbid you from setting foot in Las Vegas.”
I blinked. “Forbid me?” 
Okay, so here’s the thing: I hadn’t, in fact, been planning a Vegas trip. As much as the thought of my father lying dead in a ditch bothered me, I wasn’t exactly ready to come face to face with the man that had abandoned me without so much as a birthday card for the last twenty-six years. I’d figured once I had a couple of addresses for the police to check out, I would hand the whole thing over to the Las Vegas cops and hope for the best. But the sight of Ramirez towering over me, having the unmitigated gall to forbid me to do anything after pulling a disappearing act for the last six weeks had visions of blackjack tables dancing in my eyes.
“I’m sorry, did you just say you forbid me from going to Vegas?”
Ramirez rubbed a hand over his face and muttered a curse. “I am asking you very nicely to stay home. And since I’m a police officer, I think you might want to listen to me.”
“Well, I’d say that since the message is on my machine, it is my father who called, and last time I checked it wasn’t illegal to visit one’s own father, I can pretty well decide if I’m going to Vegas or not all by myself.”
“I’m warning you, Maddie…”
“Warning me?” I took a step closer, jutting my chest out in a display of mock bravery. “And what exactly are you going to do to stop me?”
He grabbed me by the shoulders. He looked me square in the eye. Then he planted his lips on mine. 
For about half a second I was in total shock. I’d like to say I pushed him off, smacked him across the face as I’m pretty sure he deserved, and told him where he could stick his ‘warning.’ But considering I’d been practicing unintentional celibacy longer than any woman should have to, I melted into a puddle of spineless jelly instead. I suddenly really, really wished I’d had the presence of mind to wear some sexy negligee to bed last night.
Once he’d thoroughly engaged my hormones into overdrive, he stepped back, giving me the puppy dog eyes. “Maddie, please stay away from Las Vegas.”
“No fair.”
He grinned.
“That was a really dirty trick.” I cleared my throat. “And I’m not falling for it.” Much.
Ramirez sighed, shaking his head at me. “Okay, tell you what, I’ll make a couple of calls to the Vegas PD. If anything turns up, I’ll let you know. Okay?”
“Now you’re just trying to humor me, aren’t you?”
He did that sigh thing again. “A little.”
“It’s the duckies, right? They make me seem a little crazy, right?”
“No, honey, you do that all on your own.”
I did a straight-arm point toward the door. “Out. I have to brush my teeth.”
Ramirez sighed and shook his head again. “Look, just promise me you won’t go to Vegas, Maddie?”
I fixed him with my best imitation of my Irish Catholic grandmother’s evil eye. “Promise me you’ll call?”
To which I got nothing but his cop face in return.
“That’s what I thought.”
And I’m proud to say that at that, I did, in fact, slam the door. Hard enough to rattle my front window in its frame. 
Men. One minute they have their tongues down your throat and the next they’re forbidding you from meeting your own father and criticizing your fashion choices. Forbid this, pal! I aimed a really unladylike hand gesture at the door. 
I poured myself another cup of coffee, hoping the French roast would wipe the memory of Ramirez’s kiss out of my mouth, and dialed Dana’s cell.
“Hey,” I said when she answered. “You busy?”
“I’m on my way to an audition for a baby food commercial. Why, what’s up?”
“Did you get a hold of Verizon Ted last night?”
“Uh huh. I’m actually just leaving his place,” Dana said, giggling into the phone.
Great, was everyone getting some except me? 
“And?”
“Did I ever tell you about that thing Ted does with his tongue when we-”
“What about the phone numbers?” I said, breaking off before I started to regret sending Ramirez away.
“Oh. Right. Uh… hang on a sec.” I heard Dana flipping through her day runner. “Here they are. Ted gave me addresses for both numbers. One in Henderson and the other in south Vegas. You think we should call the police now?”
Actually, I’d had it with police that morning. Sure, that would be the logical thing to do. But if I had one more snide man with a badge humor me I think I was going to pop a blood vessel. Besides, after my encounter with Ramirez it was a wake up call that this was the sort of thing the cops would laugh at behind their donuts and coffee. They weren’t going to take a maybe gun shot reported from a hundred miles away any more seriously than Ramirez took a lady in duck pajamas. If my dad really was in trouble, I had a feeling that by the time the cops got around to finding him, it would be too late. 
“Dana, what does your schedule look like for the next couple of days?” I asked.
More day runner flipping. “I’ve got a class with Rico tonight – Your Body, the Ultimate Weapon.”
Luckily Dana couldn’t see my eye roll this time. 
“But I’m pretty much free tomorrow. Why?”
I took a deep breath. Did I really want to do this? I weighed the idea of coming face to face with the man who’d been largely myth my whole life versus letting Ramirez think he could actually ‘warn’ me off. I scrunched my eyes up tight and hoped I was doing the right ting. 
“Wanna go to Vegas with me?”
Dana did a high pitched squeal on the other end that I’m sure had every dog from here to San Diego howling in protest. “Ohmigod, road trip!”
I held the phone away from my ear. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
“Yes, totally! It’s been like, forever since I went to Vegas. Last time I was there was for that Lil Dawg music video and we totally spent the whole time out in the desert and I didn’t even get to play like one slot machine. Ohmigod, this is going to be so fun. I’m like totally bringing all my laundry quarters. I heard they even have slot machines in the gas stations, Maddie. The gas stations!”
“Meet me here tomorrow. Say nine?”
“Totally!” Dana yelled. “Vegas, baby! Ohmigod!” 
Oh my God was right. I just hoped I could do this. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
As soon as I hung up, I booted up my laptop and scanned Cheap Rates dot com for a hotel room. I did an eenie meenie minie mo between the Venetian and the New York, New York. In the end, the $69.99 a night room special at the New York won out. I booked a double before I could change my mind. I then spent the rest of the morning cleaning my apartment (in case any other uninvited visitors showed up) and trying not to think about the look on Mom’s face when I told her I was going to meet Larry. I was starting to feel bad about the way I’d left things with her, both of us squaring off like stubborn little Napoleons. And I did feel kind of sneaky taking off for Vegas without even telling her. So, after a lunch of a fairly healthy peanut butter (lots of protein, right?) and potato chip (potatoes are vegetables, which are totally healthy) sandwich, I hopped in my Jeep and made the trip back into Beverly Hills. 
Marco was in the reception area when I walked in, stringing a row of plastic grapes across his desk. 
“Ciao bella,” he sing-songed as I walked in. “What do you think? Tuscany Chic?” 
I nodded. “Very nice.” 
Marco beamed. 
“Hey, is my mom around?” I asked, giving a wary glance to the back room.
“Sorry, doll, she and Fernando just went to lunch,” he answered.
Chicken that I am, I breathed a little sigh of relief. 
“Would you mind giving her a message when she gets back?”
“Sure thing, dahling.” Marco pulled out a grape shaped pad of paper. “Shoot.”
I filled Marco in on my search for Larry Springer, the Houdini of dads, and my upcoming trip to Vegas. When I mentioned where I was staying he did a deep, wistful sigh that could have earned him a Tony on Broadway.
“I always wanted to go to New York.” 
“Hmm. Well, it’s actually in Vegas.”
Marco gave me a blank stare. Sometimes Marco had a problem distinguishing fantasy from reality.
“Any-hoo,” I continued, “If you could just give my mom the message. And tell her that she can call if she, well, wants to talk or anything…” I trailed off.
Marco patted my hand. “Don’t worry, honey. I’ll break it to her gently.” 
I thanked him and left, trying not to picture how tightly Mom’s lips would clamp once she found out. But, with any luck, I’d be on the road by then.
 
* * *
 
 
I made a quick detour on the way home, stopping at the Beverly Center for the perfect I’m-going-to-meet-my-dad-for-the-first-time outfit on the chance that a) we did find him, b) he wasn’t shot or wounded or… worse, and c) I actually had the courage to go up and introduce myself to him. That last thing was kind of a long shot considering my past record of chickenhood, but I figured I’d play the Girl Scout and be prepared. 
Only for the first time in my life, I hadn’t a clue what to wear. 
As a kid I’d always fantasized about the kind of person my dad might be. When I was six I was certain that he’d left Mom and me to join the circus as a lion tamer. He was brave, strong, and loved animals – an all around great guy if you ignored the fact he’d left his family behind.
By the time I was ten he’d moved on to an illustrious career as a CIA spy, the kind that spent his life overseas drinking martinis that were shaken and not stirred. I figured that was a really good reason for not sending your daughter a birthday card, because of course, if I knew where he was, I’d be in danger. Really he was staying away for my own protection. 
When I turned fifteen I was absolutely certain my father was Billy Idol. Of course he couldn’t be there helping me with my homework, he was touring the world with his rock band, which everyone knows was no place for kids. Poor Billy. I think I sent him a copy of every one of my high school report cards. 
But now, by the age of twenty… somethingish… I had finally accepted the reality that my father was just a jerk who had abandoned his family to get it on with a showgirl. 
A jerk I was driving to Vegas to meet tomorrow. 
I bit my lip as I stared at a pair of Jimmy Choo slingbacks in teal green. Yet somehow I still wanted him to have the perfect impression of his little girl. I wondered if I should make some more copies of the report cards.
A first for me, I walked away from the Beverly Center empty handed. Instead, I swung by the local Auto Club and picked up a map of Las Vegas before heading home. 
I was happy to find only one message waiting for me at my studio. Blockbuster was still on me about not returning Joanie Loves Chachi. Yeah, like they had a long wait list for that one.
Instead, I popped it in my DVD player, losing myself in puppy love instead of thinking about what might be waiting for me in the desert tomorrow.
 
 
* * *
 
 
At seven-o-one I was awakened by a beeping sound that rivaled Mariah Carey’s last album in the shrill department. I bounced out of bed, arms flailing, wild bed hair whipping around my face as I fought through my sleep haze for the source. Fire? I blinked a couple times. Didn’t smell smoke. I finally realized it was my alarm clock. The one I’d set the night before. I smacked the damn thing with the palm of my hand, thinking for the hundredth time just how wrong it was that mornings had to start so early.
I dragged myself out of bed, made a couple thousand pots of coffee and took a long, hot shower, trying to work the sleepless kinks out of my neck. I threw on a pair of jeans and a long sleeved, white DKNY logo top and my favorite pair of Gucci boots. The ones with the supple black leather finish and teeny tiny hand stitching along the top that only the most discerning eye (which of course, mine was) could see. By the time Dana arrived, knocking on my front door, I was feeling human again and had almost lost my sarcastic morning edge.
I opened the door and took in her outfit. “Who threw up on you last night?” 
Hey, I said almost.
Dana was dressed in a classic A-line skirt, black pumps and a white blouse. Covered with green and orange stains.
“Baby food commercial,” Dana said, trudging into my apartment. “I had to audition with five different munchkins yesterday, all of which, apparently, have an aversion to carrots and peas. Got anything to eat?” Dana started going through my cupboards.
“And you’re still wearing it because…?”
“I spent the night at Rico’s last night. After the audition I needed to get a little aggression out so he met me at the gun range.” She paused, scrunching up her nose at my Cap’n Crunch and frosted Pop Tarts. “You know how much refined sugar is in these things?”
“Tons.”
She shrugged and put them back on the shelf, taking out a box of Wheat Thins and popping a couple in her mouth as she talked. “Anyway, Rico asked me if I wanted to see his private collection…”
Rico, the master of the double entendre. I did a mental eye roll. 
“… and of course I said yes.”
“Of course.”
“And one thing led to another and I haven’t had time to go home and change yet. You mind if we swing by my place on the way out of town?”
“Fine with me.”
After another cup of coffee – which Dana insisted on after the puke comment – we were ready to go. I was giving my studio a last once over for locked windows and irons in the off position when a sound like a dying goose singing Cabaret erupted outside my building. Dana and I rushed onto the porch.
“Hell-oooo dahlings!”
I blinked. Marco was at the wheel of a nineteen sixties mint condition Mustang convertible, seafoam green with white tires. He had on big Donna Karen sunglasses and a scarf tied over his hair circa Miss Hepburn’s black and white days. An effect that would have been a tad more classic if he hadn’t paired it with a rainbow striped turtleneck and leather pants.
“Are we ready to road trip, girls?”
Dana looked at me, raising one eyebrow. I shrugged.
“Uh, I didn’t know you were coming with us,” I finally said.
“Well, I just couldn’t let the opportunity to go to New York pass me up, now could I?”
Dana raised the other eyebrow at me. More shrugging on my part.
“Don’t worry,” Marco plowed on, “you’ll hardly know I’m there. Besides, I told your mom a much better story than the one you gave me. You’re going on a weekend getaway to Palm Springs with that hunky cop. So, shall we?”
I stood there with my mouth hanging open. He’d lied to my mom? I had to admit, though, it was a pretty good lie. Half of me kind of wished I’d come up with it myself. 
And he had a point. Mom would be much happier with this version. But, most of all what he had was a nineteen sixties vintage Mustang convertible. What girl could resist the allure of riding through the desert al la vintage starlet? 
“Let’s get a move on,” Mizz Hepburn called from the front seat, “traffic’s backing up on the 10 already.” He punctuated this by laying on the horn, bringing the singing goose back from the dead again.
“On one condition,” I said. 
“Yes?” Marco raised his shades.
“Don’t touch that horn again.”
“Fine, fine.” He turned to Dana. “Geeze, she’s a little pissy in the morning, huh?” 
I gave him the evil eye.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Two hours later we’d stopped at Dana’s for a change of clothes, and at Starbucks for a grande mocha latte that Dana insisted I needed after I threatened to castrate Marco if he played one more Madonna CD. 
I sipped in silence as we drove through La Puente and Ontario, finally merging onto the 15 north as we left the city behind us for Joshua trees, sagebrush and the occasional trailer park. We stopped in Barstow for lunch and I felt only minimally guilty watching Dana eat her fat-free protein bar and fruit smoothie as I wolfed down a Big Mac and fries. And a chocolate shake. And two apple pies. But, everyone knows that traveling calories don’t count, right?
As we were merging back onto the freeway I was settling nicely into my fast-food coma when I caught a flash of blue behind a semi-truck to our right. I whipped my head around, that weird tingling sensation breaking out on my neck again. I could swear I saw the dented front bumper of a Dodge Neon disappear behind the truck as we merged into the fast lane. 
“Did you see that?” I asked. 
“What?” Dana craned her neck. 
“A blue Neon. Back there.”
“No.” Dana shook her head. “Why?”
I bit my lip. I had a sinking suspicion I was becoming paranoid. “Nothing.”
Marco peered at me in the rearview mirror. “You okay?” he asked.
“Fine. Dandy. Just peachy,” I lied. I peeked behind me again. Just in time to see the Neon dart out from behind the semi truck, exiting the freeway at a rest stop on the right.
I stifled a gasp.
Things had officially just been upgraded from coincidence to creepy. 
 
 
 

Chapter Four
 
 
I spent the rest of the trip glancing over my shoulder every three minutes to check for my stalker. No further sign of him. But the tingling sensation on the back of my neck stayed with me all the way up the 15, right into Las Vegas. 
“Welcome to Sin City, girls!” Marco said, fairly bouncing out of his seat with giddiness as we exited the freeway onto Las Vegas Boulevard. We crawled past the Excalibur castle and Luxor pyramid, almost crashing into the white limo in front of us when Marco spotted the New York, New York skyline. 
“Ohmigod, ohmigod, there she is, Lady liberty herself,” he cried, clutching his hands to his heart.
“Honey, you do know that’s not the real Statue of Liberty, right?” Dana asked. 
But Marco ignored her, his eyes glazing over as we took a left on Tropicana and pulled up to the front. “Oh, look! The Brooklyn Bridge, New York harbor! It’s just like I always imagined it.” 
Dana and I did a synchronized eye roll. 
Marco handed his keys over to the valet in a red uniform and Dana and I grabbed our carry-on sized bags. Marco reached into the backseat and pulled out a huge, leopard print suitcase big enough to fit a small child. 
“How much did you pack?” I asked.
Marco blinked at me. “Honey, this is just my overnight bag.” He popped the trunk to reveal three more matching leopard printed pieces of luggage.
Mental forehead smack. 
Eventually (after Marco huffed and puffed his luggage onto a rolling cart) we made our way through the lobby. The air was thick with dinging slot machines, cigarette smoke and the occasional holler of “jackpot!” There were no windows in the casino and it could have been two in the afternoon or two in the morning for all I could tell. The place was packed with an assortment of people ranging from tourists in t-shirts that read ‘I heart the Hoover Dam’ to women in slinky (bordering on slutty) cocktail dresses and heels. It was like entering another dimension where time, space and tasteful attire did not exist.
The art deco registration counter stood at our left, and after walking through the roped off lines of baggage toting gamblers, we were met by a tall, slim guy with bad acne and a name tag that read, ‘Jim.’
“Welcome to New York,” Slim Jim said as we approached. Mainly talking to Dana’s boobs. 
“Ohmigod, did you hear that? His accent is even New York,” Marco whispered to me, bouncing up and down on his toes. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it was Jersey.
 “Maddie Springer,” I said. “I have a reservation.” I slid my credit card along the counter to Jim. He took it, giving it a cursory glance before returning to his staring match with Dana’s chest. 
Luckily Dana was too busy salivating over the video poker machines to notice. 
Slim Jim did a few clicks on his keyboard. “Yes, I have you down for a non-smoking double, checking out on Wednesday.”
I nodded. I hoped that three days was enough time to track Larry down and help with whatever kind of trouble had him leaving gunshots on my answering machine. “We’d like to add a second room, too, please,” I said, glancing at Marco and his matching luggage set.
“All right,” the Slim Jim said. More clicking. “We have one Marquis suite available on the fifteenth floor.”
“Perfect!” Marco clapped his hands together.
Slim Jim smiled. “First time in New York?” 
“Don’t encourage him,” I pleaded.
“Okay, the Marquis will be $495 a night.”
Marco stopped bouncing. 
“Excuse me?” I choked out. 
“Sorry,” Slim Jim said, shrugging his bony shoulders. “It’s all we have. Bette Midler’s performing in the Cabaret Theater this week. We always fill our, uh…” He paused, leaning in close to do a pseudo whisper thing, “…low rent rooms when Bette’s in town.”
“Ohmigod, ohmigod!” Marco grabbed my arm, his painted black fingernails digging into me. “Bette Milder is here?! I think I’m going to faint. Catch me.”
Neither Dana nor I moved.
“I could order a rollaway for your room if you like,” Jim offered.
While the idea of sharing a room with the divine Mizz M himself wasn’t exactly in my plans, unless I suddenly hit the mega bucks jackpot it was all we could afford. “Fine we’ll take the rollaway.”
“Okay, here you are. Room 1205, up the Chrysler elevators at the back of the casino and to your right. Enjoy your stay and,” he said, clearly addressing Dana’s cleavage, “please let me know if there’s anything else I can do to make your stay more enjoyable.” 
I grabbed the keys and Dana and I hightailed it up to our room before Slim Jim stared a hole through her shirt. Marco trailed behind, stopping to stare at a ‘street performer’ doing New York State of Mind on his tenor sax. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
Once we’d huffed our luggage the entire length of the casino (dotted with fake trees, fountains and twinkling lights to look like Central Park) we rode the elevators up to our room and drew straws for the rollaway. Dana lost, grabbing the shortest swizzle stick from the mini bar. She started unpacking while Marco went to the ‘little girl’s room’ to freshen up. I called home to check my messages on the off chance Larry might have called again. No such luck. 
The first message was from Mom. She was glad I had let the Larry thing go and hoped I was having a fun time in Palm Springs. I felt just the teeny tiniest prick of Catholic guilt niggling at me. Especially since part of me (the part that hadn’t seen any action in so long Scott Baio looked good) kind of wished I was on a getaway with Ramirez. I mean, he did come running at the first indication I might need his help. And as much as I hated to admit it that kiss had been kind of nice. Okay, fine. It had been really nice. Nice enough that I was starting to fantasize about a Palm Springs getaway for real. Me, Ramirez, sunny blue skies, a sparkling swimming pool, him in tiny little swimming trunks. Or better yet, no trunks at all…
Only before my wandering libido could get to the good part of that fantasy, my machine clicked over to the next message. 
“Maddie? Where the hell are you?” 
Mr. Tiny Trunks himself. Ramirez. And he didn’t sound too happy.
“I’m outside your apartment right now and you’re not here,” he said, his voice doing that tightly restrained growl thing. “Please tell me you’re just out getting your hair done or your lip waxed or something.” 
My hand immediately went to my lip. What did he mean ‘lip waxed’? Was I really growing a mustache? I scrutinized my upper lip in the reflection of the brass lampshade. 
“Look, call me when you get this, Maddie. I mean it.” Clearly an order. Not a suggestion.
I thought about calling him back. For about half a second. I mean, who did he think he was? He’d gone for six whole weeks without calling me back. Besides, that wax comment hit below the belt. 
I deleted the message, still smooshing my face around in the lampshade reflection, checking for dark hairs.
“Dana, give it to me straight, do I have a mustache?”
Dana paused, pulling a pair of running sneakers from her suitcase. “Of course not.”
I squinted at my reflection. “I mean, you’d tell me if I did, right? You wouldn’t let me walk around looking like Groucho Marx, would you?”
“Groucho who?” Dana gave me a blank stare.
“You know, that guy with the glasses and the big nose.”
“Maddie, your nose is totally not big.”
“Mrs. Rosenblatt said I had ‘dust’ on my upper lip.”
Dana put her hands on her hips. “Mrs. Rosenblatt says she sees dead people.”
She had a point. 
I gave it up, watching Dana unpack instead. She pulled three gym suits out of her bag. Then a curling iron, jumbo can of hairspray and a cell phone. 
“Oooo, stylin’ phone, honey,” Marco said, skipping out of the bathroom. “Is this one of those streaming video ones? I so want one of these.”
I narrowed my eyes at the cell. It didn’t have Dana’s usual pink polka-dotted skins. Uh oh. Wasn’t that…
“Marco, put it down-”
But I was too late. Marco did a little gurgling sound, then his eyes rolled back in his head and he hit the ground. 
“Dana!” I yelled, falling to Marco’s side. I felt for a pulse. 
“Don’t worry, it’s just a little jolt. He’ll be fine.” Dana picked up the cell, pushing a red button and buzzing the stun gun to life. “See? Rico said it’s virtually harmless.”
Virtually being the key word here. Marco’s pulse was steady but a little stream of drool was forming at the side of his mouth. 
“What were you thinking bringing that thing?” I yelled. I slapped Marco’s cheeks to wake him up. His head kind of lolled to the side, his tongue falling out like a golden retriever’s.
“Uh, hello?” Dana answered, doing her best ‘well duh’ face at me. “Your dad was shot by the Mob! I couldn’t pick up my LadySmith for another seven days so this was the best I could do.”
I closed my eyes. I counted to ten. I did a little prayer to Saint… well, okay, I couldn’t honestly remember one saint from the next as I’d been pretty preoccupied in Sunday school by Bobby Tanner who sat two seats in front of me, bore an uncanny resemblance to Kirk Cameron, and wore his Dad’s Old Spice at age twelve. But I was pretty sure there was a saint somewhere that granted patience to those whose best friends insisted on carrying concealed weapons around in their purses.
“Dana, just put that thing away, okay?” 
She shrugged. “Fine. But I’d think you’d be glad one of us thought of bringing protection.” Dana tucked the cell back into her purse. “We’re talking about the Mob, Maddie.”
I enunciated very slowly. “There is no more Mob in Las Vegas.”
Dana shook her head. “Maddie, you are so naive.”
I searched my brain for a comeback to that, but was spared the need as Marco started to come around.
“uh appen oo ee,” he mumbled, his tongue still lolling to one side.
“You zapped yourself with Dana’s stun gun.”
“Uhn un?” His eyes grew wide. “What uhn un?”
I helped him into a sitting position as he slowly jerked his limbs back to life and wiped the drool from his chin. Dana got him a glass of water from the bathroom and after ten minutes of rapid blinking and twitching, he was almost back to normal. Well, as normal as Marco got.
“Is my mascara running?” he asked.
I decided it was kinder to lie. “Nope. You look great.”
“I changed my mind. I so do not want one of those.” 
That made two of us.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
Once Marco recovered enough to stand he decided he needed to walk it off. Preferably in the Soho Village shopping center downstairs. As tempting as that sounded, I was anxious to start crossing Larry’s off our list. 
I made Dana leave the stun gun in the room and we got back into the seafoam Mustang. The first Larry on our list was L. Springer who lived in South Vegas and apparently didn’t believe in answering machines. 
South Vegas was populated with apartment and condo complexes with spas, swimming pools, and more palm trees than Florida. We pulled up to a gated complex in a muted orange, dotted with palm trees, birds of paradise and two bubbling fountains. 
Unfortunately our L. Springer turned out to be Luanna Springer, a black woman with the longest, most intricately painted nails I had ever seen. She said she worked at Wynn’s as a cocktail waitress and had never heard of “this Larry dude.” Apart from the name of her manicurist, Dana and I came away empty handed.
We pulled back onto the 15, going north until we merged on the 215 toward Vegas’s nearest and dearest suburb, Henderson. Henderson was one new, dusty beige housing development after another, punctuated by the occasional strip mall and Home Depot center. We passed by two parks, both with fields of perfectly green grass that must have been watered ten times a day to grow that uniformly in the desert. The road was dotted with mini vans and SUV’s full of car seats, and khaki seemed to be the fashion color of choice. All in all, the perfect family neighborhood. (I’m sure I don’t need to add there was no sign of the Mob anywhere. I think Dana was a little disappointed.) 
We turned onto Arroyo Grande, and into the Desert Sands Oasis housing development. We took a right on Warm Sands road, then wound around to Hidden Sands Court, going left onto Sand Storm Way, and finally pulling up to 319 Sand Hill Lane. It was a nondescript two story stucco in pale taupe colors that looked like – you guessed it – sand. The yard held a rock garden, punctuated by tall grasses and low maintenance succulents sprouting tiny pink flowers. 
I stared. The house looked exactly like the kind of place that bred soccer moms and big wheels. It didn’t fit my image of either CIA Dad or Rock Star Dad. It looked more suited to Family Guy Dad. Which begged the question - did Larry have another family? Had he started over with a new wife once he’d left Mom and me? Worse yet… new kids? I bit my lip, my Gucci boots suddenly feeling like they were made of lead instead of Italian leather. 
“You okay?” Dana asked, laying a hand on my shoulder.
No. “Fine. Great. Let’s go."
Before my overactive imagination could get the better of me, I forced my feet out of the car and up the flagstone pathway to the front door. I rapped three times, steeling myself for the sight of adorable little tow-headed kids in matching jumpers. Luckily, none appeared. Dana shifted from foot to foot beside me and rang the bell. We waited as the dull, muted sound chimed through the house. Still nothing.
"Now what?" Dana asked. 
I bit my lip, trying to see past the lacey window coverings into the house. If my dad was laying dead by the phone it wasn’t in the front room. What I could see of the living room dining combo was void of people, just your average oak dining set and an oversize sofa in floral patterns.
"They’re not home," a voice called.
Dana and I turned around to find the man holding a garden hose in the next yard over. He was short, balding and had the skin of a shar pei. I put his age somewhere between eighty and a hundred and fifty. 
“Car’s not in the drive,” he explained. “They always park in the driveway.”
They. I bit my lip again trying not to picture those tow-headed kids.
“Do you know the people who live here well?" I asked.
He shrugged. "Just to say ‘hi’ to."
“We’re looking for Larry Springer. Does he live here?" Dana asked.
He shook his head. "Sorry. Just a couple of gals live here." His wrinkles parted into a smile. “Real lookers. Think they’re dancers or somethin’.”
Dancers? My radar pricked up. As in showgirls? “Do you know their names?”
“Harriet’s the blonde, she’s the chunkier one. Then there’s the redhead. Real tall, six footer at least, long legs. I think her name’s Lila or Lana or something like that."
My heart sped up. “Could it be Lola?” As in the Lola? 
His face broke into a smile. "Yeah, that’s it. Lola.” 
“Any idea when they might be back?” I asked.
He shrugged. “Nope. Sorry. But I know they work nights. Like I said, I think they’re both dancers.”
Dana and I thanked Shar Pei Man and climbed back into the Mustang.
“I guess we’ll come back in the morning?” Dana asked. 
I took another long look at the house. I wasn’t sure why, but I had this feeling of urgency brewing in my stomach. Like the more time I let pass the slimmer my chances of finding Larry alive were getting. Which wasn’t wholly logical, but it didn’t make cooling my heels in faux New York sound all that appealing. 
“Maybe we could find out which club they dance at?” I said.
Dana shrugged. “Okay. So, where do we start looking for two suburban strippers?”
I shot Dana a look. “Dancers.” I’m not sure why I was defending them except that the idea of my possible step-mommy being a stripper didn’t fill me with a whole lot of good feelings. 
“What about Jim,” she said. “The hotel clerk. He did say he’d help with anything we needed.”
I didn’t think this was exactly what he had in mind. However, he did look like the kind of guy who knew where to find strip- I mean, dancers.
We flipped the Mustang around and took the 215 back into Vegas. Half an hour later we were in front of Slim Jim again. And he was once again trying to grow ex-ray vision as his eyes focused in on Dana’s chest. 
“We were wondering if you could tell us about a couple of dancers?” I asked. “Harriet and Lola?”
Jim grinned. “Do you have any idea how many strippers there are in Vegas?”
“Dancers,” I emphasized. 
Slim Jim grinned wider. “Right. Dancers. Look, if you’re into that kind of thing,” he wiggled his eyebrows up and down, “there’s a club up the street. The Kit Kat Bar. Hot chicks, they’ll take real good care of you there,” he promised Dana’s cleavage. “In fact,” he continued, his eyes starting to glaze over at the thought of girl-on-girl action, “I get off in a couple of hours. I wouldn’t mind showing you around.”
I did an internal shudder. Even I wasn’t that desperate. “We’re looking for two specific dancers.” I repeated the descriptions Shar Pei had given us. “Any idea where they might work?”
Slim Jim pursed his eyebrows together. “Actually, yeah. I think I know the redhead. Last weekend was my buddy’s birthday and we took him out to this real campy place. The Victoria Club. I don’t remember the blonde, but Lola…” He did a low whistle. “Now she’s hard to forget.”
“The Victoria club?” I asked.
“Uh huh.” Slim Jim nodded. “I had a lot to drink that night, so I’m not totally clear on the particulars, but I know I had a good time. In fact,” he said, addressing Dana’s cleavage again, “I could show you girls a good time there tonight.”
I’m sorry to say for a half a second Dana seemed to be considering it. 
“No thanks,” I jumped in quickly. “We’re kind of in a hurry. Can you tell me where the club is?”
“Fremont Street, downtown,” Jim answered, clearly disappointed. “Near the Neon museum. Not the greatest part of town, but cheap drinks at least.” 
“Thanks.”
“Always happy to help the ladies,” he said as we turned away. “And, hey, say ‘hi’ to Lola for me!”
 
* * *
 
After we grabbed a quick sandwich at Broadway Burger (mine a double cheeseburger with lots of melted cheddar and Dana’s a soy patty with sprouts that looked like it should be feeding livestock) we hopped back into the Mustang and drove up the 15, past the Strip into the downtown area, the home of Vegas’s first casino, the famous smoking cowboy, Vegas Vic, and the largest number of prostitutes on the west coast. 
When the mega-resorts started to crop up in the early nineties, the Strip became the face of the family friendly Vegas, and all the degenerates were rounded up and corralled north. In recent years preservationists had started a campaign to restore the historic downtown, adding a touch of glitz and neon with the Fremont street experience. But honestly it was like trying to throw sequins on Keds and pass them off as Jimmy Choos. You dress it up all you like, Fremont was still the bane of Las Vegas. Only now it had a permanent pinkish neon hue to it. 
The Victoria club was clearly in the section of town that the preservationists hadn’t gotten to yet. Or didn’t dare set foot in. And I didn’t blame them. As we turned off Fremont the first thing we saw were the flashing blue lights of a squad car blocking the road up ahead. My stomach did that lead weight thing again as I spied yellow crime scene tape and uniformed LVMPD cordoning off a section of the street. Right outside the Victoria Club.
"Uh oh," Dana said, voicing my exact thoughts. 
I took a deep breath, my stomach churning at the thought of what might be happening behind that yellow tape. Or more accurately, to whom it was happening. 
Dana parked on the street about a block away from the commotion, between Annie’s Escorts and a bail bonds agency. We said a silent prayer that Marco’s car would still be there when we got back.
The Victoria Club itself was huge, spanning almost the full city block. It was a shiny mass of building done in art deco black and gold, trimmed with lots and lots of pink neon lighting. 
A crowd of people hovered around the police barricade. Homeless guys mixed with teenagers, mixed with tourists snapping pictures with their digital cameras to show the folks back home in Kansas. A uniformed police officer stood behind the line of white barricades and yellow tape, trying to convince them all there was “nothing to see here.” Which was obviously a lie, because as I pushed my way past a guy who smelled like he’d just taken a bath in Jim Beam, I got a glimpse of the pavement in front of the club. It was red. A black plastic tarp covered a suspiciously human shaped mound that was oozing red liquid all over the asphalt. I gulped down a dry swallow. Blood. 
The scenery swayed in front of me and I grasped the wooden police barrier for support as a guy in a jacket marked ‘Coroner’ lifted an edge of the tarp ever so slightly. All I got was one glimpse of an arm, slightly more hairy than normal, then my vision went fuzzy. 
My dad. 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
I sat down hard on the curb, taking deep breaths in and out, trying to ignore the oozing form under the tarp. Okay, so it was an arm. I mean, lots of people had hairy arms. That didn’t necessarily mean it was Larry’s arm, right? Right. So why was I starting to pant like a dog?
“Are you okay?” Dana asked, motioning to sit, then apparently thinking better of it as she weighed her white silk skirt against the well-traveled sidewalk. 
“Uh huh. Sure. Fine. Dandy.”
“You’re a terrible liar.”
“So I’ve been told.” I took another deep breath, peeking between Dana’s legs at the scene on the other side of the barricade. 
“I’m afraid that’s… I mean it might be…” I stumbled, my mouth going Sahara on me as I tried to voice the thousand thoughts bumping through my brain. 
Dana followed my gaze. “Larry?”
“Yeah.” I started to do the golden retriever thing again.
Dana’s forehead puckered in concern. “Hey, how about you just sit tight and I’ll see if I can find out anything, okay?”
I nodded, thankful Dana had come along with me.
She scanned the group of uniformed cops. They seemed to be growing in number. Not good. Finally she picked out one that looked like he’d started shaving yesterday. Dana adjusted her cleavage. “I’ll be right back,” she said, giving me a little wink before shaking her booty over to Officer Baby Face. I mentally wished her luck, carefully looking everywhere but at that black tarp.
Okay, so in all honesty, if I had really heard Larry being shot on Friday it was unlikely that his body had sat out here in front of the Victoria club for three whole days before anyone noticed. And if someone had gotten away with shooting him three days ago, it didn’t make sense they’d then move the body to such a public place. So, really, the chances of that being Larry under the tarp were small, right? (Do I know how to do denial or what?) 
Since I was so not looking at that tarp again, I let my gaze wander over the crowed assembled to view the gruesome entertainment. They were lining up two and three deep now to gawk and speculate at the police activity. I noticed one woman pushing forward more aggressively than the rest. A redhead. My internal radar perked up again as I watched her shove her way up to the police barricades. I couldn’t see her face from where I was sitting, but I could make out a pair of white go-go boots and matching vinyl mini-skirt. And legs that were longer than the line at Starbucks on Monday morning. Lola.
I shot up from my perch on the curb. “Lola!” I shouted. Which was a mistake. The redhead jerked her gaze in my direction for about half a second before turning and shoving her way back out of the crowd. And being as she was about twice my size, she was much quicker at it than I was. 
“Shit,” I swore under my breath, jostling between a guy drinking from a brown paper bag and a woman in spandex and an ill fitting wig. Fortunately, my many years of elbowing my way through after Thanksgiving clearance sales at Macy’s worked to my advantage and I’d nearly caught up with Lola when she broke free of the crowd and starting running. Cursing my choice of footwear, I bolted after her. 
“Lola, wait please,” I puffed, breaking into a sprint. Which, of course, she paid no attention to. Instead she did a full-on mad dash down the sidewalk, dodging pedestrians with the skill of a quarterback going for one of those big ‘H’ thingies at the end of the field. (Okay, I admit it. I only watch football for the guys in tight pants. So sue me.)
Half a bock later Lola’s lead was increasing and I was sweating like a fat man in July. I heaved big gulps of air in and out, wondering why all the healthy food I’d been eating lately wasn’t helping me. Lola turned left at the corner and I followed, my lungs burning as she wound down a side street. 
I chased her for another half block more before I gave up. Her legs were twice as long as mine and my heels where twice as high. There was no way I was going to catch up to her. I paused on the sidewalk, watching her disappear around another corner as I bent over at the waist gasping for air like a pack-a-day addict. That’s it. I was enrolling in one of Dana’s aerobics classes as soon as we got home. 
I gave myself a ten second count to get my breathing under control (mostly) and walked the two blocks back to the crowd, now double its size, standing around the flashing lights and crime scene tape. 
“Hey, where’d you go?” Dana asked, jogging up to me as I sat down on the curb again. I had a cramp in my side and was growing a blister on my heel. Apparently Gucci wasn’t made for jogging. 
“I (pant) saw (pant) Lola. (pant, pant)” 
I quickly filled Dana in on my redhead chase. She agreed. I needed to get to the gym more often.
“So, what did you get out of Officer Baby Face?” I wheezed. 
Dana grinned. “His phone number.”
If I wasn’t so tired I might have rolled my eyes. “And?”
“And that guy in the street isn’t Larry.”
I let out a long breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. Spy, rock star or jerk. I guess it didn’t matter. I still cared more about his well being than I wanted to admit.
“The dead guy’s name,” Dana continued, “is Hank Walters. He performs here at the Victoria in their salute to Hollywood act. In drag.”
I raised one eyebrow.
“Uh huh. And, get this. I asked around and guess what Hank’s stage name is?”
I shook my head.
“Harriet.”
“As in Sands Hill Lane Harriet?” I glanced at the tarp again.
“That would be my guess. Officer Taylor said he died from a fall off the roof of the club. They’re saying he jumped.”
I looked up at the roof. Then down at the body. He must have taken a hell of a leap to land that far out from the building. “So, no gunshot wound?”
She shook her head. “Nope. None that they’ve found so far. The only other thing he said was that the guy was naked.”
My eyebrows headed north again.
Dana shrugged. “I guess people do weird things when they’re suicidal.”
I watched the guy in the ‘coroner’ jacket place the tarp on a gurney and wheel it to his black van. I wondered if Hank slash Harriet had anything to do with the gunshot on my answering machine. Did my dad know Harriet? He must know Lola if her phone was registered under his name. And I didn’t like the way Lola had run away. Not the actions of an innocent person. Innocent people stayed and talked to the police when their roommates jumped off rooftops. 
Since Dana had gotten all she could out of Officer Baby Face, we decided to do a drive by of Lola’s house on the off chance she’d run all the way to Henderson. 
All the lights were off in the house as we idled at the curb. And the driveway was empty. Just for good measure, I jumped out and peeked in the garage windows. No car.
“What now?” Dana asked.
It was late, I was tired, and one dead body is really my limit in any given day. So, we headed back to the hotel. Besides, now that the police were on the scene, I was feeling just the teeny tiniest bit better. If Larry was in trouble, the cops would get more out of Lola than I could. 
If they could catch her.
By the time we arrived at the New York, New York, Dana was still itching to try her hand at the slots. So after we valeted the Mustang, I left her feeding quarters into a video poker machine and made my way up to our room alone. Where I promptly crashed into a deep sleep, punctuated by Amazon women in white go-go boots pushing people off rooftops. 
 

* * *
 
 
Somewhere around five A.M. I was awakened by the sound of a foghorn blaring through the room. I opened one eye, peering through the darkness. Dana was spread eagle on the rollaway, her long limbs falling off the sides. Marco was laying on his back in the other double bed, a sleep mask over his eyes that would have made him look like Zorro if it weren’t powder blue and trimmed in lace. 
I blinked a couple more times and realized the foghorn was Marco. Snoring. I groaned and put a pillow over my head. It didn’t help. I got up and put a pillow over Marco’s head. Still didn’t drown out the sound. Good God, no wonder the man was still single. 
I gave up and dragged myself into the shower instead. An eon under the hot water slowly woke me up, then I did a quick mousse and blow dry thing, followed by mascara and lip gloss. I added a little concealer under my eyes to mask the fact I’d been awakened before the sun, but I’m not sure it hid much. Instead I put on some extra high heels to compensate, my silver strappy sandals with the butterfly buckle, paired with a white knit dress and Bandolino jacket. When I slipped out of the room, Marco was still snoring and Dana had fallen off the rollaway. 
I made my way down to the casino level in search of food. Even at this hour the place was full of people. Some were tourists getting a jump on the day, but most were still dressed for the previous night on the town. Whoever said New York was the city that never slept hadn’t been to Vegas. Vegas was the city on No-Doze. 
I debated for about half a second between a protein infused fruit smoothie at the Mango Hut or the $3.99 pancake feast at the American Restaurant. In all honesty, it was a no-brainer. 
After three cups of coffee and a stack of buttery, syrupy pancakes tall enough to rival the Empire State Building, I was feeling a little bit better. Funny how sugar and caffeine can do that for you. 
Better that is until my purse began singing the William Tell overture. I dug around for my cell. “Hello?”
“What the hell are you doing in Vegas?”
I cringed. Ramirez. “Having a girls only weekend?” I said. Only it came out more of a question. 
“Jesus, Maddie, I ask you to do one simple thing. Couldn’t you listen to me for once? Just once.”
Since I obviously couldn’t, I elected not to answer that. “How did you know I was in Vegas?” I asked instead.
He paused. “I didn’t for sure until just now.”
Great. Tricked by Bad Cop. I clenched my jaw, wondering why I thought him not calling was such a bad thing again.
“Well you’ll be happy to know that Dana’s here with me. And we can take care of ourselves. She’s taken three of Rico’s Urban Soldier classes.”
He paused. “Is that supposed to reassure me?”
“I’m fine. She’s fine. We’re all fine.”
“Good. Great. How about you get out of Vegas while things are still fine, huh?”
“I don’t get it. What exactly do you think is going to happen to me in Vegas?”
Silence. 
I got that weird prickly feeling on my neck again. “Do you know something about my dad?”
More silence. 
Then Ramirez let out one of his big exasperated sighs. “Look, I just don’t want to see you get hurt, Maddie.” And he sounded like he was making an effort to sound sincere. A least a little one. 
“I can’t leave yet. I haven’t found my dad. And… ” I paused, not sure how much I should share about last night with Ramirez. But, I figured he was a hundred miles away, so what harm could it do? I told him about the house in Henderson, the Victoria Club jumper, and the bolting showgirl. 
Ramirez muttered something on the other end in Spanish that sounded a lot like a dirty word. “Look, just humor me, okay? Go home.”
“Did you even hear what I just said? There’s something weird going on here.”
“Has anyone ever told you, you have a serious stubborn streak?”
I narrowed my eyes at the phone. “It’s one of my better qualities.”
Again with the Spanish cursing. 
“What? What is this Spanish stuff? What are you saying?”
“Trust me, you don’t want to know.”
He was right. I probably didn’t.
“Listen,” he said. “I’m serious. I really don’t think it’s safe for you to be…”
But I had stopped listening. I’d been walking aimlessly through the rows of slot machines in the Central Park casino as Ramirez argued and I now found myself just inside the front doors of the hotel. Outside I watched a blue Dodge Neon pull up to the curb, drowning out the rest of Ramirez’s speech. I quickly ducked behind a life sized cut-out of Bette Midler.
“Uh huh,” I said into the phone, my entire being focused on the Dodge.
“What do you mean, ‘uh huh’?” 
I was vaguely aware of Ramirez starting up with the Spanish again, but I was too focused on the Neon to care. I watched the car park in front of the valet station. I couldn’t be sure it was the same phantom I’d seen stalking me but after last night my belief in coincidences was about as great as my belief in finding an authentic Louis Vuitton on Ebay. Nada. 
A sandy haired man emerged from the Neon. He was average height, wore a pair of khaki pants with Sketchers and a wrinkled white button down that looked like he’d slept in it. He didn’t look particularly dangerous. But as I’d learned last summer, looks can be deceiving.
He gave the valet his key and handed him some money. Probably not enough as the valet made a rude hand gesture behind the guy’s back as he walked away.
“Maddie?” Ramirez yelled. 
“Right. Sure,” I said absently into the phone.
Ramirez made a growling sort of sound and I could picture that vein starting to bulge in his neck. “Are you even listening to me?”
“Of course. Leave it alone. Go home. Yada, yada, yada.”
Neon Guy started walking toward the front door. I quickly skulked into a row of slots out of sight. 
“Look, I have to go. I’ll call you later,” I said into the phone. 
“Maddie? Maddie, I swear to God if you hang up on me-” But I didn’t hear any more as I quickly snapped my Motorola shut and shoved it back in my purse. 
I watched Neon Guy make his way to the registration desk. I crouched down and duck-walked closer, peeking out between two Lucky Seven machines. Slim Jim was on duty again. He and Neon Guy exchanged a few words. Then Neon traded his credit card for a room key. Whoever he was apparently he could afford more than a ‘low rent’ room. 
“Hey, you gonna play or what?”
I turned around to find a blue haired woman in polyester with a players card dangling from her bony wrist. She glared down at me from behind thick bifocals. 
“Oh sorry. I was just, uh, kind of watching.”
“Well, then move over, honey. This machine’s giving me nothing but zeros today.”
She edged me aside and planted her butt on the vinyl stool, then promptly fed her card into the machine. 
“Right. Sorry.”
I moved over to the next machine, then glanced back up at the front desk. Empty. 
Shit. I’d lost him. 
I tried to shake off the creepy feeling as I wondered if I should mention to Ramirez that I had my very own stalker.
 
* * *
 
 
By the time I got back up to the room sleeping beauty and Dana were both awake. Dana was rubbing her shin and Marco was just emerging from the bathroom in a cloud of post shower steam.
“Good morning, sunshine,” he sang, folding his pajamas into a tiny square.
I narrowed my eyes at him. “You know, you snore like a lumberjack.”
Marco whipped around, his mouth dropping open into a neat little ‘o’. “I do not!”
I turned to Dana for confirmation, but she just shrugged. Apparently years of spending the night in unfamiliar beds had trained her to be a heavy sleeper.
“You okay?” I asked, gesturing to her leg. I could see a purple bruise starting to form on her shin. 
“Yeah. I think I fell off the bed. This thing’s made for midgets.”
“I’ll take the rollaway tonight,” I selflessly offered. At least it was further away from the snoring wonder.
“Well, I slept like a baby last night,” Marco said, slipping his pajamas into a drawer. 
I narrowed my eyes at him again, making a mental note to check the gift shop for some of those Breathe Right strips. Or a muzzle. 
Marco informed us he’d done New York to the fullest last night and today was going to do Gay Paree! (Or at least it would be once he got there.) He planned to spend the day at the Paris hotel’s La Boutique using his La credit-card. Dana was up twenty bucks from a productive evening of video poker and was ready to move on to the black jack tables this morning. And, for lack of a better plan, I decided to go try Lola’s house in Henderson again.
How Lola and the deceased Hank slash Harriet tied in to my dad, I wasn’t sure. But they were the closest thing I had to a lead at the moment. 
So, half an hour later I was parked in front of the house on Sand Hill Lane again. Only this time a white Ford Taurus and a beat up green Volvo were parked in the driveway. This was a good sign. 
I took a deep breath and willed myself out of the car and up the front pathway. I rang the bell. I waited. Then rang again. Nothing. I peeked in the windows. Same suburban living room, no sign of anyone inside. I glanced around the neighborhood. Unfortunately, there was no helpful neighbor watering the lawn today. No sign of life at all, everyone either at work or inside watching Regis and Kelly. 
I walked along the edge of the rock garden to a wooden gate at the side of the house. With a quick glance around, I tried the latch. It opened right up. Feeling just the teeny tiniest bit intrusive, I slipped through the gate and walked around the side of the house. Two more windows faced this side, both with the blinds shut tight. Staying close to the wall, I rounded the corner into the backyard. More rock gardens, a small patio and a kidney shaped pool beyond. A few dog toys were scattered across the patio. Nothing that screamed suicide. Or gunshot.
The back wall of the house was rimmed in green hedges, beyond which stood a sliding glass door. There I hit the jackpot. No curtains. The back door looked into a kitchen and family room, both immaculately clean and filled with more typical suburban issue furniture. Flowers, chintz and lots of honey oak woods. I wondered again if I had the right house. It hardly looked like a showgirl and a suicidal drag queen lived here. I was just about to try the latch to see if suburbanites kept their back doors locked when a man walked into the family room. (Scaring the bejeesus out of me I’m not ashamed to add.)
I quickly ducked down behind the hedge, hoping the meager leaves gave me cover. 
The man was short, with a closely clipped crown of brown hair surrounding a bald palette. He wore a turtleneck, cords, and loafers with little tassels on them. He was either gay or needed to stop allowing his mother to dress him. I was too far away to actually see his eyes, but he seemed to be crying, the backs of his hands swiping at his cheeks as his chest heaved in and out. 
Not two seconds later a tall, redhead walked into the room. My heart sped up. Lola.
I scuttled a little closer, leaning into the hedge as the man walked into the kitchen. Lola followed, her back to me. I still hadn’t gotten a good look at her face, but she was wearing the same go-go outfit from last night. And she was waving her arms around at Turtleneck Guy. He buried his head in his hands and started crying again. Then he did a few arm waves back. 
It looked like they were arguing about something and I’d be hard pressed to say who was winning. Turtleneck Guy stopped crying and was now yelling in earnest at Lola. I inched closer to the glass door, straining to hear what they were saying. No such luck. The thick glass not only insulated from the Vegas heat, but also from snoopy long-lost daughters. All I could hear was the muffled sound of raised voices. 
I moved along the back of the house, hoping to at least get a better look at Lola’s face. Only I was watching the argument so intently I didn’t see the dog toy laying behind the hedge until my foot came down on it. The loud squeak of my heel hitting a fake squirrel echoed through the yard. Both Turtleneck and Lola froze. 
Uh oh.
Turtleneck made for the back door with Lola close behind him. I turned to make a run for it… then caught my heel in a garden hose. 
“Uhn.” I did a face plant into the hedge. I scrambled to stand up, but not fast enough.
“Who are you?”
I sheepishly turned around. Caught red handed. 
Turtleneck’s face was all purple and blotchy, his eyes swollen and rimmed with dark circles like he hadn’t slept. Lola was still inside, though I could see her red hair hovering at the sliding door.
“Me? Oh, uh, I’m the… meter reader?” You would think that with all my years growing up in Catholic school I would have learned to lie a little better than that. 
Turtleneck narrowed his bloodshot eyes at me. “Did Monaldo send you?”
“Uh…” I searched his eyes, wondering if that would be a good thing or a bad thing. “Yes?”
Ahnt. Wrong answer. Turtleneck shot a look back at Lola, which I could have sworn held something close to terror. But before I could ponder it more, the barrel of a gun was shoved in my face.
“Whoa, holy crap!” I took an involuntary step back. 
“You tell Monaldo we’re through,” Turtleneck said, waving the gun. “Hank’s gone and we’ve had enough of him. We’re done, you hear me!” 
“Hey, I don’t even know Monaldo,” I said, throwing my hands up in surrender. Why I had to pick that particular moment to become a convincing liar, I will never know. “I lied. I swear I have no idea who you’re talking about. I’m just here looking for Larry Springer. I, uh…” I paused, watching the gun barrel waver unsteadily at my head. “I think he might be my father.”
Turtleneck Guy blinked, obviously taken aback at this. The gun lowered. He opened his mouth to respond, but before he had a chance Lola stepped out onto the patio.
“Maddie?”
I looked up, for the first time really seeing her face. Strong jaw, long straight nose, face that seemed just a little too wide framed by her long, red hair. 
Then I felt my eyes widen as I looked at hers. Round, soft, and a distinct hazelish color that could go golden brown or emerald green depending on how much purple eyeliner you applied. 


Just like mine.
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
I blinked, realization hitting me like a fat woman diving for the last pair of half-priced mules at a Nordstrom super sale as I stared at Lola. Broad shoulders, slim hips, fleshy cheeks. Adams apple. 
I did a couple of dry gulps. 
“Maddie?” he said again, this time in a voice that was distinctly male. 
I licked my lips and moved my mouth. Only no sound came out. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Uh, yeah.” I paused, staring at those familiar green eyes again. “Larry?”
He quirked a corner of his lips. Rimmed in ruby red lipstick. “Most people just call me Lola now.”
I nodded, feeling my eyebrows pinch together in a way that screamed for Botox as my brain searched for the appropriate emotion. I’m pretty sure shock would have worked. Or surprise. Maybe even anger. But honestly, all I felt as I stared at my dad in a mini skirt and go-go boots was relief that he wasn’t dead in a ditch somewhere. 
“What are you doing here?” he asked. 
“I got your message.” I couldn’t help staring down at his boots. Gucci. At least now I knew where I got my fashion sense from.
Lola slash Larry bit his lip, little flecks of ruby red dotting his teeth. “Right. Sorry about that. I, uh, I shouldn’t have called. It was stupid. Everything’s fine now.” Only the way his eyes darted to Turtleneck’s in a silent exchange didn’t quite jive with his words. 
Now that the gun wasn’t pointed at me, I noticed how badly Turtleneck’s hands were shaking. He shifted the gun from one hand to the other, as if not really sure how to hold it. And he kept glancing around the yard like he was expecting the boogey man to pop out from behind an azalea bush any second. 
And Larry didn’t look a whole lot more composed. Up close I could tell he was a lot older than I’d originally put Lola. Makeup covered bags under his eyes, his chin was showing a hint of gray stubble, and the distinct outline of a girdle sat beneath his stretchy white top, holding in an unflattering middle-aged spread. 
But more than anything I kept going back to his eyes. So like the ones I saw in the mirror every morning that it was kind of unnerving. Okay – it was very unnerving. It was almost like seeing the fifty year old version of myself if I were ten inches taller and let this mustache thing get out of control. 
A million and one questions begged to be answered as Larry and I stood there silently contemplating each other. Were the mini skirt and heels why he’d left Mom and me? Why he hadn’t so much as called for twenty-six years? Did this mean he wasn’t a rock star? Oh God. Was my dad a stripper? 
And what was with the gunshot? Why had he run away from me last night? And last, but not least, who the hell was Monaldo? 
Since I wasn’t quite sure I was ready to hear the answers to the other questions, I started with the latter.
“Who’s Monaldo?”
“No one,” Larry said. A little too quickly. He gave Turtleneck a warning look and the gun disappeared back into his cords.
O-kay. 
“I saw what happened to Harriet last night,” I said, switching gears. “I’m sorry.”
Turtleneck did a dry sob thing and buried his face in his hands. Larry just bit his lip again.
“Was he your…” I trailed off, my gaze resting on his mini skirt. 
“Roommate,” Larry supplied. And I hate to admit I was slightly relieved. I wasn’t sure I could deal with having two daddies at the moment. Especially when one of them was dead.
Instead, Larry gestured to Turtleneck. “Maurice and Harriet ar- were a couple.”
Maurice nodded, tears running down his chubby cheeks again.
I gave him the most sympathetic face I could considering he’d had a gun pointed at my head just seconds ago.
“Look,” Larry continued, “I’m sorry you came all the way out here, Maddie. But, uh…” He glanced at Maurice again. “Now’s not really a good time. Sorry.” And with that Larry turned on his Gucci heels and disappeared back into the house. 
“Wait!” I cried. I pushed through the sliding door. Maurice (still sobbing) followed me.
The house smelled like a combination of Clorox and my Irish Catholic grandmother’s Glade plug-ins. A bottle of Windex sat on an end table next to a rag, the only two things out of place in the entire room. The house was immaculate. I’m talking Swiffer commercial clean. All the furniture – a chintz loveseat, oak coffee table, and glass entertainment center – was symmetrically arranged, each corner lining up perfectly with the next. It was the kind of room that made me instantly want to take my shoes off for fear of leaving a muddy trail across the pristine tiled floor. 
Instead, I charged up the stairs. “Larry?” I called, taking them two at a time with Maurice hot on my heels.
“What are you doing? You can’t be in here,” he protested, eyeing the bottoms of my strappy sandals versus the white upstairs carpeting.
I ignored him, following the sounds of Lola’s movement.
The second floor of the house held three bedrooms and a bathroom decorated in hot pink tiles and a pink and white polka dotted shower curtain. (Who was their designer, Barbie?) The first two bedroom doors where closed. I caught a glimpse of Larry’s red wig moving around in the third.
As I entered the room it was instantly clear that Larry was not the resident housekeeper. Larry’s room looked like the pictures I’d seen of the Beverly Bloomingdale’s right after the Northridge quake hit. Dresses, skirts, blouses, and shoes mingled in disarray on every surface. A handful of long wigs on Styrofoam heads lined the dresser amidst eyeliner, mascara, and – I cringed - the same Raspberry Perfection lip gloss I put on every morning. I averted my gaze, feeling my face scrunch into those Botox worthy lines again. 
Instead I focused on Larry, standing in the center of the room zipping closed a black duffle bag as a little yapper dog circled his ankles.
“I need to talk to you, Larry,” I said, as Maurice huffed up behind me.
Larry looked up, only mildly surprised I’d followed him in. “I can’t. I have to go.” He picked up a beaded purse from the floor and slung it over his shoulder. 
“So, so… you’re just going to leave again?” My voice cracked, images of that hairy arm disappearing from my life overwhelming me. Granted, this was not exactly how I’d always fantasized our father-daughter reunion playing out, but the fact that he was walking away again had me going into a panic.
He must have noticed because he paused again. 
“Look, I’m sorry we had to meet under these circumstances. I know how you must be feeling and I’m sorry this is such a shock to you.”
Understatement alert. But shock was good. Shock was one step way from denial and if I could just tell my mind to make that next leap over the fence, I planned to camp out in denial for a long time. I looked down at his Gucci boots again. A long, long time. 
“What about the gunshot Friday night?” I asked, dragging my gaze back up to Larry’s face. 
He found a piece of lint on his skirt suddenly fascinating. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“I heard a gunshot on the message you left me.”
Larry and Maurice did that silent exchange thing again. “Must have been a car backfiring.”
Apparently being a terrible liar ran in the family. 
“Look, you said on the phone that you needed help. What kind of help? Does this have to do with Monaldo?”
Larry gave me blank stare. “No. I don’t need any help. Everything’s fine.”
Right. I narrowed my eyes at him. So fine that his roommate had just taken a header off a roof. Not to mention the sobbing gay guy with the gun shoved in his Old Navy cords. 
“Larry, if you’re in trouble-”
But he cut me off. “Really, I’m fine, Maddie. Everything here is fine.” He grabbed his duffel bag and pushed past me, back down the stairs. 
“Wait!” I followed, my heels click clacking on the tiles as Larry headed out the front door. I followed him down the flagstone pathway and out to the Volvo in the drive. Turtleneck grabbed the yapper and with a backwards glance at Larry, hopped in the Taurus and roared down the street. 
But my whole attention was focused on Larry as he threw his duffle bag in the Volvo and walked around to the driver’s side. 
“Wait,” I said again, that panic rising in my throat. “Can I… maybe call you or something?”
Larry paused, his eyes softening. “It was good to see you Maddie. Tell your mom I said ‘hi.’”
And before I could protest being blown off again, he had the car in gear and was driving out of my life for the second time. Only this time instead of a hairy arm, all I saw was his long, red wig, flapping in the breeze out the car window. 
I stood there in the empty driveway trying to process what just happened. 
My father hadn’t been shot. He was okay. He wasn’t dead, wounded, or bleeding. I should be relieved he was okay, right?
And I was.
Kinda.
Only he hadn’t seemed all that okay. And I still had more questions than answers. Not even considering his taste in clothing, there was something really weird going on here. 
I looked back at the house. Just for good measure I tried the front door. Locked.
For lack of any other bright ideas, I got in the Mustang and drove back to the hotel. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
The first thing I did when I got back to the room was check my messages. Imagine my surprise when I had seven. All seven from Ramirez. 
Under any other circumstances, seven messages from an LAPD officer yelling at you to get your butt back to his jurisdiction might not be a good thing. But as I sat there listening to each one, I couldn’t help feeling just the teeniest bit of triumph. Who’s not returning calls now, huh? 
I hit the erase button and all seven disappeared. Then I flopped back on the bed and stared up at the textured ceiling.
Okay, so my dad preferred lipstick to dip sticks. So he happened to like Gucci boots. (Couldn’t really blame him there.) So instead of running off to Vegas with a showgirl he had apparently become a showgirl. 
The fact still remained he was my dad. And despite his protests, he was in trouble. How much trouble and what kind, I wasn’t quite sure. In fact, I wasn’t even quite sure I wanted to know. Larry had, after all, just run out on me for the second time in my life. He hadn’t exactly exhibited the classic signs of a father happy to see his daughter. 
I rubbed my eyes, pushing the fatherless little girl in me to the back of my mind and tried to focus on the practical adult woman. (I knew she was in there somewhere.) 
Let’s assume that I had, in fact, heard a gunshot in Larry’s message last Friday. He’d been asking for help and someone had taken a shot at him. Three days later Larry’s roommate swan dives off a roof. And Larry goes mum. I didn’t like the pattern here. 
So, what kind of help had he needed? Did it have something to do with this Monaldo guy? Maurice had said they were done. Done with what? Had that been what he and Larry were arguing about in the kitchen? The way they were waving their arms at each other I couldn’t imagine it was over what kind of casket to bury poor Hank in. 
I closed my eyes. So, the question was, did I walk away like Larry had so many years ago? Or did I stay and try to help him out of whatever mess he and Turtleneck had gotten themselves into? I wish I could say a brilliant answer came to me, but instead I think I drifted off to sleep.
The next thing I knew, Dana burst into the room with a loud whoop and started jumping on the bed. 
“Ohmigod. Ohmigod. Maddie wake up!”
I cracked one eye open, surprised to see the sun setting over the Excalibur castle outside the window. 
“What time is it?”
“Time to Par-teee. I just banked at blackjack. A thousand bucks! I am the blackjack queen. Mads, you gotta play this game with me. That clerk, Jim, convinced me to play with him and at first I was like ‘no way,’ but then he said, ‘it’s easy,’ and I was like, ‘will you show me?’ and he was like, ‘sure.’ So I did. And I like totally hit a ten and the dealer said, ‘now what,’ and I totally said, ‘hit me,’ and he totally said, ‘okay,’ and then I like totally got a jack and then totally won. A thousand bucks, Maddie. How totally great is that?”
I blinked, cracking the other eye open. “My dad is a drag queen.”
Dana stopped jumping up and down. But to her credit she didn’t even ask if I was drunk. 
“Say what?”
I propped myself up on my elbows, and told Dana about my morning in Henderson. And the fact my dad has been harboring a Victoria’s secret all his own. 
“Wow,” she said when I was done. “I knew a tranny once. Dolly. She worked the corner of Hollywood and Vine.”
“Great. Thanks. That really helps.”
“Do you think your mom knows?” Dana asked.
I thought about it. If the way she’d gone five different shades of pale when I mentioned Larry was any indication, it was all together possible. 
“I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Do you think you should call her?”
“No!” I sat bolt upright. “No. There is no way I want to talk to my mom about this. I’m doing denial right now. And if I talk to Mom about it, it’s real. And there goes my healthy denial.”
“Um, I’m not exactly sure denial is actually considered healthy,” she said, her eyebrows drawing together.
I looked her straight in the eye. “Dana, my dad wears go-go boots. Trust me, denial is my friend.” 
“Okay, if you say so.” She sat down on the bed beside me. “So, what do you want to do know?”
My stomach growled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten since this morning. “Right now, I want food.”
Since Dana hadn’t eaten either, being too distracted by her like-totally-banking blackjack streak, we decided to hit Broadway Burger again. And even though the patty melt with extra mayo was calling my name, visions of my father in a girdle drove me to follow Dana’s lead and order a soy burger with extra sprouts instead. While the clerk made our sandwiches, I told Dana about the seven messages from Ramirez. She agreed. He was getting what he deserved. 
We took our sandwiches to a table near the window and Dana immediately dug in, making little yummy sounds as she tucked s stray sprout back into her mouth.
“Ohmigod, this is so good,” she moaned. 
I sniffed my burger, wrinkling up my nose. “It smells like lawn trimmings.”
“No it doesn’t! Maddie, it’s so good for you. It’s full of heart healthy soy and antioxidants.”
I sniffed it again. “I don’t know…” 
“Just eat it,” Dana prompted, moaning her way through another bite. 
I took a tiny nibble. “It tastes like lawn trimmings.”
“It has seventy five percent less fat than a beef burger.”
I looked down at my midsection. Still girdle free. For now. “Seventy-five, huh?”
Dana nodded.
I held my noise and ate the lawn trimmings. 
By the time we got back to the room, Marco was back from Gay Paree, loaded down with shopping bags and wearing a jaunty black beret.
“Bonjour my lovelies,” he greeted us.
“How was Paris?”
“Magnifique! You likey the hat, oui?”
“It’s totally you,” I said honestly. 
“Dana some guy called for you while you were gone,” Marco said, pulling a miniature Eiffel tower on a key chain out of a shopping bag. “Roco? Rambo?”
“Rico?” Dana asked, her eyes lighting up.
“Yep. That’s the one. Deep voice. Sounded like a total cutie.”
“What did he say?”
“He told me to tell you that ‘Mac,’” Marco said, doing little air quotes with his fingers, “said your background check cleared and he’ll pick up your ‘LadySmith’ (more air quotes) for you on Friday.”
Dana sighed and clutched her hands to her heart. “How sweet is that? I love that man.”
“What’s a LadySmith?” Marco asked, planting his hands on his hips. “Is this some new kind of sex toy?”
“It’s a gun,” I told him. 
Marco took a tiny step away from Dana. Considering his run in with her stun gun, I didn’t blame him.
After Marco finished unpacking his Paris souvenirs, Dana and I filled him in on my adventures of Father Knows Best meets Bosom Buddies. He made the appropriately shocked sounds when I mentioned my dad’s go-go boots and the appropriately appalled ones when I mentioned Turtleneck’s tasteless loafer. 
“So,” he said when we’d finished, “do we think Larry killed his roommate then?”
“No!” I said a little more loudly than I’d meant to. “No, I don’t think Larry killed anyone. Besides, the police said it was a suicide.”
“Oh pooh.” Marco waved me off. “They always say that when they don’t know who did it.”
While Marco tended to oversimplify things, I wasn’t totally convinced he was wrong.
“Monaldo,” Dana said, rolling the word over her tongue. “I wonder if that’s Italian.”
“It sounds kind of Portuguese to me,” Marco said. “I dated this Portuguese guy once. Made the best Polvo I’ve ever tasted. I’m talking to die for, dahling.” 
“No, no. I’m pretty sure it’s Italian.” Dana crinkled up her brow. “Wasn’t one of the guys in The Godfather named Monaldo?”
Mental forehead smack. “He’s not from The Godfather.”
“This is just like that pilot I shot last season. Mafia Chicks,” Dana said. “You know, all these Vegas clubs are run by the Mob,” she insisted.
“Oh my God, Maddie!” Marco gasped. “Is your dad in the Mob?”
“No! My dad is not in the Mob. There is no more Mob in Vegas.”
Dana and Marco both looked at me. Then each other. 
“Oh honey,” Marco said, “you are so naïve.”
My left eye began to twitch.
“Look, I’m sure this is all nothing. Just a misunderstanding. Larry was probably just upset about his roommate today. And it must have been a shock seeing me again after so long. I’m sure if I could just sit down with him for a few minutes, Larry would be able to explain everything. Besides, maybe it was just a car backfiring. Right?” 
Hey, what do you know? I’d successfully made the leap into denial.
“I think we should go check out that club again,” Dana said
Marco squealed. “Vegas clubbing! Oh, can we, please? Pretty, pretty please, Mads?”
I shrugged. It seemed like as good a place as any to catch up with Larry. And who knows, maybe once I got him alone, he really could explain everything. “All right. Let’s go to the Victoria.”
Marco jumped up and clapped his hands. “Eek! Just give me ten minutes!”
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Two hours later Marco put the finishing touches on his club outfit. Black leather pants and a formfitting purple tank top with three strands of silver chains around his neck. Capped off by the black beret. And I was pretty sure he was wearing more eye make-up than either Dana or I. 
“We ready?” Dana asked, adjusting her spangled tube top. She’d paired it with a slinky black skirt and two inch heels. I had my silver strappy sandals on again, but had changed into a shorter skirt - black leather - and a fire engine red stretchy top. I had to admit, we looked pretty hot.
“Ready.”
We parked the Mustang in front of Annie’s Escorts again and walked the short block to the Victoria Club. The yellow crime scene tape was gone and the only evidence that anything out of the ordinary had happened here last night was the clean spot on the street where someone had tried to bleach the bloodstain away.
A line to get in spanned down the block, no doubt due to the press coverage from last night. I groaned. As much as I loved my strappy sandals, they were three inches high and the thought of standing around on the sidewalk in them for an hour made my toes curl. Literally. 
A big guy covered in muscles from his Doc Martens all the way up to the top of his 6’5” crew cut frame stood behind a red velvet rope separating the waiting crowd from the chosen ones inside the building. He held a clipboard in one hand, no doubt the list of people cool enough to bypass the Line of Shame. 
“Hi,” I said, giving him my most flirtatious one-finger wave. “Um, any chance we could get in there?” I asked, pointing past him to the club where already I could hear dance music pounding through the walls. 
Crew Cut Guy looked at the line of people waiting. Then back at us. “You on the list?” he asked in a monotone that suggested he’d already done this song and dance fifty times that night.
I pursed my lips, making the most of my Raspberry Perfection lip gloss. “Well, not exactly-”
But he didn’t even let me finish, instead doing a straight arm point toward the waiting hopefuls. “Back of the line.”
“But-”
He gave me a cold stare and pointed again. “Back of the line.”
Rats.
I was about to resign myself to numb feet when Dana pushed forward. “Watch and learn,” she whispered, adjusting her cleavage until it looked like she was smuggling water balloons in her top. 
“Hi, there,” she said, approaching Crew Cut. She paused, reading his name tag, “Pete.” She flashed him a big smile. “We heard this is the hottest club in town. And my friends and I are just dying to see it. You wouldn’t want to disappoint us now, would you?” Dana punctuated the statement by batting her eyelashes and coyly touching a fingernail to her plump lips. 
Nothing. Crew Cut didn’t budge. He just did the straight arm point again.
But Dana, not one to be deterred, just sighed. “All right, Pete. But I don’t think your boss is going to be very happy when he hears who you’ve turned away.”
Hesitation flickered in his eyes. 
“That’s right,” Dana plowed on. She turned and gestured to me. “This just happens to be the Eddie Izzard.” 
I nudged Marco. “Who?” I whispered as Pete gave me a head-to-toe. But Marco just giggled.
“No kidding?” Pete asked. He squinted at me. “I thought The Iz would be taller.”
Dana waved the comment off. “TV adds six inches.”
Crew Cut nodded. “Yeah, right. I think I heard that before.”
“Anyway,” Dana continued. “we had our hearts set on the Victoria tonight. But, I guess if The Iz isn’t welcome here we can always go to the Wynn…”
“Wait!” Pete called, suddenly in a more accommodating mood. “I might be able to make an exception for The Iz.”
Dana gave him a smile that was all teeth. “Oh, gee. Aren’t you just a doll, Pete,” she crooned.
I poked Dana in the ribs as Pete unhooked the velvet ropes and ushered us into the club. “I give up,” I whispered. “Who’s this Iz?”
She gave me a ‘well duh’ look. “Hello? Eddie Izzard? Dressed to Kill? Transvestite comic? He’s like the hottest thing since RuPaul. Honey, you really do need to get out more.”
I blinked. “You told him I was a guy!?”
Dana turned to me. And I swear stared right at my upper lip dust. “Well, he bought it, didn’t he?”
That’s it. I was so getting a wax.
I self-consciously kept my head down as we entered the club.
The inside of the Victoria was even bigger than it looked on the outside. There was a dance floor to the right, bathed in strobe lights and gyrating with wall-to-wall bodies. To the left was a glass and neon bar that stretched the length of the wall and held patrons two and three deep vying for a Sammy Davis martini. Behind the bar was a hallway that looked like it held restrooms and offices. 
But the main attraction was straight ahead of us. A scattering of tables and tiered booths angled down to a huge stage. Populated by seven women in platform heels, feathers, and yellow sequined leotards. All seven had Adams apples. In the middle of them stood the male version of Marilyn Monroe, singing about diamonds being a boy’s best friend. 
“I love Las Vegas!” Marco clapped his hands together.
I’m glad someone was enjoying it. Me – I was still doing denial. 
As we threaded our way to an empty table near the aisle, I craned my neck around, scanning the crowd for a six-foot tall redhead and a short guy in cords. No luck on either count. 
A waiter dressed in early Madonna, complete with silver bangle bracelets and a little painted on mole, approached the table.
“Welcome to the Victoria club. Can I get you ladies something to drink?”
Marco did a little giggle at the term ‘ladies’ and ordered a peach schnapps. “And may I say,” he added, doing an impression of a twelve year old at an Ashlee Simpson concert, “I love your music.”
Mental eye roll.
But Madonna ate it up, blushing and autographing Marco’s cocktail napkin before taking the rest of our orders. Dana and I both opted for cosmos. 
“And would you happen to know if Lola’s working tonight?” I asked.
“Sorry. She’s off tonight. We only do the go-go number on Mondays and Fridays.”
My dad. The go-go dancer. I felt my face do that Botox-worthy wrinkle again. “So you haven’t seen her in here at all today?”
Madonna scrunched her eyebrows together. “No, I don’t think so. I saw her last night though, right before… ” She paused, her eyes casting downward. “Before they found Harriet.”
“I’m sorry. Were you close?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say close. We were friendly, but Harriet and Lola have worked here a lot longer than I have. I just transferred over from Caesars last spring. I was a Roman soldier there.”
I was never going to look at those togas the same way again.
“Was anyone else especially close with Lola?” I asked. 
She shook her head. “No, Lola and Harriet kind of kept to themselves. And Bobbi. The three of them were pretty tight. But Bobbi left last week.”
I sat up straighter. “She did? Do you know where she went?”
Madonna shook her head, her blonde wig bobbing back and forth. “Nope. Sorry. She just up and took off one day.”
I bit my lip. People seemed to be doing a lot of that lately. 
“How about a Monaldo?” Dana piped up. “Does that name ring a bell?”
Madonna’s face broke into a smile. “Oh sure. He’s the owner.” She gestured to the hallway behind the bar. 
“Thanks.”
“Uh huh. Enjoy the show,” she said. Then gave Marco a little wink before moving on to the next table.
When she left, Dana kicked me under the table. “See, I told you the Mob owns all these clubs!”
Ugh. “Just because the guy is Italian and owns a club it does not make him a mobster.”
“Italian-American,” Marco corrected me. 
“You know,” Dana said, leaning in to a pseudo whisper, “I bet you this whole place is crawling with wise guys.” 
I looked around at the suspicious amount of size thirteen pumps. I seriously doubted it. 
“Look, I’m going to go talk to the owner. Who I’m sure is a perfectly nice, normal Italian-American,” I said with emphasis. “You two stay here.”
“You sure you don’t want me to come with?” Dana asked. “I took Rico’s interrogation and intimidation course. Rico uses the same techniques as the CIA. They totally work, Maddie.”
“No! I said I was going to go talk to him, not interrogate him. Sheesh.”
Dana pouted. “No stun gun, no interrogation. You’re no fun at all.”
“Look, you two just… enjoy the show,” I said, gesturing to the stage where Marilyn was breaking into a rendition of ‘Happy Birthday Mr. President.’
I left Dana still pouting and Marco still gazing starry eyed after his Madonna as I weaved in and out of the club goers toward the hallway. I peeked my head around the corner. Three doors to the left, a pair of restrooms to the right. I did a quick over the shoulder and ducked to the left. The first door was marked ‘supplies.’ The second two had the words ‘private’ painted on them. I knocked on the first door. Nothing.
Doing another over the shoulder thing, I moved on to the second door. I paused, hearing muted voices inside. 
There were two of them. One deeper and slower. I couldn’t make out what he was saying, just a low rumble on the other side of the door. The other voice was higher and more urgent. And, luckily, louder. Hearing my Irish Catholic grandmother’s lectures on eavesdropping echoing in my head, I put one ear to the door. 
The words ‘moron’ and ‘jerk’ vibrated through the wood. The guy with the higher voice was pissed. ‘Merchandise’ and ‘Lola’ followed. Then the word ‘gun.’
I stifled a gasp, adrenaline quickly surging through me. I pressed my entire body up against the door, straining to hear more. 
The low talker mumbled something in response, and the first guy got angry again. This time I had no trouble hearing his response. “I don’t care how you do it. Just take care of him.”
I froze. The way he said ‘take care of him’ didn’t sound like he meant a pampering foot massage. Suddenly Dana’s Godfather scenario wasn’t feeling so far fetched. Take care of who? Larry? My mouth went dry and my heart started racing faster than a car chase on the 101. 
The voices went low again and I strained to hear more. Only all I could hear were footsteps. Unfortunately, I didn’t realize they were moving toward the door until it was too late. It swung open, catching me squarely in the face.
“Uhn.” The door slammed into my nose, smacking my head against the wall behind me as I crumpled to the floor. I blinked, dazed. Then looked up to find two men staring down at me. One was huge. He seemed to fill the entire hallway with his bulk. And it wasn’t fat. This guy was built like a linebacker. He had a long scar cutting across his face and one thick uni-brow that hovered over his eyes like a hairy caterpillar. 
But it was the second guy that creeped me out. He was smaller, his features sharp and precise. He was impeccably dressed in a dark, designer suit with close clipped dark hair and olive skin, slightly flushed from his previous shouting match. His eyes were small and black, staring down at me with a kind of cold calculation that sent a shiver up my spine. I’d bet my Blahniks this was Monaldo. 
 “What the hell are you doing?” he asked, his voice tight with a restraint I could easily see snapping.
“I, uh, was looking for the bathroom.”
He looked to the right at the restroom sign, blinking in two foot high neon. Then he looked back at me and raised one perfectly waxed eyebrow.
“Huh,” I said. “Guess I had the wrong door.”
He narrowed his small eyes. “Wrong door, huh?” 
“Sorry, I’ve, uh, had one too many cosmos tonight.” I scrambled to my feet and didn’t even have to fake the stumble as I lunged for the ladies’ room door.
I locked myself in a stall and sat down, taking big breaths. Ow. Big breaths hurt. I gingerly touched my fingers to my nose, hoping I hadn’t broken it. I did a ten count, then came out of the stall to inspect the damage in the mirror. Red, but it wasn’t bleeding and it didn’t look terribly swollen. Okay, maybe a little swollen, but at least not Marsha Brady sized. I pulled out a tube of concealer and dabbed some on the red parts as I mulled over what I’d heard.
It was obvious the creepy little guy was pretty pissed at Larry. But why, I wasn’t sure. Did it have anything to do with the gunshot I’d heard last Friday? A terrible thought occurred to me. Maybe instead of getting shot, Larry had shot someone else. Maybe that’s why Monaldo was so mad. I had a hard time picturing the decked out Lola taking a pot shot at Monaldo while his goon looked on, but I had to admit it wasn’t impossible. 
After doing the best I could with my rapidly swelling nose, I snapped my compact closed and gingerly peeked my head back out of the bathroom door. The hallway was empty. I could see Unibrow and Mr. Creepy standing at the bar. I quickly slinked out of the bathroom and skittered down the hall. I closed my eyes and did a silent prayer to whichever saint looked after those who committed breaking and entering for really good reasons and opened the office door. Empty.
I mouthed a ‘thank you’ at the ceiling and jumped inside, shutting the door behind me.
Okay, so, maybe breaking into the office wasn’t the smartest idea I’d ever come up with. In fact, it might even be pretty low on the list. But I was fresh out of smart ideas so I went with the only one I had. I didn’t quite know what I was looking for. Maybe a gun, a written statement saying Monaldo had pushed Harriet off the roof. Some detailed plan about how they were going to… I did a mental cringe… ‘take care’ of Larry. Most of all I guess I was just looking for some clue as to why Larry’s roommate was in the morgue and said roommate’s boyfriend was going around shoving guns in people’s faces. (Okay, and I guess a teeny tiny part of me was actually looking for some kind of plaque that said, “honorary Mob member.”)
A desk sat in the middle of the room, flanked by two armchairs in front and a cushy looking office chair behind. Bookcase to one side, a few framed photos, some official looking documents on the wall stating they could sell liquor, and three side by side file cabinets. All in all, your typical office. I started with the file cabinets first. Locked. Damn. I moved on to the desk drawers, turning up rubber bands, paper clips, and a dirty magazine. Nothing terribly helpful there. Except the fact that Monaldo apparently liked his women big and buxom.
I checked the bookcase next, randomly pulling out volumes of employee manuals, binders, and books, checking for anything out of the ordinary. No such luck. I turned my eye to the photos on the wall. Lots of pictures of Creepy doing big cheesy smiles with his arm around people. Mostly men in suits I didn’t recognize. Which didn’t mean a whole lot. I was usually more apt to flip on Seinfeld than the news, so these could have been anyone from politicians to former Mob Dons. In fact the only person I did recognize was Larry. In a pink leotard fringed in peacock feathers. I looked down at his shoes. Silver spangled strappy sandals with a butterfly clip. Mental forehead smack. No wonder I’d passed as a drag queen.
Next to Larry was another man in pink, shorter and chubbier than Larry, with curly blonde hair. He had his arm around Larry’s shoulders and I wondered if this was the unfortunate Hank. Beside them stood Monaldo, doing a big ‘cheese’ at the camera and pointing up to the Victoria Club sign. 
Since staring at a picture of my father in heels and feathers wasn’t totally in line with my denial theme, I shook my head and moved on. The only place in the room I hadn’t checked yet was the trash. A wire basket sat in the corner of the room, bulging in a way that said Monaldo wasn’t much of a housekeeper.
As a general rule, I don’t go pawing through people’s trash. It’s rude, invasive and downright icky. But I was out of options. And quite possibly out of time before the gruesome twosome came back to argue about what kind of cement shoes to order Larry. So, I closed my eyes and shoved my hands into the trash. Luckily, I didn’t hit anything too slimy or disgusting. Mostly just discarded papers and receipts. I quickly scanned the first few on top. Nothing jumped out at me. Until I un-balled one piece of paper that looked like a computer print-out of an Ebay auction. That alone wouldn’t have gotten my attention except the auction, listed last Wednesday by a BobEDoll, was for a pair of pink Prada pumps. In snakeskin leather. New in box with dust bag. I felt a little drool form at the corner of my mouth as I wondered if the auction had ended yet.
I was trying to figure out why Monaldo would be in the market for a pair of pink pumps (Okay, so he did own a drag club, but Monaldo hadn’t exactly struck me as the Dude-Looks-Like-A-Lady type. He seemed more like the Dude-has-an-oozi-in-the-closet type.) when I herd the sound of footsteps outside the door. On impulse, I quickly shoved the piece of paper into my purse. 
Just as the door swung open.
“What in the hell are you doing?” Monaldo, a.k.a. Mr. Creepy, stood in the doorway, his black eyes flashing at me.
I froze. “Uh… wow, this isn’t the bathroom, is it?” Okay, so thinking fast in a crisis isn’t my strong suit.
He narrowed his eyes at me, his jaw clenching tightly. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked in a voice that was freakishly calm for how vividly angry his eyes were.
I bit my lip. “All right. You got me. Ha,” I faked a laugh. “Okay, here’s the truth…” I racked my brain. Quick Maddie, what sounds truthful? “I’m, uh… with the L.A. Informer. A reporter. Yep, that’s me, reporter gal. Like Mary Tyler Moore. Only without the pillbox hats because the Kennedy chic thing is so overdone. Well, I mean, some women can pull it off, but I’m more of a Sarah Jessica Parker style girl. You know – all about the shoes? Which is why I’m doing a story on…” I bit my lip again, my eyes searching his office. They landed on the photo of Larry’s strappy sandals. “Shoes! Footwear fashions for transvestites. It is such an overlooked market don’t you think? And I thought maybe I could get a couple choice quotes from you for-”
But he cut me off. “Get the fuck out of here!” he roared.
I didn’t think it was wise to disobey. I was across the room in two quick strides. But Creepy blocked the doorway, grabbing me by the arm.
“Not so fast.”
My heart sped up to the beat of the club music pulsing through the hidden speakers, threatening to pop right out of my ribs and Macarena across the floor. Creepy’s eyes bore into mine, black and oddly flat. If eyes were the windows to the soul, I’d swear this guy didn’t have one. His fingers gripped my arm so hard I whimpered. Which caused a smile just this side of sadistic to tug the corners of his thin lips. 
He turned and yelled over his shoulder to one of the bouncers by the bar. “Bruno! I want you to take care of someone for me.”
There was that phrase again. I gulped. 
I held my breath, panic starting to rise as Bruno worked his way through the shadowy hallway toward us. Bruno looked solid. Not as big as the linebacker, but he had the shape of someone who liked the gym a whole lot more than I did. I think I whimpered again.
Creepy got close to my face. His nose almost touching mine. I could smell a dinner of garlic and fish on his breath. “If I ever see you near my office again, reporter girl,” he sneered, “it’ll be the last place anyone ever sees you.”
I didn’t have to worry about my heart beating out of my chest because I think it actually stopped. I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.
“Here,” he said, pushing me backwards into the solid wall of Bruno. “Get rid of her.”
“No problem.”
I froze. I knew that voice.
I whipped my head around and this time I’m positive my heart stopped as ‘Bruno’ and I locked eyes.
Ramirez. 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
Ramirez spun me around, his hands maintaining a tight grip on my shoulders as he marched me down the hallway.
“What the hell are you doing here?” he whispered into my ear. 
“Me?!” 
“Shhh.”
“Me?” I whispered. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Working.”
“I didn’t know you moonlighted as a bouncer in a drag club!”
“I’m undercover.” His breath was hot on my neck and I could feel his anger bubbling just beneath the surface. “A cover you could very well have blown back there.” He turned me left at the bar, muscling our way through the club patrons, heading downward toward the stage. “One little thing,” he muttered, as he shoved me in front of him. “I ask you to do one little thing. Steer clear of Vegas. Just stay home. But can you do that for me? No. Just like a woman.”
“I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that.”
“I’m going to pretend you’re going to listen to me this time.”
Hey, if he wanted to do denial too, who was I to judge?
He steered me through a doorway in the wall and into a dimly lit backstage area. Women slash men in various states of undress ran between guys in flannels smoking cigarettes and manning pulleys. None of them paid us any attention. I guess they were used to Bruno ‘taking care of people’ back here. 
Ramirez pushed me to a dark corner behind one of the curtains, then whipped me around to face him.
“Look, I don’t know what’s going on here,” I said, “but I-”
But before I could finish, Ramirez’s lips were locked over mine, his body pinning me against the wall. Not that I was going anywhere. The second his mouth touched mine any fight I might have had melted faster than a Popsicle on the Venice boardwalk. Man, he was a good kisser. So good, I’d almost forgotten about that sexist comment by the time we finally came up for air.
“Don’t ever do that again,” Ramirez mumbled onto my lips.
“Do what?” I admit, my brain was a little hazy after he’d just about kissed the pants off me.
“Give me a heart attack by breaking into a family man’s office.”
“Oh right, it’s okay for you to go undercover as Bruno the manhandler, but I happen to find one little unlocked office door and- wait, did you say ‘family man?’”
Ramirez pulled away, his jaw tightening into that silent Bad Cop routine again. 
I gulped. “Please tell me you mean he attends his kids’ soccer games?”
No reaction. Crap. I hated it when Dana was right.
“Where are you staying?” Ramirez whispered. He glanced over his shoulder as a couple of the yellow sequin ‘girls’ walked past. 
“New York, New York. Room 1205.”
He nodded in the darkness. “I’ll be there in half an hour.” He didn’t wait for an answer, instead pulling open a door behind the curtain and shoving me through it. 
Before I knew what had happened, I was standing outside next to an overflowing dumpster and heard the unmistakable sound of Ramirez locking the door behind me. I looked around, trying to reorient myself. It was cold and I had a pretty good idea that thousands of tiny rat eyes were staring at me from behind the piles of garbage. I did a quick mini-jog back around to the front of the building and hailed the first cab I saw.
 
 
* * *
 
 
When I got back to the hotel room, I sat down on the bed and stared up at the textured ceiling for answers again. If things had seemed a little odd before, they were into Michael-Jackson-odd territory now. It was like I was starring in my own Scorsese movie. Only the goodfellas all wore heels. 
Could my dad really be mixed up with the Mob? What exactly did Larry do for Monaldo? And what did Ramirez have to do with any of this? He was an LAPD homicide detective, this was clearly out of his jurisdiction. 
Did it have anything to do with the gunshot? I wondered. I may not be Miss Police Procedure, but even I knew something was amiss here. I suddenly felt like the dimwitted blonde in the movie theater who spends the whole time asking her date, “Who’s that guy again?,” “Now, why does he want to kill that other guy?” “And what does the donkey have to do with anything?” I was trying to keep up, honest I was. But somehow none of these scenes were fitting together. 
A knock sounded at the door and I jumped about three feet in the air.
“Who is it?” I called, struggling to return my heart rate to normal. 
“It’s me,” a familiar voice called. “Open up, Maddie.”
I breathed a tiny sigh of relief and undid the lock, letting Ramirez in. I hadn’t even gotten the door closed behind him before his lips were advancing on mine again.
“Oh no you don’t.” I put a hand in the center of his chest, warding him off. And almost wavered as I felt his six-day-a-week-at-the-gym muscles rippling beneath my palm. 
Almost.
“Uh, uh. No way, pal. You have some serious explaining to do before there’s any more of…” I paused, gesturing between our lips. “…this kind of stuff going on.” 
He sighed. Then sat down on the double bed and rubbed a hand at his temple. “All right. What do you want to know?”
“For starters, what the hell are you doing in Vegas? And why are you working for Monaldo?”
He paused. And for half a second I thought he wasn’t going to tell me, his dark eyes scrutinizing me. Finally he gave in, Lustful Cop for once winning out over Bad Cop. “Okay,” he said. “But it doesn’t leave this room.”
I sat down beside him and held up my right hand. “Scouts honor.”
“Two months ago,” he started, “the body of a customs agent at the port of L.A. comes floating in with the tide. I got the page that night I was at your apartment. It was pretty clear the way this guy was killed that it was a professional job.”
I gulped. “As in mafia?”
“As in not a random act of violence. Apparently the agent had been asking questions about a container that came in from Thailand the week before. The container was stalled in customs. The agent dies, two days later, customs clears our container.”
“Convenient.”
“Very. We followed the trail of paperwork through a couple of holding companies and dummy accounts, until it finally led us to a name. Monaldo.”
“So, why don’t you arrest him?” I asked. 
Ramirez sighed. “Trust me, I’d like to. Only it seems we aren’t the only agency investigating Monaldo. 
“The ICE – Immigration and Customs Enforcement – thinks Monaldo is involved with the Marsucci family, an organization that’s suspected of having a hand in dozens of criminal activities along the west coast, including importing counterfeit goods and distributing them here in the U.S. Only they haven’t got enough proof to link the containers coming in through the port of L.A. to the Marsuccis yet. Monaldo could be that link. They’ve had him under surveillance for the last eighteen months, but if they want a case to stick against a family like the Marsuccis, they’ve got to have solid evidence. Monaldo is their best chance at that and if I arrest him for murder, there goes their case.”
My head was spinning. This was all just a little too HBO for me. “So, this is where Bruno comes in?”
He nodded. “If I can get enough proof to link Monaldo to the Marsuccis, then, and only then, can I arrest Monaldo for killing the customs agent.”
“What kind of link are you looking for?”
“Money,” he said. “If Monaldo is working for the Marsuccis, he’d have to be kicking back their share of the profits from the sale of the counterfeits to them somehow. So far we’ve scoured all of his accounts and come up empty. He must be handing it over in cash, only we haven’t been able to catch him in the act yet. And, trust me, Bruno’s been sticking to this guy like glue.”
I shook my head. “I don’t get it, doesn’t murder out rate a few fake items in your justice playbook?”
He gave me a look. “This is more than a few fake items. We’re talking ten billion dollars a year worth of fake items.”
I blinked. “Wow.”
“Yeah. Wow is right.”
“What are they counterfeiting, gold?”
Ramirez paused, suddenly not meeting my gaze.
“What?”
He looked down at his hands, rubbing them one over the other. Then up at the ceiling and did a deep resigned sigh. “Shoes.”
“Excuse me?”
Another deep sigh. “Shoes, okay? They’re importing counterfeit designer shoes and passing them off as originals to retail stores up and down the west coast.”
I couldn’t help it. I laughed out loud. “Wait a minute - you’re telling me that Big Bad LAPD Officer Ramirez can’t make his case because of a few girly pairs of fake Fendis?” I was enjoying this way too much.
“That’s it. Laugh it up, shoe girl.” He gave me a playful punch on the arm. 
And I was. I was laughing so hard tears were forming at the corner of my eyes and I was doing some really unladylike snorting. I couldn’t have designed better payback for his macho man attitude if I’d tried. “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, finally getting myself under control. “I know shoes. I could have helped!”
His eyebrows knitted together. “Maddie, this isn’t Spongebob slippers. Profits from counterfeit items are often used to fund terrorist activities. The ICE takes this kind of thing very seriously. And you should too. The Marsuccis are not nice people. Not,” he emphasized, “the kind of people who take kindly to having girls snoop through their offices.” 
I pictured the look on Monaldo’s face when he’d caught me fumbling around his office. Ramirez was right, it wasn’t a comforting thought. Even less comforting was the thought that Larry was somehow mixed up with these kind of people.
 “What about Hank?” I asked. “What does his death have to do with all this?”
Ramirez shrugged. “I honestly don’t know.”
“Was it really suicide?”
He paused. His Bad Cop face sliding into place again.
“Oh no you don’t,” I stood up, crossing my arms over my chest. “Look, if you had just told me this three days ago, I wouldn’t have been at that club and you wouldn’t be having to worry about your precious cover being blown. So don’t pull this Bad Cop crap on me. I’m a big girl. Lay it on me.”
I could have sworn I saw him suppress a smile. “Okay, big girl.” Yep, that was definitely a smile. “No. We don’t think it was a suicide. The trajectory off the building is all wrong. Plus…” He paused again, weighing how much to tell me. 
I did my best Bond Girl impression. Hand on hips, eyes narrowed, jaw clenched. Don’t mess with me, pal.
Finally he relented. “This is just between you and me, got it?”
I nodded.
“This piece of information isn’t being released to the public, but there was a suicide note. Obviously forged. Someone wanted to make it look like Hank killed himself.”
“Do you think it was Monaldo?”
Ramirez shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what I think. It only matters what I can prove.”
“So, what do we do now?” I asked.
He shook his head. “See, there you go with that ‘we’ thing again. Why do I get a very bad feeling every time you say ‘we’?”
I narrowed my eyes.
He grinned. “You know, you’re kind of cute when you do that.”
I stuck my tongue out at him.
“And that.” His grin widened into a full-fledged Big Bad Wolf smile, complete with shiny white teeth. “Honey, I’ve spent the last six weeks surrounded by men in bad wigs. There’s not much you can do that isn’t going to look cute.”
I had to admit, all the cute stuff was wearing me down. Especially when he said it with that lopsided grin, showing off the deceptively boyish dimple in his cheek. “So, you’ve really been undercover this whole time?” I asked.
He nodded.
“All those ‘I’ll call you’s and getting your voice mail. You weren’t blowing me off?”
Ramirez took my hand in his and pulled me to him. “I’m sorry. I wanted to call you, but Bruno doesn’t get to take a whole lot of personal time.”
“So… you do like me?” I asked, knowing I sounded just a little pathetic but the way Ramirez’s warm body was pressed against mine, I really didn’t care.
He nodded in response, his eyes going dark and intense as they honed in on mine.
“Are you going to kiss me now?” I whispered as he leaned in closer.
He nodded again.
And then he did. Slowly this time. Taking his time as he nibbled his way from one side of my mouth to the other. I think I sighed out loud.
“Forgive me yet?” he whispered.
I shook my head. “Uhn uh.”
He kissed me again. This time using a little tongue.
“How about now?” he murmured.
“Nope.”
His lips dipped back in. This time using a lot of tongue.
“Now?”
“Maybe just a little.”
He pulled back, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Tell you what, let me really make it up to you.”
My hormones were suddenly charging like a new MasterCard at Bloomies. I could think of about a hundred things he could do to make it up to me. All of them involving his tongue.
“How about you spend tomorrow taking in a show, doing some shopping…”
I opened my mouth to protest, but he talked right over me.
“…then I’ll take you out to dinner tomorrow night.”
I shut my mouth. “Like a date?”
“Right. Like a date.” He smiled.
Our first date. I bit my lip. He was driving a hard bargain.
“Okay,” I felt myself saying. “A date. On one condition.”
His smile widened. “Anything.”
“Leave Bruno at the club. I want one night alone with you. No pagers, no work.”
His smile wavered just a little, but he finally gave in. “Deal. But,” he added with a wink, “then you have to do something for me.”
Uh oh. “Does this something involve condoms?”
His grin widened again. “Okay, two things.”
Be still my beating heart.
“I want you to stay away from the Victoria Club.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but he cut me off again.
“Look, I’ve spent the last six weeks being Bruno, who, by the way is not a very nice guy, to see Monaldo behind bars where he belongs. Trust me when I say Monaldo is not the kind of person you want to piss off, Maddie. Please, just go home.”
He had a point. Mr. Creepy was pretty… well, creepy. Not someone I particularly wanted to meet again. 
But there was Larry to consider. It was becoming painfully obviously Larry was involved with some not so nice guys. Maybe even wise guys. How involved, I wasn’t sure. And by the time Ramirez got enough proof to put Monaldo away, who knows how many other jumpers might have taken a header off the Victoria’s roof. Bobbi was missing and Hank was dead. Odds were stacked against Larry.
“Promise me you’ll go home?” Ramirez prompted.
I put my hand behind my back and crossed my fingers. “I promise.”
Ramirez looked so relieved I almost felt guilty. 
“That’s a good girl.”
I narrowed my eyes again. Almost. “‘Good girl?’ What am I, a cocker spaniel?”
That wolfish grin slid across his face again. “You’d rather be a naughty girl?”
I clamped my mouth shut, at a loss for a good comeback to that one. Thankfully I didn’t need one, as he leaned in close and his lips brushed against mine. 
Maybe it was the fact he’d actually asked me on a real date. Or maybe the fact he admitted he liked me and hadn’t been blowing me off for the last six weeks. Or maybe it was just the fact that the most action I’d seen in months was on Joanie Loves Chachi reruns. But as Ramirez nibbled on my lower lip, I suddenly found myself thinking a whole mess of very naughty girl thoughts. 
I nuzzled closer, running my hands through his thick hair. Ramirez put his hand up my shirt and I think I blacked out for a moment.
He growled in my ear. “Six weeks is a long time.” 
Tell me about it.
His fingers were fumbling with the clasp of my bra, and mine were frantically working on his belt buckle. Which, by the way was harder to break into than Fort Knox. I had just given up and was pulling his T-shirt off instead when the door to the hotel room burst open. 
“Did you see how Madonna was looking at me? He was so into me, I could totally- Oh. Sorry.”
Marco and Dana paused in the doorway. Ramirez muttered a curse in Spanish. 
Ditto for me, pal.
“Uh, sorry to interrupt,” Dana said, looking from my dangling bra to Ramirez’s untucked T-shirt. “But we were worried about you.”
I could feel my cheeks filling with heat. Though whether it was a flush of suppressed hormones or embarrassment I’d be hard pressed to say. 
“No problem. I was just leaving anyway,” Ramirez said. He shot me a heated look. “Tomorrow night?”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak for fear of blurting out something totally inappropriate. Like, “Wait. Stay. A couple more seconds and I swear I’d have that belt buckle figured out!” 
“Mmm, mmm! Honey, that man is deeeeee-lish,” Marco said, watching him go. 
“What is he doing here?” Dana asked. “What about The Oath?”
“Screw The Oath, honey. That man is H-O-T hot! Whew!” Marco began fanning himself.
Once I got my hormones back under control, Dana raided the mini bar and I filled them in on what Ramirez had told me. Which wasn’t technically breaking my promise to him. He had said the information didn’t leave the room. And we were still in the room. See? Promise kept. (Sort of.) 
Dana was such a good friend she didn’t even say ‘I told you so’ when I got to the part about Monaldo’s family connections. Okay, well I might have seen her mouth it to Marco behind my back while I went for that second mini bottle of tequila, but my head was fuzzy enough by then I couldn’t be sure. 
Once we’d drained the mini bar, I slipped into my ducky pajamas and flopped onto the rollaway. I closed my eyes, visions of Larry in fake Gucci boots overlaid with Monaldo’s soulless eyes and the black tarp covering the unfortunate Hank. Worst of all, as I drifted off to sleep, I was assaulted by visions of Ramirez, drippy candles, soft music, and our perfect first date. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
From the depths of a fabulous dream about Ramirez’s tongue doing acrobatics across my stomach, I heard the William Tell Overture erupting from my purse. I automatically reached for my cell. Ouch. A pain shot up my left side. I rolled over. A pain shot up my right side. I gingerly pulled myself up on my elbows, rubbing my neck. It felt like I’d fallen asleep sitting up in one of my Irish Catholic grandmother’s formal dining chairs. I blinked a few times. No dining chairs. It was worse. I’d slept on the lumpiest rollaway in the entire state of Nevada. I rubbed my neck, cringing, as I pulled my phone out of my purse. 
“Hello?”
“Maddie? It’s Mom.” 
Yikes! I sat straight up in bed. Then whimpered as a pain shot up both my right and left sides. 
“Uh, Mom. Wow. Hi.”
“Hi, sweets. I’m so glad I caught you in. How is Palm Springs?”
“Right. Palm Springs.” I glanced around the motel room. Marco was snoring like a little piggy beneath his frilly blue mask and Dana was sprawled sideways across the other double, her limbs dangling off the side. “It’s great. Really. Really. Great.” I cringed. I hated guilt. 
“Oh good. I’m so glad you’re having a nice time. Did you visit that little boutique on Palm Canyon yet? The one that sells those hand painted abalone shells?”
“Uh, no. Not yet.” Which wasn’t a total lie, right? 
“Oh, you absolutely must. They are so darling! So, what have you seen so far?”
“Oh, not much.” Right. If you didn’t count the feathered drag queens and shoe trafficking mobsters.
“Well, honey, I’m so glad you decided to do this. You really needed a vacation. And I was just pleased as a pickle to hear that you’re out there dating again. It’s not good for you to be alone too long.”
Tell me about it. But, instead I did a non-committal, “Uh huh.”
“Anyway, I just wanted to call and say ‘hello.’ I know we had a bit of a… disagreement before you left, and, well, I just… wanted to say ‘hello.’”
I cringed, feeling guilt niggle at the back of my mind again. This was about as close to an apology as Mom got. “Mom, about Larry-”
“Right,” she plowed right over me, “I’m so glad you’ve put that behind you.” A statement. You have put that behind you.
“Uh huh.” I rubbed my neck again. Was the pain actually getting worse?
“And, I’m glad you’re having fun. Do you want me to come by and water your plants while you’re gone?”
“No, Mom, I don’t have any plants.”
She paused. “What do you mean, you don’t have any plants?”
“I don’t have any. They always die, so I have plastic ficus in the corner. No real plants.”
She paused again. “Don’t be silly, everyone has plants. I’ll go buy you one.”
Yep, the pain was definitely getting worse. I tilted my head to the side and groaned.
“Maddie, are you all right?”
“Yeah. I just slept on my neck the wrong way.”
Mom giggled on the other end. “I understand. I remember the first time Ralphie and I went away for the weekend together. I ‘slept’ in all kinds of funny positions.”
Okay – ew. “Uh, Mom, I have to…”
“In fact, there was this one time, we ‘slept’ in this airplane bathroom. Have you ever heard of the mile high club, Maddie?”
Ew, ew, ew! “Wow, gee, I have to go now. I’ll call you later, Mom. Bye.”
I quickly hung up and flung the phone on the bed as if it had mom-sex cooties. Not the image I wanted to wake up to. 
I flopped back down on the pillows and closed my eyes. But thanks to years of Catholic ingrained guilt, I couldn’t go back to sleep. Even though I knew it was for her own good, I hated lying to my mother. Mostly because I knew sooner or later she’d find out. I remember one Christmas when I was ten and snuck into my mom’s closet to peek at all my presents. I had been so careful to put each and every one back in exactly the same place. Then Christmas morning I awoke to find a note saying Santa didn’t like little girls who peeked. I still had no idea how she found out. But somehow she always did. 
I sighed, giving up on sleep and hobbled into the shower instead. I spent an eternity standing under hot water, letting the steam and heat ease the tension out of my neck, then threw on a pair of white, cargo capris, a hot pink baby-T and my pink Charles David kitten heels. By the time I’d done the blow dry and make-up thing (heavy on the make-up to compensate for my slightly enlarged nose) I could almost stand up straight. Almost.
“What’s wrong with your neck?” Dana asked me, stretching the sleep out of her limbs as she flipped on the casino channel.
“The rollaway,” I moaned. “Have you got any aspirin?”
Marco yawned. “You look like Quasi Moto.”
I poked a finger at him. “Just for that, you’re on rollaway detail tonight, princess.”
Marco pouted but knew better than to argue with me before coffee. “Fine. Anyway, I’m off to Egypt today, ladies,” he informed us. “I’m going to see Tut’s tomb at the Luxor. You know they’re real gold replicas of the jewels Queen Nefertiti wore for sale in the gift shop. I’m thinking of a tiara.”
I made a mental note to tell Ramirez there was at least one person on the planet girlier than I was.
“Anyway, after Tut’s Tomb, I’ve got a hot date.” He did a middle schooler giggle. “With Madonna. He’s taking me to the Venetian. Is there anything more romantic than Venice?”
I had a sudden image of Ramirez and myself holding hands in a gondola and tried to shake it off before I turned middle-schooler like Marco.
“Would you do me a favor?” I asked him instead.
“Anything, dahling.”
“Would you ask Madonna if she knows where Bobbi lives?” I didn’t like how nobody at the club had seen Bobbi in days, but before I went totally paranoid over it I figured it was a good idea to make sure he wasn’t just home with the flu. 
“Consider it done.”
While Marco headed into the bathroom for his morning ritual of cleanser, exfoliator, and pearl infused moisturizer, I flipped through the booklet of hotel services and found the number of the Regis Salon on the concierge level. No way was I going on a romantic gondola ride first date with Ramirez with an upper lip that looked like a drag queen’s. (Yes, I know he’d said ‘dinner’ and not ‘an evening in Venice’ but this was my fantasy and I could play it out wherever I wanted.) A woman doing a nasally Fran Dresher answered and after flipping through her appointment book, said she could squeeze me in at four. 
That settled, I laid back on the bed and thought about my conversation with Ramirez last night. 
From what he’d said, it was clear now that Larry, did, in fact, need my help. Was he working for Monaldo in the sole capacity of a feathered showgirl or was there something more to it? I wasn’t altogether certain, but the way Turtleneck had shoved a gun in my face when I mentioned Monaldo’s name didn’t speak of the normal employer-employee relationship. Tot Trots for example had only threatened to shoot me once, when I’d been three weeks late with the Pretty Princess Mary Jane sketches. And, in their defense, I’ll admit they were late because my favorite boutique in Venice Beach was having a huge going-out-of-business sale that month and, well, a girl’s got to have her priorities. 
So, all this left me with the question: what exactly was my dad doing for Monaldo? Or, more importantly, what kind of proof of my dad’s involvement with Monaldo were Ramirez and the ICE going to find? As much as I wasn’t sure how I felt about Larry I didn’t particularly want my next memory of him to be through prison bars. 
“Dana, do you still have officer Baby Face’s number?”
She looked up from her TV lesson on beating the roulette wheel. “Sure. Why?”
“Do you think you could ask him for Maurice’s address?” Larry had been reluctant to talk to me. But I had a feeling that the whimpering Turtleneck might be an easier nut to crack. 
She shrugged. “Worth a try.”
Dana fished the number out of her purse and gave him a story about wanting to send flowers to the partner of the deceased. I’m not sure if he actually bought it, but apparently he wanted Dana worse than he feared his supervisors because twenty minutes later Dana had a date to meet Officer Baby Face for drinks that night and I had a tall latte, two aspirins and the address to a condo in North Vegas.
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
Maurice’s condo was in an older part of town where the buildings were all a sun-bleached ivory color that might have once been anything from sandy yellow to rosy sand in a former life. The address Officer Baby Face gave us was on the corner of Rancho Drive and Silverado Parkway, a two-story affair with Mediterranean arches and lots of peeling stucco. The walkway was flanked by bunches of dead grass and trampled succulents, and through a rusted gate I could see a courtyard punctuated with two faded lawn chairs laying on their sides. The entire building had a feeling of being dried out and used up. Apparently Maurice’s paycheck wasn’t quite enough to buy his way into the Sand Hill set. 
I parked at the curb and did a quick make-up check in the rear view mirror as I went over what I’d say to Maurice. Considering the last time I’d seen him he’d pointed a gun at me, I wasn’t entirely looking forward to this interview. But on the other hand, my father may very well be using his go-go boots to outrun the Mob, so I didn’t feel I had much choice. As fortification, I added another layer of mascara and a thick swipe of Raspberry Perfection lip gloss.
“Ready?” I asked Dana as I puckered my lips in the mirror. 
Dana pulled her stun gun out of her purse. “Ready.”
“Dana!”
She jumped in her seat. “What?”
“What are you doing with that thing?”
She blinked her wide eyes at me. “What? It’s just a little protection.”
“Condoms are a little protection. That thing is dangerous.”
Dana waved me off. “Oh please. It’s harmless. Marco just didn’t know how to use it.”
I eyed the cell stunner. “And you do?”
“Of course,” Dana said, tucking the phone onto her belt. “I used one last year in that sci-fi flick I did with Ben Affleck. I was Alien Girl Number Three.”
“And they gave you a real stun gun?”
Well,” she puckered her eyebrows. “At first they gave me a real gun. But then there was this little incident and they said it would be better if I had a prop. But it totally looked like the real thing and I swear by the end of the shoot I was totally a master of that prop gun.”
“Little incident?” I narrowed my eyes at her. “What kind of incident?”
Dana waved me off. “Oh, it was nothing. Just a misunderstanding. Trust me, I know what I’m doing.”
Why is it that when someone says ‘trust me’ I always feel less inclined to do so?
But before I could stop her, Miss Alien Number Three was out of the car and walking up the pathway to Maurice’s front door.
I followed her, doing a silent prayer to the saint of stun guns that hers wouldn’t go off as I walked between the lawn chairs and dried grass to unit 24A. Dana rapped on the door. I heard footsteps approaching from the inside but the door stayed firmly shut. As the seconds stretched on, I got that creepy feeling that someone was watching us through the peephole.
Dana knocked again, louder this time. Finally it opened a crack and Maurice’s tiny eyes peeked out.
He was dressed this morning in gray slacks and a black blazer over another turtleneck, this time in somber charcoal. Mourning colors. Though, I noticed, he still wore those hideous tasseled loafers. His eyes held a red rimmed look like he’d been crying non-stop since yesterday and they darted back and forth, sweeping the area behind us as if we might have brought the fashion police with us. 
“You again. What do you want?” he asked, his voice nasally and strained.
 “I was wondering if we could talk to you for a few minutes. I’m worried about Larry.”
Maurice’s eyes shifted from Dana to me, then back again. Finally he shrugged, a sad, defeated little move of his shoulders, and stepped aside to let us in. 
It was immediately apparent who had decorated the house in Henderson. The same blend of flowery, stain friendly furniture dominated the living room. Only in Maurice’s tiny condo, the bright fabrics and large wooden furnishings looked cramped and out of place. It struck me that Maurice was a housewife without a house. 
As in Henderson, everything was immaculately clean and the air held a thick odor of Windex and potpourri. The little yapper dog I’d seen at Larry’s bounded out from a back bedroom and began circling our legs. He did a series of high pitched barks and wagged his tail at me like I was the bacon fairy. I had to admit, he was kinda cute. As long as he didn’t drool on my shoes.
“Oh what an adorable doggie!” Dana exclaimed, reaching down to pet the little yapper. “What’s his name?”
“Queenie,” Maurice said, then choked back a little sob. “He was Hank’s baby.”
Maurice scooped Queenie into his arms and motioned for us to sit on the chintz sofa. He perched himself on the edge of the matching loveseat, clutching a balled up tissue in one hand and the dog in the other. He was a small guy to begin with, only a few inches taller than I was, but he seemed to have shrunk inside of himself even further since yesterday, as if all the life had been drained out of him. 
“I’m so sorry for your loss,” I started, genuinely meaning it.
Maurice nodded, pressing the tissue to the corner of his eye. “He was all I had,” he squeaked out. “If only I’d known he was so unhappy…” He trailed off, biting his lip as his eyes filled up.
“I’m sorry,” I said again, patting his arm awkwardly. “How long had you two been together?”
“Three years,” Maurice sighed, swiping at his nose with the tissue. “Ever since I started dancing. Hank took me under his wing and showed me everything he knew.” Maurice did a little hiccup gulp.
“So, you’re a performer too?” I asked. 
Maurice nodded. “At the El Cortez.”
That explained the lousy paycheck. The El Cortez was Vegas’s first casino and had the clientele to prove it. None of them a day under eighty and all on a fixed incomes. Not exactly big tipper territory.
While I tried not to picture Maurice in feathers and heels, I formulated my next question. The one I was seriously dreading the answer to. “Maurice, I need to know. What exactly did Hank and his friends do for Mr. Monaldo?” 
Maurice looked down at the carpet. An olive green shag. Apparently renters couldn’t be choosers. “I told you, we’re all dancers.”
“Then why are you living in a one bedroom and Hank and Larry can afford a house in Henderson?” Dana asked, narrowing her eyes at him.
Maurice pursed his lips and began absently patting Queenie’s head. “Hank liked to spend money,” he said, careful to avoid eye contact. 
“Look,” I said, leaning in closer, “you said you were done with Monaldo? What did you mean?”
Maurice looked from me to Dana, but kept up his silent routine.
“Please?” I pleaded. “I don’t want my dad to end up like Hank.”
That did it. Maurice’s shoulders bobbed with a deep hiccup/sigh thing again and he caved. 
“I’m sorry. I wish I could tell you, but I swear I honestly don’t know what they were up to.” His face took on that sad, abandoned look again. “No one would tell me anything.”
“But they were involved in something?”
Maurice nodded. “All I know is that they were doing some work for Monaldo on the side. But I swear to you I don’t know what. I tried to get it out of Hank but he…” Maurice’s voice cracked as he trailed off. “We hadn’t exactly been on great terms lately.”
“Oh?” Dana leaned forward again. 
Maurice stared at his hands. “About three months ago Hank started working late at the club. Going in odd hours, when I knew he wasn’t on stage. I asked him what it was about. At first he wouldn’t answer me. Then one night I saw him coming out of Monaldo’s private office. I confronted Hank. I…” He blushed. “I thought maybe they were having an affair. When he came home I accused him of cheating on me and we fought. He told me he was doing some extra work for Monaldo. He, Larry, and Bobbi. He wouldn’t tell me any more than that. But the next day he brought me these as a peace offering.”
Maurice held out his arm for inspection. Diamond cuff links twinkled back at us from their spot on his worn jacket. And they didn’t look like the home shopping network knock offs. These were genuine, mined in Africa, diamonds. And they were big.
Dana did a low whistle. “How many carats?”
“Two. Each.”
Dana whistled again.
Maurice got a sad little smile on his face and his eyes filled with tears again. “Hank could be very generous.”
“So, was Larry working with him too?” I asked, thinking of the beat-up Volvo my dad had driven off in. He hadn’t exactly seemed like he was rolling in dough.
Maurice shrugged. “I don’t know. I assumed he was, but…” He paused, staring down at the carpet again.
“But what?” I prompted.
His hands twisted around the tissue, making little white shreds of paper dance in the air, spurring the yapper dog to chase them. “A couple of weeks ago, I was at the house with Hank when Larry came home. He was upset about something. He dragged Hank into the den. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but they were definitely arguing. The only word I could make out for sure was ‘Monaldo.’ Then finally Larry came out and just left.”
Figures. His standard M.O.
“Hank was really upset afterward,” Maurice continued. “He even went out and bought a gun.” He cringed. “I hate guns. When I asked Hank about it, he just said it didn’t hurt to be cautious. After Hank died-” Maurice choked back another little sob. “After he passed I took the gun and went to the house to ask Larry what was going on. I wanted to know what their argument had been all about and why Hank had been so scared that he needed a gun. I figured now that he was gone… well, I think I have a right to know why he took his own life.” Maurice hiccup-sobbed into the tissue again.
I thought about what Ramirez had told me last night and wished I could tell Maurice it was more likely Monaldo had taken Hank’s life. But, instead I asked, “What did Larry say?”
Maurice sniffled. “Nothing. He said he couldn’t tell me. He didn’t want anyone else to get hurt. I told him it was too late for that. And that’s when you showed up.”
My crappy timing strikes again. 
It was becoming more and more clear that Larry was into something bad all the way up to his cheap wig. Maybe it was time to ask Ramirez for help. I may play Bond Girl, but even I wasn’t stupid enough to believe I could protect Larry from the Mob. 
“Maurice, have you ever heard the name ‘Marsucci?’”
He gave me a blank look. “No. But then again, I’m finding out there were a lot of things Hank kept from me.” His eyes threatening to fill with tears again. 
“What about Bobbi?” I asked, shifting the conversation before we all drowned in salt water. “I heard he hasn’t been into the club in awhile. Have you seen him?”
Maurice shook his head. “No. And Hank hadn’t either. He was really upset about it. Agitated.”
I bit my lip. And now he was dead.
I digested this bit of worrisome information, wondering just where all this left Larry. 
Queenie, apparently tired of chasing Kleenex shreds, jumped up on the sofa beside me and settled himself on Dana’s lap. 
“Well, hello, cutie,” Dana crooned, rubbing Queenie’s ear until his tail beat a steady happy-dog staccato against the flowered cushions. “You are just precious, aren’t you?” 
Queenie’s tail began to wave so fast it was nearly invisible. He did happy little wiggles all over Dana’s lap and I cringed as his claws pawed at Dana’s Donna Karan sweater. But Dana didn’t seem to mind. “You’re just adorable,” she said in that high pitched cutesy voice used only for communicating with babies, small animals, and retail clerks who look like they might give a cute blonde a break on a full price pair of heels. “Who’s the cutest puppy? You are. Yes, you are. You’re a cutie boy. A cute, cute, cutie boy. You’re a-”
Dana stopped as the dog did a strangled little yelp, then went instantly limp in her lap.
Maurice sucked in a breath. “What happened? What did you do to him?”
“I, I…” Dana looked at the limp dog. Then at the cell gun strapped to her belt.
Mental forehead smack. I quickly grabbed the cell and shoved it into Dana’s purse before Maurice saw it. 
“Oh my God, you’ve killed Queenie!” Maurice started bawling in earnest now, sobbing hysterically as he lifted Queenie from Dana’s lap and clutched him to his chest.
“He’s not dead,” I reassured him. He’s just a little… zapped.”
“Zapped?” Maurice’s eyes went big. Obviously my word choice didn’t have the comforting effect I was going for. 
“Um, maybe not so much zapped as… sleeping. That’s it. He’s just sleeping. Dana has a very soothing effect on animals.”
Maurice looked at me like I was one cookie short of a dozen.
“See, here’s the thing, Dana has this little stun gun…”
“Gun!” Maurice shouted. “You shot my Queenie?!”
“No, no! Not shot. Just zapped. Mac says they’re perfectly harmless. And she should know, she owns the gun store. Like with the kind of guns that shoot for real. With bullets and stuff. I mean, not that I know a whole lot about guns. I don’t. I hate guns. I don’t even own a gun. Neither does Dana for that matter.”
“Not for another two days,” she added helpfully.
“See? No real guns here. Well, expcet maybe for the one you have.” I paused. “Um, you don’t actually have that gun on you right now, do you?” I asked, suddenly a little wary. Maurice just gave me a look. “Right. Of course not. I mean, not that I thought you’d use it. You wouldn’t. You’re obviously a very nice person. Not that nice people don’t own guns, they can. And do. Like you. But Dana doesn’t have a gun. Just a stun gun. Totally different. It only gives a little jolt of electricity. A tiny one. See, he’s coming around already.” 
Queenie’s hind legs began to twitch as a puddle of doggy drool formed on Maurice’s lapels.
“See, he’s fine. Probably having a lovely doggie dream about milk bones and fire hydrants and chewing up furniture…” 
There was that look again.
“Right. Maybe not chewing up furniture. I’m sure Queenie would never chew up furniture. Certainly not yours. But the other stuff, definitely. Well, okay, I guess we should be going…”
Dana and I backed out of the condo as Maurice watched us, his eyes full of big tears, Queenie twitching in his arms. As soon as we were out the door, it slammed behind us and I heard Maurice throw the lock. 
Well, that went well. I turned to my best friend. “You are a maniac! I don’t ever want to see that thing again.” 
“What?” Dana protested.
“You just zapped a puppy!”
“On accident.”
“Right, and as long as the gun stays in your purse,” I annunciated very slowly, “there will be no more accidents.”
Dana pouted. “This is just like the Ben Affleck set.”
“Why, did you stun Ben too?”
“No,” she said as we got in the car. Then added as an afterthought. “I kind of, totally accidentally, stunned his cat.”
Never mind fur traders, PETA should be going after Dana.
 
 
* * *
 
 
After we left the condo, we made a quick lunch stop at Burger King, where I ordered a double whopper with cheese, fries, and a thick vanilla milkshake. I had completely given up on fitting in the Nicole Miller. It was last season’s cut anyway. Dana, on the other hand, ordered a side salad and bottled water.
“I can’t believe you actually eat those things,” Dana said, scrunching up her little ski jump nose at my burger. 
“Why?” I asked around a bite of pure heaven. I’m not ashamed to say I was two inches away from a gooey cheddar induced orgasm. 
“Uh, hello? Mad cow. Do you have any idea what that burger was fed when it was alive?”
I looked over at her salad. “Probably your lunch.”
“Other ground up cows. Antibiotics. Growth hormones. Why don’t you just hook yourself up to an IV full of toxins?”
I looked down at my burger. “Because this tastes better?”
Dana shook her head at me and took a bite of her wilted lettuce.
I was just wolfing down the last of my heaven on a bun, when my purse rang. I slipped my cell out as I chomped on a deliciously greasy French fry.
“Hello?”
“Hi, Mads.”
Cripes! Mom.
“Uh, hi, Mom.”
“How’s Palm Springs?”
“Uh… ” I glanced around at the full Burger King, hoping she couldn’t hear the ding of the slot machine in the corner. “It’s great.”
“How’s the weather out there?”
“Great!”
“And, your fellow? How are things with him?”
“Grrrrrrreat,” I said, sounding a little too much like Tony the Tiger for comfort. “Everything’s just great.”
“I’m so glad. Listen, I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I just wanted to let you know I bought you a plant.”
“A plant?”
“Yes, I went by to water your plants and I got rid of that plastic thing you had. I bought you a real ficus instead.”
Great. Just what I needed. A ficus. 
“Now, you’re going to have to water it every three days,” Mom continued, “but not too much, you don’t want to over water. Just until the soil is moist. But don’t let it overflow. I got you a dish to set it on, but it could still overflow onto your carpet, so easy on the water. And just a touch of plant food once a month. You can mix it right in your watering can.”
I rubbed my eyes, the sleepless nights catching up to me. “I don’t have a watering can, Mom.”
Mom paused. “What do you mean you don’t have a watering can? Everyone has a watering can. How do you water your plants without a watering can?”
“I don’t have any plants!”
“Yes you do. You have a ficus. Never mind, I’ll go out and get you a watering can tomorrow.”
I gritted my teeth together. “Mom, I have to go.”
“Sure, honey. I understand. You don’t want to keep that man of yours waiting. I know how you young folks are. I was young once too, you know. Of course, with Ralphie, I feel like I’m twenty-three again. God bless those little blue pills.” She did a little giggle.
My eye did a little twitch. 
“Right. Okay, well, bye now, Mom, gotta go.”
I hung up, wondering how much longer I could keep up this charade. Mom may not be the sharpest dresser in the world, but she was no dummy. Any second now I was waiting for her to do the big ah-ha! and realized that not only was I not in Palm Springs with the guy I was not having sex with, but instead I was running around Sin city zapping puppies and chasing after Larry in a skirt. And I shuddered to think what the punishment would be then. Suffice to say, this was bad enough to make those Hot Dog on a Stick hats look like haute couture. 
Once I finished my fries (and added a Hershey’s Sundae Pie for desert. Hey, after the conversation with Mom I needed comfort food.) and Dana finished the last of her rabbit food, we hopped into the Mustang and headed back to the hotel. As we merged onto the 15 heading south toward the Strip I pulled down the visor to check for chunks of Mad Cow stuck in my teeth and touch up my lip gloss. I was applying one last swipe of Raspberry Perfection, when I caught a flash of blue in the mirror.
I whipped my head around. “Sonofabitch.” 
Sure enough, there in brilliant Dodge blue was my friendly neighborhood stalker, his Neon hanging back one car length in the next lane over.
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
“What?” Dana craned around in her seat trying to see what I was staring at.
“That blue Dodge Neon.”
“What about him?” she asked.
“I think he’s following me.”
“Oh Maddie,” Dana did a poo-pooing motion with her wrist and clucked her tongue. “You’re just being paranoid.”
“That’s what I thought, but I swear to you I have seen this same car four times in the last week. First in L.A. and now here. I’m telling you, he’s following me.”
I kept one eye on the rearview mirror as my hands did a white knuckle grip on the steering wheel. I wasn’t sure which was worse, thinking someone was stalking me or actually knowing it. 
Dana craned around again to get a look at the car. “So, who is he?”
“I don’t know,” I said, accelerating. “But he’s really starting to freak me out.”
I angled my foot down on the accelerator, surging forward. Then yanked the wheel, veering to the right and cutting in front of a limo with tinted windows. Neon swerved out into the left lane pulling ahead of the limo, then quickly jumped right back onto my tail.
“He’s not real concerned about being seen, is he?” Dana asked, still looking out the back window. 
No he wasn’t. Which was a little unnerving. Either he didn’t know how to tail someone, or he was confident we wouldn’t be able to pick him out of a lineup later. Like if we were dead or maimed from being run off the road.
I could clearly see the driver now. The same sandy haired guy I’d seen at the casino. He was wearing tinted aviator glasses and a rumpled polo shirt, to all the world a normal commuter. Except for the fact that his Neon was practically kissing my back bumper now. 
I took a deep breath and slammed on the brakes, veering into the far right lane between a pair of semi trucks. The driver of the second one laid on his horn and did a not-so-polite hand gesture out the window. Dana braced herself against the dashboard. 
“Whoa! Take it easy, Miss Earnhardt.”
But it was too late. I was in serious fight or flight mode and considering I had trouble keeping up in Dana’s low-impact Tae Bo class, I chose the flight option, hoping like anything there weren’t any highway patrol cars in the area. (I was already on a first name basis with three of the L.A. county traffic court judges, I didn’t need to add Nevada to the list.) Luckily, the Neon driver wasn’t dealing with the added bonus of adrenalin fueled reflexes and didn’t hit his brakes in time. He zipped past us in the left lane. I quickly veered off the freeway at the next exit, blindly driving surface streets like they were the Pomona Speedway until I was sure my back bumper was Neonless. I pulled the Mustang into the parking lot of a Denny’s as the surge of adrenalin receded, leaving my limbs feeling like Jell-o jigglers. 
“Holy crap,” Dana said in the seat next to me as she dug her nails out of Marco’s naugahyde dash. “What the hell was that about?”
I would have answered but it was taking all my concentration just remembering to breath. In, out, in out…
“Who the hell was that freak?”
“I (in) don’t (out) know.”
Dana turned to face me. “Are you okay?”
“I’m (in, out, in, out) fine.” Sure, once I stopped panting and my heart returned to a pace slightly less spastic than a ten year old on Ritalin. 
Dana dug around in the back seat and found a discarded Taco Bell bag, which she instructed me to breathe into. The odor of week old Beefy Gordita Supreme was slighting nauseating, but after a few inhale-exhales, the urge to hyperventilate slowly dissipated. As I rhythmically inflated and deflated the fast food bag, I racked my brain to think of who cared enough about my movements to not only follow me all the way across the desert, but ride my butt all over Las Vegas as well. Ramirez? Larry? Monaldo? Not likely, since I’d never even met two of them until yesterday. And I couldn’t see Ramirez paying some guy in a Neon to keep tabs on his girlfriend. So who was he? Not surprisingly, I drew a total blank.
Dana offered to drive back to the hotel (probably because she was afraid to ride shotgun with Miss Earnhardt again) and by the time we pulled up to the casino, I’m happy to report that my breathing was once again back to normal. (Though I was totally jonesing for a taco.) Dana got out at the casino entrance, but I declined her invitation of an afternoon at the roulette wheel. With the kind of luck I was having lately, I didn’t think it was wise to put money on the line. 
I was too keyed up to go sit in the room, not feeling lucky enough for slots, and considering I had a date with Mr. Hardbody tonight, seriously trying to resist the fattening allure of the buffet. I looked down at my watch. I still had an hour before my appointment at the salon. Which, I decided, left me more than enough time to do another quick drive by of Larry’s house on the off chance he was spending a quiet afternoon at home. The more I learned about him the more questions I had. And while the whole Mob angel was just this side of reality TV for me, I had to admit the question topping my list was why Larry’d called me in the first place. Okay, so he’d needed help, that much was obvious. But why me? I admit, the little-girl-lost in me was still holding out hope of that perfect father daughter reunion. 
Unfortunately as I pulled up to 319 Sand Hill Lane, it was obvious today wasn’t the day for it. The driveway was empty. No sign of Larry’s battered Volvo. I parked at the curb and rang the bell just for good measure. No answer. I peeked in the garage windows. No car. No signs of life. No big surprise considering how my day was going so far. 
Mr. Shar Pei was outside watering his cactuses again. I strolled over to the row of shrubs that served as a barrier between the two yards and waved. “Hi there,” I called.
Shar Pei didn’t look up.
I cleared my throat. “Um, hello!”
Nothing. I yelled a little louder. “Hey!”
Finally he glanced up from his hose and gave me a myopic squint. Then turned up his hearing aid.
“Oh, hello again,” he said. “Sorry. Wife’s been watchin’ home shopping all day.” He pointed to his ear. “Had to tune Joan Rivers out.”
“Ah. Understandable. Anyway, I was just wondering if you’d seen Lar- uh, Lola around today.”
He shook his head. “Nope. Sorry. I seen her pull in here last night, though. Went inside there round about when Pat Sajak came on. Then after Dancing with the Stars was over, I looked out the window and saw her loading a suitcase into her trunk and off she went again.”
Suitcase. That was not good.
“I don’t suppose she mentioned where she was going?”
He shook his head again. “Nope. But she looked in a real hurry. Maybe she had a hot date.” His wrinkles squished together in an exaggerated wink. 
I felt my Mad Cow burger threatening to make a repeat appearance. 
“Thanks anyway.”
“No problem. Any friend of that Lola’s is a friend of mine.” He did a couple of eyebrow wiggles that had me clinging to my denial like a security blanket.
I stared up at the house. Well… if Larry was gone, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have just one tiny peek around, right?
I opened the back gate and tippy-toed around the yard to the sliding glass door again, this time careful to watch my step over the dog toy landmines. I peeked in the windows, lifting up on the balls of my feet to see around the bushes. It looked a lot like it had yesterday. In fact, the Windex was even still out on the table. With a quick over-the-shoulder I tried the sliding door. Locked. Well, what did I really expect?
So, what now? I scanned the interior of the house as I thought. Honestly, I was out of ideas. If Larry was involved with the Mob, this was so out of my league. My league was full of children’s shoes, Rainbow Brite jellies and Spiderman slippers. My league wasn’t even playing the same game as a bunch of Italian-American family men. 
On the other hand… I didn’t think Larry was really in their league ether. I know, I know, I’d only met the man once. Okay, maybe twice if you count the whole ’74 El Camino incident. How could I really know for sure what he was like? Truth? I couldn’t. But what can I say? He was my dad. If I wasn’t on his side, who would be?
So, telling myself I was really doing Larry a favor, I pulled out my Macy’s card and stared at the locked door, trying to remember how Veronica Mars had broken into that guy’s house last week. I gingerly slid the corner of the red, plastic card between the metal frame and the door. I paused, waiting for alarms to go off. Nothing. Okay, so far so good. I wriggled the card in a little deeper, until it was wedged in all the way up to the expiration date. Then I slowly slid the card downward until I came in contact with the lock. Hmmm… now what? I wriggled some more. I hated to admit it, but this didn’t seem to be doing anything. By now Veronica had been inside the perp’s house, had hacked into his computer, and was downloading evidence off his hard drive. 
I moved the card up and down a couple more times, silently willing the lock to magically spring free. I gave it a hard downward thrust. 
Snap. 
Oh crap. I pulled my credit card out, only coming away with half of it.
“Nooooooo!” I wailed. I stared at my mangled Macy’s card. Why oh why hadn’t I used my Nordstrom card instead? At least I knew I was already over-limit on that one. 
Conceding that I was no Veronica Mars, and not willing to sacrifice my Banana Republic card, I gave up on the sliding door. 
Instead, I decided to explore the other side of the house. Who knows, maybe Larry had left a window open in his haste in skip town last night. I followed a neat flagstone pathway around the corner of the building. A line of terra cotta pots and gardening tools stood beside the fence, next to the re-coiled garden hose. This time I carefully stepped over it. 
There were three windows visible on the top floor from here, and two on the bottom. All five closed (And locked. I checked.) and all five sporting beige mini blinds pulled tightly shut. I might have been discouraged at this point, had I not spied a door leading into the garage at the end of the flagstone pathway. 
What were the chances it was unlocked? Considering my luck so far, I didn’t hold out a lot of hope. So imagine my surprise when the knob turned with ease in my hand. Wadda ya know? Maybe I wasn’t a total jinx after all.
With one more quick over-the-shoulder for good measure, I quickly slipped inside and shut the door behind me. It was dark, only a pale stream of light coming from under the garage door illuminating the shadows. I paused a moment, letting my eyes adjust before feeling my way across the space to a door on the far side. As I did, it became clear this was no ordinary garage. This place was clean. I’m talking obsessive compulsive clean. Pristine, white floor to ceiling storage cabinets lined the far wall, neatly stacked side by side. The floor was completely free of any tell-tale oil spots and I’d dare anyone to find an errant cobweb nestled in the corners. Along the back wall stood a tool bench with one of those pegboard thingies full of tools, each in it’s rightful place. I tried to block the mental image of Larry swinging a hammer in his frilly skirts and fake wigs as I gingerly crossed the room and opened the interior door.
I found myself in the kitchen and blinked against the suddenly onslaught of light. Yellow calico curtains hung above the apron sink with a matching calico table cloth draped over a small breakfast table near the windows. Corian counters, whitewashed pine cabinets, and two framed prints of roosters completed the suburban French country look. Standing in the bright, cheerful room it was hard to imagine the owners of this house being into anything sinister. 
Since I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking for, I decided to start in Hank’s room. He was, after all, the dead guy in all this. Besides, he was the least likely one to mind if I did a little snoop- I mean, investigating through his things.
I jogged up the stairs and entered the bedroom on the right. It was clear Maurice had used his magic touch in here as well. Light, airy fabrics mixed with thick, dark woods, and large, mall-store quality prints adorned the walls. Little lace doilies covered the dresser and night stands and if I hadn’t known better I’d swear my sixty-five year old Aunt Mildred lived here.
I did a quick scan of his closets and drawers, fighting off a slight case of the heebie-jeebies at touching things that belonged to a dead man. I mean, he hadn’t actually died in these clothes, had he? In fact, he hadn’t died in any clothes, if I remembered correctly. I made a mental note to ask Ramirez about that. 
Due to Maurice’s clean-aholic tendencies, I didn’t turn up much, other than a few piece of expensive jewelry and a drawer full of size triple XL pantyhose. With a quick glance at my watch (if I limited my snoop- investigating – to another ten minutes, I could still make my lip waxing appointment) I moved on to Larry’s room.
I crossed the hall and opened his bedroom door. I took one step in and cringed as my eyes fell on that tube of Raspberry Perfection sitting on his dresser. 
Here’s the thing: I like to consider myself as liberal minded as the next gal. I enjoyed watching Queer Eye for the Straight Guy and mourned the loss of Will and Grace just like anyone else. I don’t begrudge anyone’s right to be different, and if a guy wants to wear a wig and pantyhose, more power to him, right? But, just why did it have to be my dad in the wig, huh? 
It was so much easier to be opened minded when it wasn’t happening to me.
Taking a deep breath (and clutching denial in a two fisted death grip) I crossed the room and shoved the lip gloss under a long, blonde wig. There. That was better. 
I decided to start with Larry’s nightstand, reasoning that’s where the contents of my pockets ended up every night. Maybe Larry had left a receipt or matchbook – anything that might tell me where he was now or what he was running from. 
I started with the top of the nightstand, unfolding one small piece of paper after another. Mostly receipts from the grocery, drug store, some fast food restaurants. Nothing terribly telling except that he should be eating a lower fat diet. I made a mental note to tell Dana my junk food cravings were genetic.
Coming up zero on the nightstand, I moved on to the closet – not sure my denial cocoon was strong enough yet to withstand the sight of the ‘intimates’ that might be lurking in Larry’s dresser drawers. 
I opened the closet door and gasped. Shoes. Dozens of beautiful, shiny, designer shoes. It was like looking in a boutique store window. I knelt down to examine a pair. Michael Kors’ last season black satin wedges with rhinestone detail and ballerina straps. If they hadn’t been five sizes too big, I would have been in heaven. I turned them over in my hands, letting the long silky straps run through my fingers as I took in every little detail. If these were fakes, I was a rugby player. Whatever Larry’s connection to the containers of counterfeit shoes, this wasn’t it. These were the genuine $600 a pair article. I did a little sigh and set them back in the shoe rack with all the reverence they deserved.
I stifled a little squeak as I spied the next pair. Jimmy Choo Mary Janes in fire engine red with three-inch heels and gold plated buckles. I had to hand it to Larry, he did drag with style. I pulled the Mary Janes out of the closet and held them up to the mirror. The light from the window shone off the patent leather like glass. I couldn’t help myself. I slipped out of my kittens heels and treated my toes to a moment in Choos. I’m pretty sure I moaned out loud. Okay, so I was a small seven and these where a big ten, but I didn’t care. They looked fabulous. Beyond fabulous. These were Sarah Jessica Parker-tastic! I did a couple of foot model poses, checking them out from all angles. I was just contemplating how many cotton balls I’d have to stuff in the toes to wear them on my date with Ramirez tonight, when I heard the sound of a door opening downstairs.
I froze.
“Hello?” a voice called out. “Larry? You here?”
I willed myself not to hyperventilate. I recognized that voice. It was the same one I’d heard arguing at the club with Monaldo. Unibrow. 
“La-ry,” he singsonged. “You here, buddy? Your front door was open, so I thought I’d come pay you a visit.”
Liar. If Unibrow had come in the front he was a hell of a lot better at breaking and entering than I was. Not a totally comforting thought.
“Larry!” Unibrow called up the stairs, his voice sharper now. “I’ve got something here for you. Don’t make me come up there looking for you.”
Crap, crap, crap! I quickly scanned the room for a hiding place as Unibrow’s bulk thump, thump, thumped up the stairs. The closet would have been the obvious choice, had it not been filled to capacity with pumps. Bed, dresser, nightstand – none of which were large enough for me to hide behind. I lifted the leopard printed bed skirt. More boxes of shoes were stacked under the bed. Wow. Aside from myself and Imelda Marcos, I didn’t think anyone owned this many shoes. I quickly shoved a stack out of the way and wedged myself in with the shoeboxes and dust bunnies, just as Unibrow reached the landing. 
I could hear his labored breathing as he entered the room, but all I could see were his brown wingtips and the hem of his black slacks. 
His feet crossed the room to the dresser, then I heard the sound of him opening drawers and tossing the contents. Tubes of lipstick fell to the floor, along with three Styrofoam heads and a handful of costume jewelry. The long, blonde wig fluttered down from the dresser, the Raspberry Perfection lip gloss rolling out from under it, across the carpet, and coming to a stop just inches from my nose. 
Okay, why was it fate was taunting me like this? Can you cut a girl a little slack? I’m doing denial here!
Unibrow grunted something and gave up on the dresser. I watched his wingtips moved toward the closet, cringing at the thought of his big meat cleaver hands tossing Larry’s precious designer footwear aside. I heard one shoe rack meet it’s demise, collapsing with a crash, and felt a tiny piece of my heart break. I was glad now I’d put on the Mary Janes. At least they were safe.
Apparently feeling he’d caused enough destruction, Unibrow’s wingtips moved away from the closet. I did a little sigh of relief for the spared pumps. 
Then held my breath as he turned toward the bed. 
I felt my eyes growing bigger as his shoes slowly came at me. One step after another until the tip of his right foot was inches from my face. I could smell the leather and pungent shoe polish he used, along with the faint scent of odor eaters. I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer to the saint of bad hiding places that Unibrow didn’t sit down on the bed. With his bulk, I’d be an instant pancake. 
Someone up there must have heard me, because he didn’t, instead veering to the left and out the bedroom door. 
I did a sigh of relief so big, the dust bunnies in front of my face danced. His footsteps lumbered back down the stairs as I scrambled out from under the bed. I waited until I heard the front door open and shut before kicking off the too-big Mary Janes, grabbing my kitten heels, and taking the stairs two at a time. I padded barefoot across the kitchen to the garage door and slipped inside just as I heard the front door open again. I slid my shoes back on and did a little tippy-toe across the garage in the dark, hoping I didn’t bump into anything but too chicken to wait until my eyes adjusted to get the heck out of Dodge. 
I only tripped once, over a sack of fertilizer or something that someone had left in the middle of the floor, before I made it to the outside door. I gingerly twisted the handle, cracked the door open and peeked my head out. No sign of Unibrow. I slowly shut the door behind me, trying to make as little noise as possible even though my hands were shaking harder than a 7.2, and jogged over to the side gate. I did another crack and peek. A black Lincoln Town Car was parked at the curb, the trunk popped open. I’d watched enough HBO to know this car had Mob written all over it. I craned my head to the left and right. No sign of its driver. I prayed he was still inside the house. I gave myself a three count, then darted out of the yard and across the street to the Mustang. 
It took two tries before I could keep my hands steady enough to fit the key into the ignition. But once I did I wasted no time in punching the gas and squealing my tires down the street, seriously appreciating the zero to sixty qualities of a muscle car with a V8 engine. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
By the time I got back to the hotel room my hands had finally stopped shaking, my teeth were no longer chattering together like castanets and, I realized with a stab of regret, I had missed my appointment at the Regis. Not only was I being followed by a stalker and cornered by Mob goons, I was stuck with my mustache for another 24 hours until the Fran Dresher sound-alike could fit me into her schedule again. (Apparently when Bette was in town not only were the low rent rooms booked, but salon appointments were also in high demand.) After setting up a four thirty appointment for tomorrow, I flopped down on the double bed and stared at the textured ceiling again, trying to make sense of all I’d seen that day. 
What had Larry gotten himself into? By now even I had to admit it looked like something just this side of legal. And from what Maurice said, things seemed to have taken a turn for the worse two weeks ago. That’s when Larry and Hank had fought, and Hank had started carrying a gun. So, what was it? And what sort of ‘something’ did Unibrow have for Larry? Had it been in the trunk? Did it have anything to do with the counterfeit shoes? Or was ‘I have something for you’ code for ‘I’m gonna snuff you out execution style’?
I wondered. In fact, I wondered so hard I fell asleep. By the time I woke up the sky had turned into a deep blue and there was a little puddle of drool forming at the side of my mouth. 
I rolled over and looked at my cell phone. The display told me I had two new messages. Still holding out a small hope that one of them might be Larry trying to contact me again, I keyed in my pin number and listened to the recordings. 
Unfortunately neither, it turned out, were from Larry. The first message was from Mom, telling me about this charming Mexican restaurant on Beech that I had to try. They served the best mojitos in Palm Springs. In fact, she said, she’d had so many of them last time she was there that she’d ended up seducing Faux Dad right there in the backseat of his Caddy in the parking lot. My mother: Queen of Too Much Information. 
The second message was from Ramirez. He said he was running late and would meet me at Il Fornaio downstairs at seven. I glanced at the digital clock beside the bed. 6:15. Yikes!
I quickly hopped in the shower, then set to rummaging through my suitcase for something suitable to wear on my very first date with Mr. I-Wanna-Sex-You-Up. The only problem was I’d packed for a father-daughter reunion, not a Vegas seduction. Unless I wanted him to end the evening with a pat on the head and a bedtime story (which, considering my dry spell, was already going into extra innings, I so did not) I needed new clothes. 
I pulled open Dana’s suitcase. Lots of spandex and workout wear. All in size two. I’ve never considered myself a hefty gal, but there was no way I was going to be able to squeeze myself into her itty-bitties. I made a mental note to skip dessert tonight.
I glanced at the digital clock. 6:45. Not enough time to go buy something in the boutique downstairs. That left only one option. I stared at the matching set of leopard print bags. I quickly pulled one open, hoping to God Marco packed as girly as he shopped. 
Bingo.
I found a pink and purple chiffon scarf that was the perfect accent to the low cut, V-neck cashmere sweater tucked into bag number three. Paired with my black leather skirt and Gucci boots, it presented a pretty decent look even if I did say so myself. 
I did a smoky number on my eyes with lots of shadow and mascara. With a little blow dry and a lot of mousse, I fluffed my hair into a sexy, just got out of bed, look. (Never mind that I did, in fact, just get out of bed.) And, just in case, I slipped a couple of Altoids into my purse and put on my Vicky’s Secret black lace thong. If all went well, this would be a first date to remember. 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
Ramirez was waiting for me at the bar. And I had to admit as I approached him my stomach did one of those loop-d-loop things like the roller coasters at Six Flags. He was wearing gray slacks, a blazer, and a white button down shirt open at the neck to show off just a hint of his tan skin beneath. I realized I’d never actually seen Ramirez out of his usual jeans and T-shirt uniform. (If you didn’t count that one half-naked encounter, that is.) Bad Cop cleaned up good. Really good. I was glad I wore the thong.
“Hey gorgeous,” he said, planting a little kiss just above my ear. He ran one finger lightly along the arm of my sweater. “Soft.” His mouth quirked up into a wicked half smile. “I like it.”
“Thanks.” I didn’t tell him I’d stolen the outfit from my gay roommate.
With a hand at the small of my back, Ramirez steered me to a table near the back. A handful of other diners filled the cozy, intimate room, holding hands and feeding each other forkfuls of pasta. Soft, instrumental music played over the sound system and small, drippy candles at every table completed the air of Northern Italian romance. All in all, the perfect restaurant for a perfect first date. Score one for Bad Cop.
The maitre d’ sat us at a table next to an older couple with silver hair and matching shirts that read ‘World’s Cutest Couple’. And I had to agree. The man was holding the woman’s hand in both of his and gazing at her like a newlywed. I looked across the table at Ramirez. I wondered if we had any chance of making it that far.
Ramirez caught my gaze. “You look really nice tonight,” he said, his eyes taking on that X-ray vision look as they roamed my body.
I went warm in places I’d forgotten existed. 
“Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself.”
That dimple made an appearance in his left cheek as he pulled out his sexy lopsided grin. He leaned forward, his eyes intent on mine. “What do you say we skip dinner…” His eyes dipped a little lower to my neckline. “…and go right to dessert?”
I gulped. I had a feeling he wasn’t talking about the tiramisu. And I was one second away from agreeing when the waiter appeared at my elbow, asking for our drink order. After a quick perusal of the wine list, Ramirez picked out a bottle of Rutherford Hill Merlot. Nice. I snuck a look at the price. Wow. Very nice. Score point number two for Bad Cop. 
Once our waiter disappeared into the back, we both picked up our menus again. 
“Decided what you want yet?” Ramirez asked.
“I’m not sure.” I looked down at the list of entrées. “Everything looks so good. How about you?”
“Oh, I know what I want.” I looked up to find him staring right at me. Or more accurately, at the hint of cleavage my Wonderbra was lifting out of Marco’s sweater. I did one of those dry gulp things again and hoped I wasn’t blushing too hard.
“So,” he said, folding his cloth napkin onto his lap. “How was your shopping trip today?”
“Shopping?” I asked before I could stop myself. 
He narrowed his eyes at me. “Yes, shopping. You were supposed to go shopping today, right?”
I bit my lip. Oh yeah. Right. “I, uh, kind of took in some of the local sights instead.” I quickly buried my nose in the menu, pretending I was concentrating really hard on the ingredients of the linguini marinara so he didn’t see the guilty look in my eyes. 
No such luck. Ramirez put a hand over the top of my menu, slowly lowering it. “Local sights?”
“Uh huh,” I said in a tiny voice. Frighteningly like the one I used to use when my Irish Catholic grandmother caught me sneaking cookies before dinner
He narrowed his eyes further. “Such as?”
“Um… Larry’s house and Maurice’s condo.”
“Maurice?”
“Hank’s boyfriend.”
Ramirez muttered a curse. The world’s cutest couple turned and gave us a look.
“What exactly were you doing at Hank’s boyfriend’s house?” Ramirez asked.
“Just, you know… asking a few questions.” 
“You don’t give up do you?” he asked, rubbing at his temple in exasperation. 
“You make that sound like it’s a bad thing.”
“It is a bad thing when we’re talking about the Mob!”
The cutest couple gasped.
“Keep your voice down,” I whispered.
Ramirez clenched his jaw together. He did a couple of deep breaths and I could see him mentally counting to ten. Though instead of getting calmer, I think that vein in his neck was starting to bulge. 
Luckily I was saved by the waiter appearing with our overpriced Merlot. He uncorked our wine and poured us each a glass. Ramirez downed his in one big gulp.
“Do you realize you just inhaled about $20 worth of wine?” I whispered as the waiter walked away.
Ramirez fixed me with a stare that could stop a charging bull. Then poured another glass. “Okay Sherlock Fashion,” he said through clenched teeth. “What did Maurice have to say? Spill it.”
So I did. I told him what Maurice had said about the three Manolo-keteers working on the side for Monaldo. I told him about Larry and Hank’s blow up, Hank’s propensity to carry a gun, Bobbi’s disappearance, and Larry’s skipping town. I was just about to tell him about my dust bunny encounter with Unibrow’s wingtips when the waiter returned to take our order. 
Ramirez order the steak. Rare. I hemmed and hawed over the linguini marinara or the lasagna with cream sauce, figuring the longer I took the more time Ramirez had to get that bulging vein under control. No such luck. As soon as the waiter left again, Ramirez pinned me with one of his unreadable stares.
“What?” I asked.
He narrowed his eyes. “I’m trying to decide whether to put you on the first plane back to L.A. or take you back to my place, tie you up, and make you forget this whole thing.”
I blinked a couple of times. “Do I get a say in this?”
He leaned forward, his face serious. “Maddie the last thing I want to do is be called in to identify your body. Which is exactly what will happen if you don’t leave this alone. Guys like Monaldo will hurt you like they’re swatting a fly, and not think twice about it. Please go home.” 
I had to admit, his concern was actually kind of touching. “But what about Larry? I can’t just leave him to be hunted down by Monaldo.”
“And what exactly do you propose to do about it? You can’t even squish a spider without freaking out.”
I bit back a smart reply as a teeny tiny part of me kind of agreed with him. I was in so far over my head that I could see blonde roots. But Ramirez on the other hand did this kind of thing every day…
“Nothing. But you could do something.”
His eyes narrowed into cat-like slits. “I don’t like the sound of this.”
“You’ve got to put Larry into some kind of protective custody.”
“What, I should just lock him up? Maddie, do you know how hard it is to get a legitimate witness into protective custody? Let alone some guy who may or may not know anything, and who, I might add, may or may not even be willing to tell us what he does know?”
“But I think he might be in danger.”
“You think he might be.”
“What about Hank?” I asked. “You said yourself that wasn’t a suicide.”
Ramirez blew a big sigh up at the ceiling. “Look, unless your father turns himself over to the police with information about a crime, there’s nothing I can do.”
“This is because you want me to leave, right?” I asked, planting my hands on my hips. “You’re just trying to discourage me so I’ll get out of your hair.”
“No,” Ramirez said, his voice going tight like he was really trying to restrain himself from lapsing into swearing Spanish again. “I’m telling you the same thing I would say to any concerned citizen.”
“But, I’m not asking you as a citizen, I’m asking you as your-” I paused, biting my lip. His what? 
Ramirez raised an eyebrow, interested to see how I finished that thought. 
“Your… girl you’re on a first date with.”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Maddie, but unless Larry turns himself in, there’s nothing I can do. Besides, wherever he is, I’m sure he’s fine. I know Larry. He can take care of himself.”
I paused and stared at him. My heart beat speeding up as his last comment sank in. “Wait a minute - what do you mean, you know Larry?”
“I’ve been undercover at the club for the last six weeks, Maddie. I’ve gotten to know the employees.”
I don’t know why it hadn’t dawned on me sooner but comprehension suddenly smacked me upside the head. “Oh. My. God. You’ve known about my dad all along haven’t you? You knew he wore go-go boots and didn’t tell me!?”
He fidgeted in his seat. And to his credit he even looked a little sheepish. A very little. “Maddie, I didn’t say anything because I knew you’d react this way.”
“What way?” I said, my volume quickly rising into a range that had the world’s cutest couple glancing our way again. “How exactly am I reacting? Like I’ve been lied to? Like the person I’m supposed to be able to trust is keeping secrets from me? Like everyone else knows about my dad’s high heel fetish but me!?” 
“Maddie-”
“No, don’t you ‘Maddie’ me.” I banged my hand on the table, making the cutest couple jump in their seats. They were openly staring now and I’d wager taking bets to see who won. “How long have you known?”
Ramirez sighed. “Larry had talked about a daughter, but I didn’t know for sure it was you until I heard the message at your apartment.”
“That was days ago! I can’t believe you knew and didn’t tell me.” My fingers clenched around my butter knife and it took all my willpower not reach across the table and stab him in his no-good, lying heart with it. 
“Maddie, I was undercover. I couldn’t tell you.”
“I’m sorry, being undercover isn’t an excuse for being an asshole. Dammit, Jack, I can’t believe you did this. You lied to me!” I paused. “And do you want to know what’s even worse than that?”
Ramirez pinched the bridge of his nose. I could tell he really didn’t. Too bad. He was damn well going to hear it anyway.
I stood up, throwing the knife down on the table and giving him my best stare down. “You have now officially ruined our very first date!” 
Ramirez shook his head, his eyes straying to my Wonder-cleavage again as his voice came out in a wistful sigh. “I’m not getting any again tonight, am I?”
Damn skippy, pal.
 
 
* * *
 
 
The first thing I did when I got back to the room was raid the re-stocked mini bar for a tiny bottle of tequila and a king sized Snickers bar. Healthy food be damned! 
I crunched down hard on a bite of peanuts and nougat, my fists still clenching and unclenching at my sides. I couldn’t believe Ramirez had kept my dad a secret from me! What kind of a person would do that? Sure he was undercover, blah, blah, blah. I’d heard enough of his work excuses to last me a lifetime. But this one crossed the line. How could someone know your father wears go-go boots and not tell you? If he could keep something like that a secret, what other things had he been keeping from me? A secret wife? A harem of long, legged Mob girlfriends? A career modeling underwear on the side?
Okay, so I wouldn’t really mind that last one too much. But it was the principle of the thing. You are not supposed to keep life altering secrets from your girlfriend. 
I paused, Snickers suspended in mid-air. But I guess I wasn’t technically his girlfriend. Hell, we couldn’t even have one lousy date together. Let’s face it, as a couple, we were a disaster. Why was it we were always either fighting or ripping each other’s clothes off? What was wrong with us that we couldn’t just have a nice dinner together? 
I polished off the Snickers bar while I digested this disconcerting thought. I contemplated about going for a second one, but didn’t want Marco to accuse me of stretching out his sweater. Instead I checked my messages, figuring I’d given Ramirez ample time to leave me a humble voicemail apology. 
No such luck. My in-box was empty. No Dad on the run. No Mom and her travel tips for love birds. No sheepish Bad Cop. 
I went for that second Snickers after all.
I was halfway through that one, heading deep into a chocolate and alcohol induced state of self-pity, when Dana burst through the door.
“Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod!” Dana jumped up and down on the double bed. 
“What?” I mumbled as I licked a piece of chocolate off my lips. 
“I just totally won five hundred dollars at the roulette wheel. Do you know how totally hard it is to win at roulette? Let me tell you, it’s hard. See, Officer Taylor and I were having drinks at the Times Square Bar and then I said I wanted to try that game with the wheel thingy and he said ‘what, roulette?’ and I said ‘I guess so’ and he said ‘do you know how hard it is to win at roulette?’ and I said ‘how hard can it be?’ so he said ‘okay, let’s give it a try.’ And we did. And I was like, ‘12 black,’ and the dealer was like, ‘okay,’ and then he like spun the wheel and the ball like totally bounced all over then it totally landed on, guess what? 12 black! I am on fire, Maddie! I could so do this for a living. Forget L.A. I’m moving to Vegas, baby. I’m totally going to become one of those professional gamblers on the Bravo network. I am so damn good at this!”
“Good for you.” I took another large bite of my Snickers. How is it fair Dana could be lucky with both men and casino games? Me – all I could seem to attract lately was trouble and chocolate. 
“You must come play roulette with me, Maddie. It is such a freaking rush!”
She jumped up and down again, her long legs springing her precariously close to the ceiling. The bed let out a low groan of protest. 
“Uh, Dana, maybe you shouldn’t be jumping-”
But it was too late. Dana did one more bounce, and the springs gave way beneath her with a loud moan. 
“Uhn.” She rolled off the side, landing face down on the floor as the center of the bed caved in like a 400 pound ghost was laying on it.
Dana pulled her face out of the shag and looked up. “Oops.”
“No kidding.”
She stared at the ruined bed for a couple beats. Then turned to me. “So, what do you say, wanna go play roulette with me?”
I just rolled my eyes.


While Dana flipped on the casino channel to pick up more tips for delusional gamblers, I called down to the front desk. Slim Jim wasn’t there. Instead I got some woman named Shirley who informed me there were still no other rooms available in our ‘price bracket.’ But, she could send up another rollaway. Since my neck was still aching from the last rollaway I’d slept on, I declined. 
Instead, I slipped out of my sexy skirt and thong, more than a little disappointed that I was taking it off myself instead of watching Ramirez do it with his teeth, and crawled into the double bed with Dana. So not the person I had planned on sleeping with tonight.
I was just drifting off into a well deserved sleep when William Tell burst out from the region of my cell phone. I fumbled around in the dark. 
 “Hello?” I asked, steadfastly refusing to open my eyes.
I heard a couple sniffles and then Maurice’s voice came on the line. “Maddie? It’s Maurice.”
I sat up in bed. “What’s wrong?”
He sniffled again. “Nothing, nothing. I, uh, I just wanted to call and tell you that we’re holding a service for Hank tomorrow. I… I know he’d want you to come.” Maurice broke down, sobbing on the other end.
I suddenly felt twice as bad about zapping his dog. And I admit, I wasn’t quite sure what to say. It wasn’t as if I’d actually known Hank. To be honest, I didn’t even really know Larry. On the other hand, Hank had been Larry’s best friend. If Larry was going to come out of hiding anywhere, it would be to pay his last respects. 
“What time?” I asked, grabbing a sheet of hotel stationary.
Maurice gave the where’s and when’s of the service, then hung up with a sniffle and a sob. That poor man. I had a feeling he was going to need a saline transfusion if he carried on much more.
Well, I guess one thing could be said for Ramirez’s and my relationship. At least neither of us was dead.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I was deep into a dream starring Ramirez’s six-pack abs when I felt something smack me across my cheek. “Uhn.”
I opened one eye. Dana’s arm was covering my face. I pushed her off and got a foot in the stomach. 
“Ow,” I whined. 
Dana just grunted and mumbled something about ‘frontal assaults.’ Then turned over and elbowed me in the ribs.
Note to self: never sleep with an Urban Soldierette. I glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand. 6:20 AM. I groaned, but, due to the imminent risk of bruising, I rolled myself out from under my best friend and took my beaten body into the shower anyway.
I let the hot water rush over me and closed my eyes, trying to shake off the semi-coma state early mornings put me into. Today of all days, I needed my mind to be sharp. It was Wednesday, my last day in Vegas. Unless a) prices in the Marquis suites plummeted into a reasonable (read ‘low rent’) rate, and b) Tot Trots miraculously decided to extend my deadline for the Rainbow Brite jellies designs (which I’d woefully neglected since I’d first gotten Larry’s message), I had only one day left to help Larry.
It was painfully clear at this point that I was in way over my blonde little head. Whatever dealings Larry had stumbled into I had little hope I that could get him out, especially when we threw Mafiosos into the mix. The best I could do was, as Ramirez had said, convince Larry to turn himself in. I hoped Larry showed up at the funeral. Because I was running out of places to look.
As a concession to sleepless night in a row number four, I put on my shortest skirt, highest heels, and more eye makeup than my mother. Or father, for that matter. The look was a little on the slutty side but at least it distracted from the bags under my eyes (which were so big I was pretty sure they wouldn’t even qualify as carry-ons anymore). Ten minutes later I was dressed, blow dried, and standing at the front desk before Slim Jim again.
“Checking out today?” he asked, searching behind me for a glimpse of Dana. Or, more accurately, Dana’s breasts. 
“Yes I am. And by the way, the bed’s broken in our room.”
He eyed me suspiciously. “How did that happen?”
I shrugged. “Search me.”
He contemplated the offer for about half a second. That is, until his eyes rested on my barely-B chest and decided I wasn’t worth the effort. “Fine. I’ll tell maintenance.”
“So, any way I could get a discount for the broken bed?”
He gave me a look. “Don’t push it.”
I didn’t. Instead, I signed the bill (cringing just a little at the total) and told him we’d vacate the room by noon.
That done, I headed in the direction of the American restaurant hoping a big latte, and an even bigger plate of pancakes with gooey maple syrup might help me wake up. I was halfway across the casino floor, picking my way through the fake tress and corridors of slot machines, when my cell chirped. 
“Hello?” I answered. 
It’s a universal truth that no matter how healthy our self esteem, we all have little quirks about ourselves we wish we could fix. Some people wish they could remember names better, others want to stop smoking or quit biting their nails. Me – I wished like hell that I’d learn to check the caller ID before picking up my phone.
“Maddie! I can’t believe you lied to me!”
Ugh. Mom. I rubbed at my temples (where, coincidentally, an instant headache had bloomed) wondering just which lie she’d caught me in this time. “Hi, Mom.”
“Maddie how could you. Las Vegas? Las Vegas!?” 
Well, that answered that question. “Mom, it’s not what you think-”
“Oh, Maddie. After everything I’ve done for you! I raised you as a single parent, Maddie. A single parent! Oh, how could you do this to me…” She trailed off into a wail that belonged in an Alfred Hitchcock film and I heard the phone drop from her hands. 
A second later Faux Dad came on the line. “Maddie?” 
“Hi, Ralph. What’s going on?”
“Um, well, your picture was kind of in the L.A. Informer this morning.”
Again? I smacked my forehead with my palm. What was with those guys? It was one lousy boob! “What was it this time? Wait, don’t tell me. I’m engaged to a Martian, right?”
“Actually,” he paused, clearing his throat. “There was a story about you getting involved in another murder case. In Las Vegas. There’s a picture of you outside some club called the Victoria.”
I shut my eyes and thought a really dirty word. They had to pick now to print real stuff? 
“Listen,” Faux Dad continued. “I know how these papers get their facts mixed up sometimes. And I remember how they glued your head onto Pamela Anderson’s body when they said you were getting engaged to Bigfoot. So…” he trailed off.
God love him, he was giving me a nice out. But for some reason I was having a hard time taking it. Truth was, I felt funny discussing this whole Larry thing with Faux Dad at all. Ever since he and Mom had started dating, Ralph had filled the role of father figure in a way I never thought anyone would. Okay, so I was a little old for trips to the zoo with him, but he did give me all the free manicures I wanted at his salon. In my book, that spelled love. And now, just by being here, I almost felt like I was betraying him somehow.
Luckily I didn’t have to answer as Mom grabbed the phone away again.
“How could you betray me like this?” she sobbed.
Oh brother. I rolled my eyes.
“Mom. I’m sorry. But I had to come.”
“You lied to me, Maddie. Lied!”
“Excuse me,” I said, doing a hands on hips thing, “but you’ve been lying to me for the last twenty-six years. My dad wears go-go boots!” One of the blue haireds at the Wheel of Fortune slot machine looked my way. But only for a second. This was Vegas. Everyone wore go-go boots.
“I can’t believe you made up the whole thing about Palm Springs, Maddie.”
“Okay, technically it was Marco who made that up. But let’s get back to the whole you-never-telling-me-my-dad-was-a-she thing. Do you know how many letters I sent to Billy Idol?” 
But nothing I said was going to get through to her. Mom was the guilt master and she was in her zone now. “I raised you. I fed you and clothed you, I changed your poopy diapers…”
Ew! “Mom, I was just here for a couple days-”
“… and this is the thanks I get. Betrayal! Lies! I would expect this from Larry, but from my own flesh and blood? How could you?” Mom punctuated this with another raise-the-dead wail.
“Mom, I swear I’m coming home today-”
“Where did I go wrong? How did I a raise such a deceitful child?”
“Mom-”
“The trust is broken, Maddie. You’ve broken my trust and my heart!”
“Look, I didn’t mean-”
“And to think, I bought you a ficus!”
“Mom, I-”
But it was too late. The line was dead. My mother had hung up on me. I thunked my head against the side of a mega bucks machine.
“Ow.”
I shoved my phone back in my purse and backtracked to the front desk, that headache pulsing behind my eyes with every step. 
Slim Jim was checking in a couple with four little kids in tow, all four pointing in different directions and arguing over what they were going to see first.
“Hey!” I called, waving him over. 
He gave me a one finger, ‘wait’ sign, while he handed the harried parents their room keys, then sauntered over. “Yeah?”
“Do you have a copy of the L.A. Informer back there?”
“I dunno.”
“Well, could you check?” I asked, forcing myself to paste on a smile.
Slim Jim did a dramatic sigh, as if doing favors for barely-B’s was so not in his job description. However, he did look behind the counter, popping up a minute later with a copy of the tabloid in his hands.
“Thanks,” I mumbled as I grabbed it from him. 
I scanned the front page. The headline read “Local Sleuth Snoops into Mysterious Drag Death.” Great. Tot Trots was just going to love this! I felt my headache threatening into migraine territory as I read the rest of the story. The reporter started with a blurb about last summer’s mishaps and the popped boob, then went on to say I was investigating another suspicious death, this time involving an alleged suicide off a Vegas nightclub roof. He even had the nerve to tell all the Vegas women with implants to stay out of my way. 
Beside the story they’d printed two pictures, one of me outside the nightclub and the second was of Dana and me at Maurice’s condo yesterday. I stared at them both. Who even knew I was in Vegas, let alone going to Maurice’s house? 
I scanned down to the byline. Felix Dunn. The same guy who’d left all those messages on my machine last week. And, I realized with a surge of triumph as I looked at his fingernail sized black and white photo, the same guy I’d seen behind the wheel of a certain blue Dodge Neon. Sonofabitch! Neon Guy was a reporter. 
“Excuse me,” I said, hailing Slim Jim back over. 
This time he was in the middle of checking in a short Asian man and a long legged model dressed in an outfit that made me wonder if the New York, New York rented rooms by the hour. Jim shot me an annoyed look and gave the finger again. The ‘wait a minute’ one, not the other one. Though if he could have gotten away with it, I think he would have used the other one. 
Finally he finished with the odd couple and made his way over to me. “What now?” 
“I need a room number.”
He cocked his head to the side. “Didn’t you just check out?”
“No, not for me. I need you to look up the room number of a guest. Felix Dunn.”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that.”
“You don’t understand. This is an emergency. This is a real story. I’m not the bride of Bigfoot. Tot Trots is going to fire me, not to mention what my mother will do. Good God, I may end up pounding lemons in one of those Hot Dog on a Stick Hats again. Don’t you understand, I can’t go back to those hats!”
He stared at me. Clearly, Slim Jim didn’t understand. Slim Jim thought I was nuts. 
“Sorry. It’s against hotel policy. We can’t give out guests’ room numbers. I can get a message to him if you’d like?”
“I don’t want to leave him a message. I want to kill him!” Which didn’t do much to further my case.
I paused. I counted to ten. Okay, fine, I only made it to five before I started to lose it again. I decided to try a different tactic.
“Tell you what. How about you bend the rules just a teeny tiny bit for me and maybe I can do something in return for you.”
Slim Jim narrowed his eyes at me. “What kind of something?”
I did a mental cringe, hoping Dana would forgive me for what I was about to do. “How about a date with my friend, Dana?”
His eyes lit up. “The one with the Double D’s?”
I nodded.
Slim Jim did a quick over-the-shoulder supervisor check, then leaned in close. “Think she’d go to the Bette Midler show with me tomorrow night? I’ve got two tickets right up front” 
I crossed my fingers behind my back and I nodded. “Absolutely.” That is if we weren’t going to be back in L.A. by then. 
He paused. But the allure of a night with a stacked blonde was more than any man could resist. “Okay. But if anyone asks, you did not get this from me.” Slim Jim did a couple of quick clicks on his keyboard. “1504.”
“Thanks!”
“Hey,” he called as I walked away, “tell Dana to meet me here at seven!”
I gave him a wave over my shoulder as I stalked to the elevators with renewed purpose. In the last three days I’d had to deal with not only my so-called-boyfriend showing up undercover in a drag club, but also my mother’s tips for the best places to have sex in Palm Springs, my best friend turning into a gambling addict, a dead drag queen, his weepy boyfriend, a zapped yapper dog, my MIA dad’s propensity for go-go boots, and, oh yes, last but not least – the Mob! The last thing I needed was for my big fat drag club life to be splashed across the front pages of L.A.’s sleaziest tabloid. 
The elevator opened and I jumped in, slamming my palm onto the button for the fifteenth floor. Well, I might not be able to do much about the Mob or the crappy state of my non-existent love life. Or even the fact that Mom was going to lecture me into a coma and my employment with Tot Trots was likely to terminate so fast I’d be eating cup-o-noodles for the rest of the year. 
But I could do one thing about this tabloid guy.
I tapped my foot. I fumed. I tapped and fumed some more. Finally the doors slid open at the fifteenth floor.
I stomped down the hallway, steam starting to come out of my ears as I made my way to room 1504. I rapped so hard on the door my knuckles stung.
“Hang on,” a male voice, tinged with a hoity-toity British accent, called from inside.
Then the door was pulled open by Mr. Neon himself. He was wearing the khaki’s again, this time barefoot with his shirt open as if I’d caught him in the act of getting dressed. He paused for just a second before recognition him hit.
“Maddie?” he asked, a confused expression washing over his face.
“Felix.” 
Then I cocked my fist back and punched him squarely in the nose.
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
“Bloody hell!” Felix staggered back, holding one hand to his face and the other straight out as if to ward off the psycho barging her way into his hotel room.
I slammed the door shut behind me. 
“What the hell was that for?” he asked, his accent thick as blood starting to seep through his fingers.
“That,” I said, still advancing on him, “was for making my mother cry.”
He stared at me uncomprehending. “Lady, you’re nuts.”
“Thanks to your sleeze factory she may very well disown me now. Stop printing pictures of me!”
He pulled his hand away from his nose. A small trickle of blood still remained on his upper lip. “Sorry, love, I can’t. That’s what I do.”
“No,” I said advancing on him again until my index finger jutted into his chest. “You print stories about Bigfoot having the Abominable Snow Monster’s love child and Anna Nichole Smith’s affair with a three headed alien. You write about the government’s secret plot to cover up the Loch Ness monster.”
“Don’t knock it. I think I’m up for a Pulitzer with that Nessie exposé.” He did a slow grin, his eyes crinkling at the corner. On any other day, his brand of self-deprecating humor might have passed as charming. As it was, I fought off the urge to hit him again. 
“You work for a tabloid,” I said, annunciating as if I was talking to a two year old. “You make crap up. You do not cover real stories about real people.”
His Hugh-Grant-blue eyes lit up. “So there is a real story here?”
“No,” I quickly covered. “No story. None at all. I’m… here on vacation.”
“Funny, I thought you were vacationing in Palm Springs.” He broke into a self-satisfied grin, leaning casually against the wall as his arms crossed over his chest.
I narrowed my eyes at him. “How do you know about that?”
“Sweetheart, I know everything about you. I’m a very good reporter, you know?”
“Ha! That’s why you work at the Informer?”
His grin faltered. “Touché. All right, how about this. I know that last week I got a call from a man who’d seen your picture in our humble little… uh, how did you so charmingly refer to it, ‘sleaze factory’? He claimed to be your long lost father and wanted to know how to get in touch with you. Not being able to resist a schmaltzy sob story, I gave him your number. Then followed you around, waiting for the big tearful reunion. Instead, I got a dead body at a drag club. Which, by the way is a very fun angle,” he added with a wink. 
My hand balled into a fist again.
“And,” he continued, “I know that the deceased is reported to have jumped off the roof. Only any idiot who’s ever seen a real jumper could tell you the trajectory was all wrong. Put that together with the fact you’ve been questioning friends of the deceased, and I’ve got a headline that reads: Santa Monica’s Favorite Amateur Sleuth At It Again.”
I felt sick to my stomach. Though, I noticed hopefully, he hadn’t mentioned Ramirez or the Mob. Apparently he wasn’t that good of a reporter. “Leave me alone,” I warned him.
He threw on his charming face again, all boyish smiles. “No need to be hostile. In fact, let’s make things easier on both of us. How about an exclusive, huh, love?”
“Stop calling me ‘love!’”
“Why, are you going to hit me again?”
I was seriously thinking about it.
“Ever heard of slander? Libel? I could easily sue you for that Bigfoot story.”
Felix held a hand to his heart in mock horror. “Heaven forbid.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re mocking me.”
“Indeed, I am.”
“I hate you.”
“Aw. I’m crushed.”
“Listen, pretty boy, if I see one more picture of myself in your little tabloid, I swear to God I will come back here with my best friend who happens to be an Urban Soldierette and knows a hundred and one different ways to make a man sing soprano. And she’s not afraid to use them!” 
He just smiled. “Ooo. Sounds kinky.” 
I shot him a look that could freeze the devil himself. (Who I wasn’t all together sure wasn’t a tabloid reporter.) “Quit following me!” I stalked to the door and pulled it open so hard it rattled against the wall. 
“Lovely to have met you, Maddie,” he called after me. 
I flipped him the bird as the door slammed shut behind me.
I silently seethed as I rode the elevator back down to the casino level. I went straight to the American Restaurant and ordered a plate loaded with pancakes, waffles, French toast, and crepes that was so high I couldn’t see around it. All served with a mound of whipped cream and a river of gooey maple syrup. By the time I was done I felt totally sick to my stomach, but the anger hadn’t really gone away. It had just morphed into slow burning anxiety. With Tabloid Boy following me around like a lost puppy, things had suddenly become much more urgent. 
If Monaldo saw Felix’s story, it wouldn’t take much digging for him to put two and two together and realize I was Larry’s daughter. I wasn’t sure how this fared for Larry’s safety, but I didn’t think it would endear Monaldo to him much more. 
Not to mention me.
Whatever Larry had gotten himself into I needed to get him out. And fast. 
Before Monaldo got to Larry.
 
 
* * *
 
 
By the time I got back up to the room, Marco was strategically fitting his collection of souvenirs into leopard printed luggage while Dana got in one last poker lesson from the casino channel. 
Dana took one look at my low cut tank, liberally dotted with maple syrup, and started clucking her tongue.
“Oh, Maddie. Pancakes? Do you know how many carbs are in those things? Not to mention the refined sugars.”
“I only had three.” I didn’t tell her about the waffles and crepes.
“All that white flour goes right to your mid section. I bet you just ate two hundred sit-ups worth of simple carbohydrates.”
I shuddered at the mere mention of the ‘S’ word. “I couldn’t help it. I needed comfort food.”
“Why, what happened?” Marco asked, tucking a ‘Vegas Vic’ coffee mug between a pair of loafers.
I flopped down on the one functioning bed and told them about my morning’s series of disasters. How one person’s life could disintegrate so quickly, I still wasn’t sure. And it wasn’t even noon yet!
When I was finished, Marco had stuffed the last of his commemorative postcards into the one square inch of space left in his bags and Dana was doing a series of “ohmigod,” things.
“Ohmigod! That creep! He almost ran us off the road for a freaking picture?”
“Well, he didn’t exactly run us off the road,” I conceded. In fact, now that I knew my ‘stalker’ was nothing more than a tabloid hound, the whole thing seemed almost petty. 
“What a putz,” Dana said. “I ought to go kick his ass right now.”
While I appreciated the sentiment, I had a terrifying vision of that scene splayed across tomorrow’s front page.
Instead, I turned to Marco who was sitting on his carry-on, trying to force the zipper closed. “So, any luck with Madonna last night?” I asked. 
Marco got a wicked look in his eyes, dimples creasing both his cheeks. “Tsk, tsk, Maddie. You know I never kiss and tell.”
I rolled my eyes. At least someone around here was getting some. “I meant about Bobbi.”
“Oh that! Yeah, sure.” He reached into his new ‘I heart Vegas’ tote bag and pulled out a slip of paper. “Madonna said he lives near the airport. Above this little bar called FlyBoyz. I’ve got the address right here.” Marco handed me the paper.
“I take it there’s still no sign of him at the club?”
Marco shook his head. “Nope. Madonna said the last anyone had seen of him was a week ago. He actually left in the middle of a shift. Asked one of the other girls to cover for him and just took off.”
“Had he ever done that sort of thing before?”
Marco shook his head. “Never. Bobbi’s got two ex-wives and five kids. From what Madonna said, it sounded like he was always behind on child support. He never missed a shift.”
I didn’t have a very good feeling about this. Hank’s funeral wasn’t until two, which left us a good three hours to go check out Bobbi’s place. So, after we’d thoroughly cleaned the room out of hotel stationary and complimentary mini toiletries, the three of us hauled our luggage down to the Mustang and piled in. Only somehow Marco’s luggage had multiplied and there was just one teeny tiny space left in the back seat for me, wedged between his make-up bag and a life sized cardboard cutout of Elvis he’d picked up at the Neon Museum. I tried not to think about riding with The King for the next four hours as Marco pulled out onto the Strip and followed the snail’s pace traffic toward the airport. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
The FlyBoyz bar took up the lower half of a faded stucco building located directly across the causeway from McCarran International Airport. A neon sign, dimmed now in the daylight, hovered over a dark, wooden door. Two windows faced the street, though they were both covered in peeling black paint. A dozen Harley Davidsons lined the far side of the lot, punctuated with bumper stickers that read ‘Desert Demons.’ The upper floors of the building held a series of apartments that would have been great for watching planes take off from the tarmac. Not so great for a peaceful night’s sleep. Even as we parked the car in the makeshift gravel lot, the sky above us filled with the underbelly of a 747 and the ground shook with a magnitude 6.4, rattling the blackened windows of the bar. 
“Nice place,” Dana said, laying the sarcasm on double-stuffed.
Marco just scrunched his nose into an ‘ick’ face.
Gravel crunching beneath our feet, we made our way around to the back of the building where a set of metal stairs, minus the railing, led to the upper level apartments. There were four mailboxes affixed to the wall at the bottom. Rusted letters on their faces read A, B, C, and D. D was bulging with mail. I gingerly pulled an envelope out. A bill from the water company addressed to Bob Hostetler. A.k.a. Bobbi. 
“It looks like he hasn’t been here in a while,” Dana noted. 
“Maybe he’s just on vacation?” I asked hopefully.
Dana gave me a ‘get real’ look. “Who leaves for vacation in the middle of a shift?”
Someone on the run from the Mob, that’s who. I forced that thought down as a picture of Larry sprung to mind, and replaced the envelope back in the mailbox.
“Let’s check upstairs.” Holding onto the wall for support, I gingerly took the first step. The staircase seemed to hold me, so I slowly worked my way up, gesturing for Marco and Dana to follow. Marco did an exaggerated over the shoulder thing before shimmying up the stairs sideways in something that was part James Bond and part audition for Cats. 
“What are you doing?” I whispered.
He shrugged, palms up. “What?” he whispered back.
“That shimmy thing?”
“I was being sneaky.”
“You were being conspicuous,” Dana whispered. “Everyone knows the way to be the least suspicious is to act like you belong here.”
“Then why are we whispering?”
He had us there.
“Just, come on,” I said, reverting to my normal voice. 
I led the way up to the top of the stairs (as Marco continued his Broadway Bond routine behind me) where a little landing carpeted in fake plastic lawn opened up to four doors. A and B were on the right, C and D on the left. C had lost its letter, only a dark outline in contrast to the faded paint on the door remained. D’s letter had lost its top nail and was hanging upside down. Though, I noticed with a little lift, there didn’t seem to be any visible signs of a struggle or break in. 
I looked from Dana to Marco, then took a deep breath and knocked, hoping like anything a big hairy lady answered the door. 
I waited two beats, then knocked again, shifting from foot to foot on the small landing. I could smell Indian food being prepared behind apartment A’s door, and from apartment C I could hear the faint base rhythms of a Black Eyed Peas song. But nothing from apartment D. 
I knocked once more for good measure, though I knew deep down it was a lost cause. Either Bobbi was on the run or… well, I didn’t want to think about the ‘or.’ At least not while Larry was still out there in that ‘or’ limbo land too. Instead, I said a silent prayer to the saint of men on the run that Bobbi and Larry where both holed up somewhere together. Somewhere far, far away from Monaldo and his tweezers-challenged goon. 
“I don’t think anyone’s home,” Marco whispered, voicing my thoughts.
“You want me to pick the lock?” Dana asked.
I turned on her. “You know how to do that?”
She shrugged. “How hard could it be? I watch Veronica Mars. All you need’s a credit card.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I muttered under my breath. But, considering our combined experience in breaking and entering consisted of five episodes of a teenage detective and one mangled Visa, I persuaded Dana to leave the lock be.
“Well, maybe we could check his mail? Rico says you can tell a lot about a suspect by going through his mail.”
I shrugged. Might as well. Though I was pretty sure the Mob didn’t send death threats via US postal service.
We clanked back down the stairs and converged on box D again. With a quick over the shoulder to make sure the local postmaster hadn’t suddenly appeared at our backs, we each took a stack of mail and began sorting through it. 
Mine was mostly bills and a couple of envelopes from Clark County Child Services, no doubt wondering where little Bobbi junior’s monthly mac and cheese money was. Electric bill, credit card bills - two of them stamped past due. And a handful of catalogues for ‘hefty’ women’s fashions. I took it Bobbi was not a slight man. 
“Check out this dress,” Marco said, holding up a ‘Big Lovely Ladies’ catalogue featuring a pink and black polka dotted off the shoulder in size 3XL. “This out to be outlawed.”
“Oh yeah, I’ll one up you,” Dana countered. She held out a catalogue page featuring a teal green poncho with bright yellow daisies on it. “Why not just walk around in a shower curtain?”
Me – I was quiet. As I was pretty sure my mom owned that same poncho.
Bobbi’s bad taste in clothes aside, there wasn’t anything terribly telling in his mail. No subscription to Mobsters Monthly, no indication of where he might be now. Though, Marco pointed out that the earliest postmark was the middle of last week. Bobbi hadn’t been back to pick up his mail since then.
“You want to go check out the bar?” Dana suggested. 
Marco and I eyed the blackened windows and row of Harleys.
“Nuh uh,” Marco said, shaking his head violently. “Do you know what they do to guys like me in places like that?”
“Don’t worry, princess. I’ll protect you,” Dana said, taking Marco’s arm and steering him toward the door.
The interior of the FlyBoyz was just about as appealing as the outside and I immediately wished I hadn’t confiscated Dana’s stun gun. The painted windows gave the place a cave-like feeling, not mitigated by the shadowy crowd gathered around scarred tables and an ancient jukebox playing a George Thorogood song. The men (and a couple of beefier ladies) were dressed in various versions of the leather chaps and biker vest look, some going with the grubby bandanna over the shaved head while others opted for the I-combed-it-last-week mullet look. All of them looked way over due for their monthly bath. And smelled even worse. The air held the distinct odors of beer, sweat, and a cloyingly sweet scent that I wasn’t about to try to identify. Clearly this was not the Vegas advertised in flashy posters at your neighborhood travel agent. 
The air was so thick with cigarette smoke that I could hardly see where I was walking as we made our way to the bar. Which might be a good thing. I didn’t even want to guess what the sticky substance all over the floor was. 
“Excuse me,” Dana called to the bartender. He was bald, had full tattoo sleeves on each arm and a long goatee that reminded me of a nanny goat.
“Yeah?” he grunted. He gave us a once over, his eyes squinting at the corners as they rested on Marco. 
I think I heard Marco whimper. 
“We’re looking for the man who lives above you in apartment D,” Dana continued. 
Nanny Goat Guy just gave us a blank look.
“Bob?” I prompted.
A slow grin spread out on Nanny’s Goat’s face, showing off a row of stained teeth. Most of which were still there.
“Big Boy Bob,” he drawled. 
“Big Boy?” I asked, remembering the hefty women catalogues.
Nanny chuckled. “Yeah. It’s kind of a pet name. The fruit’s always comin’ in here dressed like a chick.” Nanny paused with a sideways look at Marco’s beret. 
Marco gave him a feeble one finger wave.
“Uh, anyway…” I cleared my throat. “When was the last time you saw Bob around?”
Nanny stroked his goatee. “Not sure. Been a few days though. He missed karaoke night on Friday and Big Boy never misses that.” He did that gap toothed grin again. “He always does Pretty Woman.”
I tried not to picture the shower curtain poncho to go with that audio track.
“Say, what do you want with Big Boy anyway? Who are you?” Nanny asked, his eyes going from Dana to me… then resting on Marco again. 
This time I’m sure I heard him whimper.
“Who are we?” I asked, my voice going about an octave higher as Nanny narrowed his eyes at us. “We’re, um, well….”
I hesitated to tell him. Unibrow had already searched Larry’s place. I didn’t particularly want my name coming up should he make a visit to Bobbi’s as well. I was racking my little brain for a good fake name, when Dana came to the rescue.
“Hey, is that a cobra?” she asked, pointing to a snake tattoo making its way up Nanny Goat’s left forearm.
He nodded. “Yeah. Got it in the Gulf War.”
“No kidding?” Dana leaned in closer. “Because my friend, Rico, has the same one.”
Nanny Goat’s face broke into a smile. “Rico Moreno?”
“Ohmigod, yes!”
“Hell, Rico and me go way back. Used to run around San Bernardino together with this group called the Hellcats when we was kids. After I joined up, we served together in Kuwait. That’s where I got this beauty,” he said, gesturing to his arm again. “Why didn’t you tell me you all was friends of Rico’s?” He reached across the bar and slapped Marco on the back. 
Marco lurched forward from the impact, steadying himself on the counter with another whimper. 
“What a small world,” Dana mused.
“Hell, in that case I don’t mind tellin’ you, you ain’t the first people come lookin’ for our Big Boy.”
“We’re not?” I asked, visions of Unibrows dancing in my head.
“Nope.” Nanny leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest. “About a week ago his ex was in here looking for him. Said he missed his child support payment this month. Nothin’ new though, that guy is always behind.”
“So we gathered. Anyone else stop by?” I asked.
He nodded. “Yep. Couple days before that. Big dude. Built like a tank. Real hairy eyebrows.”
I gulped. “What did he want?”
“He was looking for Bob too. Gave me some line about Bob owing him on a gambling debt. I didn’t buy it though.”
“Why not?”
“Like I said, Big Boy was always behind. Any extra cash he got went to those ex-wives of his. No way would he gamble any of it away. The dude was odd, but he wasn’t stupid.”
“Thanks,” I said, though it wasn’t really the news I wanted to hear. Apparently Monaldo was sending his goons to pick off the drag brothers one by one. It was only a matter of time before they worked their way down to Larry’s name. 
I pulled a pen out of my purse and wrote down my cell phone number on a cocktail napkin. “If you see Bob, would you mind giving me a call?”
“No prob,” Nanny said, depositing the napkin in his pocket. “Like I said, any friend of Rico’s is a friend of mine.”
After Dana and Nanny exchanged a few pleasantries about what the old ‘dirty dog’ Rico was up to lately, we made our way back out into the assaulting sunlight. 
Marco, who’d been quiet save for the whimpers, let out a long breath as we reached the car. “That was the most scary place I have ever been,” he said, fanning himself with his beret. “I seriously need a drink. Anyone want to stop for a cranberry-tini?”
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
In lieu of cocktails, we pulled into a McDonald’s on Maryland and after a Quarter Pounder, Diet Coke, and hot apple pie (hey, I did go for the diet soda) we changed for Hank’s funeral. I paired my mostly-clean black leather skirt with the most demure white blouse I’d packed and a dark blazer I borrowed from Marco. Topped off with a pair of casual black Cavalli pumps I looked conservative enough to blend at a memorial service. 
I wish I could have said the same for Marco. He emerged from the men’s room wearing a pair of gray slacks with an iridescent purple sheen to them, a skin tight black shirt and the jaunty black beret again. And to think this was the man worried about being conspicuous.
Dana followed my lead, doing a little black dress thing with a black leather jacket over the top. Okay, so our hemlines were a little higher than true mourning called for, but hey, this was Vegas.
And, as we entered the church at Alta and Campbell, I realized that a Vegas funeral has a whole different meaning than a Beverly Hills funeral. Vegas funeral made West Hollywood on Liberace’s birthday look tame.
While the church was a subdued stained glass affair with dark pews, light flower arrangements, and soft organ music, the inhabitants of the large room were anything but. 
The first couple of pews held what I assumed were Hank’s family – an older couple in grays and navy blues, a man in a dark suit, and two squirmy children probably glad they’d got to miss school for ‘Auntie’ Hank’s funeral. But the pews behind them were a mix between the circus and a soap opera audition. Three full rows of aging drag queens in unrelieved black. Long, lacey dresses, wide brimmed hats (one with an ostrich plume sticking two feet into the air), and somber black veils. The handful whose faces were visible were fully made up, big fat tears running a marathon down their powdered cheeks as they sobbed into little white hankies. Oh boy, did they sob. Not a dry eye in the house. And none of this dainty eye-dabbing stuff either. These ladies were doing the kind of sobs usually only heard from toddlers at naptime. Big, full blown body-sobs that echoed under the high ceiling like a symphony of dying geese. Punctuated by the occasional nose blown loud enough to shake the stained glass windows. 
I tried to look past the veils and hankies to see if Larry was among them. But, honestly, I couldn’t tell one from the other. A different wig, a different girdle, and I wasn’t sure I’d even recognize my father.
Beside the painted ladies sat Maurice. His face looked like it had aged a couple hundred years since I’d last seen him. And the somber music wafting in through the sound system didn’t do anything to mitigate the grief lines etched around his eyes. He reminded me a little of Eeyore from Winnie the Pooh. His eyes downcast, his skin taking on a little of a gray color that perfectly matched the suit he donned in lieu of his trademark turtleneck. I wondered if he’d slept at all since Hank died. His bags looked bigger than mine.
Across the aisle from Maurice sat Monaldo and his line of henchmen. To his right was Unibrow and to the left, Ramirez. 
Marco, Dana and I settled into an empty pew behind the painted ladies. Luckily, Monaldo didn’t notice us. 
Unluckily, Ramirez did.
He craned his head back, letting his eyes casually scan the room until they met mine. Then they went all big and round as his jaw did a little drop open thing like it was on over-oiled hinges. He blinked a couple of times, then mouthed at me, “What are you doing here?”
I just smiled and shrugged. What else could I do? 
Ramirez pulled his jaw into a tight Bad Cop face and narrowed his eyes, staring me down. I could feel them boring a hole right through me. I hoped I’d never have to face him across an interrogation table. I had a pretty good idea I’d crack.
We all settled into our places as a white haired priest took to the pulpit and began waxing poetic about Hank’s life and the hereafter. I admit, I kind of tuned him out, instead searching the sobbing painted ladies again for any sign of Larry. Unibrow kept glancing behind him, toward the open church doors, doing, I supposed, the same thing. I felt like I was on a Where’s Waldo hunt and the first one to spot Waldo’s mini skirt won the prize of Larry – dead or alive.
The ceremony was short, thankfully, then we all shuffled out of the church to drive single file the short distance to the cemetery. On the off chance Monaldo and his crew might recognize the Mustang, we held back. I noticed Ramirez scanning the crowd for me. I ducked behind the woman with the ostrich feather until Monaldo motioned him into the long, black Lincoln and shut the door behind him. 
Since we’d brought up the rear of the parade, most of the crowd had already assembled at the gravesite by the time we arrived. Hank’s eternal rest would be under a large tree, atop a small, manmade hill, covered in a lawn that must have used half of Lake Mead to water in the summer. We parked the car on the gravel road and hiked to the top where the coffin sat, now laying next to a tarp covered pile of dirt. Carnations, roses, and fragrant lilies of the valley lay on the polished mahogany surface. Maurice started bawling as he lay a single red rose on the pile. Which of course set off the painted ladies (who would take any excuse to pull out a hankie) and pretty soon everyone was in tears again. 
Except for Monaldo. While his face was a placid mask, I was pretty sure on the inside he was celebrating having just gotten away with murder.
Beside him Ramirez just glared at me, his eyes silently cursing at me in Spanish. I tried to ignore him, instead focusing on the priest as he said a final few words over the gravesite. 
Something about funerals always depresses me. Usually it’s the idea that my own end is somewhere in sight. It raises the big scary question of what is there after this life? Do we really ascend, as the priest promised, to a beautiful magical plane where there is no pain, sorrow, or shoes that pinch your toes five minutes after you put them on? Or do we simply die, turn to dust, and that’s all she wrote? 
Only today, the questions of the universe were taking a backseat to questions about my father. I wondered where he was. I wondered if Monaldo might have already gotten to him. I wondered if I’d ever be able to picture him again without thinking of red lipstick. 
I scanned the faces of the mourners for Larry again. Most were the same from the church, though a few had opted to join the group here. So far none was six feet tall in a red wig. 
Once the priest said his final ‘ashes to ashes’ the crowd began to disperse, lingering in small groups to console each other. I casually mingled amongst them, searching each veiled face for any signs of my father. It had been a long shot that he’d even show up, but I hated to let go of that small hope I’d see him once more. 
I was circling a group of painted ladies (still sobbing into their hankies) when the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I felt him before I even heard him. That’s how hot the anger radiating off his body was.
“What are you doing here?” Ramirez growled in my ear.
I froze. “Paying my last respects.”
“You are supposed to be one your way back to Los Angeles,” he said in a tightly restrained whisper. I was pretty sure that if I turned around now I’d see that vein bulging in his neck again.
“Maurice invited me. It would have been rude not to come.”
Ramirez muttered something in Spanish. But before I could figure out which creative swear word he was employing now, he grabbed me by the arm and pulled me down the hill and into the back of Monaldo’s Lincoln.
“I swear, I’m leaving right after-”
But I didn’t get to finish. As soon as he had the door shut behind us, Ramirez grabbed me by the shoulders and planted his lips on mine. 
I shuddered from the impact. Or maybe it was from the volcanic heat instantly settling south of my belly button. 
“God, you look sexy in black,” he murmured, coming up for air.
“I’m wearing Marco’s clothes.”
Ramirez looked down. Then shrugged. “It’s been six weeks. You’d look sexy in anything.”
I was about to protest, but he didn’t give me a chance, taking my lips in his and thoroughly kissing me again. 
“Or better yet,” he amended, “nothing at all.”
He slid his hand up my shirt, his fingers closing around the clasp of my bra.
“Whoa, boy!” I pushed him away, both hands flat against his chest. “You’re kidding, right? You want to do this now?”
He paused, looking around the backseat. “What? The windows are tinted.”
“We’re at a funeral!”
“So… is that wrong?”
I’m ashamed to say that with my hands still glued to his rock hard pecs, I actually thought about it for a minute.
“Yes, of course it’s wrong. And by the way, have you noticed that every time we’re together we’re either ripping each other’s clothes off or fighting?”
“Yeah, we should do a lot less fighting.”
“I’m serious.”
He flashed me his big bad wolf smile. “So am I.”
I rolled my eyes. “Why can’t we just have a normal conversation like normal people in a normal relationship?”
“So, you wanna talk now?” 
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Yes.”
He sighed. Then tilted his head from side to side, as if working out tension kinks that magically appeared whenever I did. “Okay. Fine. Let’s talk.”
“Good.” 
Then we both stared at each other. Silent. 
Great. Turns out we had nothing to talk about.
“So…” I said, grasping for anything. “How was your day?”
He raised one eyebrow at me. “My day?”
“Yes. This is what normal couples talk about. They talk about their day. So, how was your day?”
Ramirez rubbed the back of his neck, relieving a little more of that tension. “Okay. My day was fine.”
I threw my hands up. “No, that’s not how it goes. You’re supposed to tell me what you did, where you went, who you talked to. You’re supposed to tell me how you felt about your day so I can be all supportive and stuff. Like, here I’ll go first. I had a call from my mother. She’s pissed and I feel like crap for lying to her and am pretty sure she’s going to either disown me or at the very least take back my new ficus. After that I punched my stalker in the nose, which felt a lot better than it should have. Then we went to FlyBoyz which just made me feel like I needed a shower. There. That was my day. Now your turn. What did you do today?”
Ramirez just stared. “Whoa. Back up – stalker?”
Whoops. 
“Did I say ‘stalker?’ Okay, well, see he’s really more of a follower than a stalker to be honest. He just kind of follows me around town and occasionally takes pictures that he occasionally prints in his newspaper.”
“A reporter?!” he shouted. That vein started to bulge in his neck and I wondered if maybe I should have stuck with the stalker story instead. “You’re telling me you have a reporter following you?”
I did a deep sigh. This was so not how normal couples had conversations. But it was too late to put that horse back in the barn. Instead, I told Ramirez all about my encounter with Felix and the many Dodge Neon sightings I’d been privy to in the last week, ending with the Informer’s piece this morning. 
When I finished he did one of those foreign curses again and I made a mental note to sign up for Spanish class at the rec center. 
“Don’t worry,” I reassured him. “The worst has already happened. Mom saw it.”
“Maddie, I’m not worried about your Mom,” he said, the vein staring to pulsate now. “I’m worried about Monaldo! If he sees this, how long do you think it will take before he puts two and two together? He saw you at the club. He knows your face and if he sees that paper he’ll know your name and where to find you.”
The thought sent a cold chill right up my spine. “I didn’t think of that.”
“Obviously.” 
“Hey, it’s not like I asked to have my picture in the paper.”
“Yet somehow the other ninety nine point nine percent of the population can manage to stay the hell out of things that don’t concern them.”
“Larry’s my father. It concerns me!”
Ramirez rubbed his neck again. “Look, just leave it alone, okay? Go home, design a few Spongebob boots or whatever it is you do and let me do my job, okay?”
While his tone was way over the border of condescension, making me want to quote last quarter’s sales figures for my ‘whatever it is you do’ shoes, I knew he was right. The best thing for me to do was get out of town before I messed up his investigation any more than I already had. The sooner he put Monaldo behind bars, the sooner I could breathe easily abut my father’s safety. So, instead of taking a stand for shoe designers everywhere, this time I let the comment go. 
“Fine. But,” I added, “just so you know, we’re doing it again.”
He paused, a blank look on his face. “Doing what?”
“Fighting. See?”
He took a deep breath, then looked toward the sky as if asking for patience from some where above. “I told you we should have just had sex.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Hmph.” It was the best response I could come up with because I was kind of thinking he might be right. “Look, I’ll go away and let you do your job, but just promise me you won’t let anything happen to Larry while-”
But he cut me off, shoving my head down in his lap.
“Um, hello? Ever heard of foreplay?” I mumbled against his thigh.
“Shhhh. Someone’s coming.”
I shifted my body down to a crouching position on the floor mats as someone knocked on the other side of Ramirez’s window. I held my breath, trying to make myself as small as possible.
Ramirez cracked the window open. “Yeah?” 
“There you are, Bruno.”
That artic freeze tickled my spinal column again as I recognized the voice. Monaldo.
“Yeah, I’m here,” Ramirez answered, doing an Oscar worthy impression of cool, casual Goon Number Two. Even though I could feel his legs muscle tense beneath my palms. 
“What’s going on in there?” Monaldo asked.
I scrunched my eyes tight, my fingers digging into Ramirez’s thighs as I willed the bad man to just go away. 
“Nothin’,” Ramirez answered, in a lazy, drawl. “I just had enough of the bawling, you know?”
Monaldo was silent for a moment. And I was on the verge of wetting my pants when he finally said, “Fine. Were leaving in five minutes.”
I did an internal sigh of relief. 
“You’re the boss,” Ramirez responded, then I heard the sweet sound of the window being rolled back up.
I let out a long breath as Ramirez helped me back up onto the seat.
“Those are some claws you’ve got.” He rubbed his leg where I could see the distinct impression of my fingernails in his slacks. 
“Sorry,” I said, still shaking a monster case of the heebie jeebies off me. 
“No problem. Just promise me you’ll file those things down before our next ‘normal conversation.’”
And with that, he opened the door and gave me a little push out of the car. Punctuated by a swat on the bottom, before shutting it again behind me.
Sadly, it was the most action I’d gotten in months.
I straightened up and smoothed out my blouse, wiping the carpet lint off my skirt as I scurried across the dirt road lest Monaldo catch a memory-jogging glimpse of me. 
The painted ladies were still chatting graveside with the reverend, most still leaking from the eyes, though I noticed as they lifted their veils, they’d invested wisely in waterproof mascara. I spotted Marco standing under a tree chatting up the Madonna from the club – resplendent in knee length black lace, leather ankle boots, jelly bracelets up both arms, and crimped hair that added a full six inches to her height. (Sigh. Part of me, the part that barely makes the height requirements on the Six Flags rides, still yearned for the big hair days of the eighties.) Dana was off to the side of the group, chatting with the Crew Cut bouncer from the club. Okay, maybe ‘chatting’ wasn’t the right word. Shamelessly flirting might better describe the pouty-lipped, jutty-chest thing she was doing. After his non-interest the other night, I’d say Dana was on a mission to prove the powers of a 36 double D aerobics queen. 
Off to the side of the cemetery were a few mourners in pairs, talking quietly, consoling each other, some stopping to smell the fragrant bouquets of flowers flanking the gravesite. I watched as one mourner leaned down to sniff a gardenia, her hat tilting ever so slightly forward on her head to reveal a hint of red hair beneath. 
I froze. Larry.
My instinct was to sprint the short distance between us, but I didn’t want to scare him off. I already knew he could outrun me. Instead, I casually strolled across the lawn, adrenalin pumping through my veins with every step. I clenched my teeth together to keep from calling out his name as the closer I got the more sure I was it was him. The same tall frame, same slightly paunchy middle, and the same impossible shade of red hair, just barley visible beneath the long, opaque veil covering his face. 
I was a mere three steps away when a light flashed from the trees to my right. Larry saw it too, quickly straightening up like a deer in the headlights. The flash went off again. 
Larry looked up, our eyes connecting for one brief second before he took off like a shot, disappearing behind a stone mausoleum.
“Wait!” I called, dashing after him. I rounded the stone building and saw a flash of black take the corner, dashing through a grove of trees down to the road where the line of waiting cars sat. “Please!” I pleaded. I hated how desperate I sounded. I tried to tell myself it was for Larry’s safety but part of me just wished my father would quit darting in the opposite direction whenever he saw me. It was enough to give a girl a complex.
Instead of following him into the grove of trees, I cut across the lawn, taking a more direct route to the cars. I was almost to the road when another flash of light went off, this time so close it momentarily blinded me. 
“Uhn.” I did a perfect ten-point face plant into the grass, my torso skidding like I was on a Slip ‘n’ Slide as my hands splayed out in front of me. 
I heard a car engine turn over and regained my fuzzy vision just in time to see a beat up Volvo pulling down the road.
Damn! I pounded one fist on the ground.
Then saw that flash of light behind me again. I twisted around on the ground and looked up to find a pair of blue eyes smirking at me.
Felix.
“A bit out of shape, aren’t we, love?” he asked. He was dressed in the same rumpled khaki, today paired with a blue striped button down, opened at the neck as he casually leaned against a tree, his camera dangling from one hand. Though, I was satisfied to see, his blue eyes were rimmed in purple today, a white bandage tapped across his nose. 
“You!” I said, pointing an accusatory finger at him. “I should have known.” I stood up, trying in vain to wipe the grass off of me. I had a nice green skid mark down the front of my once-white shirt and a deep scratch punctuated the leather skirt, spanning from my hips all the way down to the hem. 
“You all right, love?” Felix asked. Though I noticed he didn’t stop clicking that damn camera.
“I’m fine,” I said, blinking away the little points of light dancing across my vision. “No thanks to you.”
“Now, now. Don’t blame it all on me. You’re the one tottering about in those ridiculous shoes.”
I sucked in a shocked breath. “Ridiculous? I’ll have you know these are Roberto Cavalli, Italian calfskin pumps worth more than your monthly salary, pal. These are not ridiculous. They’re fabulous,” I said, with as much dignity as a woman in a ruined skirt and a grass stained blouse could muster.
His eyes roved down to my feet. “They don’t look very fabulous to me.”
I looked down. He was right. One sad little heel was jutting out at an unhealthy angle. “Noooo!” I wailed. This day just kept getting better and better. I stood up and took my shoe off, inspecting the damage. There was a slim possibility it could be repaired by a professional, but it would require major surgery. 
I was just contemplating whether my MasterCard had enough room on it for a replacement pair when Felix took a picture of the poor damaged victim.
“No pictures of my shoes!” I yelled. 
“Shhhh,” Felix said, putting a finger to his lips. “You’re boyfriend might hear us.” He gestured to ‘Bruno,’ now lounging against the side of the Lincoln. 
“He’s not my boyfriend,” I argued. Which was, sadly, only too true. We couldn’t even have a conversation together, let alone a relationship.
“No? Because I could have sworn I saw you and he making a little time in the back of that Lincoln there.”
Damn. This guy didn’t miss a thing.
“We weren’t making time. We were…” Arguing about reporters? Discussing an on going investigation? “I mean, he was…” Undercover? Ordering me back home? “Well, I was kind of…” Hiding from a mobster with my head in his lap? 
Felix raised one eyebrow. “Indeed.”
“Look, it’s not important.”
“It’s not?”
“No. He’s nobody.”
“Nobody?”
“Nobody.”
“So, you routinely hop into the backseat with nobodies?” he asked. 
“No! Look, maybe I kind of know him, but not like that. Not like you’re thinking. He’s not… and we’re not… and there’s nothing going on. I mean, we haven’t done anything. I haven’t done anything in months. So long that I’m three weeks over due with Joanie loves Chachi and at this rate Blockbuster’s going to make me pay for a new one.”
Felix raised the other eyebrow. “Indeed.” Then he snapped another picture of me. 
“I swear to God if you take one more picture of me, I’m going to kill you.”
He grinned, showing off his slightly crooked teeth. “Can I quote you on that, love?”
I felt my left eye starting to twitch. I took a deep breath and counted to ten. Then counted to ten again. I was pretty sure that strangling him with his own camera strap would be bad funeral etiquette. 
“What are you doing here anyway?” I asked instead. 
Felix shrugged. “Paying my respects.”
“You didn’t even know Hank!”
“Did you?” he asked, leaning in.
I narrowed my eyes. “Oh no. No. you’re not getting a story out of me, pal.”
“Too late.” He grinned. Then shot another picture.
“Stop that!” I yelled, waving away the little flying specks of light. “I’m going to go blind.”
He cocked his head to the side, narrowing his eyes as he stared at me. “You’ve got a little something…” he trailed off, pointing to his upper lip.
“Yes, I know! I’m growing a mustache. Okay? So freaking what? You want to make a story out of that? Oh, I know, how about calling me the hairy yeti woman of Los Angeles, that oughta sell copies for you. Hey, maybe you’ll even be up for a Pulitzer. So, go ahead, take a picture of me with my big fat hairy lip. I dare you.”
Felix’s lips quivered, threatening to explode into full blown laughter any second. 
“Uh, actually, I think it’s grass.”
“Huh?” I put my hand to my lip. Sure enough, I came away with three little blades of green grass. Mental forehead smack.
“Oh.” 
The laughter broke free, and Felix shook with it, his entire body spasming as he clicked away, taking a series of pictures he’d have to caption “Woman dies of embarrassment – police investigating the role of lip hair in her untimely demise.”
Before I could make any more of a fool of myself in front of the press, I turned and hobbled over to where Marco was chatting up his Material Girl.
“I have to go,” I whispered. “Now!”
 
 
* * *
 
 
I waited while Marco and Madonna exchanged phone numbers, hugs, jelly bracelets, and a series of air kisses, then dragged him and Dana back to the Mustang where we all piled in. (Me behind the wheel this time as I still had an indentation of cardboard Elvis’s microphone on my tush.) I pulled the car back onto the main road and out to the 15. True to my word, we were leaving Vegas. But… I had one quick little stop to make first. Regis’s Salon. I had a four thirty lip waxing and after the embarrassing monologue I’d given Tabloid Boy about my Yeti lip, there was no way I was going to miss it this time. I glanced down at my watch. 4:22. I eased the gas pedal just a little further down, zipping by a sports car in the left lane.
“Slow down,” Marco whined. “Dahling, this car is a classic. She’s not a dragster.”
I ignored him, passing a pick-up on the right. It may be a classic, but I was on a mission.
“Seriously, Maddie, slow down. Elvis keeps falling in my lap,” Dana whined from the backseat. 
Nothing doing. We were two exits from the Strip with a minute and a half to spare. I could make it this time. The next time Ramirez pulled one of his surprise lip-locks, I was going to be smooth as a baby’s behind. 
Then the unthinkable happened. Blue lights flashed in my rearview mirror.
Marco turned around. “Uh oh.”
‘Uh oh’ was right. I spun my head around. “Shit!” A police car was glued to my bumper. He turned on his siren and motioned for me to pull over. 
“I told you to slow down,” Macro said. 
I gave him the death look as I eased the car over to the right shoulder. 
The police car parked behind me. I looked at my watch. 4:29. Shit, shit, shit!
The highway patrolman motioned for Marco to roll down the passenger side window. He was in his late thirties with a pronounced mid-section and wore mirrored aviator glasses and a little brown Magnum P.I. mustache. He placed his hands on his hips and popped a piece of gum between his teeth. “License and registration, ma’am.” 
Marco opened the glove box and fished around for the registration while I searched my purse for my driver’s license.
“I’m sorry, was I going too fast?” I asked, batting my eyelashes at him.
“License and registration,” he repeated. Clearly he was not into the flirtatious blonde routine. Damn. In L.A. that shtick killed.
Marco finally found the registration and handed it over to the officer. I was still searching.
“Look, maybe I was going just a teeny tiny bit too fast, but I had a really, really good reason. See, I’m late for an appointment and I can’t miss it this time.”
I looked up. No sympathy at all.
“I mean, it’s very important,” I said, still rummaging through my purse as I pleaded my case. “I have a waxing I’m late for. I’m not sure if you’ve ever had one, but they’re essential to preventing a mustache.”
Officer Magnum twitched his upper lip and did a little grunt.
“Oh! I mean, not that some people might not want a mustache. Mustaches can be wonderful. You for instance look stunning in one. Very hip. Right, Marco?”
Marco nodded. “Right.”
“See, on you it looks fantastic. But on a woman, well, not the same effect. Women have to wax. Take your mother, for instance, I’m sure she waxes all the time.”
He clenched his jaw and gave me a hard stare.
“Not, of course, that your mother needs to wax. I mean, I’m sure she’s not at all hairy. She’s probably a very hairless woman in fact. I mean, not totally hairless because then she’d be bald which wouldn’t be very attractive either. Which I’m sure your mother is. Attractive that is, not bald.”
Officer Magnum took off his mirrored glasses and narrowed his eyes at me. “Li-cense and reg-is-tra-tion,” he said, sharply annunciating each syllable. 
“Right.” I dumped the contents of my purse onto my lap. Bingo. My license fell out and I handed it to him.
“Hairless mother?” Dana asked, poking me from behind as the officer walked back to his car with my ID. 
“What?” I shrugged. “I was nervous.”
Marco just shook his head at me.
I looked down at my watch, watching the digital numbers tick by. 4:32. 4:33. “Come on, come, on, come on,” I chanted. If he would just write me the dang ticket already there was still a chance I could make it to the salon before the next appointment. 
Finally Officer Magnum got out of his squad car again. He put his shades back on and made purposeful strides to the driver’s side window, one hand on his utility belt.
“Ma’am, I need you to get out of the car.”
Marco and I looked at each other. Huh?
“Why? Is something wrong?”
“Ma’am please step out of the vehicle.” His hand hovered over his revolver.
“Look, I’m sorry for the crack about your mother. I’m sure she’s a very lovely person. Really. Just the appropriate amount of hair.”
“Ma’am, please don’t make me ask you again.”
“Maddie,” Marco whispered. “I think he’s serious. You better do it.”
I bit my lip, feeling my heart sink down to the tip of my toes as I realized I might never see the end of this upper lip ‘dust.’ I slowly opened the driver’s side door and stepped out. 
“Look, officer, I’m sure that whatever this is about-”
But before I could finish, Officer Magnum had my arms twisted behind my back and was clicking a pair of handcuffs on my wrist.
“Hey!” 
“Hey!” Marco and Dana echoed in unison from the car. 
“What’s going on here?” Dana demanded.
“Maddison Springer,” the officer recited as he clicked a second cuff on my wrist. “You’re under arrest.”
“Under arrest! For speeding?” I asked, my voice going into mezzo soprano range. 
Officer Magnum spun me around to face him, his mirrored glasses reflecting the look of fear and confusion on my face.
“No. You’re under arrest,” he repeated, “for the murder of Bob Hostetler.”
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
In a place where both laying down your life savings on twenty-two black and selling your body at the rate of thirty bucks an hour are legal, you have to do something pretty bad to end up in the Clark County lock up. Which didn’t make me feel terribly comfortable around my cellmates. (My cellmates! Ugh! A phrase I could have happily gone my whole life without using.) 
A homeless lady wearing a head full of dreads (and not the sexy Lenny Kravitz kind but the matted-with-gobs-of-who-knows-what kind) sat on a sparse wooden bench in the corner talking to herself. Next to her was a 200 pound black woman who looked like she’d gone three rounds with Oscar De La Hoya. And lost. If she was the one in prison, I shuddered to think what the other guy looked like. She was wearing a red pleather mini skirt and stained white bra. Nothing else. I tried not to stare as I sat down on the opposite side of the holding cell, next to a thin woman in a Motorhead T-shirt scratching at the imaginary bugs on her arms.
After Officer Magnum had handcuffed me and shoved me into the back of his squad car (with a ‘watch you’re head, ma’am,’ the sole response to my frantic questions of, ‘what the hell do you mean, murder?’) I was transported to the Clark County holding, where I was fingerprinted (and now had black smudges on my blouse next to the grass stains), photographed, then searched from head to toe by a woman who was the spitting image of Jim Belushi (talk about someone in need of a waxing). Then they’d taken my purse, cell phone and, worst of all, my shoes, citing the heels were high enough to qualify as weapons. Instead, they gave me these little blue paper booties to stick over my feet before shuffling me off to my cell. 
All in all, it qualified as the most embarrassing incident of my entire life. Even winning out over the junior high school Valentine’s dance where I shared my first French kiss with Benny Winetraub. During which our braces got stuck together, resulting in a metal lip-lock that lasted until the principal called Benny’s orthodontist to cut us apart. On a scale of one to ten, the Benny incident ranked a nine for most embarrassing moment ever. 
Being booked for murder was a thirty five.
“Springer!” Mizz Belushi called.
“Yes!” I jumped up so quickly my itchy friend yelped. 
“Let’s go.”
“Oh thank God,” I said as she unlocked the door and led me out. “See, I told you this was all just a big mistake.”
She smirked. “Hmph. We’ll see about that.”
Then, much to my disappointment, instead of leading me back down the hall to the room where I’d abandoned my pumps, she walked me through a series of doors into a tiny room with peeling gray paint and buzzing fluorescent lights overhead. It held one long table, four metal chairs, and a huge mirror covering the length of one wall. 
Uh oh. I watched Law & Order, I knew this room. This was where they shined those bright lights down on people and fed them soda after soda without letting them go to the bathroom until they finally cracked and confessed to everything.
I hesitated in the doorway. 
“Don’t I get one phone call?” I asked.
Belushi snickered. “You watch too much TV.” Then she sat me down at the peeling laminate table. “You wanna soda or something?” she asked.
Gulp. See, what did I tell you? “No, thanks.”
She just shrugged, then walked out, shutting the door behind her. 
I cautiously looked around the room. No bright spotlights. No video cameras in the corner. The only thing that screamed ‘interrogation’ was the big one-way mirror. I stared at it. I admit, I was curious. Of course I’d seen these things a hundred times before on TV, but I’d never actually seen one in person. I slowly stood up and walked over to it, wondering if there was anyone watching me from the other side. 
“Hello?” I whispered, doing a little wave at the reflective surface. No answer. I took a couple of steps closer, squinting to see if I could make out anything on the other side. Nothing. I put my nose right up to the glass and smushed my face into it. Still couldn’t see a thing. 
Unfortunately, Belushi picked that moment to come back into the room. I jumped back from the mirror as the door popped open.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Nothing.” I pulled my sleeve down and rubbed a nose print off the mirror.
“Uh huh,” she said, believing me about as much as I believed no one was watching this whole exchange from the next room. She gestured to the table and I obediently sat down in one of the metal chairs as two more men entered the room. The first was a short guy in brown slacks and a short sleeve button-down that looked like it came with a free pocket protector. His bald head and sparse mustache bore an uncanny resemblance to Detective Andy Sipowicz from NYPD Blue and his round figure just barely made it through the door. 
But my gaze didn’t stick with Sipowicz for long, my attention immediately falling on the second guy as his broad shouldered frame walked through the door. 
Ramirez.
I had never been so glad to see anyone in my entire life. I would have jumped up and hugged him had he not been giving me the death look.
Ramirez and Sipowicz sat down on the opposite side of the table, the portly detective placing a lined, yellow notepad out in front of him.
“My name’s Detective Romanowsky,” he said, doing a Jersey accent. “You already know Detective Ramirez. We need to ask you a few questions about your activities over the past two days. Before we begin can I get you a soda?”
“No!” I blurted out.
Sipowicz jumped in his seat. 
“Uh, I mean, no thank you.” I bit my lip, looking to Ramirez. He wouldn’t actually let them do the soda-no-bathroom routine on me, would he? I searched his face for any sign of leniency but he just stared back doing his stony Bad Cop. 
“Okay, then. Let’s start with your whereabouts this afternoon,” Sipowicz said, pen poised over the notepad.
I swallowed, my mouth feeling like sandpaper. “I went to a funeral and was on my way to the salon and after that I swear I was going to leave Vegas,” I said, addressing Ramirez’s poker face. 
Sipowicz raised one eyebrow. “So you were on your way out of town when the officer picked you up?”
“No, wait. I mean, I didn’t try to leave leave. Not like I was skipping town ‘cause I did something bad or anything. I was just going away. With a totally guilt-free conscience. Okay, well, maybe I feel a little guilty for lying to my mother about the whole Palm Springs thing, but that’s a whole different kind of guilt. I mean, that’s the I’m-going-to-have-to-endure-dinner-at-her-house-for-a-month-straight-to-make-up-for-it kind of guilt. Not the someone-died-and-I’m-not-taking-the-rap-for-it kind. Not that I want to take the rap for this. I don’t. Because I didn’t do it. Which is why I wasn’t fleeing at all. I was just leaving. Slowly. No fleeing.”
Sipowicz raised the other eyebrow. 
I looked to Ramirez, desperation bubbling into my voice. “You believe me don’t you?”
But all I got in return was Bad Cop. 
See, here’s the thing: last summer when I kind of got involved in that murder investigation, Ramirez had, for a fraction of an instant, believed I had something to do with it. In his defense, I did suspiciously keep turning up in the vicinity of dead bodies. But I’d hated the fact that he doubted me, even for a second. And now that our tongues had done the mambo together, I hated that blank, give-away-nothing stare of his even more. 
My hands fidgeted in my lap as I waited for him to say something. (Anything!)
Finally he broke his silence, turning to Sipowicz. “Could you give us a minute?” 
The balding detective looked from Ramirez to me. Then shrugged. “All right. I’ll be outside.”
I waited until the door clicked shut behind him before pleading my case again. “You have to believe me,” I blurted out. “I didn’t kill anyone! You know I wouldn’t do that.”
Ramirez sighed, rubbing one hand across his face. “Of course I know that. Jesus, Maddie, why can’t you just go shopping or get your hair done like a normal girl?”
I did an internal sigh of relief. Okay, so the comment was sexist on so many levels, but at least someone knew this was all a big mistake. “Then why am I here?” I asked. “What happened to Bobbi?”
“Bob Hostetler’s body was found this afternoon in your father’s garage.”
“But that’s impossible,” I protested. “I was just-” I paused. Oh my God, the bag of fertilizer! I suddenly felt sick to my stomach. I hadn’t tripped over a soil treatment. I’d tripped over Bob!
“You were just what?” Ramirez leaned his elbows on the table, his eyes narrowing in on me.
“I was just… talking about Bobbi the other day.”
Ramirez shook his head. “Look, now is the time to come clean with me, Maddie. Your fingerprints are all over that house and the crime scene unit found half a credit card with your name on it wedged in the back door.”
Damn! My Macy’s card! In my haste to slip past Unibrow, I’d forgotten all about it. 
“And,” Ramirez continued. “… the shoe print of a size seven high heel was found next to the body. Any guess whose?”
“Jimmy Choo’s?”
Ramirez ground his teeth together. “Yours.”
“Okay, I can explain.”
“Oh, I bet you can.”
I put my hands on my hips. “Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?”
Ramirez tilted his head from side to side, working a whole new set of kinks out of his neck. “Nothing. Go on.”
Considering he had handcuffs and I was currently a ward of the state, I let it go. “Okay, well, I just went to the house to talk to Larry. Only he wasn’t there so I thought I’d have a little look around, so I tried to get in the back door, but picking a lock with a credit card is a lot harder than it looks on UPN and it broke. So I tried the side door and that one was open, so I went in and looked around. That’s how my prints got there.”
Ramirez stared at me. “Do you realize you just admitted breaking and entering to a police officer?”
“I didn’t break and enter! My credit card broke, so I entered through an open door. Totally different.”
Ramirez looked up at the ceiling. I wondered which saint he was praying to. Probably the one that looked over men who had to endure babbling blondes.
“It wasn’t me,” I said again for good measure. “They’re framing Larry, don’t you see?”
“Who’s framing him, Maddie?”
“Monaldo and Unibrow!”
His eyebrows knitted together. “Unibrow?”
“That big guy that works with Monaldo. He was at Larry’s house yesterday too.”
Ramirez sat forward, all ears now. “You saw him with the body?”
“Well, no, not exactly. But I saw him in Larry’s house and then saw his car outside and the trunk was open. That must have been how he transported the body.”
“So, let me get this straight.” Ramirez rubbed his temples again as if following my train of thought gave him a headache. “You actually saw Unibrow in Larry’s house.”
“Yes. Kind of.”
“Kind of?”
“I was hiding under the bed at the time. But I saw his shoes.”
Ramirez threw his hands up in the air. “Jesus,” he muttered.
“But I could totally pick them out of a line up though. They were chocolate brown, soft leather, wingtips, thin rubber soles, with a tiny detail on the back like a diamond shape.”
Ramirez gritted his teeth together again. “We are not doing a shoe lineup.”
“But you’ve got to believe me. You know I didn’t do this!”
Ramirez sighed, blowing a big breath of air up at the ceiling. “I’m sorry, Maddie,” he said, his voice a little softer, “but it doesn’t matter what I know, it only matters…”
“… what you can prove,” I finished for him. He was starting to sound like a broken record. 
He nodded. “Look, I’ll see what I can do to get you out of here. But I’m telling you, the DA has enough to hold you over for arraignment. This is murder they’re talking about. I can’t just make this go away because I like you.”
I bit my lip. I know I should have been plummeting into despair at the thought of going back to my friends in holding, but instead I was fixated on that last part of the sentence. Ramirez liked me. He really liked me. 
I reined in my Sally Field impression, instead asking, “So, about Bobbi. How did he… you know, expire?”
“The cause of death was blunt force trauma. Someone hit him over the head.”
Not a gunshot. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. Okay, I know I told Ramirez Larry was being framed, but until he’d said that a teeny tiny part of my mind had been replaying the sound of that gunshot on my answering machine. 
“So where has he been for the last week?”
Ramirez shook his head. “I don’t know. Look, this isn’t even technically my case. I should be with Monaldo right now.”
“Sorry,” I said, hanging my head. Just when I’d vowed to stay out of Ramirez’s way, here I was jeopardizing his case all over again.
He reached across the table and put his hand over mine. It was big and warm and I had the sudden urge to feel that same confronting grip wrapped around my whole body. Tears stung the back of my eyes at the thought of him leaving me alone here again.
“It’s going to be okay,” he promised. Had anyone else said it, I would have told them they were full of donkey doo. But somehow, coming from him, I believed it.
Instead of letting the sting develop into full fledged tears, I sniffed and nodded in what I thought was a pretty brave display, considering the circumstances. 
“Here,” Ramirez pushed the notepad across the table to me. “Write down everything you just said to me. Though,” he paused and shot me a lopsided grin. “You may want to leave out the whole breaking and entering part.”
I nodded. “Right.” I picked up the pen and tried to put down the events of the last two days in a semi coherent fashion. 
“I’m going to tell Detective Romanowsky he can come back in now,” Ramirez said, standing up.
I nodded. Then did a little wave at the mirror.
Ramirez paused halfway across the room. “What was that?”
I pointed at the mirror. “I was waving to the detective.”
He cocked his head to the side and gave me a funny look.
“You know,” I continued. “On the other side of the glass.”
The corner of his mouth quirked up ever so slightly, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “That’s just a mirror.”
“But on Law & Order they…” I trailed off as Ramirez shook his head at me, that quirk turning into a full fledged grin. 
“Honey, you watch way too much TV.”
I ducked my head back down to the notepad, feeling volcanic heat blush my cheeks as Ramirez did a low chuckle out the door. I think I just hit an embarrassment scale seventy-five. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
After I finished my written statement, then verbally repeated the whole thing to Detective Sipowicz, I was escorted back to the holding cell where Buggy and the Bra Lady were still waiting. 
There were no windows in the cell and since my watch had been confiscated along with my shoes (I was still trying to figure out just how my Fossil could be used as a weapon) I had no idea how long I sat there. But it felt like an eternity. Especially since I hadn’t used the bathroom since before the funeral and despite refusing every soda offered, now had to pee like a racehorse. I eyed the very public commode in the corner. Even overlooking the fifteen million germs lurking on it’s steely metal surface there was no way I was going to do my business out in the open for all to see. I crossed my legs and prayed Ramirez got me out of here soon.
In the meantime I replayed my encounter at Larry’s house over in my head again. After listening to Ramirez, I was sure Unibrow had killed Bobbi then planted the body in my dad’s garage. What I wasn’t sure of was if the LVMPD could ever really prove it. So far Monaldo had gotten away scot free with Hank’s killing, and by the looks of things – me in a jail cell! – he wasn’t doing much worse with this one. Which begged the question: which was worse, my father being on the run from the Mob or on the run from the police? 
I uncrossed and re-crossed my legs again, wondering just how long it took for a bladder to burst. I was pretty sure I was seconds from finding out when Mizz Belushi finally came back in and called my name. I almost wept for joy when she opened the doors and said I was free to go. Almost. Instead I pleaded with her to point me in the direction of the nearest bathroom.
After using the facilities (which honestly weren’t a whole lot better than the one in the holding cell) I splashed a little water on my face and went in search of my belongings. Specifically – my cover up. My eyes no longer qualified as bags. These were steamer sized trunks I was packing. 
Belushi escorted me to a little metal cage where a guy in a uniform handed me a plastic baggie with my personal belongings. I was instructed to check to make sure everything was there then sign my name on a slip of paper in triplicate. They were, including my broken heeled Cavalli’s. I put them on anyway. Broken or not, they were better than the paper booties. Besides, they went perfectly with my grass stained blouse and mangled skirt. 
Before I left Sipowicz met me at the door where he informed me in no uncertain terms that I was not to leave Clark County. Even slowly. 
I stepped outside into the cool, night air and did a big deep breath. I felt like I’d been locked up for days instead of hours. The sun was long gone, the sky a dark blue and above the layer of Vegas lights there might have even been stars twinkling. I wrapped my arms around myself against the chill in the air, feeling the weight of the last twenty-four hours sitting on my shoulders like a tension headache just waiting to explode. 
Part of me had hoped that Ramirez would be waiting for me when I got out, but the only people on the steps of the Clark Country Regional Justice Center were a couple of homeless guys and a man handing out flyers for a strip club downtown. I was torn. The fact he was working meant he was that much closer to putting Monaldo behind bars and my father out of harm’s way. But the fact that he’d chosen work over me, yet again, didn’t speak well of whatever sort of non-relationship relationship we were attempting to have here. I tried not to think about it (lest I incur the wrath of that tension headache). Instead I sat down on the stone steps and pulled out my cell to call Dana for a ride.
But before I could hit send, the phone rang in my hand. 
“Hello?”
“You were arrested!” came the screeching tone of my mother’s voice.
Why, oh, why couldn’t I remember to check the caller ID before I picked up?
“Hi, Mom.”
“Oh my God, please tell me it’s not true. Tell me that my baby is not in jail!.”
“Okay. I’m not in jail.” Which, as of five minutes ago, was actually the truth. 
“Oh Maddie, how could you do this to me? Last time Vegas, now Marco calls and tells me you’ve been hauled off to jail!”
Great. Leave it to Marco to spread news faster than a grassfire in the Hollywood Hills.
“Mom, I’m okay, really.”
“Where did I go wrong, Maddie?” she asked, ignoring me. “What did I do to turn you to a life of crime?”
Mental forehead smack. “Mom! I didn’t do it.”
“Of course not. And we’ll get you the best lawyer in town to prove it. Let’s see, Mrs. Rosenblatt’s second husband was an attorney. Of course, he’s dead now, but I’m sure she knows someone from his firm who will take our case. Oh, I know! Al Weinstien has a brother who knows a man who did time for mail fraud. Maybe we can call his lawyer…”
“Mom!” I interrupted before she started calling names from the yellow pages. “I’m fine. Look, this is all just a big misunderstanding.”
“They didn’t hurt you, did they, Maddie? I saw this Barbara Walters special last month about how those guards take advantage of female prisoners. They didn’t take advantage of my baby, did they?”
“No, Mom. I’m fine. The officers were very nice.” 
“Are they standing right there? Are they making you say that? Cough twice if they’re making you say it?”
I seriously hoped Dana had an Advil in her purse because the tension headache had just started flirting with migraine territory. 
“I’m fine, Mom. F-I-N-E.”
“This is all your father’s fault. He dragged you into this. I could kill that man.” She paused. “Woman. Whatever.”
I rubbed my temple. “Let’s not bring Larry into this, okay?” 
“Oh my sweet, sweet, sweet baby. You always were so protective. So caring. So loving.”
So in denial. 
“But don’t you worry, Maddie,” she continued. “Mommy’s here. It’s okay if you want to cry.”
“I don’t want to cry.” What I wanted was an aspirin with a tequila chaser.
“Oh my brave baby! Don’t worry, honey, we’re going to take care of everything.” Then I heard a funny sound in the background. Almost like an announcement over a loudspeaker.
“What was that?” I asked.
“Oh nothing. Just the 317 in from Dallas.”
I froze, pure dread washing over me. “Mom,” I said very slowly. “Where are you?”
“The airport, of course.”
No, no, no! 

“Mom, please don’t tell me…”
“Don’t worry, honey, Mrs. Rosenblatt got us tickets on the first flight out. We’ll be there in no time. Just hang in there and don’t admit to anything!” 
“No, Mom, you don’t need to-”
“Mommy’s on her way, baby!”
“Mom, please, I’m-”
“Oh, they’re calling our flight. I’ve got to go.”
“No, Mom, wait-”
“Hang in there Maddie. Keep the faith alive! We won’t let them lock you up. Freedom!” she cried, doing a bad imitation of Mel Gibson in a kilt.
Then the line went dead.
I stared at my cell. In the past twenty-four hours I’d been to a biker bar, a drag funeral, and a prison. I’d been lied to, photographed, and arrested. I’d had a reporter follow me, my wig-wearing dad run from me, and both the mafia and the LVMPD threaten me. And now Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt were on a plane to Vegas. 
I dropped my head into my hands, wondering what else this day could possibly throw at me. 
And then I found out.
A black SUV pulled up to the curb and the passenger side door opened. Ramirez was sitting at the wheel, his face covered with a sexy growth of day old stubble, his eyes dark and dangerous. 
“Get in.”
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
I got in. With just the tiniest bit of reluctance on my part as I settled into his passenger seat. 
I know, I know, just minutes ago I’d been hoping he’d be here to pick me up and here he was. Wish granted. Only in Maddie’s perfect world I’d envisioned him giving me a big hug, a tender kiss on the lips with maybe even a little tongue action. (Tender tongue action. You know like, I-missed-you-and-worried-about-you-every-second-you-were-in-jail tongue.) But instead, I’d gotten a barked order. Get in. Not exactly the words of endearment every girl longs to hear. Which left me wondering – was I a girlfriend? A suspect? Or just a girly blonde who kept messing up his case? 
But, like I said, I didn’t argue.
I buckled my seatbelt silently as Ramirez pulled away from the curb. 
“Thanks for getting me out,” I finally said, as he rounded the block. 
“You’re welcome.” Then added as an afterthought, “Just don’t make me regret it.”
“Who me?” I asked in mock innocence. 
He pinned me with a look. Right. Not in the mood for prison humor. 
“Um, so where are we going?” I asked instead as he navigated the darkened streets.
“Back to my place.”
Despite the totally un-sexy day I’d had I felt my hormones zing to attention. “Your place?”
“Uh huh.” He nodded. “The only reason you’re not sitting in front of a judge right now is that I convinced him to release you into my custody. So,” he said, giving me a dark look. “I want you where I can keep an eye on you.”
“You mean you don’t trust me?”
He smiled a slow, crooked smile. “Nope.”
I should have taken offense, but honestly, I couldn’t say I blamed him. 
I sat in silence as Ramirez wound us through downtown, ending up two streets over from Las Vegas Boulevard in a neighborhood populated with motor inns, convention centers, and low cost buffets. Amazing how just two blocks over from the Strip the price of prime rib plummeted to $3.99 a plate. 
Ramirez pulled his SUV into the parking lot of the Lucky Seven Lodge, a twenty unit motel done in peeling turquoise paint and rusted wrought iron. A kidney shaped swimming pool, drained of water, sat next to the street while a neon sign over the front office advertised free HBO. Or rather ‘Free H_O.’ Their B was on the fritz. 
“This is your place?” I asked as he parked and shut off the engine. 
“What can I say, Bruno doesn’t get paid a whole lot.”
“Yeah but you’re not really Bruno.”
He shrugged. “Okay, I don’t get paid a whole lot either.”
We got out of the car and Ramirez led the way up to unit 13, a room on the second story that overlooked the parking lot. I could hear Metallica pounding from the room next door and a group of college kids yelling and drinking two doors down. Not exactly what I’d call homey, but it beat sleeping on sheets that read, ‘Property of the Clark County Jail.’
Ramirez plopped down on a pastel, desert-motif double-bed that took up most of the room, then proceeded to whip out his cell phone. “Checking in,” he explained, keying in his pin number.
I followed his lead, digging my cell out of my purse. The little battery symbol was flashing a ‘low’ sign, but hopefully it would be enough to let Dana know where I was. Luckily she picked up on the first ring.
“Hey, it’s me,” I said.
“Ohmigod Maddie! Are you okaaaaaaaaaay?” she shrieked into the phone.
I held it away from my ear, sure that tiny dogs all the way from here to San Bernardino were yapping in protest. “Yes. I’m fine.” Sort of. 
“Ohmigod, after they took you in, Marco and I went straight to the Victoria and told Ramirez about your arrest, but we’ve both been worried sick about you. What happened?”
I quickly filled her in on my brush with the law, the discovery of Bobbi’s body and my theory about Larry’s frame up. She made the appropriate shrieks and gasps (especially when I told her how they’d confiscated my shoes) and, when I’d finished, asked, “So, what do we do now?” 
“I don’t know.” And I honestly didn’t. I was fresh out of ideas, good or otherwise.
“Tell me where you are," she said, "and we’ll come pick you up.”
“Oh, well, I, uh…” I looked over at Ramirez, jotting notes down on a pad of motel stationary as he listened to his messages. “I’m actually kind of still in police custody.”
Ramirez turned his head and raised an eyebrow at me.
What? It was mostly the truth. And to be honest, I was tired. I mean really tired. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d had a full night’s sleep. And between Marco’s snoring, the rollaway neck cramps, and Dana’s middle of the night beatings, that big double-bed in the middle of the room was looking nice. Really nice. (And, I’ll admit, the sexy cop lounging on it didn’t look so bad either.)
“Oh, okay,” Dana replied, though I could hear the question in her voice. “Well I talked Slim Jim into giving Marco and me a discounted room for the night, so call me in the morning. Oh, and by the way, did you know I have a date to see Bette Midler with him tomorrow night?”
Oops. “Sorry. I forgot about that. I thought we’d be long gone by then.”
“No prob,” she replied. “Actually, it might be kind of fun.”
I paused. “Seriously?”
“What?” she asked, her tone going defensive. “I think he kind of likes me.”
Or more accurately, certain parts of her anatomy. But, considering I wasn’t one to be giving dating advice, I let it go, instead promising to call her in the morning.
I hung up and turned around to find Ramirez watching me. He’d abandoned his phone and was lying on the bed, one elbow propped up beneath him. His eyes were dark and intent, trained on me with a predatory look in them. Like at any minute he might pounce on the blonde in the mini-skirt.
I cleared my throat, my mouth going total Sahara on me. 
“Come here,” he commanded, cocking one finger at me.
Well, who was I to argue with a cop? I sat down on the bed facing him.
His eyes did a slow sweep of my face, roving over each inch until I was sure I was blushing like a virgin. He lifted one hand to my cheek and softly tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.
“What am I going do with you?” he whispered, his mouth so close to mine I could taste the coffee and Dentine on his breath.
At the moment I could think of about a hundred things he could do with me. All of them naked.
But he didn’t wait for a reply, instead leaned in closer, brushing his lips softly over mine. I melted on contact. I swear this guy could apply for a PhD in kissing. He was that good. So good, I was seconds away from being that 'Free H_O' myself. 
His hands slid up to the nape of my neck, burrowing into my hair as his five o’clock shadow tickled my cheek, leaving a tingling sensation that spread clear down my spine. 
Then settled into somewhere south of my belly button. 
He wrapped his arms around my middle and laid me back on the pillows, his six-day-a-week at the gym body pressing against mine. Hard chest, long legs, thickly muscled arms. I closed my eyes and said a silent 'thank you' to the saint of totally ripped bodies, instantly reminded me of how long it had been since I’d been with a man. Never mind a man as rock solid as Ramirez. (And I wasn’t just talking about his pecs here.)
He broke away from my lips and dragged a wet line of kisses down my throat. I arched my back and bit my lip to keep from laughing as his lips tickled my super-sensitized skin. One warm hand came down on my knee, then slowly slid up my thigh, flirting with the hem of my skirt.
My eyes popped open. Oh crud, had I put on those ugly high-cut hipsters this morning? They were great for preventing leather mini-skirt chafing, but the stretched out elastic and faded blue horizontal stripes didn’t exactly scream ‘sexy mama.’ 
“Um, could we turn off the lights please?” I asked. 
Ramirez paused. “Sure.” He leaned over and switched off the lamp on the nightstand. The room plunged into semi darkness, the lights from the ‘Free H_O’ sign casting a pinkish hue through the thin curtains. 
Much better. Ramirez leaned in close again, his hands resuming their upward accent on my hipsters. I prayed he couldn't feel how full-coverage they were in the dark. Something, as it turned out, I didn't have to worry about. With one quick flick of his wrist, he had them off and across the room before you could say 'Hanes Her Way'. 
The sudden cool breeze in my hoo-ha region left me panting just a little. Something that multiplied exponentially as Ramirez lowered his lips to the inside of my thigh. He made a low, growling sort of sound in the back of his throat, doing butterfly light kisses along my inner thigh. His hands slid up to my waist, lifting my leather skirt until it could double as a belt. 
I suddenly realized he was wearing way more clothes than I was. I made short work of his T-shirt, pulling it up and over his head, revealing that Budweiser worthy six pack. I tried not to drool as I ran my hands over his stomach. Okay, I admit, I didn’t try very hard. I was goo, absolute putty in his hands. I’d never seen a body like this outside of a Brad Pitt movie. 
He leaned into my touch, his fingertips flirting with my thighs as he did a low growl into my ear. I suppressed a giggle, his hot breath on my earlobe sending shivers down my spine. I felt goosebumps raise the hairs on my arms.
And legs.
Damn! I hadn’t shaved my legs this morning. Had I even shaved them yesterday? I couldn’t remember. I self consciously wiggled out of his grasp, gently nudging his hand away from my bare, stubbly thighs.
Okay, so as long as the lights stayed off and he didn’t touch my legs, I’d be fine. I tried to reassure myself and relax back into his touch as his lips broke from my earlobe and began nibbling their way south. Down my neck, across my collarbone, into the deep vee of my blouse. I closed my eyes again and sighed out loud, arching my back as his warm breath penetrated the thin fabric of my shirt.
He slid one large hand beneath the hem, moving upward until he reached the lacy edges of my Vicky's Secret. I couldn’t help wriggling beneath him like a schoolgirl as his fingertips pulled the lacey fabric away and closed possessively over my barely B's. You know, I was beginning to think that being arrested wasn't all that bad. There were the perks of being patted down by the LAPD's resident sex God. A status which Ramirez sealed for himself as I heard the zipper on his jeans give way and got a first hand glimpse of what a lacey Vicky's Secret could do to a man. 
Oh. My. God.
My throat did that Sahara thing again and I wouldn't be surprised if a little drool traveled down my chin. 
This so beat an evening with my battery powered rabbit.
Ramirez seemed oblivious to my stares of admiration, fully consumed with popping the clasp on my bra. Not that I was complaining. The rasp of his warm hands against my bare skin was enough to make a girl forget her own name. I was seriously two seconds away from ripping the thing off myself when I finally felt the clasp give way and Ramirez do another satisfied growl against my neck.
"This has got to go," he mumbled, tugging at my blouse. 
And then he started to undo the buttons. With his teeth. Did this guy have moves or what? I was in total heaven. I was one touch away from being a puddle of melted hormones on a motel room bed. 
I felt the first button release, then the second, Ramirez’s hot breath tingling against my bare skin. Button number three gave way and I braced for the feel of his warm, wet kisses along my peaked barely B's. Only I didn’t feel any. In fact, he shifted, pulling away from me.
I opened my eyes and looked up to find him propped up on one elbow, picking something out of his teeth.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
His eyebrows hunched together as he blew air out through his lips in a spitting motion. “I think I just got grass stuck in my teeth.” 
I looked down at my shirt. Sure enough, there were little bits of dirt and grass from my lawn dive stuck in the grooves of my formerly white buttons.
I let out a big sigh. Fine. I give up. Fate obviously had it in for me.
“This is so not working.”
“What’s not?” Ramirez asked, running his tongue over his teeth. 
 “This!” I sat up, shifting my skirt back down. “This isn’t the way this is supposed to happen. I smell like a jail cell, my legs aren’t shaved, I’m wearing day old underwear, and I’m in desperate need of a lip wax. Look at me,” I gestured down at the lawn on my shirt and busted Cavalli’s dangling off my feet. “I’m a mess. I can’t have sex with you looking like this.”
Ramirez stared at me, blinking. “I think you look fine?” he said. Only it came out more of a question.
I narrowed my eyes. “Was that a statement or a question?”
Ramirez bit the inside of his cheek. “Which is the answer that will get us back to the kissing part?” 
 “Don’t you care that this is our first time?” I asked, doing a hands-on-hips pose. “Our first time is supposed to be special. It’s supposed to be at your place with scented Illuminations candles and Enya playing in the background. I’m supposed to be wearing a cute little lace camisole and matching panties from Fredericks of Hollywood. I’m supposed to look sexy. This,” I gestured to my ruined outfit again, “is not sexy.”
Ramirez rolled over onto his back and blew a long breath up at the ceiling. “You’re killing me here, you are aware of this right?”
I bit my lip. “Sorry.” And as I stared at his six pack abs, I was. Very, very sorry. Sigh.
“Fine,” he said. “If you want to wait, we’ll wait.”
“Thank you.”
He raised one eyebrow at me. “You are sure you want to wait?”
No. “Yes.”
Ramirez blew out another sigh. “Okay. In that case, I’m taking a shower.” He stood up and crossed the room in one long stride. “A very cold shower,” he added, zipping up his fly and sending me a look that was all heat. Then he shut the bathroom door behind him.
I flopped my head back on the pillows again as I heard the water start to run, trying really, really hard not to imagine Ramirez's naked body standing beneath it. 
I was so gonna get Fate for this. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I spent the night tossing and turning and trying really hard not to let my stubbly legs come in contact with Ramirez’s. Was there any worse torture in the world for a woman who’s gone this long without sex to be sleeping next a man like that? If there was, we should be using it on the terrorists because by the time the sun finally peeked through the paper thin curtains, I was ready to tear my hair out. 
Ramirez got up first and I could hear him getting dressed though I steadfastly refused to open my eyes. One look at that body and I knew I’d be a goner. Hairy legs or no hairy legs, I’d jump him. By the time I felt it was safe to look, I heard the door to the room shut and popped my head out of the sheets to find him gone. There was a little note on the nightstand written on the back of a KFC napkin: Went for coffee, be right back. R 
Okay, so maybe he didn’t sign it with a heart or an XOXO, but the man was going for coffee. Gotta love that.
I took the opportunity to drag my tired self into the shower and in lieu of my usual mousse and blow dry routine, twisted my wet hair up into a French braid. I scavenged in the closet and found a T-shirt and pair of sweats and plopped back down on the bed. I’d just flipped on The View when Ramirez came back in with two Starbucks cups in one hand and a bakery box in the other.
“Bless you,” I said, taking one of the steamy cups. I sipped it. A tall mocha latte with whipped cream. Oh, I liked this guy.
“I thought you might be hungry.” He lifted the lid on the bakery box. Krispy Kremes. I really liked this guy.
“So,” he said as we sat on the bed eating the doughnuts picnic style. “Do you want the good news or the bad news first?”
“Hmmm... always the good news,” I said around a bite of crispy, sugary dough and oozing cherry filling. This so beat Dana’s box o’ bran breakfasts.
“Okay.” Ramirez swallowed a bite. “I talked to Detective Romanowsky. They did an autopsy on Bob last night and it turns out he did not die yesterday. The ME found signs of freezer burn.”
“He was frozen?” I asked, amazed that even talk of a dead body wasn’t making these doughnuts any less delicious.
Ramirez nodded. “Which makes it a little harder to pin point actual time of death, but taking into account the condition of the body and the last time anyone saw him, Romanowsky thinks we’re looking at sometime on the twelfth.”
I did some mental calculations. Today was the twenty-first, so counting backwards that would make the twelfth… last Wednesday. I perked up as I realized the significance. “That was before I was even in Vegas!”
He nodded again as he licked a bit of jelly off his fingers. “Exactly. So, he says you’re cleared to go home as long as you make yourself available for further questioning.”
Which should have made me happy. I was in the clear, right? Only the idea of going home didn’t fill me with a whole lot of good feelings. Now that I knew not only had both of my dad’s friends been murdered, but also that the Mob was trying to frame Larry, I knew he needed help more than ever. I wasn’t sure what I could actually do, but I knew leaving town wasn’t it.
“Does the good detective have any idea who did off Bobbi?” I asked, hoping all signs pointed to Monaldo. 
Ramirez shook his head. “Nothing concrete. At least not that he would share with me.”
I took another bite, letting the gooey cherry goodness ooze onto my tongue. Last Wednesday. Why did that date ring a bell with me? I racked my little brain as I took a steamy sip of mocha latte. Then it hit me. The Ebay auction I’d swiped from Monaldo’s office. BobEDoll had listed his pair of Pradas the same day our Bobbi had bit the dust. I wasn’t totally sure what one thing had to do with the other, but it was quite a coincidence. 
“I have something to show you, but I don’t want you to get mad,” I said, setting my doughnut down and wiping my fingers.
Ramirez paused, coffee halfway to his lips. “Great. What now?”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Well if you’re going to be like that maybe I won’t show it to you.”
He put down his cup and relieved a little more neck tension. “Okay. Fine. I promise not to get mad.”
“Swear?”
“I swear.”
“Double pinky swear not to get mad?”
“Jesus,” he muttered. “Fine, I double pinky swear.” He held up his little finger. “Now what is it?”
“I kind of took something from Monaldo’s office.”
“Jesus, Maddie!” he yelled, his pinky clenching into a fist. “What the hell were you thinking?” 
“Hey, you promised you wouldn’t be mad.”
He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not mad.”
“That mad vein in your neck is bulging.”
He gritted his teeth together. “What did you take?” 
I crossed the room to my purse and pulled out the listing, handing it to Ramirez. “I found this in Monaldo’s trash can.”
He stared at it. Then looked back up at me as if not comprehending. “An Ebay listing?”
“Not just any listing,” I pointed out. “One for Prada. And, the seller is going by the name BobEDoll. Get it? Bobbi, Bob-e-doll. And,” I said, pointing to the listing date. “Same day Bobbi died. Kind of a coincidence, right?”
He looked at the paper a minute longer, then folded it and put it in his pocket. “Coincidence? Yes.”
“Significant?” I asked, hopefully.
He did a noncommittal shrug. “Maybe. Proof,” he added before I could question, “definitely not.”
I pouted. 
Ramirez smiled and leaned in, planting a little kiss on my protruding bottom lip. “You know, you’re kind of cute when you do that.”
“I’m wearing your sweats and my hair is in a wet braid.”
He cocked one eyebrow up. “Which means?”
“This is not sexy either.”
“You know,” Ramirez said, pulling away. “A person can only take so much.”
Tell me about it.
“So, what’s the bad news?” I asked, reaching for a second doughnut. Hey, if I wasn’t going to have sex I was damn well going to load up on fat and sugar. 
“The bad news is Monaldo wants Bruno back at the club this morning. He’s got a meeting with a vendor and he wants his muscle there while he negotiates. Which means I want you to stay here until I get back.”
“But-” I started.
“No, no buts. For once, please just humor me and do what I say? Don’t make me come bail you out of jail again.”
“You’re not going to let me live that one down, are you?”
He grinned. “Nope.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
After he downed the last of his coffee, Ramirez left, promising he’d be back in a couple of hours and making me double pinky swear that I’d be here. I finished off the last of the doughnuts while I watched the end of The View. I was halfway into Maury’s surprise paternity show when my eyes strayed to my empty Starbucks cup sitting on the table.
The thing is, that latte was good. Really good. And between sexual frustration torture and lack of sleep I really wanted another one. More than that, I really wanted a fresh pair of underwear. I know Ramirez had said to stay right here, but I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if I made a teeny tiny little trip to the hotel for a change of clothes and a mocha whipped cream latte. Besides, it was only a couple of blocks away, I’d be back before he even knew I was gone.
So convincing was my logic that ten minutes later I was in a yellow cab pulling up to the front doors of the New York, New York. I crossed the casino floor to the elevators and pushed the up button, waiting with a family wearing matching shirts that read ‘Wheeler’s Vegas Vacation ‘07’. Finally the doors slid open and the Wheelers got in. I was one step behind them when someone barreled out of the elevator straight into me.
“Uhn.”
“Ohmigod, Maddie!” I looked up to see the someone was Dana, her strawberry blonde brows pulled together in a tight line as her voice went into dog whistle territory again. “I am so freaking glad you’re here. We’ve got to go!” She grabbed my hand, steering me away from the elevators. 
“Wait – what? Go where?”
“It’s your mom, dahling,” Marco said, hot on Dana’s heels.
I groaned. I’d almost forgotten about the post menopausal Bobbsey twins to the rescue. “On no. Mom’s here?”
“No, that’s just it,” Dana said, her voice twinged with hysteria as she hustled us back out of the casino. “She’s not here.”
She paused, putting both hands on my shoulders and spinning me around to face her. “Maddie, she’s gone after Monaldo!”
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“What!?” I yelled so loud a passing blue hair shushed me.
“We tried to stop her,” Marco explained, his mouth moving a mile a minute as he handed his car ticket to the valet. “But she was out for blood. She said she was going to kill Larry for turning you into a criminal.”
“But then we explained that no one knew where Larry was,” Dana cut in.
“Right, so then we told her about Monaldo and the shoes and the whole frame up thing and how you mistakenly ended up in jail over it.”
“And that’s when Mrs. Rosenblatt had the vision.”
“Right, the vision.” Marco nodded.
The vision. This just kept getting better and better. “I know I’m going to regret this, but what vision?”
Dana took a deep breath. “Mrs. Rosenblatt said she saw an Italian guy-” 
“Italian-American,” Marco corrected.
“Right. Italian-American guy. With a gun. She said he had teeny tiny eyes, a teeny tiny heart and a whole cloud of negative emotions looming over him. He was turning your aura a muddy brown.”
“Your mom was not happy about that.” Marco shook his head. “Brown is very bad for the soul. Very bad.”
“She said she wanted to teach this guy a lesson,” Dana continued. “And then my cell phone rang. It was Rico.” She paused, a goofy smile spreading across her face. “He picked up my LadySmith for me from Mac’s. Isn’t that just the sweetest thing you ever heard?”
I shook my head. “Wait, let’s get back to my mother and the mobster.”
“Oh, right. Well, as soon as I hung up with Rico I turned around and they were gone.”
“Poof, just like that,” Marco said, doing a jazz hands thing.
“And you just let them?” I cried. “Where were you?” I asked, turning on Marco. 
“Little girl’s room.”
I rubbed my temples, the tension headache from last night returning full force. “So, let me get this straight. My mother is now on her way to teach a lesson to a member of the mafia because Mrs. Rosenblatt had a vision of my aura?”
“Kind of,” Dana said, biting her lip. “But that’s not the worst of it.”
What could be worse? “Oh, it gets better?” 
“Well, see, before Rico called, your Mom was kind of admiring my cell phone. And well, when I noticed they were gone I checked my purse. The phone was gone too.
“Wait.” I held one hand up to silence her, tilting my head to the side as I tried to wrap my throbbing brain around this. “If they left while you were on the phone, how did they take it?”


Dana bit her lip again. “Um, yeah, see, they didn’t take that phone. They took the other one.”
“What other one, you only have…” And then it hit me. The stun gun phone!
I smacked the palm of my hand to my forehead. If there was one thing in the world more dangerous than my mother in lecture mode, it was my mother in lecture mode with a weapon. 
I whipped out my own cell and dialed Ramirez’s number, in hopes he could head off the impetuous seniors. But, of course, it went straight to voicemail. So, we all quickly piled into the Mustang and made tracks for the Victoria.
My bags were still in the trunk so while Marco navigated the Strip, I did a quick changed in the backseat from Ramirez’s sweats into a pair of black cargos, a rhinestone studded tank, and my silver slingbacks. And tried not to picture Mom being stuffed into a mobster’s freezer.
Unfortunately, there was a wreck on the 15 and it took us another twenty minutes before we pulled up in front of the club. We dove out of the car and scrambled to the front doors. Since it was barely noon, there was no line to get in, the door left unguarded by the Crew Cut gatekeeper. We quickly pushed inside, blinking as our eyes adjusted from the Vegas sunlight to the windowless interior. 
The dance floor was less crowded than before, though a few die hards still shook their tushies to a techno beat from the nineties. The big stage was empty, save for a lone Whitney Houston look-alike doing a baritone “I Will Always Love you” to a sparely populated room of convention goers. Half the barstools were empty, the other half filled with hard core AA dropouts who didn’t care if it was ten in the morning or ten at night. No sign of Mom or Mrs. Rosenblatt.
“Maybe they’re not here?” Dana said.
Marco nodded. “Maybe they changed their minds.”
Maybe Monaldo already had them bound, gagged, and fitted for cement loafers.
“Come on,” I motioned for Dana and Marco to follow as I wound my way to the hallway of offices. Dana clickety-clacked on her heels, Marco did his Broadway Bond slink, and I tried to make myself small so no cranky, sex-deprived cops noticed me breaking my pinky swear. We passed the bathrooms and the first ‘Private’ door, heading straight for Monaldo’s office. I was just about to put my ear to the closed door when I heard a loud thud on the other side.
I sucked in a breath. Oh God. Mom! 
My heart leapt into my throat, pure panic racing through my veins as I grabbed the handle and twisted the door open.
The first thing I felt was relief. Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt were standing in the middle of the room, unharmed, un-shot, and generally un-victimized. (If you didn’t count the crimes of fashion being perpetrated by their wardrobes. Mom was wearing denim knee-length, elastic-waisted shorts paired with a long sleeve purple paisley printed shirt and hiking boots. Mrs. Rosenblatt had opted for her hibiscus printed muumuu in an orange and avocado color scheme that hadn’t been socially acceptable since nineteen seventy-three.) My relief wavered, however, when I saw they were standing over a pile of crumpled man on the floor who looked suspiciously like one very not-nice mobster. The relief disappeared completely when I saw the stun gun dangling from Mom’s hand.
“Mom!” I shouted, rushing at her like a linebacker and tackling her in a big bear hug. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”
She was shaking like a leaf and the stun gun dropped from her hands as she hugged me back. “Oh, Maddie, I think I just killed him!” 
Mrs. Rosenblatt nudged Monaldo with the toe of her orthopedic sneaker. “I don’t know. He doesn’t look dead to me. My third husband, Alf, he died on the living room sofa watching Jeopardy. When he hadn’t gotten up after Pat Sajak came on, I poked him in the arm. And, I gotta tell ya’, his skin was a lot more rubbery than this guy’s.”
“I only meant to scare him,” Mom muttered, her eyes kind of dazed. “I didn’t mean to kill anyone.” 
“What happened?” I asked.
Mrs. Rosenblatt gave Monaldo another poke. “He was making your aura brown, so your mom and I decided someone had to talk to this punk. No one messes with our Maddie.”
I might have been touched by this had we not been standing over the motionless body of a mafia member.
“And,” Mom added, “after we saw Dana had two cell phones, we thought we’d take-”
“Borrow,” Mrs. Rosenblatt corrected. 
“Right. Borrow one just in case things got out of hand.”
“Which they did,” Mrs. R cut in, poking Monaldo with a finger that resembled an Oscar Mayer cocktail sausage. “We told this guy to leave you alone and he says. ‘Oh yeah, and who are you?’ and we said, ‘Maddie’s Mom, that’s who,’ and then he says, ‘Who the heck is Maddie?’ Okay, well, actually he didn’t say ‘heck,’ he said a word a whole lot worse than heck, but seeing as I’m a real lady, I won’t repeat what he really said. So, then your Mom says. ‘Maddie, Larry’s daughter,” and then he gets this grin like he’s got some really bad gas or something and then he just starts laughing and says, ‘You married that fruit?’ And, well, you can imagine how your mother reacted to that one.”
From the look of Monaldo on the floor, not well.
“She may have called him a couple of names.” 
“Schmuck,” Mom supplied. “Putz. Jerk. Motherfu-”
“Okay, I get the point.” Apparently Mom wasn’t as worried about being a real lady.
“Any-hoo,” Mrs. R continued, “this clown starts yelling how he’s gonna tear us limb from limb so your mom pulls out the phone to call 911 and the next thing you know, he’s out like a light.” She paused to nudge Monaldo again. “That thing don’t work like any cell phone I’ve ever seen.”
“Honestly, I didn’t mean to shoot him,” Mom said, her hands still shaking. 
“You didn’t shoot him,” I reassured her. “He’s just a little zapped.”
She looked at me, her voice going into soprano range. “Zapped?”
“Don’t worry, he’ll be fine,” Dana said. “Rico said the jolt only lasts for a couple of minutes. Right Marco?”
Marco shuddered as if he only knew too well.
“Well, I’ve got a feeling he’s not gonna be too happy when he wakes up,” Mrs. R said, scrutinizing Monaldo’s face. His legs did a little jimmy thing.
“In that case, I suggest we go now.” I dragged Mom away by the arm, her eyes still glued to the crumpled form on the floor, and ushered our little band of accidents waiting to happen out the door. 
I’d like to say we made an inconspicuous group as we made a beeline for the club’s front doors but between Marco’s slinking, Mom’s state of catatonic shock and Mrs. Rosenblatt’s three hundred pound frame clad in shower curtain chic, we might as well have been carrying a flashing sign that read ‘suspicious people here.’ Luckily, this was Vegas, and, though we incurred a couple of stares, no one tried to stop us.
We were almost to the front doors when Mom snapped out of her stupor and yelled, “Wait!”
We all halted, Marco running into the back of Mrs. R with a little moan. 
“What?” I asked.
Mom pointed to the office. “I left the cell phone in there.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll buy a new one,” I said, pushing her toward the door. Just a few more feet and we were home free. Monaldo would wake up none the wiser and Ramirez would never know my pinky swear was worth less than flip-flops on a Payless clearance rack. 
“But my prints are all over that one!” Mom protested.
I paused. Damn. She had a point. Not that Monaldo looked like the type to keep fingerprint dust in his back pocket, but Ramirez might. And I knew for certain Detective Sipowicz did. Considering the way I’d already gotten on the LVMPD’s bad side, I wasn’t sure I wanted to chance another encounter with Mizz Belushi and the soda-pushers.
“Fine,” I conceded. “I’ll go get it. You guys go to the car, and I’ll meet you there.”
Mom nodded, letting Dana lead her out the front doors and into the sunlight again. I waited until I saw Mrs. Rosenblatt bring up the rear, waddling to safety, before I spun on my heels and ran as quickly as my strappy slingbacks would allow back to the office.
I paused a moment outside Monaldo’s door, putting my ear to the wood and listening for any signs of movement inside. Nothing. I did a two count before reassuring myself he was still out and slowly pushed open the door. 
He hadn’t moved from his crumpled heap on the floor, though his limbs were convulsing like he’d stuck a finger in a light socket. Which, I guess technically, he kind of had. I tippy-toed into the room, carefully stepping over Monaldo’s twitching form, and grabbed the stun gun, slipping it into my purse. Then I tippy-toed back out, keeping one eye on the drooling wise guy. I shuddered to think what he’d do if he woke up. The phrase ‘limb from limb’ came to mind. 
I shut the office door behind me and skittered back down the hallway, out onto the main floor of the club again. I was just gearing up to sprint the last few feet to the front doors when I felt a hand clamp down on my shoulder. 
“What the hell are you doing here?” he growled into my ear. 
Oh crud. But with the way my luck was going, I shouldn’t have been surprised. In fact, I was starting to think they should rename Murphy’s Law, Maddie’s Law. Anything bad that could happen, did happen. And usually to me. 
I slowly turned around to find Ramirez giving me the death glare – arms crossed over his chest, vein in his neck bulging, jaw clenched so tight he could crush diamonds with that thing.
“Uh… hi?” I did a little one finger wave at him.
“Hi!?” he gritted through clenched teeth. “Is that the best you can do?”
I gulped. “Hi there, handsome?”
He looked to the ceiling and muttered something in Spanish. Probably praying to the saint of ditzy blondes again for the patience not to strangle this one. 
“See, I can explain,” I said, knowing I was gonna have to talk fast to get myself out of this one. “I was going to stay in the room. I really was! But then the latte was so good, and I really needed a change of underwear, and it had been such a long night with the tossing and the turning and the trying not to maul you with my leg stubble. So I went to the New York, New York, and I was just going to be a second, but then Dana told me about the visions, and we had to stop Mom, but we were too late and she’d already zapped Monaldo.”
Ramirez narrowed his eyes at me, that vein in his neck pulsing double time. “Zapped Monaldo?”
I nodded. “Just a little. He should be waking up soon.”
He opened his mouth to say something (which I’m pretty sure involved more naughty words) but was interrupted as the cell phone on his belt chirped to life. 
He looked down at the readout. “Shit. Monaldo.”
I gulped, my eyes instinctively going to the hallway where any minute I expected to see a red faced, jimmy-legged mobster with a gun.
“See, I told you he’d be waking up soon,” I said, trying to put a positive spin on things. 
Ramirez ignored the comment, instead doing another growl slash glare thing and grabbing me by the arm. He steered me around the bar, carefully avoiding the private offices, and through the maze of mostly empty tables, toward the back of the club. 
“Where are we going?” I asked as I stumbled over my feet, trying to keep up with him. Hey, not all of us have 6’1” long, I-can-leg-press-a-Buick strides, you know.
“I am going to convince Monaldo he was not just zapped by some nosy blonde’s mother,” he answered, not slowing his pace any. “And you are going to wait for me. Then I am going to drive you to the airport and personally put you on the first plane back to L.A. Got it?”
“But what about Hank and Bobbi and Lar-” 
But Ramirez cut me off, giving me that death look again. 
Right. Never mind.
He pushed me ahead of him through a door in the back of the club leading out into a small parking lot behind the building. A handful of cars filled the spaces, mostly second handers spotted with an impressive variety of dents and dings. Two long, black town cars that I recognized as Monaldo’s preferred method of transportation were parked in the spaces up front. In the back corner of the lot sat Ramirez’s black SUV. He marched me in front of him and unlocked the doors with his remote before shoving me into the back seat. 
“You,” he said pointing a finger at my nose, “stay.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m not a puppy, you know.”
His eyes narrowed again. “No, you’re not. You’re a little pain in the ass that’s driving me up a wall. And, by the way, you’re also running precariously close to being hauled downtown for obstruction of justice, assault with a semi-deadly weapon, and pissing off an officer of the law.”
“You made those last two up.”
His eyes narrowed into fine slits. “Don’t try me.”
I gulped. Trust me, trying Bad Cop’s last nerve was not high on my list of to-dos.
“I’m sorry,” I said instead.
His eyes softened just a little, his jaw relaxing as he rubbed one hand over his eyes. “Maddie, you make me crazy, you know that?”
“I know. And I’m sorry,” I said again. 
He shook his head. Then let a little half smile play at the corner of his mouth. He reached one hand out and fingered a lock of my hair. “It’s a good thing you’re so cute, you know it?” 
Generally I’m not fond of being called ‘cute.’ Cute is for drooling babies, dogs in sweaters and cartoon teddy bears with rainbows on their bellies. I prefer ‘beautiful’, ‘sexy’, even ‘da bomb’ worked in certain situations. But somehow, delivered with Ramirez’s husky growl and dark bedroom eyes, the word ‘cute’ instantly switched my lever from cold to hot in two seconds flat. 
Suddenly being in the backseat of his car didn’t seem like such a bad thing. 
His hands left my hair, snaking around my middle as his lips moved in slow motion toward mine. The heat from his body suddenly washed a menopause-worthy hot flash right through me. His tongue brushed against my lower lip and he let out a low groan. Or maybe I groaned. I wasn’t sure which. In fact, I wasn’t sure of anything except the warm, wiggly feeling settling somewhere in my panty region and the fact I was a freaking idiot for not sleeping with this guy last night. Seriously, what was I thinking?
His hands slid down my arms, encircling my wrists as his thumbs caressed slow, small circles on my skin. He was kissing me in earnest now and I was so engrossed in the heady rush of hormones Mr. Big Guns had coursing through my body that I didn’t even realize what he was doing until I heard the unmistakable click of metal on metal.
“What the-?”
I broke our lip-lock just as I felt something cool circle my left wrist. I looked up. Ramirez had handcuffed both my hands to the headrest of his car. 
My turn to give the death glare. Remember that whole cold to hot thing? I could go the other way too. Much faster. 
“What the hell is this?” I yelled, jingling the two inch metal chain between my wrists. 
“This,” he said, gesturing to the handcuffs, “is to make sure you’re still here when I get back.”
I stuck my chest out, mustering up as much indignation as a woman handcuffed to an SUV could. “Are you saying you don’t trust me?”
Ramirez pinned me with a look. “You’ve got to be kidding me, right?”
And with that he shut the car door and I heard the automatic locks click down as he walked away.
Great. Oh, this was just great!
I admit, in those lonely weeks of waiting for my phone to ring, I’d played out more than one scenario involving me, Ramirez, and a pair handcuffs. But none had ended like this! That was it, this whole couple/non-couple thing we had going on was so not happening. If he though he could treat me this way and still get a sneak peek at my sexy Fredericks lingerie, he was more delusional than both Mrs. Rosenblatt and her spirit guide! 
Men. They were nothing but trouble anyway. I mean, really, look where the men in my life had gotten me. Handcuffed, fingerprinted, jailed… then handcuffed again! That’s it, I washed my hands of the whole lot of them. In fact, I was actually looking forward to flying home, sitting in my cozy studio and spending the evening alone with Joanie, Chachi, and the Keebler elves. Now those were my kind of men.
Minutes ticked by, during which my hands grew increasingly numb and my list of tortuous ways to get back at Ramirez grew increasingly longer. I was up to number five (stuffing rotten eggs down the seats of his precious SUV) when my purse rang on the seat beside me. I looked up at my hands. Crap. I shimmied my butt over to the far side of the seat and lifted the purse strap with my foot. Had I actually attended Dana’s Power Yoga classes instead of just signing up and blowing them off in favor of a pint of Chunky Monkey, I might have been able to lift my purse high enough to grab the phone with my teeth. As it was, I made it to my belly button before the strap slipped off my foot and the bag fell to the floor. Luckily, my cell spilled out onto the floor mats. I slipped off one slingback and managed to hit the ‘on’ button with my big toe.
“Hello?” I shouted in the direction of the floor.
I leaned as far down as I could to hear the response. It was faint, but I could make it out.
“Maddie, it’s Felix.”
Fabulous. Speaking of men I’d like to seek revenge on.
“What do you want?” I shouted, stretching my head down between my knees to hear the response. 
“I need to talk to you.” He paused. “Are you alone?”
I looked around the backseat. Unfortunately. 
“Yes. Why?”
“Because I have someone here that wants to speak to you.”
I heard noise as the phone was passed. Then an all too familiar voice rose up from the floor mats. “Maddie, honey?”
I froze.
Larry.
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
“Larry!” I shouted, leaning so far south metal cut into my wrists. “Where are you?”
He hesitated. And I feared for a minute I’d lost the connection. 
“Larry? Can you hear me?” I asked, my voice starting to go hoarse from shouting.
“I need to talk to you,” he finally answered, so quietly it was barely more than a whisper. “But I don’t want to do it over the phone. Can we meet somewhere?”
I looked back up at the handcuffs. 
“Uh… I’m kind of tied up at the moment. Can’t you just tell me what’s going on now?”
“No. No, it’s too… I’d feel better doing this in person.”
I sighed. “I’m not exactly mobile at the moment.” Understatement alert.
“Fine,” Larry responded. “I’ll have Felix come pick you up.”
“No, I-” 
But he’d already handed the phone back to Felix. “Maddie, where are you, love?” he asked.
“No,” I shook my head at the phone. “No, you can’t come here. Ram- uh, Bruno will be out any second.”
Felix paused. “What’s going on over there?”
I sighed. “I’m handcuffed in the backseat of Bruno’s car.”
I wasn’t sure being so far away from the earpiece, but I could have sworn I heard Felix laughing. “Kinky.”
“No, not kinky. False imprisonment. And quit laughing!”
I think I heard him snort. “Okay, where exactly is this car?”
“The employee parking lot of the Victoria Club.”
“Give me five minuets.” 
“No, Bruno will be back any-” But he’d already hung up.
I hit the end button with my big toe. So much for my date with the Keebler boys. 
I watched the numbers on Ramirez’s dash clock crawl by, all the while keeping one eye on the back door of the Victoria. If Ramirez came out before Felix got here, I had no doubt he’d make good on his promise to shove me onto the first flight home, and I’d miss my one chance to see Larry. Maybe for ever. I wondered what Larry wanted to tell me. Hopefully something bad about Monaldo. Really bad. As in bad enough for the Feds to arrest him and end this whole Godfather meets Tootsie my life had become. Then I could go back to my real life where my biggest worries included finishing the Rainbow Brite jellies on time (which, the longer I stayed in Vegas, was becoming a bigger worry), sitting in traffic on the 405, and when those adorable wedge sandals were going on sale at Macy’s. 
I was just wondering exactly when the sales clerk had said those wedges would be on sale when a blue Dodge Neon pulled into the parking lot and killed its lights. I waved the best I could with my foot (since in addition to being immobilized, my hands had completely fallen asleep) and finally Felix spotted me. He pulled the Neon into the empty space beside the SUV and got out. He allowed himself a little smirk for my benefit before trying the door handle. Not surprisingly, it didn’t open.
“It’s locked!” I shouted through the tinted windows.
Felix nodded. Then went back to his car and returned with something that looked like a long nail file. With a little maneuvering, he wedged it between the doorframe and the window of the passenger side. I kept one eye on the back door of the club, knowing that if Ramirez caught him tampering with his car, Felix was a dead man. 
The nail file wiggled and twisted, making a couple of awful grinding noises that I prayed weren’t the sounds of black paint being chipped away. Finally the door locks popped up. I was so happy I could have laughed.
Felix opened the door. He took one look at the handcuffs and did laugh.
“It’s not funny.”
“No, not at all,” he responded, starting to snort again. 
“Just get them off, smartass.”
He pulled a pocketknife out of his khakis and flipped it open. To my surprise, it didn’t contain scissors and bottle openers, but a series of different sized and shaped files. He fit one in the keyhole of the handcuffs and after doing the same sort of shimmy and wiggle thing he’d done with the giant nail file, one metal bracelet finally popped off my wrist. 
I could have hugged him. That is if I’d had any feeling left in my arms whatsoever. I shook my hand, feeling little pins and needles race over my skin as the blood surged back into my limbs. Felix made short work of the second bracelet and as soon as I was accessory free, I jumped out of the SUV and into the Neon’s passenger seat. 
“Let’s go!” I shouted as Felix tucked his handy-dandy lock picks back into his pocket. “Trust me, you do not want to be here when Bruno sees this.” While no paint had been actually chipped in the making of this great escape, the little rubber strips between the car door and his window were kind of stretched out. And bulging. And there might have been one or two teeny tiny marks on his windows. Those, coupled with the fact that an empty pair of handcuffs was dangling from his passenger seat, were enough to put Bad Cop in a really bad mood. We’re talking back-in-a-holding-cell bad. Not something I wanted to be around to witness. 
Felix seemed to get my drift, sliding behind the wheel and gunning the engine. I kept my eyes on the back door, chanting a little “please don’t open, please don’t open, please don’t open” thing as Felix flipped on the lights and pulled out of the parking lot, heading west on Fremont. 
I heaved a sigh of relief as the Victoria shrank in the rearview mirror, glad that at least one thing had gone my way today. 
“So was that a reporter thing back there?” I asked, rubbing the feeling back into my hands.
“What?”
“Breaking into cars. Picking locks.”
He grinned. Then did a non-committal, “Maybe.”
“Not that I’m being judgmental or anything. I’m actually quite impressed. I know how hard it is to open a locked door. Trust me, that whole credit card thing they do on TV – doesn’t work.”
Felix raised an eyebrow at me. “Been doing some breaking and entering of our own lately, have we?”
I shrugged and mimicked his, “Maybe.”
“Touché,” he muttered.
“So, where did you learn how to do that?”
“Liverpool.”
I gave him my ‘and…’ look, gesturing for the long version of that answer. 
“Tell you what,” he said, turning to face me as we stopped for a red light. “I’ll answer your probing question if you answer one of mine.”
Uh oh. Never good when a reported used the word ‘probing’. But, then again, I reasoned, what did I really have to lose? This guy already knew everything about me. Besides, it wasn’t every day a girl ran into someone with their very own lock picking set outside of HBO’s primetime lineup. I admit, curiosity won out over good judgment. (And for those of you keeping track, yes, this was a recurring theme in my life.) 
“Deal,” I said.
Felix swiveled back in his seat as the light turned green. “All right then. When I was a kid, my friend Rodney’s father owned a towing service. When we got bored we used to borrow his tools and break into parked cars. ”
“You’re a car thief?!” Okay, I knew tabloid reporters where pretty low on the food chain, but hadn’t figured I was actually riding with a criminal.
“No, no, no.” He shook his head. “We just borrowed them for a bit. Always put them back.”
“More like a car borrower, then?” 
“More like, yes.”
“So, did you ever get caught?”
Felix shook his head at me, doing a tsk, tsk, tsk thing with his tongue. “That’s two questions, love.”
“Hmmm.” I sat back in my seat, pretty sure I wasn’t getting the whole story out of him.
“My turn,” Felix said, his eyes twinkling. 
“All right, what do you want to know?”
“You and that Bruno fellow. What’s really going on there?” 
“Nothing,” I said. A little too quickly.
“Nothing?” Felix gave me a sideling glance. 
“Absolutely nothing,” I replied. Which, was almost the truth. (Almost.) From Ramirez I got no sex, no trust, no respect… see? Nothing. 
“So,” Felix prodded, not any more satisfied with my answer than I had been with his. “The words ‘boyfriend,’ ‘dating,’ not entering into this situation at all then?”
I shook my head until whips of blonde hair smacked against my cheeks. “Nope. Not at all.” The whole truth and nothing but the truth this time. Ramirez hadn’t uttered either one of those words. And I had a sinking feeling it would take an event more miraculous than the Red Sox winning the World Series to make it happen. Happily-ever-after wasn’t looking like it was in Bad Cop’s repertoire. Hell, we couldn’t even do happily-sleeping-together-just-once.
“Hmmm,” Felix said, taking his eyes off the road to give my barely-B-hugging tank top a healthy stare. “Interesting.”
I shifted in my seat, not sure I wanted to probe what that ‘interesting’ might mean. “So, uh, where are we going anyway?” I asked instead, clearing my throat. 
Felix gave me a little half smile and I could swear he was enjoying how uncomfortable his attention made me. “The New York, New York. Larry’s waiting for us in my room.”
“What’s he doing there?”
“He called me about an hour ago, trying to get a hold of you again. Said he needed to see you.”
“Any idea what about?”
Felix shook his head. “No. But he seemed rather shaken up about something. I almost didn’t want to leave the poor fellow alone, but he said there was no way he was going near the Victoria again. Apparently some bad blood there.”
I cringed, thinking of Hank’s swan dive. Felix didn’t know how true that statement was. 
Ten minutes later we pulled up to New York, New York. Felix slowed down at Tropicana and I could see him mentally debating between the valet and the mile long hike in from self-park that saved a whopping two dollars.
“I don’t get it,” I said. “You can afford the Marquis suite, but you’re too cheap to pay for parking?”
Felix shot me another one of those crooked smiles. “What can I say, Maddie. I’m an enigma.”
“Hmmm.” I narrowed my eyes at him.
“Family money,” he confessed, pulling to the right as he opted for the valet after all. “From my father’s side,” he explained. “The thriftiness,” he emphasized, with a look that said he did not appreciate my cheap comment, “is from my mother’s side. She’s Scottish.”
“So you’re a stingy rich guy?” Okay, I admit, I kind of enjoyed making him uncomfortable, too.
He let my question go without comment, instead handing his keys over to the valet as we got out of the car. He didn’t wait for me to follow before making quick strides through the casino to the elevator doors. We rode up in silence. Once we got to the fifteenth floor, Felix unlocked his door with a keycard and I got my first glimpse of Larry. 
He was sitting on the edge of Felix’s bed, fidgeting worse than a heroin addict. He looked like he’d aged fifteen years in the last three days. His eyes were bloodshot, his girdle twisted around his waist to revealing an unflattering pooch (that made me instantly suck in) and his pantyhose were running a marathon all the way down to his scuffed heels. All in all, he looked so pathetic I couldn’t help myself. Despite my earlier vow to let all men rot in Hades, I ran over and gave him a big hug.
Larry hugged me back, his arms wrapping tightly around my middle and I got a warm, fuzzy, Hallmark moment feeling. 
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” I said, my voice threatening to crack as I pulled away. Only he didn’t look all that okay. To be honest, he looked terrible. “Larry, what’s going on?”
He did a deep sigh. Then looked from me to Felix. 
“I’m in big trouble, Maddie.”
Well duh. “Tell me,” I said instead, sitting down on the flowered bedspread beside him.
He sighed again and looked down at his hands as he spoke, picking at his flaking ruby red nail polish.
“I don’t even know where to begin.”
“Start with what you told me,” Felix prompted.
I shot him a hurt look. My dad had confided in Tabloid Boy first?
Larry nodded. He took a deep breath, did a little more nail polish picking and finally started in a shaky voice. “I’ve been dancing at the Victoria club for about five years now. Before that I was on the Strip, but, well, you know how it is when we girls get older. Weight starts climbing, things start to sag, there’s more shaving…” 
“Got it, moving on,” I interrupted, fighting the urge to stick my fingers in my ears and chant, “I can’t hear you! I’m doing denial!” 
“Right. Anyway, Hank and I both moved to the Victoria. The pay was all right, not Strip good, but all right. It might have been enough but… well, see, I’ve got this little problem.”
Uh oh. Here it was. I was going to find out I was genetically predisposed to alcoholism or a gambling addiction. “What kind of problem?” I asked. “Drugs? Gambling? Booze?”
“Shoes.”
Mental forehead smack. 
“Shoes?”
Larry nodded. “I can’t help it, I just love shoes. I see a pair of heels and I can’t stop myself. I need to have them. Pumps, slingbacks, mules - it doesn’t matter. I love them all. And let me tell you, finding heels in a size eleven wide is not cheap. But I can’t stop. You don’t know what it’s like. I buy them and it’s like a rush of happiness just courses through me.”
Sadly enough, I did know what it was like. 
“Okay, so you were in debt over shoes. What happened next?”
“Well,” he said, “one day Monaldo said he had a delivery to make and would Hank and I like to do it for a little extra cash. I was about to have my car repossessed over an adorable pair of ballerina strap wedges in lime green, so I jumped at it. It was simple, really. Monaldo gave us a handbag that we took to one of Monaldo’s warehouses out in the desert. We handed it off to these two Italian guys in business suits, then we came back to the club. Simple.”
Right. Simple. Somehow the Italians in business suits would have tipped me off, but then again, I wasn’t in shoe debt. (Okay, at least not that much shoe debt.)
Though, I had to hand it to Monaldo, the plan was brilliant. The last place Ramirez and the Feds would be searching for Monaldo’s payoff to the Marsuccis was in a bunch of drag queen’s handbags. 
“What then?” I asked, almost giddy that I’d finally found the proof Ramirez needed to put Monaldo away for good. 
“Well, the next week Monaldo had another errand for us. This time he sent me and Bobbi. Pretty soon it became a regular thing. We’d trade off, whichever of the three of us wasn’t on stage that night, we’d go make the run. Worked out great for a couple of months.”
“So, what went wrong?” 
Larry shook his head and sighed again. “One day the guys in suits were late. It was Bobbi and me out there. We got bored waiting, so we started looking around the warehouse. We opened a couple of boxes and found out they were all filled with shoes. Bobbi and I…” He paused, looking sheepish. “We each took a pair. I know it was wrong, but we honestly figured no one would miss two little pairs. The place was filled with them. I mean, thousands of designer shoes, Maddie. Can you imagine?”
I tried not to salivate, reminding myself they were probably all fakes. “So, you took the shoes?”
“Yes. I took a pair of Dior pumps and Bobbi chose some black Prada stilettos. Then when the suits showed up we gave them the bag like always and went home. It was a couple of weeks later that Bobbi decided he could raise some extra money by selling his pair on Ebay. Being that they were Prada, he figured he could get a whole month’s child support out of them. Only when he put the auction up, the lady he tried to sell them to said they were knock-offs. I looked more closely at my pair and sure enough, they were fake, too. Look, if we had known that Monaldo was dealing in fake designer shoes, we never would have gotten involved.”
Mobster he didn’t blink an eye at. But fake shoes were where he drew the line. I would have rolled my eyes if deep down I didn’t kind of agree with him.
“So, what did you do?”
“Nothing,” he said, his eyes filling with tears. “Bobbi disappeared the next day. I didn’t know what to do. I filed a missing persons report, but the officer didn’t seem to think anything had happened to Bobbi. He said these dead beat dads skipped town all the time. So, I told Hank everything we’d found and told him I was going to tell the police about the shoe warehouse. Hank didn’t want me to do it. He…” Larry paused. Then looked down at his hands again. “Well, Hank liked the money too much. He didn’t want it to stop. That’s when I decided to call you for help. I’d seen your picture in his paper,” he gestured toward Felix, who had been silently standing near the door this whole time. “I read how you got your boyfriend out of trouble last summer and helped put a murderer behind bars. I thought maybe, well, maybe you could do something here. Only as I was dialing, Hank came into the room waving a gun. He was talking crazy, about how he couldn’t afford to go back to a dancer’s salary. We fought and the gun went off. Blew a hole right through Hank’s favorite chair.”
At least that explained the gunshot I’d heard. “Then what happened?”
“I promised Hank I wouldn’t tell anyone if he’d put the gun away. We went back to work like nothing had happened. Then three days later, Hank got pushed off the roof.” His eyes teared up again. 
“Do you think it was Monaldo?” I asked, slowly, watching Felix out of the corner of my eye. His expression was placid but I’d bet anything he was mentally taking notes like a fiend.
Larry nodded. “Who else would it be? He must have killed them both.”
I chewed on a fingernail, the hamster running overtime in my little wheel as I tried to digest all he’d said. I could see Monaldo wanting to silence Bobbi. Advertising their counterfeit merchandise on Ebay probably wasn’t good for business. But it sounded like of the three, Hank was most happy to keep his mouth shut. So, why go after him? I admit, so many pieces of random information were swirling through my brain that I was having a hard time connecting the dots. 
And then Larry gave me another one to add to the mix.
“That’s not all,” he said. “Monaldo called me.” He paused his eyes shifting to Felix again. “And he wants me to do another drop for him.”
“Another drop?” I got a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.
Larry nodded. “Uh huh. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. Monaldo left me a message a couple of hours ago. I don’t know what to do.”
“When is it?”
“Tonight.”
I bit my lip. “You have to tell the police, Larry.”
He shook his head, his red wig swishing back and forth. “Unh uh. No way. I wouldn’t last a second in jail. Look at me!”
He had a point. I saw OZ, I knew what those places were like. Inmates weren’t exactly the most tolerant bunch of people around. 
“Maybe you wouldn’t have to go to jail,” I reasoned. “Ramirez said if you testify against Monaldo, you could be put into some kind of protective custody.”
“Ramirez?” he asked.
Oops. I shifted my gaze from Felix (who had suddenly become much more interested in our conversation) to Larry. “Uh, he’s a police officer I kind of know. Not important. Point is, if you go to the police they can protect you.”
Larry looked down at himself. Then up at me. “I don’t think I’d exactly blend in witness protection, do you?”
I wrinkled my forehead. “Well maybe if you…” I looked down at his shoes. Pink Mary Janes. Okay, bad place to start. I moved my gaze upward. “If you just changed the…” Pink pleather skirt? Ruffled white blouse? Sparkly red two-tone nail polish? 
I sighed. Forget it. He was right. 
As much faith as I had in Ramirez it would take a Lance Burton sized illusion to hide Larry from Monaldo. I mean, how many six foot tall redheaded drag queens were there? Besides, once Larry went into protection it was out of Ramirez’s hands. And into the hands of the Feds. After the way they’d handled this case so far (not to mention short changed me on my tax return the last two years in a row) I didn’t have a whole lot of faith in them. All it would take was one little slip and my dad would be flying off a building or stuffed in with the frozen peas. 
As much as I’d had a martini shaker of mixed feelings about Larry in the last few days, seeing him sit across from me – his pantyhose run, his mascara smudged, and his love handles drooping out the side of a too tight girdle – I wasn’t ready to let some Mafia shoe runner rob me of the chance to get to know my dad. Instinctively I leaned over and caught him in a hug so fierce it surprised even me.
“Don’t worry, Dad, we’ll think of something.”
Larry pulled away, shock mixing with a faint smile on his face.
“What?” I asked.
“That’s…” he paused, his voice choking up. “That’s the first time you’ve called me ‘dad.’”
He was right, it was. I hugged him again, feeling that warm, fuzzy Hallmark thing wash over me again.
Only this time, it was mixed with dread.
 
 
* * *
 
 
After promising Larry we’d find a way to get him out of this, I sent him into the bathroom to shower, change, and (denial, denial, denial) touch up his make-up. Felix booted up his laptop, his fingers flying over the keypad as he typed out the story of his career. Visions of tacky headlines danced in my head, but there wasn’t much I could do to stop him at this point. Instead, I pulled out my cell and dialed Dana’s number, filling her in on where I was and giving her the abridged version of Larry’s monologue. She assured me she had Mom and Mrs. R under control, showing them the finer points of blackjack while Marco bought everyone ‘Viva Las Vegas’ T-shirts. 
I hung up and stared out the window at the shapes of the Excalibur, the MGM Grand, and the Luxor shining in the distance. Everything about this town seemed larger than life. Including its problems. I watched the endless stream of tourists glide down the moving walkways as I mulled over Larry’s options. All the while listening to the constant hum of Felix’s keyboard. 
“Some story, huh?” I asked.
Felix didn’t look up. “Uh huh.”
“What if I could give you an even better one?”
He cocked an eyebrow my way. “I don’t quite see how it could get better than this.”
I paused. See, here’s the thing: As Ramirez had said over and over again, it all came down to proof. If Larry wasn’t willing to testify about being the missing link between Monaldo and the Marsuccis, we needed some other proof of what had gone on. Like pictures. And I knew one person who had a knack for snapping photos of the unawares.
“What if I promised you an exclusive?”
“An exclusive?” He looked up, giving me his full attention now. 
I nodded. “If…”
“Aha. I knew there was a catch.”
I ignored him. “If you help me.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Help you do what?”
“I’m going to do the drop for Monaldo.”
“Pardon?” he said, giving me the ‘this chick’s crazy’ look.
“I need you to call Monaldo and pretend to be Larry. Tell him you’ll do his little errand for him. Only you’re really going to be taking pictures of me while I dress as Larry, go get the bag from Monaldo, and take it to the Marsuccis.”
“Who?” Felix asked, scanning his notes.
I bit my lip. I felt a little bit like I was making a pact with the devil himself, here. I weighed the possibility of Larry being wed to a cell mate named Bubba versus the amount of Spanish I was going to have to learn to translate the onslaught of Ramirez’s curses when he saw my name splashed across the Informer’s front page. Again. 
I looked from the steamy bathroom door to Felix. 
What the hell. 
“The Marsuccis are an organized crime family,” I said.
Felix did the one eyebrow raise again. “As in mafia?”
I nodded. Then, to the tune of his fingers furiously typing out his golden story, I told him everything Ramirez had shared about the dead customs agent, the Fed’s investigation, the containers of counterfeit shoes, and the link to Monaldo’s club.
“I knew there was something fishy about that Bruno,” he said when I’d finished. “You didn’t strike me as a bouncer’s girlfriend.”
“For the last time, I’m not his girlfriend. I’m just his… Look, that’s not important. What’s important is that we have enough pictures to hand over proof of Monaldo and the Marsuccis’ connection so that Monaldo goes to prison and Larry doesn’t end up doing a pancake impression on the asphalt. So, are you in?”
Felix stuck the end of a hotel issue ball point in his mouth, chewing thoughtfully. “It sounds a little dangerous,” he finally said.
I put my hands on my hips, thrust my chest out, and put on my best tough chick voice. “Look, I’m a grown woman. I can handle this. Why is it everyone thinks I’m just some girly little shoe chick who can’t do anything except wait for the big boys to work this stuff out? I left it to the big boys. Look what happened? Hank’s dead, Bobbi’s dead. I am not - you hear me? N-O-T,” I spelled out for him, “going to sit around while my dad gets picked off like some sitting duck in heels just because you think it’s too dangerous for the girly blonde. Well, let me tell you something, pal. I’m no little girl. I’m a big bad woman!”
Wow that felt good. Okay, so it might have felt even better had I actually been saying it to Ramirez, but I had a picture of his face in my head the entire time, so it was sort of like he was there. I could feel all my anger and frustration disappearing, leaving a big bubble of confidence that I could feel filling the entire room. I was woman, hear me roar!
That is until the corner of Felix’s mouth began to quirk upward. 
“Actually, love,” he said, laughter escaping him, “I was thinking it was a bit dangerous for me.”
Pop. There went my bubble.
“Oh. Right.”
“But,” he said, actually making an effort to control his giggles, “If you’re that determined-”
“I am.”
“-and you really do agree to an exclusive, complete with pictures and everything-”
I cringed, hoping at least he used my own body to go with my head this time. “I do.”
“-then, you have yourself a deal. I’ll be your photographer.” He stuck his hand out. I shook it, half expecting his hidden horns and forked tail to come popping out.
I didn’t waste time, knowing Larry would be out of the shower any minute. I quickly dialed information and got the number of the Victoria club. 
“You can do an American accent, right?” I asked, handing the number to Felix.
He grinned. “Ya’ll don’t have nothing to worry yo’ purty little head about, darlin’,” he drawled, doing a bad John Wayne. 
“Uh, maybe this isn’t such a good idea after all…”
“Just give me the phone,” he said, snatching my cell. 
I held my breath as he dialed, crossing both fingers and toes and saying a little prayer to the saint of deception and fake accents. Luckily someone up there was listening, as Felix did a perfect Californian into the phone. Okay, so maybe he was a tad more Keanu Reeves than Larry’s natural voice, but it seemed to pass muster with Monaldo. 
I kept one eye on the bathroom, where steam from Larry’s shower was still seeping under the door, as I listened to Felix’s side of the conversation. It was brief and to the point. Basically a lot of ‘uh, huh’s and ‘I’ll be there’s. My stomach played host to a butterfly convention as Felix asked Monaldo to remind him of the address, taking down the information on a pad of hotel stationary.
Finally he hung up.
“Well?” I asked.
“Tonight. Eight o’clock.”
The butterflies formed a conga line.
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
Since I had less than four hours to transform myself from a five foot tall woman into a six foot tall woman pretending to be a man pretending to be a woman, I needed help. Luckily if anyone was up to the job, it was Marco. I found him downstairs in the I Love NY-NY gift shop eyeing a pair of novelty shot glasses.
“Maddie, dahling!” he cried when he spotted me, going for a two-cheeked air kiss. “Where on earth have you been, I was worried sick about you!”
“Ramirez caught me. Handcuffed me in his backseat.”
“Kinky.” Marco wiggled his perfectly waxed eyebrows up and down. 
“Humiliating was more like it. Anyway, I need to ask you a favor, Marco.”
“Anything, for you sweetie,” he said, thumbing through a stack of postcards.
I briefly filled him in on Larry’s troubles and my plan to save his Prada wearing hide. When I got to the part about needing platform shoes and a wig, Marco clapped his hands with glee. 
“Oooo, this is gonna be so fun. A drag make-over!”
Necessary, yes. Fun I wasn’t so sure about. “I only have until eight tonight,” I warned as he grabbed me by the arm and headed straight for the Off Broadway Costume shop. 
Two hours and three dozen bad wigs later I was decked out in true Drag Queen Chic. I stood in front of the mirrored closet doors of Marco’s hotel room staring at my reflection. He had gone with a long black skirt that covered my slightly-less-stocky-than-Larry’s (thank God!) legs, a long sleeve corset-waisted red top that covered my slightly-less-hairy-than-Larry’s (thank God!) arms, and a long red wig that was almost the exact duplicate of Larry’s (which honestly didn’t look half bad on me. Who knew I could do redhead?). Knowing that even in the highest heels I couldn’t fake nine inches, Marco chose a clingy lycra material for the skirt which, along with the vee necked top, gave the illusion of longer lines. And, I’m happy to report I did manage to add at least five inches to my frame with a pair of truly hooker-esque patent leather platforms. 
Marco offered to use some charcoal eyeliner and putty-like cover-up to ‘age’ my face to match Larry’s, but I declined, instead going for a huge pair of black J Lo sunglasses and a gauzy black veil that reached down to my chin. Though I did let Marco cake on some thick foundation and blush a hint of five o’clock stubble onto my chin. All in all, it was as close to fifty something transvestite as I was ever going to look (thank God!).
“Honey, you look divine!” Marco stood back, clasping his hands to his breast as he admired his work. “That wig is so you.”
“Let’s just hope Monaldo thinks it’s so Larry.”
“So,” Marco said, leaning in close, a co-conspiratal twinkle in his eyes. “What’s the plan, spy girl?”
I adjusted my butt-length wig in the mirror as I recited the directions Monaldo had given to Felix over the phone. 
“The plan is we drive to the Victoria, slip backstage and look for a red, crocodile handbag sitting at Larry’s make-up station. Then Felix and I take the cash out into the desert for our rendezvous with the Marsuccis. I’ll drop Felix off a few yards away to set up surveillance, then I’ll continue on to the warehouse and hand the payoff over to the bad guys while Felix takes pictures of it all.”
Hmmm… somehow saying it out loud made it all sound so improbable. Rendezvous? Surveillance? Payoff? Who did I think I was, James Bond? 
Though, Marco didn’t share my misgivings. “This is so freaking James Bond! I love it! Wait until I tell Madonna about this.”
“No!” I spun on my platforms to face him. “No, you can’t tell anyone. If Ramirez finds out about this, he’ll skin me alive. Not to mention what my mother would do. Good God, can you imagine her traipsing after me with stun gun in hand? You have to promise me you are not going to tell a soul.”
“But-”
“Promise!” I commanded, planting both hands on hips. And being as I towered over him by a good two inches now, he conceded.
“All right.” He thrust his lower lip out in an exaggerated pout. “I promise.”
I made him double pinky swear and felt a little bit better about it. Just a little. Swearing Marco to secrecy was about as effective as using a sharpie to cover up scuffs on my favorite black pumps. A temporary fix at best. But, I had no choice. I could only hope Marco sat on the gossip of the century long enough that Felix and I could get to the desert and it would be too late for either Mom or Ramirez to stop me. 
Okay, part of me hoped that. As I stared at my made-up reflection in the mirror the other part of me, the one that preferred all my limbs exactly where they were, was silently chanting, ‘somebody stop me!’ 
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
Felix met me at the valet parking at exactly seven-o-two. If all went according to plan, he wanted to be in place long before the Marsuccis showed up. He took one look at my outfit and I could see him mentally warring between a dozen ready-made snide comments.
“Don’t start with me,” I warned. “These are five inch heels. I could kill a man with these.”
His grin widened, but he held up his hands in a surrender motion and wisely refrained from comment. Instead he handed the valet his ticket (and a fifty cent tip. Cheapskate.) and ten minutes later we were on the road. 
I fidgeted nervously in my seat as we motored up the 15, my stomach tying itself in enough knots to macramé a plant hanger. The thing is, I wasn’t the world’s biggest fan of undercover work. Once, last summer while investigating the disappearance of my ex-boyfriend, Richard, Dana had convinced me to go undercover as a hooker. As if the neon spandex she’d made me wear wasn’t bad enough, the evening had ended with a dead body. And considering I was currently the only player in this little drama without a gun, I really hoped tonight wasn’t a replay.
I was chewing the Raspberry Perfection off my lips, debating whether I could tell Felix to turn around and forget the whole thing, when we pulled into the employee lot of the Victoria. The two Town Cars were still parked up front and the lot was populated with half a dozen more rent-a-wrecks than it had been earlier in the day. Though, I was relived to see Ramirez’s SUV conspicuously absent. I prayed Bruno had the night off. (Or was spending it out trying to find one escaped blonde.) 
I stared at the back door as Felix killed the engine. Okay, I could do this. I was a tough chick. I was dangerous. On a mission. Take no prisoners. 
“You ready?” Felix asked, grabbing his camera case from the back seat.
“Hell yeah!” Only somehow my pep talk hadn’t convinced my body. My feet had turned to lead and my butt was glued to faded seat.
“So… you want to go in, then?” he asked.
I nodded. “Nuh unh.”
Felix paused. “You know, it’s not too late to change your mind. If you don’t feel comfortable with this, we can call it off.”
Did I feel comfortable with it? No. But neither did I feel comfortable in my gorgeous four inch, leather, Gucci logo pumps that angled in at the tip until my pinky toes turned blue. But if I could survive cutting off circulation to my feet for fashion, I could survive a knotted stomach for my father. 
“No, I’m fine,” I lied. “Let’s do this.”
Somehow I pried my booty off the seat despite feeling like it was covered in Elmer’s and crossed the few feet of pavement to the back door. All the while feeling the heat of Felix’s camera lens at my back. 
The steady beat of dance music vibrated through the thick walls of the building, spilling out into the night as I opened the door. I blinked in the dimly lit interior, wishing I could take my dark glasses off. I took a moment to orient myself. I was in the backstage area. To my right was a panel of levers and pulleys, behind which sat a guy in a John Deere cap with a cigarette hanging out one side of his mouth. To the left, a changing room, the sounds of clacking heels, hairdryers and catty gossip mingling with the dance rhythms. 
I went to the right, trying to look as inconspicuous as I could. The changing room was a small ten by ten affair, crammed with vanities topped by mirrored lights. Makeup bags and wig stands littered every surface and a rolling wardrobe rack sat by the door. Luckily, no one really seemed to take much notice of me. A skinny black guy in a Tina Turner outfit rushed past me yelling about her cues, and two of the yellow sequin ‘girls’ sat at one of the vanities, trying to get their feathers pinned on their heads and gossiping about someone named ‘Molly’. (Who, apparently, had slept with half the men in the club.) 
I scanned the room for a red crocodile bag and came up with pay dirt next to the vanity at the far end of the room. Ducking my head down, I stepped over discarded shoes and costumes on the floor, quickly grabbing the bag and ducking out again before the sequin girls could question me. 
The bag was a lot heavier than I had expected and I needed two hands to carry it as I backtracked to the outer door. By the time I reached it, my heart was pounding in my ears and my stomach had knotted itself an entire afghan. 
I stepped back out into the night, letting the door close on the club music behind me and did a quick scan to make sure a black SUV hadn’t miraculously appeared while I was inside. None had, so I jogged (which in five inch heels was more like a series of baby steps on speed) to the Neon and quickly slipped into the passenger seat.
“Go, go, go!” I commanded as Felix put down his camera. He did, pulling out of the parking lot and taking a quick right onto Fremont. I heaved a sigh of relief that was much too big considering Operation Mafia Takedown was only halfway done. Getting the bag had been the easy part, the hard part would be coming face to face with the living breathing models for the Sopranos out in the desert where God knew how many generations of ‘accidents’ were buried in shallow graves.
I shivered and flipped on the heater.
To distract myself, I looked down at the bag in my hands as Felix drove south on the 15. It was a soft, crocodile skin dyed a deep burgundy color with little gold buckles and a bamboo handle. Actually tre chic, if you asked me. My hands shaking only slightly, I peeked inside. It was filled with wads of hundred dollar bills. I did a low whistle. As I may have mentioned, Tot Trots was not the Rodeo Drive of shoes. I made enough to cover my rent and keep me in Top Ramen and heels, but this was way more money than I’d ever seen in one place before. I put my nose down in the bag and inhaled deeply. The unmistakable scent of cash mixed with leather. This must be what real Pradas smelled like. 
Fifteen minutes later we’d passed by the Mandalay Bay, the Bellagio, and the Treasure Island and were heading into the no-man’s land between Vegas and Los Angeles. Tumbleweeds began to replace casinos until we spied the sign for Lone Hill Road. Felix turned off the highway, onto the roughly paved, two lane. Two more turns and we were reduced to a dirt road which might have been fun to navigate in my four wheel drive Jeep, but was just plain bumpy in a late model Neon. We bounced about three more miles in silence before a building came into sight on the horizon of the sparse, rocky terrain. Felix pulled the car over to the side. 
“This is where I get off,” he said, his voice betraying a hint of the jangling nerves I felt. 
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. For fear something like, “Don’t leave me! I’m just a little girly girl!” would pop out.
“You sure you’re going to be okay alone?” he asked and in the rapidly settling dusk, I could have sworn he actually looked concerned.
I nodded again. Hoping he couldn’t tell what a bad liar I was. 
Apparently not, since he grabbed his camera case and exited the car, doing a quick survey of the landscape before settling into position behind a rock formation. He gave me a thumbs-up sign, which I guess was supposed to reassure me as I slid over to the driver’s seat. 
I gave myself a little mental pep talk again, watching Felix’s form disappear in the rearview mirror as I continued down the dusty road alone. Only the closer I got to the squat building in the distance, the less convincing I became. 
I flipped the radio on to fill the silence. After playing with the dial I finally found a station playing ’60’s hits. It’s hard to be freaked when you’re listening to the Beatles. I tried to sing along to ‘Good Day Sunshine,’ but I found my eyes darting to the rearview mirror every three seconds, watching for black Town Cars.
This was it. If this didn’t work… I didn’t even want to think about it. And, I had to admit, I was beginning to seriously question the wisdom of not telling Ramirez about this plan. Sure, he would have nixed it from the get go but maybe he could have sent one of his operatives to do this? Maybe he could have convinced Larry? Maybe we could have had sex at least once before I drove to possible maim-ment and death in the desert. 
By the time I pulled up to the warehouse, my hands were sweating, my lips had been bitten raw, and I was beginning to get a nervous tick in my right eye. If I didn’t already have a bag full of cash sitting beside me, there’s no question I would have turned around and fled right then and there. 
Instead, I parked the Neon in front of the warehouse. It was a nondescript building, square and large with concrete sides and a corrugated metal roof. Around it was a whole lot of dusty nothing. 
No other cars were visible.
I sat there for a full two minutes, trying to talk myself into getting out of the car. I was halfway there. I had the cash, I was at the meeting place. So far so good. All I had to do now was hand over the bag and all was well. (What can I say, I was becoming a pro at this denial thing.) 
I opened the door and stepped out. The night air was cool and eerily quiet. Not even a cricket chirping anywhere. Picking my way over the hard packed dirt, I slowly made my way to the warehouse, the crocodile bag clutched so tightly my knuckles where turning white. Three loading bays spanned the length of it, with a smaller door off to the right. I tried the knob. Unlocked. I’d been expected.
I took one more deep breath for good measure and slowly pushed the door open. I felt around on the wall until my fingers came up against a light switch. 
The interior of the warehouse was filled with tall, metal shelves like the ones Mom had in her garage for storing Christmas decorations and Tupperware tubs of my childhood mementoes. They spanned from floor to ceiling, each filled with big cardboard boxes. Exposed pipes and ducts ran the length of the ceiling and the same corrugated metal décor covered the walls. It gave the feeling of being in a huge tin can. With about the same acoustics.
“Hello?” I called out, hearing my voice echo back to me in triplicate. No answer. I gingerly took a few steps inside, my platforms sounding like firecrackers on the cement floor.
I walked to the metal shelf nearest the door and, with a quick glance over my shoulder, pried open a box on the lower shelf. Inside it were a dozen smaller boxes. Shoe boxes. 
I gingerly pulled one out. Michael Kors. I’d love to say I slipped it back in and left it at that, but of course, I couldn’t resist. What can I say? I’m my father’s daughter. I popped open the lid. A perfect copy of last season’s snakeskin pumps in chocolate brown, right down to the brass buckle detail on the face. I had to remind myself they were fakes to resist trying them on right then and there. 
But the sound of tires crunching on the gravel outside snapped me out of it fast enough. I quickly replaced the lid and turned down the flaps of the box, taking two giant steps away from the shelves as the sound of a car door slamming shut echoed throughout the warehouse. I skittered across the cement floor, stepping back outside. And into Felix’s line of vision. If we were going to get any decent shots at all, the exchange had to take place outside. 
A black Range Rover had parked next to the Neon. (Apparently they were prepared for the rough terrain.) Two men in black suits stood beside it, both wearing tinted aviator glasses and looking like bad imitations of the Men in Black. I was about to approach them when a third man stepped out of the car. He was smaller than the other two, his suit a gray color, though he wore the same tinted glasses. Must be standard Mob issue. In addition to the eyewear, he was sporting more gold jewelry than Joan Rivers, including a large gold medallion around his neck and pinkie rings on each hand. His hair was slicked into a perfect black helmet over his too-big-for-his body-head. All in all the only thing missing were a pair of shoe spats and an Uzi and he’d be the spitting image of the Italian family man. 
The three of them slowly approached me, the Men in Black flanking Shortie.
“You have something for us?” the little guy asked, his voice a dead-ringer for Joe Pesci as he gestured to the crocodile bag clutched in my vice grip. 
I nodded, clearing my throat to make my voice as low as it would go. “Yes,” I answered. 
Shortie took off his glasses and squinted at me. “What’s with the veil?” he asked.
My panic meter rose about fifty notches. “Uh… I’m in mourning.” I lowered my eyes to the ground. “Hank passed away.”
Shortie nodded, pursing his thin lips together. “I heard about that. Tragedy.” 
Somehow I had the feeling these guys encountered ‘tragedy’ on a regular basis. A thought which did nothing to lower my panic reading. 
But instead of saying anything, I just nodded again.
Shortie motioned to the bag and the taller Man in Black stepped forward to take it from me. His hand brushed mine as he did, sending a cold fear prickling up my neck as his tinted eyes settled on my face. 
I cleared my throat again and studied my shoes, hoping he mistook my fear for grief. For one long, terrible moment, I thought the jig was up. He’d seen through my woman pretending to be a man pretending to be a woman ruse and I’d soon be swimming with the fishes. (Or freezing with the peas as the case may be.) But instead of fitting me for cement slingbacks, he took a step back into formation beside Shortie and opened the bag. Shortie took a quick peek inside, pushing the bundles around to check that I hadn’t slipped a hundred on top and filled the rest with hay. He nodded at Goon Number One, apparently satisfied. 
Shortie turned back to me. “You tell Monaldo that we’s sorry about his associate’s untimely passing,” he said, just two notes short of sincere. 
I nodded.
Shortie kept his eyes on my face for one more agonizing beat then slipped his glasses back on, apparently satisfied. 
I felt every muscle in my body sigh in relief as he walked back to his car. Goon Number One held the back door open for Shortie, then got in the back seat himself as Goon Number Two got behind the wheel. 
Adrenalin laced sweat dripped down my back, but I stayed rooted to the spot as I watched them do a three point turn and drive back down the dirt road. What do you know, I was good at undercover work after all. No dead bodies. No angry mobsters. Not even a cranky cop to muddy the waters. I felt glee rising up in the back of my throat as I pictured the look on Ramirez’s face when I handed him the proof that would crack his case wide open. Not so girly now, huh? 
I squelched the urge to jump for joy, lest the Men in Black see me victory dancing in the rearview mirror. Instead, I waited until their tail lights disappeared down the road, then waved in Felix’s general direction.
I could have sworn I saw the flash of his camera lens in response against the dark night sky. 
But that was the last thing I saw.
A crack of thunder exploded inside my head and the desert landscape instantly folded in on itself as the ground rushed up to meet me. 
Then everything went black.
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
Once when I was in college at the Academy of Art University in San Francisco, I went out with a group of my friends after spring finals. Linda, who was majoring in film production and had just landed a job with DreamWorks, suggested we go to the Golden Gate Club to celebrate. She insisted news like a DreamWorks job called for Apple Pie shots. This sounded like a great idea to me considering a) I’d just spent the last three nights staying up until 2 AM writing essays about the difference between kitten and a stiletto heels and b) who didn’t like pie? That is until I realized that Apple Pie shots consisted of schnapps, followed by vodka, followed by more schnapps. I’d like to say I had a wild night to remember. Only I couldn’t. Remember it, that is. The last clear memory I had of that night was showing some guy named ‘Snake’ how I could touch the tip of my nose with the tip of my tongue. 
I woke up the next morning with stale gym socks breath, sand paper tongue, and Tommy Lee drumming a pounding beat between my ears. It was the Brangelina of headaches, the Mt. Everest of headaches, the worst aching-eyes, throbbing-temples, ringing-ears, pounding-head, so-bad-you-want-to-throw-yourself-in-front-of-a-bus-just-to-stop-the-pain headache to end all headaches.
And this was worse.
I groaned, the pressure of a sixteen wheeler pulsating through my brain with every breath I took. My mouth felt scratchier than polyester pants in August and my eyes ached like they’d been glued shut. I slowly did a mental check of my person, wiggling first my toes then fingers. All ten of each seemed to be functioning. Though, as I moved on to wriggling my hands, I noticed they didn’t have quite the range of motion I was used to. Mostly because they were bound together. I rubbed my wrists together and something sharp and plastic bit into them. Ditto my ankles. I wiggled my butt, feeling a hard, cold floor beneath me. 
I gingerly opened one eye then the other. It was dark and I continued the painful practice of blinking, trying to bring the shadows into focus. It looked like I was in some sort of storeroom. Cardboard boxes were stacked along the walls and a couple of empty wardrobe racks sat off to one side. I could hear a steady thump, thump, thump of music from somewhere just beyond the plaster walls, echoing through my head, where I felt a serious goose egg trying to take hold.
“Hello?” I called out. Okay, I should say tried to call out. It was more like a pathetic little squeak, my throat dryer than my mother’s elbows in January. And, I realized, useless. Over the music no one could hear me anyway unless they were in the same room.
As I sat there, immobile, slowly letting my eyes adjust to the darkness, I tried to remember how I got here. Or, for that matter, where here even was. Had I passed out? Fainted? Had one too many dessert themed shots again?
I looked down at my bound feet, clad in five inch patent leather platforms. Then in a flash it all came back to me. The Drag Queen Chic look, the Men in Black, the warehouse in the desert. 
The ground meeting my face. 
Someone had whacked me on the head! I hated it when people did that. Just when I’d thought everything had gone so well, too. I’d passed as Larry, the Marsuccis had their money – everyone should have been happy. I just hoped Felix had gotten a shot of the creep who’d hit me. 
Felix!
My only hope. He must have seen the whole thing. Maybe he followed me. Maybe he was, at this very moment, corralling the troops to break in and rescue me…
A fantasy which was cut short as I heard a groan from the other side of the room.
“Uhn. Bloody ‘ell.”
Great. So much for my rescue.
“Is that you?” I asked, squinting through the darkness.
“Maddie?”
“Yeah. What happened?”
He groaned again and I heard movement, then another ‘bloody hell,’ as he realized that, like me, he was bound. “I don’t know. The last thing I remember, I was popping off a shot of those Italian blokes taking your bag and now here I am.” He paused, groaning again. “With a hell of a headache.”
On the up side, at least he had gotten the shots of the Marsuccis.
“Where’s your camera now?” I asked.
He groaned again, this one louder and sadder. “No clue.”
So much for the up side. 
I leaned my head back (carefully, to avoid the goose egg) and felt tears prick the backs of my eyes. Ramirez was right. I was an idiot for not staying in L.A. when I had the chance. Mobsters, goons, Mafiosos – what did I know about these kinds of people? Nothing. Less than nothing. Negative nothing. So nothing that I’d flubbed the one chance of proving Monaldo’s connection to the Mob and gotten myself and Felix both kidnapped in the process. Not only that, but I had a feeling that when whoever was responsible for the goose eggs came back, they weren’t just going to cut our bonds and let us go. I had a feeling my last moments on earth were going to be dressed as a fifty something drag queen. 
But do you want to know what the worst part was? The worst part was I was going to die without ever having sex with Ramirez! This thought was so depressing the tears escaped my eyes, rolling down my cheeks in big fat droplets.
“Are you crying?” Felix asked from across the room.
“N-n-n-no,” I sobbed.
He shifted on the floor. “Er… there, there. It’s going to be all right,” he said awkwardly.
“N-n-no it’s not!” I wailed. “You’re just saying that to m-m-make me feel better.”
“It’s not really working very well, is it?”
I sniffed, doing a sob slash hiccup thing. “We’re going to die and it’s all my fault!”
“No,no,” Felix said. He shimmed across the floor like an inverted inch worm until he was sitting beside me. “Look, this is as much my fault as it is yours. I should have been watching you better. I was too focused on my lens to notice anything else. It’s my fault we’re here.”
I sniffed again. “You’re right. It’s your fault.”
“Well, you didn’t have to agree with me quite so quickly.”
I looked up to find Felix doing one of his self-deprecating grins again. Maybe it was the darkness, or maybe the impending death, but it seemed just a fraction more charming this time.
“So,” he said quickly, “any guesses where we are?” 
I looked around the room again. “A storeroom of some sort.” 
“The warehouse?”
I shook my head. Then regretted it as the pounding between my ears went into double time. “I don’t think so.” My eyes had adjusted to the windowless room and I could make out faint writing on the sides of one of the cardboard boxes nearest me. Budweiser.
“The club!” I cried. “We’re at the Victoria.”
Felix nodded beside me, putting it together at the same time. “Someone must have followed us from here. They must have seen you drop me off.”
“Monaldo.” I felt my previous tears quickly turning into anger. That guy was really starting to piss me off. First he gets me arrested, then whacks me over the head. Who did he think he was? I was suddenly wishing Mom had stunned him a little harder when she had the chance.
I was about to let out a string of curses aimed at the creepy little weasel, when the sounds of someone outside the room froze me in place. Felix heard it too, going stiff beside me as both our eyes riveted to the door on the far side of the room.
“If this is the end,” Felix whispered beside me, “I’m sorry I pasted your head on Pamela Anderson’s body.”
“And I’m sorry I broke your nose,” I whispered back.
“Apology accepted.”
I held my breath as the door swung open, the sudden light from the hallway momentarily blinding me. I blinked, squinting at the huge form silhouetted in the doorway. 
The door slammed shut behind him and overhead fluorescent lights flickered to life. Again I felt my pupils contracting harshly as I blinked at the man, now bathed in greenish flickering light. Unibrow. And he wasn’t happy. The hairy caterpillar hovered over his eyes in a menacing line as his beady eyes bore into me. Only that wasn’t the scary part. The scary part was the gun he had pointed at my vee necked top.
I bit my lip, for once willing myself not to open my big mouth as Unibrow’s threatening gaze bounced between Felix and me. 
But apparently, Felix felt no such compunction. 
“Where’s my camera?” he demanded.
Unibrow narrowed his eyes at him. “We don’t like people that takes pictures.”
“I’m a member of the press,” Felix retaliated. “You can’t hold me here. I demand our release immediately.”
His eyes narrowed further. “We ain’t too fond of press either.”
Since Felix was only serving to piss off the man with the gun, I jumped in with a different tactic. “Please, please, please let us go?” I pleaded, throwing on the best innocent little girl face I could while being bound hand and foot amidst cases of longnecks. “Look, we don’t know anything. And we won’t tell anyone anything. Because we don’t know anything. Where are we? I don’t know. Who are you?” I shrugged. “I don’t know. See, I’m just a dumb blonde. I couldn’t give a description of anyone or anything to anybody.”
If it wasn’t effective at least my speech had entertainment value. Unibrow laughed, letting out a quick, dry cough. “I don’t think so. Monaldo was very specific about what to do with you.”
I gulped. “Um, so what are you going to do with us?” I squeaked out. Even though the gun leveled at my chest gave me a pretty good idea.
“Don’t worry” he said, a twisted smile distorting his ugly features. “We’ll take care of you.”
Oh lordy. There was that phrase again. 
“Like you took care of Bob Hostetler?” Felix piped up beside me. 
Unibrow’s caterpillar hunkered down in a frown again. “Shut up!” he growled.
I nudged Felix in the ribs. Why was he dead set on antagonizing the man with the gun? Ix-nay on the urder-may.
“Or what about Hank?” Felix asked, not giving in. Even under threat of thirty-eight special in the schnoz he was all reporter. 
“I didn’t do nothing to Hank,” Unibrow protested.
Felix smirked. “That, my hulking friend, is a double negative. You didn’t do nothing implies that nothing was not done, which means that the opposite of nothing, which is something, was, in fact, done by you. So, in essence, you just admitted that you did do something to Hank. Something quite nasty, I’d venture to guess.”
Unibrow hunched his caterpillar down low in a perplexed stare. “Huh?”
“You see, it’s really a quite simple rule of grammar-” 
“Shut up!” Unibrow growled again, shoving the tip of his gun against the white bandage covering Felix’s nose. 
Felix snapped his mouth shut with a click.
“I’ve had enough of you,” Unibrow said, his voice low and scarier than a Wes Craven villain. 
I heard my breath come out in deep ragged gasps as I held myself rigid against the wall. I heard the gun cock, the chamber loading. Oh God, he was going to shoot Felix!
Then, as if to prove me wrong, he added, “But ladies first.” He swung the barrel of the gun to the right, catching me squarely in the chest. 
Oh God, he was going to shoot me! 
I closed my eyes, feeling hot tears run down my cheeks again. Images of Mom, Faux Dad, Larry, and, oddly enough, Ramirez flickered through my head at lightening speed as I silently said a prayer to the saint of hopeless causes. Saint Jude. Funny that I should remember that now. But I did, with crystal clarity. So, I prayed with all the desperation of a woman who hadn’t been to Sunday mass in years, promising to give money to the poor, to volunteer with sick children, to stop having unholy thoughts every time I watched Ramirez walk across the room in his butt hugging jeans. Anything! As long as the next sound I heard wasn’t the shout of a gun redecorating the sparse walls with my innards. 
I waited, my breath hitched in my throat, my eyes clamped shut, my lips pursed into a thin white line. 
Only the gun didn’t click. Instead, I heard the sound of glass breaking just outside the door.
I popped my eyes open. Unibrow had heard it to. He froze, his entire pea brain focused on listening to the commotion outside the door. Which was growing. Something thudded against the wall and I heard voices, all yelling incoherently. Unibrow took a step toward the door. Then paused looking back at Felix and me, his one eyebrow hunching down in concentration. Apparently it was a big decision – shoot the blonde first or go break up the bar fight? 
Luckily, Unibrow was not the sharpest stiletto on the rack and chose option number two. Two lumbering strides and he was at the door, hand on knob. Only he never quite got the opportunity to turn it as the door came bursting off its hinges, slamming toward Unibrow like a battering ram was on the other side. Unibrow stumbled back before regaining his grip on the gun. He may have been slow witted, but years of mafia experience had made him quick on the draw. Before I could yell out a shout of warning to our would-be rescuers, he had his hands around the trigger and was squeezing off shots that cracked against the door jam, sending splinters of wood flying into the air. Crack, crack, crack. He got off three shots in a row, before one really loud bang echoed from the doorway and Unibrow fell backwards, a bright red stain spreading across his chest. 
I screamed. A long, loud, roller-coaster worthy scream that echoed in my own ears even after I ran out of breath to sustain it. I looked from the toppled giant to the doorway, expecting to see police, the Feds, Ramirez, the LVMPD and good old Detective Sipowicz. 
Instead I saw a smoking black LadySmith attached to the shaky hands of my best friend. Dana.
I think I screamed again. Only this time it was more like the second time you ride the roller coaster, when you realize that as long as your harness actually does hold you in, those dips and rolls are actually kind of fun. 
Behind Dana the cause of the commotion came pouring into the room - the Nanny Goat bartender from FlyBoyz, a whole army of bikers in black leather, Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt holding broken beer bottles out like weapons, Marco (cowering behind Nanny Goat) and a guy who looked like The Rock’s bigger brother. Rico.
He put a hand on Dana’s arm, lowering the LadySmith as she stared at the stain now seeping onto the concrete floor. Her eyes were as big as Maybelline compacts, her mouth dropped open into an ‘o’ of surprise.
“Did I get him?” she asked, her voice cracking.
I nodded, tears of relief mingling with the tears of terror still staining my cheeks. “Yes, honey, you got him.”
Dana blinked, looking from the gun clutched in her white knuckled grip to the big hole in Unibrow. She licked her lips. “Wow, Mac wasn’t kidding. This baby packs quite a punch.”
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
For once I was glad to hear that Marco hadn’t been able to keep his big mouth shut. After he’d left me, he’d gone down to the casino where he’d found Mrs. Rosenblatt at the Big Apple Bar. One comment on his fishy aura and Marco had broken down like a ‘73 Pinto going up a steep hill. He’d told her all about my plan to play Larry (which Mrs. Rosenblatt had immediately said was not a good idea for a person with karma like mine), then Mrs. Rosenblatt had tracked Mom down at the craps table and told her. Mom had nearly fainted (which cost her thirty two dollars when she’d hit the table for support and the dealer had mistaken this for a bet on a hard eight) but once she’d recovered, Mom called Dana to see if she was with me. Obviously, she wasn’t. Dana had been on her way to the airport to pick up Rico who had surprised her by flying in to personally hand deliver her new LadySmith and ‘compare hardware.’ (And I wasn’t entirely sure we were talking guns here.) Dana did a few ‘ohmigod’s, then told Rico, who then called his friend the bartender who had then gathered the entire patronage of FlyBoyz. 
Long story short (I know, too late) Unibrow hadn’t been the only one following us into the desert. Twenty minutes behind him had been Marco riding with Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt in their rented Dodge mini-van, Dana and Rico in the Mustang, and a whole slew of Harleys bringing up the rear. By the time they were traveling down Lone Hill Road, they passed a long, sleek Town Car speeding in the opposite direction. Dana had recognized it and, on instinct, followed him to the Victoria where her impeccable timing had just saved me from becoming fish food. 
Once Rico pried the gun from her hands, Dana started alternating between crying and shaking, swearing she was never touching that thing again. And considering it was now evidence, it didn’t look like she’d have the opportunity anytime soon anyway. When the police finally did arrive, Dana’s hands were swabbed for gunshot residue, then she and Rico were escorted into one of the back rooms for questioning by Detective Sipowicz, though we were assured it was just a formality and that considering the circumstances no charges would be brought against them. Just in case, Mrs. Rosenblatt stood at the ready to call her dead second husband Carl’s law firm at the first sign of handcuffs or extraneous sodas. 
Somehow in all the commotion, Felix had slipped away, no doubt rushing to summarize his version of the event before the Associated Press picked up on the story. Mom, Mrs. R, Marco, Nanny Goat, the lot of burly looking bikers, and the ‘girls’ in feathers were all corralled onto the main floor of the club where they were called one by one to give statements to a team of uniformed police officers that now outnumbered the drag queens two to one. The room looked like some sort of weird costume party gone bad - leather chaps mixed with sequined leotards mixed with Mrs. Rosenblatt’s neon pink and blue spotted muumuu. I had a feeling this was what a bad acid trip was like.
As for myself, I was parked on a vinyl barstool, wrapped in an ugly green blanket, wondering when my teeth would stop chattering. The paramedic who first arrived on scene told me I did, in fact, have a mild concussion, but other than that I was physically okay. Mentally, however, was another story. It wasn’t every day a girl saw her best friend blow a hole the size of a softball through someone’s chest. And while I wasn’t mourning the loss of a scumbag like Unibrow any, the sight of gooey red stuff pooling around his head was permanently etched in my brain. Trust me, the real deal was a lot more disturbing than a CSI episode. 
“Maddie!”
I turned to see Ramirez hailing me from the front doors. He flashed his badge to one of the uniformed LVMPD, then pushed through them, making a beeline toward me. I quickly swiped a finger under my eye to check for black smudges. With the way I’d been crying that night I was sure I had mascara streaks clear down to my chin. I swiped the other eye and fluffed my hair a little. Hey – I was shaken up, not dead.
“Maddie!” he said again, then grabbed me in a hug so fierce I thought he might crack a rib. He held me there for a long minute, not saying anything. “Don’t ever pull a stunt like that again,” he finally whispered into my ear. Only this time there was no Bad Cop in his voice. This time it was, dare I say, almost tender. 
“Sorry,” I mumbled against his chest.
He released me and stood back to get a good look at me, doing a quick check of my person for broken bones with his hands. Though I admit as his palms skimmed over my thighs, I went warm in a totally inappropriate way considering the circumstances. “Are you okay?” he asked, his fingers moving upward to gently probe the goose egg at the back of my head.
“I’m fine.” I paused. “Okay, maybe fine is a bit of a stretch. But I’m not dead.”
He blew out a big breath, running one hand through his black hair. He looked down at my outfit, taking in the platforms and drag queen chic bustier. “Jesus, Maddie, what were you thinking? You know, I almost had a heart attack when LVMPD called me.”
“You did?” I asked, my body doing that inappropriate thing again at the concern lacing his voice. “Really?”
“Yeah, I did.” He reached a hand up and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, his knuckles brushing softly against my cheek. “I hate it when I miss all the action.” His mouth quirked up at the corner.
“Ha. Ha. Very funny, tough guy.” 
He grinned, though his hand lingered in my hair, making little goose bumps break out on the backs of my arms.
As my body continued to equate near-death-experience with horny-teenager-worthy-hormones I cleared my throat and forced myself to ask after the one person conspicuously absent from the night’s activities. “So… what happened to Monaldo?”
Ramirez stopped doing the hands-in-hair thing and I could see him mentally switching back into cop mode. “He’s been taken into custody.”
I let out a long breath I’d been holding since I first stepped into Larry’s shoes. 
“The Feds picked him up a few minutes ago outside his penthouse and he’s being processed as we speak,” Ramirez continued. “No formal interviews have been conducted yet, but the minute he heard he’d been under surveillance, he started squealing like a stuck pig, naming at least three Marsucci family members in the counterfeit shoe ring. He even said he’d cop to killing the customs agent and Bob Hostetler if we pleaded down to manslaughter and promised him protective custody. The Feds are so happy I think I saw one do a cartwheel.”
“What about Hank?” I asked. 
Ramirez shrugged. “Monaldo still says he had nothing to do with Hank’s death, but I think he’s just holding out for a better deal. Honestly it doesn’t really matter. Any way you look at it the Marsuccis are going down and Monaldo’s going to jail for a long, long time. Everybody wins.”
Except Unibrow, I thought, remembering the sickly red stain.
“So, what now?” I asked.
He took my hands in both of his, his voice taking on that tender quality again. “Now you go home and get some sleep. You’ve been through a lot tonight, you need some rest.”
I felt the heat of his touch pulse through my palm. I licked my lips. “And you?”
He looked down at me, his eyes like two melted pools of Hershey’s Special Dark. But instead of promising to spend the night showing me a hundred and one new uses for those handcuffs of his, he glanced at the front door. “I’ve spent the last six weeks living this case, Maddie. I’d really like to be there when they question Monaldo.”
I felt my heart sink. Work. Again. 
But, considering I had a personal stake in seeing Monaldo disappear into maximum security for a very long time, I didn’t complain. Much.
“You’re leaving?” I whined.
He glanced from the door to me. “Look, if you need me to stay, I will,” he said. Which I took as a small victory. At least he was pretending he’d put me before work. That was a start.
“Go. I’m fine,” I lied. 
“You sure?” he asked. Though he was already pulling away.
“Yes. Go. I’ll be okay, really.” 
He placed a quick kiss on my forehead. “Get some sleep and I’ll call you as soon as I’m done. I promise.” Then he spun around and stalked back out of the club with purpose.
I watched his denim clad butt walk away, my inappropriately charged body sighing in disappointment. Then I slapped both hands over my eyes. Hey, I had promised Saint Jude, hadn’t I?
 
 
* * *
 
 
The sun was rising over the horizon by the time Detective Sipowicz finally told us we could go home. But considering home was 100 miles away and the New York New York was just a few blocks, Mom, Mrs. Rosenblatt, Marco, Dana, Rico and I caravanned back to the hotel instead. We were making our way across the casino floor, the ding, ding, ding of the slot machines making my goose egg throb like a trombone in my ear, when Slim Jim caught my eye.
“Hey!” he called. Then pointed at Dana as he rounded the reservation desk and advanced on our merry little group. “Hey, where were you last night? I waited over an hour for you to show up. I completely missed Bette’s opening act. I can’t believe you stood me up!”
Mental forehead smack. With everything else that had been going on I’d totally forgotten that I’d pimped my best friend out to Mr. Walking Acne Commercial for the night.
Dana looked from me to Slim Jim, then to Rico, whose eyebrows were angling downward. 
“What do you mean she stood you up?” Rico asked.
Slim Jim crossed his arms over his sunken chest. “I had a date to see Bette Midler with this chick and she totally blew me off.”
Rico’s eyes narrowed as he turned on Dana. “You had a date with this pencil neck?”
“Hey!” Slim Jim yelled. 
“Uh…” Dana said, biting her lip. “Well, kind of…”
“You’re not here one week and you’re cheating on me with this guy?” 
“Hey!” Slim Jim said again. “What’s wrong with this guy?” 
“You know,” Mrs. Rosenblatt piped up, “this is just like the time my third husband, Rory, thought I was foolin’ around with the dry cleaning guy. Only that time-”
But she didn’t get to finish. Before anyone could stop him, Rico swung one meaty fist in the air, missing Slim Jim’s jaw by millimeters. 
“Holy crap!” Slim Jim yelled, ducking. Rico came in for another try, swinging his left fist this time. Slim Jim crouched behind a Lucky Seven slot machine. “Holy freakin’ crap!” he yelled.
“Rico, no!” Dana cried, grabbing onto the back of Rico’s shirt. It ripped as he lunged for Slim Jim again, looking frighteningly like a scene from The Incredible Hulk as Rico’s bared muscles flexed, his fist making another dive at Slim Jim. Jim skittered behind a fake tree. 
“Somebody call the police!” Marco shouted.
Dana pulled out her cell and dialed 911. But before she could even get the call out, two security guards came rushing up. They each grabbed one of Rico’s arms, which was almost effective in holding him back. Almost. Hey, the guy was about a thousand pounds of pure muscle. He charged at Slim Jim again, a security guard dangling from each arm like puppets. Slim Jim ducked behind a street sign, one of the guards called for back-up, and Marco screamed for Dana to call the police again.
She did. And this time they arrived. Five minuets later I was treated to my second Vegas PD encounter of the evening as three uniformed officers pushed their way through the growing crowd of onlookers. Much to the relief of Slim Jim who was starting to look tired of bobbing and weaving. I didn’t blame him. Actually, I was kind of impressed he’d lasted three rounds with Jolly Green-with-jealousy Giant. 
The first two uniforms helped the two security guards restrain Rico. The third stared at Dana, uncomprehendingly. Because, of course, with our luck, the LVMPD had sent us Officer Baby Face.
“Dana?” he asked. “What’s going on?”
Dana looked like a deer caught in the headlights, her gaze whipping from Rico to Slim Jim then back to Officer Baby Face.
“Uh…”
Ever helpful, Marco stepped in. “See, Dana had a date with this guy Jim, but she totally forgot about it because Maddie set it up for her and then her boyfriend, Rico, got into town-”
“Boyfriend!?” Officer Baby Face yelled, clearly hurt. “You have a boyfriend?”
“Uh…” Dana said again. 
I elbowed Marco in the ribs. “Not a boyfriend boyfriend. More like someone she just dates occasionally.”
“You went out with me when you were dating someone else?” Officer Baby Face asked and I feared he was on the brink of tears.
“You went out with this guy, too?” Rico growled, his face going red, steam starting to pour out of his ears. 
“Uh…” Dana looked from Rico to Marco and me. “A little help here?” she pleaded. 
“Oh, come on, fellows,” Marco said, stepping up. “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas, right?” 
Three pairs of angry eyes turned his way. 
Marco whimpered and jumped behind me. 
“Okay, clearly this is all just some big misunderstanding,” I said, trying to diffuse the situation. “See, I’m the one that-”
“Wait!” Mrs. Rosenblatt cut me off, slapping her palm over the bulging veins on Rico’s forehead. “I’m having a vision!”
Oh. Good. Lord. 
Mrs. Rosenblatt rolled her eyes back in her head, doing her Dawn of the Dead impression. “I see… a donkey. A big, strong donkey.” Mrs. Rosenblatt snapped her eyes open. “You got a pet?”
“Ha!” Slim Jim said, popping out from behind the Lucky Seven machine. “She thinks you’re an ass.”
Rico growled and lunged for Slim Jim again, dragging the security guards and LVMPD with him. They may have held his arms, but his legs were free. And considering Rico was trained in fifteen different forms of marital arts, this was a huge oversight on the LVMPD’s part. Rico coiled one foot back like a snake, then shot it out toward Slim Jim, catching him squarely in the face.
“Uhn.” Slim Jim rocketed backwards, bouncing to a stop against a Deuces Wild machine.
“All right, that’s it. You’re all asses!” Dana yelled. She turned to Officer Baby Face who was looking like he was trying to remember if this had been covered in the manual. “You,” she said, pointing a finger at him. “Yes, I’m seeing Rico.”
Office Baby Face opened his mouth. “But-”
“But,” Dana continued, “I went out on one date with you. One! It’s not like I promised I’d marry you. I mean, hello? Does this look like the body of a married woman? I don’t think so.”
Officer Baby Face clamped his mouth shut and found a piece of dirt on the floor suddenly very interesting.
“And you,” Dana continued, turning on Rico, who now that he’d made contact with Slim Jim’s face seemed freakishly calmer. “Who do you think you are that you just go around picking on poor defenseless little wimps like that?”
“Hey!” Slim Jim called from his crumpled position on the floor. 
But Dana ignored him. “Rico, that was the worst display of jealousy I have ever seen. And I work with actors! You are a grown man, not some little boy playing soldier.”
Wow, I was impressed. She was taking tough chick to a whole new level. 
“What about me?” Slim Jim asked.
Dana rolled her eyes. “Hello – you talk to my breasts. Get a grip!” 
Slim Jim pouted. Either that or his lip was swelling.
“Now,” Dana said crossing her arms over her chest, “You three children can go on squabbling if you like, but I just shot a man and I’m tired. I’m going upstairs to get some sleep.” Dana turned around and marched toward the Chrysler elevators. “Maddie?” she called over her shoulder. “Are you coming?” 
Considering the testosterone level down here, that was a no-brainer. “Wait up,” I called, doing a mini jog across the casino floor to catch up to her. Marco, Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt followed close on our heels. 
By the time we made it upstairs, I was beyond exhausted. Dana and Marco took one of the double beds and Mom selflessly fit her five-foot-one frame onto the rollaway. Which left me sleeping with Mrs. Rosenblatt. Or, more accurately, occupying the sliver of bed left over after she rolled her 300 pound frame into bed. But I honestly didn’t care. I closed my eyes, hit the pillow, and fell into the first good night’s sleep I’d had in weeks.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I awoke the next morning to the sounds of Marco getting into the shower. I rolled over and checked the digital clock radio display. 10:15. God I loved sleeping in. I rubbed my eyes and stretched as I sat up in bed. Dana was on the other double, watching a show on beating the blackjack dealer. 
“Where are the gruesome twosome?” I asked, yawning.
“Your mom and Mrs. R? They went to breakfast across the street at the $4.99 pancake buffet. Why, you hungry?”
I nodded. Actually, I was. I realized as my stomach growled that I hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday morning. Dana dialed room service and ordered a fat free yogurt cup with strawberries and granola for her and bacon, hash browns, and French toast with extra whipped cream for me. (Hey, I’d almost died last night. Life was too short for health food.) 
While we waited for our dome covered trays, I plugged my cell phone into the wall and checked my messages. There were so many my inbox was full. The first batch were from last night, Dana and Mom both calling frantically to find out where I was and if I was okay. The next was from Tot Trots, saying that if I didn’t turn in my designs for the Rainbow Brite jellies by Monday, I could kiss my job goodbye. I did a few mental calculations, figuring that if we left first thing in the morning, didn’t hit any traffic, and I stayed up all night, I might still be employed next week. Maybe.
I tried not to picture my silver slingbacks hoofing it to the unemployment line as the next message came on. Ramirez. In fact, the next seven were from him, alternating between swearing in Spanish (when he found the dangling handcuffs) and lots of swearing in Spanish (when he heard about Dana shooting Unibrow). 
My last message was from this morning. It was Larry, saying Felix had filled him in on last night’s excitement and was I okay? I could call him back at home, since, thanks to Monaldo’s arrest, he was back in Henderson. 
I stared at my cell contemplating that little LCD screen. I knew I should call Larry back. And I would, I decided. Later. Now that imminent danger and threat of life had been taken off the table, I wasn’t really sure what to say to him. All that were left were the biggies. Why had he run off? Why had he abandoned that three year old me? What kind of relationship did I want to have with him now? All questions that were too deep for a woman with a mild concussion to contemplate. 
Instead, I ate my breakfast, threw on a tank top, denim skirt, and my Gucci boots, and headed downstairs.
Slim Jim was at the check-in desk, his lip swollen to collagen standards, his nose covered in white bandages and both eyes rimmed in purple. I would have felt sorry for him if it weren’t for the two Swedish tourists in mini skirts and tube tops fawning over his injuries. Apparently being pummeled had its perks.
“Hey,” I called down the counter. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but do you have a copy of today’s Informer?”
Slim Jim pulled a copy out from under the counter and gave me a shooing motion as he turned back to the busty Swedes. 
I pulled the tabloid open. The headline read, “Local Reporter Busts Open Counterfeiting Ring”. Hmmm… not exactly how it went down, but then again it was closer to the truth than ninety percent of the stuff the Informer usually published. I scanned the rest of the article. I admit, I was actually kind of impressed. Given an actual story to work with Tabloid Boy didn’t do half bad. And he even kept my head attached to my own body in all the photos. Maybe that Pulitzer loomed in his future yet. 
At the end of the story was a smattering of pictures – Hank’s tarp-covered body outside the Victoria, Monaldo being led away from his penthouse in handcuffs, mourners at Hank’s funeral. The last was a shot of Maurice, sobbing over Hank’s casket, a tissue clutched in one hand. Poor Maurice. I felt my heart go out to him. No matter what happened to Monaldo now, it couldn’t bring Hank back. I wondered if anyone had even told him about Monaldo’s arrest? Ramirez and the Feds had seemed pretty focused on Monaldo last night. I had a feeling no one even remembered the broken hearted partner Hank had left behind. 
I stared at the picture. After zapping his dog, the least I could do was give him the peace of mind that Monaldo wasn’t still out there somewhere. I left the paper on the counter and hailed a cab. 
Twenty minutes later I pulled up in front of Maurice’s condo. The same lawn furniture was overturned in the courtyard and in the late morning, I could hear Judge Judy and All My Children echoing through the thin walls from the units surrounding his.
I knocked on the door of 24A and a few beats later Maurice appeared. The dark circles under his eyes had gained momentum, making him look older and more sunken than the last time I’d seen him. His gray pallor hadn’t improved and he was still wearing somber, unrelieved black – a black turtleneck, black slacks and a black sweater vest. And those hideous loafers. 
Queenie dance around his legs, yapping a greeting.
“Maddie,” Maurice said, his voice hoarse like he’d been crying non-stop since the funeral. “Please, come in.” He stepped back to allow me entry. “What can I do for you?” Maurice motioned for me to sit, then took a spot on the loveseat opposite. 
I cleared my throat, the potpourri and Clorox combination making the air feel thick in his tiny living room. “Have you seen the papers today?” I asked.
Maurice shook his head. “No. I haven’t been out much. Why?”
“Monaldo’s been taken into custody,” I said, laying a comforting hand on his arm. 
Maurice’s eyes teared up and he pulled a tissue from the box on the coffee table, holding it under his nose. “He has?”
I nodded. “The police arrested him last night.”
“Oh thank God!” Maurice heaved a sigh of relief, his shoulders sagging as if a huge weight had been lifted off of them. “You don’t know how nerve wracking the last few days have been. Not only loosing Hank but knowing that monster was out there somewhere.”
I patted Maurice’s hand again. “I’m so sorry about Hank.”
Maurice sniffled into his tissue. “Thank you. And thank you for coming to tell me about Monaldo, too. You’re a good person, Maddie.”
I smiled. “It’s the least I could do.” I didn’t add, especially since we’d zapped his dog.
“So, has he confessed?” Maurice asked. “Monaldo, I mean. Has he admitted to killing Hank?”
I shifted in my seat. “Well, no, not exactly. But I’m sure he will. He’s confessed to being a part of an organized crime ring and from what the police say, he’ll be going away for a very, very long time.” 
Maurice nodded, sniffling and dabbing with the tissue again. He shrugged. “I guess it’s possible he really didn’t kill Hank. You know, Hank was a very sensitive soul. Maybe it was all too much for him. Maybe he really did kill himself. There was a note after all.”
I nodded. “Maybe.” 
I watched as Maurice twisted his Kleenex into oblivion, Queenie yapping at his heels for attention, the scent of Clorox heavy in the air. Silence stretched between us as his last comment replayed in my head. Something wasn’t right. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as realization crept over me. 
“Wait - what did you say?” I asked.
Maurice blinked at me. “That Hank was a sensitive soul.” 
“No, not that,” I said, feeling my lips moved slow motion as puzzle pieces rapidly dropped into place. “About the suicide note?” 
Maurice slowly looked up. Our eyes locked.
Ramirez had told me no one knew about the suicide note. They weren’t releasing that information to the public. There was only one other person who could have known that the police found a note.
Hank’s killer. 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-one
 
 
I swallowed, my mouth going drier than the Santa Annas as I stared at the man across from me. Suddenly his red rimmed eyes held more malice than grief.
“I said Hank left a note,” Maurice said slowly, face searching mine for hidden meaning.
“You’re right,” I said quickly. “He did. So, it was probably a suicide after all.” 
I had to get out of there! I had to call Ramirez. I had to leave. Now! 
“Anyway, I’m sorry for your loss and I have somewhere to be so I guess I should be going.” I grabbed my purse and stood up, making quick strides toward the door. Which would have been a whole lot quicker if Queenie hadn’t been dancing between my legs, begging with a little yap, yap, yap for a pat on the head. If it weren’t for her, I might have made it to the door before I heard an unmistakable click behind me. 
I froze. I was beginning to know that sound all too well. The clinch of a bullet sliding into the chamber. For the second time in as many days I spun around to find myself face to face with the barrel of a gun. Maurice took a wide stance, both hands wrapped around Hank’s .38 special. Tears trickled down his cheeks and his hands were shaking, the gun barrel bobbing between my forehead and my chest. 
“I’m sorry, Maddie,” he said, sniffling again. “I liked you. I really did.”
His use of the past tense was not reassuring. “Maurice,” I said slowly, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. “Let’s talk about this.”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Maddie, there’s nothing to talk about. It’s over. It’s finally all over. They’re both gone now. Don’t you understand? It’s all over.”
I gulped. I didn’t understand. He wasn’t making a whole lot of sense and his tears were bordering on hysterical territory. The one thing I did understand was the gun pointed at my barely-B chest, which at the moment I wanted to keep just the way it was, thank you very much. 
“Maurice, just put down the gun and we’ll talk.” My eyes searched wildly around the apartment for anything within reach that could be used as a weapon. But, thanks to Maurice’s compulsive cleaning tendencies, the surfaces were not only free of clutter, but free of anything sharp, heavy, or useful as a projectile. Damn! 
He shook his head at me. “I’m sorry, Maddie, I can’t do that.” He started crying even harder, big racking sobs. But, surprisingly, his grip on the gun seemed to be growing more steady. Not a good sign.
“So, you wrote the suicide note?” I asked, stalling for time. Not that I was sure what good that would do. No one knew where I was or even that I’d left the hotel, for that matter. But the longer I could delay getting shot, the better in my book. 
Maurice nodded. “I had to. I didn’t want anyone else to go to jail for killing him. I didn’t want anyone else to suffer.”
“Just Hank?”
More tears flowed and his nose starting running, only this time Maurice’s face contorted with anger. “He deserved to suffer! He cheated on me! Me! That jerk thought he could treat me that way. He was going to break up with me, move that big hairy ape of his into the home that I’d created for him. Sleep on my sheets, eat off my china, sit at the dining table I polished every week. I couldn’t let him do that. I couldn’t let him bring that Neanderthal into my home.”
“What Neanderthal? Monaldo?” I asked, confused. Maurice had mentioned he’d seen Hank coming out of Monaldo’s office. Maybe it had been more than a business relationship after all.
Maurice shook his head. “No. That goon of his. The one in need of a waxing.”
Unibrow! “Unibrow was gay!?” I asked, unable to keep the disbelief out of my voice.
Maurice narrowed his watering eyes at me. “Yes, he was gay. We’re not all delicate little flowers, you know.”
I mentally rolled my eyes. The man with the gun was lecturing me on political correctness. 
“So you pushed Hank off the roof?”
Maurice nodded. “Don’t you see, I had to? He was going to ruin everything with that big hairy monster of his.”
“Why naked?” I asked, remembering the little detail that had been bothering me from the start.
Maurice gave me a ‘well duh’ look. “He was wearing an off the shoulder vintage Dior evening gown. It would have gotten blood all over it. There’s no way you could get those kind of stains out.”
Good point.
“Where is the dress now?” I asked. Though, honestly, I could care less. I was fishing for anything to buy time, to distract him. I slowly eased one hand into my purse, dangling at my side. If I could just get my fingers around my cell phone…
“What are you doing?” The gun popped up from my chest to catch me smack between my eyes. 
A wave of pure panic surged up from my belly, every muscle in my body going tense as he took a step forward.
“Nothing,” I squeaked out in a voice almost as shrill as Queenie’s non-stop yapping.
“Drop your purse. Throw it on the floor.”
I did as I was told, slowly slipping the thin strap off my shoulder and letting my one hope at rescue drop to my feet.
“Now kick it toward me,” he commanded. 
I did, the contents spilling out the top as it bounced across the olive green shag. Queenie immediately pounced on the new toy and I cringed as her pointy little teeth dug into the Italian leather. 
“Now what?” I asked, half dreading the answer.
“Now walk down the hallway,” Maurice said, gesturing with the tip of the gun. “Slowly.” 
“Where are we going?” 
“The bathroom,” Maurice responded. “I’m going to shoot you in the bathtub. Easier to clean up.”
I felt the gun barrel at my back, poking and prodding me down a narrow hallway, into a small bathroom. The floor and tub were tiled in rosy ceramic squares, the walls a nauseating teal. The room smelled like someone had plugged in fifteen different air fresheners all at once. I gulped back the sickeningly sweet scent as Maurice spun me around. 
“Hold your hands out in front of you,” he commanded, the gun barrel mere inches from my face.
What choice did I have? I held my hands out, palms up, wrists together. Maurice reached into a bathroom cabinet, all the while keeping the .38 pointed my direction, and pulled out a roll of duct tape. Using his teeth he pulled at the end, then wrapped the sticky gray stuff around my wrists until I was immobilized. That panic started to build again and I felt tears pricking my own eyes.
“Maurice, please, let’s talk about this,” I pleaded.
Maurice ripped off another piece of tape with his teeth, then gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, Maddie. I truly am. But I have to do it.” Then he stuck the tape over my mouth, smoothing down the edges until any hope of making a sound more than a whimper was lost.
And, I’m not ashamed to say, I did in fact take the opportunity to whimper. In fact I whimpered so piteously as Maurice nudged me into the bathtub that Queenie bounced down the hallway to see what was happening. She still held the strap of my purse in her teeth and cosmetics, credit cards, tampons, and change trailed behind her. She padded into the bathroom, her little nails clicking on the tile, and rubbed against Maurice’s leg. He reached down absently and gave her head a pat. So grateful was she for the attention, that Queenie dropped the purse strap and started yapping a ‘thank you’ up at Maurice. As my favorite leather handbag hit the floor, a cell phone tumbled toward the edge of the tub. My eyes grew big and I was glad the duct tape stifled my gasp as I saw it wasn’t my cell phone. It was Dana’s special cell phone. 
The stun gun. 
“Now, Maddie, please make this easy on both of us,” Maurice directed, sniffling and biting his lip as he held the gun in a straight-arm pose, taking his aim. “Don’t move, just stay right where you are.”
Not on your life, pal. 
I took a deep breath, gave myself a two count, then lunged for the cell. My bound hands clamped around it just as I heard the gun erupt. The bullet whizzed so close to my ear that I felt it ruffle my hair before it embedded itself in the shower tiles, sending chips of rose colored ceramic spraying in the air. 
“Look what you did!” Maurice shouted, aiming down at the floor where I was wriggling toward him like a snake, cell stunner shoved out in front of me, hoping to God I pushed the right button.
“It’s too late to call for help, Maddie,” he said, popping off another shot. This one bounced on the tile beside me, sending Queenie into a tizzy. She bounded up and down like a yo-yo, thankfully springing between me and Maurice’s gun as I edged closer. Just a few more inches… 
“Move, you mutt,” Maurice yelled, squinting one eye shut as he tried to aim around the yapper. 
One more inch…
I wriggled closer, reaching my arms out as far as they would go, then closed my eyes and hit the red button. 
Maurice did a strangled little cry, then crumpled to the ground, his head landing inches from mine as his tongue lolled to the side. 
I did a sigh of relief and went limp myself, staring at the teal colored ceiling, taking in big deep breaths of air and basking in the glory of being alive. 
I gave my self a couple more beats of basking, then traded my stunner for Maurice’s .38 and backed up against the far wall. Holding the gun in one hand, I grabbed a corner of the duct tape covering my mouth and ripped.
“Holy mother of God!” I cried. My eyes welled up with tears, my hands instinctively going to my throbbing upper lip. I think I ripped off a layer of skin. Or two. Well, on the up side, at least I didn’t have to worry about that mustache thing anymore.
Trying to ignore the fire smoldering on my upper lip, I quickly grabbed my real cell phone from my purse and dialed Ramirez’s number. 
For once, he picked up. I tried to explain where I was and what was going on without giving him another heart attack, though I’m not sure I completely succeeded. He was quiet for a second then let out a whole string of curses, some of which I had to give points for creativity. Once he ran out of curses, he said he’d be right there. I hung up just as Maurice began to twitch on the floor. 
Shit. I grabbed the roll of duct tape and, with my own hands still stuck together, awkwardly wrapped it around Maurice’s ankles and wrists. Then, just for good measure, I smoothed a piece over his mouth too. Which, knowing how much that sucker was going to hurt to take off, was rather evil of me. But what could I say? Being duct taped put me in a vindictive mood.
Once I had him bound, I propped him against the tub, then scooted to the far wall and picked up the .38 again, pointing it straight at Maurice as his eyes flickered open in surprise.
He looked down at his bound hands, then up at the gun, his eyes going wide and weepy.
“Sorry Maurice,” I said, keeping the gun aimed at his bald head. “I had to do it.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
As I may have mentioned before, there are two things in this world I hate more than getting shot at. Birkenstocks (which no matter what kind of pedicure you wear them with, always make a girl’s feet look like they should be drenched in patchouli at a Grateful Dead concert) and sit-ups (the cruelest form of punishment still currently legal). But, I realized as Ramirez tugged at my wrists, I had a third item to add to the list. 
Duct tape.
“Owww!” I whined, watching the evil gray strips rip the peach fuzz off my arms. 
“Don’t be such a baby,” Ramirez said, dropping another piece on the floor. 
“But it hurts!”
“We’re almost done. Just one more piece.” He shot me one of his lopsided grins, then ripped the little sucker off.
“Owww!” I wailed. 
Okay, I admit, I was playing up the baby thing just a little. But the way Ramirez had fawned over me ever since he burst through Maurice’s bathroom door, I’d be an idiot not to. The first thing he’d done was grab me in another rib-crushing hug that lasted so long I feared I’d pass out. Then he’d promised he was not letting me out of his sight again. Ever. Okay, so probably a little heat-of-the-moment and unrealistic, but it made my heart go all mushy inside anyway. 
After the LVMPD had arrived and taken Maurice into custody (sobbing all the way to the squad car) Ramirez had held my hand while the paramedics checked me out, and Detective Sipowicz (who was looking a little peeved at seeing me yet again) took my statement. Then, Ramirez packed me into his SUV and drove me back to the New York, New York where he was currently removing the last remainders of my latest encounter with the homicidal Mr. Clean.
“There,” he said, pulling one more bit of sticky tape from my arm. “All done.”
I rubbed my wrists. “It still hurts,” I whined.
Ramirez got a wicked look in his eyes and his lopsided grin grew to Big Bad Wolf proportions. “Maybe I should kiss it and make it better.” 
“Seriously? I just almost get killed - again – and you’re thinking about sex?”
He grinned. “I’m male. I’m always thinking about sex.”
“Oh brother.” I rolled my eyes.
“Come on. You. Me. A quiet hotel room.” He looked down at the double. “A big bed…”
Hmmm… I had to admit, he made a persuasive argument. Which became even more persuasive when he grabbed my hand and brought it to his lips, whispering a soft kiss along the inside of my wrist. 
I closed my eyes, my temperature rising about fifteen degrees. 
“Feeling sexy yet?” he murmured against my skin.
I shook my head. “Unh uhn,” I lied.
His mouth traveled upward, nibbling at the inside of my elbow. “How about now?”
I swallowed back a sigh as his sexy day-old stubble skimmed over my skin. “Nope.”
He wrapped one arm around my middle, pulling me flush against his rock-hard body. His mouth hovered over mine, so closely I could feel his hot breath on my lips. “Now?” he whispered.
“Okay, maybe just a little.”
He grinned, showing off that deceptively boyish dimple. “I knew you’d come around,” he growled, his deep voice vibrating against my lips. Then his mouth closed over mine. Softly, slowly, igniting an instant fire that started somewhere in my belly and quickly spread south.
I kissed him back. Hard. Okay, fine, I was female. Around Ramirez, I was always thinking about sex too. So much so that right at the moment, I didn’t care if my legs weren’t shaved, if my underwear didn’t match my bra, or that my upper lip was still red and swollen from my duct tape facial. Screw it. We were all alone, the bad guys with guns were behind bars, and Ramirez was kissing me. Oh boy, was he kissing me.
I shuddered as his hand snaked up my thigh, sliding past the hem of my denim skirt until I was praying to the Gods of prophylactics that Ramirez carried protection in his wallet. I wrapped one leg around his solid body, pulling him close, my fingers seeking out his button fly. I was just popping button number two when the door to the hotel room burst open.
“Maddie, guess what,” Marco cried, prancing into the room. “Madonna got us tickets to see Bette Midler! I’m going to see the divine Miz M in person tonight. I am in heaven, dahling, absolute heaven! I am so-” He paused. “Oh. Am I interrupting something?”
I glared at him. If looks could kill, Marco would be one dead duck.
Ramirez did a primal growl that belonged on Animal Plant, then stood up, adjusting his jeans.
“Oops. Sorry,” Marco said doing a sheepish grin. “My bad.” He looked down to the pile of duct tape on the floor. “What’s with the tape?” he asked. Then got a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Is this something kinky?” 
“No, it’s not kinky. Sticky and painful is more like it,” I reassured him. Then filled him in on my run-in with Maurice while Ramirez re-buttoned his fly. By the time I was done, Marco’s jaw was dragging on the floor. 
“Oh, honey, you are amazing! You’re the shit. You are the fabbest lady I know. You totally took down a cold blooded killer!”
I hoped Ramirez was getting all this. “Well,” I said modestly, “Dana kind of helped. It was her stun gun after all.”
“Oh no honey, it was all you. Oh!” He clapped his hands together. “We have to celebrate. Drinks tonight after the show?”
“Absolutely,” I agreed.
“Fab! Well, I’m going to make like a cheap stocking and run. I’ve got to find something to wear to fawn over Bette. I’ll, uh, leave you two to your private celebration here then,” he said with a wink before skipping back out of the room.
As soon as the door closed behind him, Ramirez grabbed my hand and pulled me to him again, wrapping one arm around my waist, the other hand caressing the back of my neck. “Now,” he growled, “where were we?”
He didn’t give me a chance to answer as he zeroed in on my lips. This time more urgently, with purpose. Not that I minded. I had to admit as my hands roved up to his six-pack that belonged in a Cool Water commercial, my hormones switched into urgent mode, too. Ramirez groaned as my fingers moved south to that button fly again. He leaned me back on the bed, falling on top of me. Whoa. Was that a colt .45 in his pocket or was he just happy to see me?
I was two buttons away from finding out when the hotel room door popped open again.
“Sonofabitch,” Ramirez swore.
“Ohmigod, yes, that’s totally the spot!” Dana staggered in the door, giggling and flushed as Rico nibbled on her neck. “Oh!” She paused when she saw us. “Whoops. Looks like this room’s already occupied.”
I cleared my throat as Ramirez rolled off me, muttering something about strangling the blonde. “Uh, kind of. I mean, we were just…” I trailed off, blushing too hard to finish the thought. 
“Uh huh, us too.” Dana giggled again as Rico pinched her behind. 
“So, I guess you two made up then?” I asked, even though the hickie forming just below Dana’s ear answered that question clearly enough. 
Dana nodded. “Rico called me this morning after Officer Taylor released him from holding. Can you believe Slim Jim’s pressing charges? Anyway, Rico apologized for getting all jealous and I apologized for totally overreacting and now we’re going to…”
“Make up?” I supplied before she could venture into too-much-info territory.
“Uh huh,” Dana giggled. “Besides, I couldn’t stay mad at my little love guns,” Dana crooned, smooshing Rico’s cheeks until his lips puckered out. 
“Awe,” he cooed back in baby talk, “I wuv you my little bullet baby.”
Ugh. Urban Soldier endearments. 
“Hey, what happened to your wrists?” Dana asked, looking down to where the sticky tape residue had mingled with lint from Ramirez’s jeans, leaving me looking like I had Smurf bracelets on. 
“Long story,” I answered. So, I gave her a quickie version, highlighting the attempt on my life and the good fortune of a dog that liked leather purses. 
“Ohmigod!” Dana yelled when I’d finished. “I knew that stun gun was a good idea!” 
“Yeah, well, for once it zapped the right guy. Anyway, we’re meeting Marco for drinks to celebrate tonight. You in?”
“Totally!” Dana said. Then shot a glance at Rico. “If I’m not otherwise engaged.” 
“Speaking of which… ” Rico said, catching Dana’s eye. 
“Right. Well, I guess we’ll leave you two alone,” Dana said as she and Rico staggered out the door in a lip-lock. 
Ramirez slammed it shut behind them, then turned his dark eyes on me. “You have way too many friends.”
At the moment, I had to agree. 
In one long step he crossed the distance between us and we were engaged in a lip-lock of our own. And this time urgency was definitely the name of the game. His hands were everywhere at once. Tugging at the hem of my skirt, sliding up my belly, fumbling with the clasp of my bra. And I was keeping pace. This time I had all five buttons undone before you could say ‘BVDs’. We were on a mission. Nothing was stopping us now…
“Oy, I tell ya’, that game was rigged. There’s no way that dealer coulda had a run like that unless he was- Oh. Sorry, Mads.”
…nothing except Mrs. Rosenblatt. 
I closed my eyes and thunked my head against the headboard, wondering what a girl had to do around here to get laid. 
“Mads?” 
My eyes popped open. “Mom?”
Ramirez stood up, pulling his hand out of my shirt like it had been bitten by a snake. “Mom!?” he squeaked out in a falsetto. Mobsters he could handle, but my mom, now that scared him. 
“Uh, sorry to interrupt,” Mom said from the doorway. “It was time for Mrs. Rosenblatt’s blood pressure pills and she left them up here in the room. But had we known you had company…” Her eyes strayed to Ramirez’s un-done fly.
“Shit.” Ramirez turned around and re-buttoned. Again. 
“Yeah, you shoulda put a sock on the doorknob or somethin’,” Mrs. R said as she crossed the room and dug into her suitcase. “Then we’d know you had some lovin’ going on in here.” 
“Duly noted,” I muttered. 
Mom cleared her throat, looking from my askew bra to Ramirez, standing awkwardly in the corner. 
“Oh, Mom, this is Jack Ramirez.”
“Oh, so you’re that detective,” Mom cooed, grabbing his hand and pumping it up and down. “Maddie’s told me so much about you. And, between you and me, I’m relieved she’s dating again. It’s been too long. It’s not good for a girl to go that long. I know. Once Ralphie had to go away to this wig convention in Sarasota and I was all alone for the whole week, and well, I saw this commercial for this little thing they called a pocket rocket-”
“I got em’!” Mrs. Rosenblatt said, raising a pill bottle above her head.
Ramirez and I did a simultaneous sigh of relief. Nothing like visions of your mother with a vibrator to kill the mood. 
“Come on, Betty,” Mrs. Rosenblatt said. “We got a good hour of Keno left before our flight leaves.”
“Okay. Nice to have met you,” Mom called as the door closed behind her. 
I flopped back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. 
Ramirez laid down beside me and let out a big sigh. “You do realize that I’m going to have to shoot the next person who walks through that door.”
I nodded. “I think you could probably claim self-defense at this point.”
He sighed again, wiping a hand across his face. 
“So, I guess you’re not in the mood anymore, huh?” I asked.
“Honey, I’m male. I’m always in the mood. I’m just waiting for the next crazy to walk through the door before I go through the trouble of doing my fly up again.”
“Okay, here’s a thought,” I said, rolling over to face him. “What do you say we go away somewhere?”
“Go away?” He raised one eyebrow. 
“Yeah,” I said, sitting up. “I know, it’s a bold move seeing as we’re not even really… I mean I’m not officially your… I mean it’s not like we’ve ever even…” I paused. I took a deep breath. Then I went for it. “I hear Palm Springs is lovely this time of year.”
“Oh yeah?” Ramirez propped himself up on his elbow. 
I nodded. “Very romantic.”
“Oh so you want romance, do you?” he said, grinning until that dimple dropped into his cheek again. 
“I wouldn’t mind a little romance,” I answered coyly. “Besides, think of it, you and me alone. No work, no nosey friends,” I added with emphasis, pointing to the door. “Just the two of us. What do you think?”
“Sounds won-der-ful,” he said, drawing out the word. 
I felt myself go giddy.
“There’s just one problem.”
I frowned. “What?”
Ramirez got up and crossed the room to Mrs. Rosenblatt’s open suitcase. He grabbed one of Mrs. R’s purple and pink polka dotted socks and handed it to me. 
“I don’t think I can wait that long,” he said. He leaned in close, his eyes doing that dark and dangerous thing, his voice going middle of the night husky. “Lock the door.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

* * * * *
 

 



UNDERCOVER IN HIGH HEELS
 

by
 

GEMMA HALLIDAY
 

 

* * * * *
 

 

Ebook Edition
Copyright © 2010 by Gemma Halliday
 

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.
 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.
 



Ebook Edition License Notes
 

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Amazon.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.
 

 

 

* * * * *
 
 
UNDERCOVER IN HIGH HEELS
 
 
* * * * *
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
 
 
“Wait, Chad, don’t leave. I… I have something to tell you.”
“After all your lies and deception, there’s nothing you can possibly say to make me stay now, Ashley.”
“Chad, please! You know I love you. I only did what I had to to keep us together. Besides, you can’t go now… I’m carrying your baby!”
 
 
I gasped, grabbing another handful of popcorn as the TV switched to a commercial for deodorant.
“Oh my freaking God, the baby is the gardener’s?” my best friend Dana shouted from the sofa beside me. “Her husband is gonna freaking flip.”
“Don’t worry,” I said, taking a sip of Diet Coke. “He’s still in that coma, remember? He’ll never know.”
“Oh, right. I missed that episode. So, does that mean the lady that hit him with the car went to jail?”
I shook my head. “No, her husband blackmailed the D.A. to get the charges dropped, but only if she checked herself into rehab. But instead of going to rehab, she shacked up with her sister’s husband at his place on the lake.”
“Oooooooh,” Dana said, drawing out the word. “So that’s why the sister is poisoning the husband.”
I nodded. “Shhh, it’s back on.”
Dana and I went silent, our eyes glued to the screen as Chad and Ashley fell into a passionate embrace. I’m not ashamed to admit it. I was seriously hooked on this show. Magnolia Lane was the hottest prime time soap to hit the air waves since Brandon and Brenda moved to the 90210, and I was powerless against its junk TV spell. 
My cell rang from my purse.
“You're ringing,” Dana said.
I waved it off. "Commercial," I mumbled around a bite of popcorn, my eyes glued to the screen as Chad asked Ashley just how sure she was the baby was his and not her comatose husband's. While, of course, Ashley's nosey neighbor listened at the bedroom door, catching the whole conversation.
Just as they switched to a shot of Ashley's husband in the coma ward, my purse rang again.
"You sure you shouldn't get that?" Dana asked.
I shook my head. “Are you kidding? Ashley’s husband is about to wake up.”
I ignored the William Tell Overture trilling from the region of my Kate Spade, instead grabbing another handful of popcorn as Nurse Nan leaned over the comatose Preston Francis Barton the third. Considering she was his wife’s secret evil twin sister, I figured we were in for two options: she was either going to smother him or pull the plug. 
She leaned in closer. Her hands reached for the plug.
Dana and I did a collective gasp.
Then the screen went to a life insurance commercial featuring a baby boomer in leather pants air-guitaring a Jimmy Hendricks song. 
“I hate it when they do that!” Dana said, throwing a piece of popcorn at the screen. Hers, of course, was minus the butter, oil, fat, salt, and flavor. Dana was an aerobics instructor slash wanna-be actress with the kind of curves that caused car crashes on the PCH. Her body was a temple. Mine, on the other hand, required regular sacrifices from the natives of double stuffed Oreos, cheeseburgers, and popcorn with lots of bright yellow butter flavoring made of things I couldn't pronounce. My theory? As long as my favorite Cavalli jeans still fit, I was doing okay. (Fine, so they were a little snug around the waist lately, but I could still zip them up!)
While Dana tossed another kernel of popcorn at the television, I reached into my purse and checked my cell readout. Two missed calls. Both from the same number, one that had me doing a little happy squirm in my seat. Ramirez.
Detective Jack Ramirez was not only the LAPD's hottest cop, but as of last fall he was also mine. All mine. 
Okay, so he hadn’t exactly officially said that I was his girlfriend yet, but I’m pretty sure that just last week he used the words “girl” and “friend” in the same sentence. Which was a start. Ramirez wasn’t exactly your typical Happily Ever After material. He was a homicide detective with a very large gun, a very large tattoo and some very dangerous moves in the bedroom. More of a bad-boy Russell Crow than a home-and-hearth Ward Cleaver. Not, mind you, that I was complaining. (See bedroom reference above.) 
We were supposed to meet for “drinks or something” later after he got off shift. Me, I was wearing a black lace Vicky’s Secret thong under my Capris in hopes of the “or something.”
I keyed in my pin number and waited for my messages while the Magnolia Lane theme song played and credits rolled over a backdrop of manicured lawns and a picture-perfect neighborhood. 
“Hey, Maddie, it’s me,” came Ramirez’s voice. “Listen, something came up. I’ve got to meet someone at the Cabana Club so I can't get together later after all. Sorry. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
Great. 
Ramirez's fatal flaw, as you may have noticed, was his tendency to make and break plans. Or, worse yet, not make them at all. Even though I was seconds away from actual girlfriend status, I hadn't seen Ramirez since last Friday night when a dinner and movie at City Walk had turned into appetizers and me in a cab when he got a call about a gang shooting in Compton. And now, true to form, he was blowing off our “or something” again. I narrowed my eyes at my cell, wondering what kind of someone he was meeting instead? 
“What’s up?" Dana asked, watching my face fall.
“Ramirez. He’s canceling on me.” Again. 
“What, again?” Dana asked, voicing my thoughts. 
"I know! He said he has to meet someone. What does that mean?”
Dana shrugged. “I dunno.” She popped another piece of popcorn into her mouth. 
“I mean, are we talking a work-related-someone or a personal-someone? 'Cause if it's a personal someone, why not just ask them to join us for drinks? Why cancel on me? What, is he ashamed of me? He doesn’t want his friends to meet me? That’s bad, isn’t it? It means something really bad. He’s having second thoughts about this whole relationship thing isn’t he? I knew it. I knew it wouldn’t last. I knew he'd never settle down. I mean, not that I'm asking him to settle down. Oh God, do you think he thinks I want him to settle down? Is that it? Am I smothering him? Am I too needy? I'm not too needy, am I?”
“Whoa. Take a breath, Gilmore Girl. No wonder he needs a night off.” 
Dana was right, I was beginning to hyperventilate.
“Look, he’s probably just out with the guys or something tonight. You know how those cops are. It's a total boy's club.”
“You’re right." I took a deep breath. "Right. He probably just needs a night out with the guys. It's not that he doesn’t want to be with me. I mean, of course he wants to be with me. Why wouldn't he want to be with me? I'm so not smothery." I paused. "But, just in case, how about we go on a double date this weekend?"
Dana shot me a look. "Double date?"
"It's way harder to smother someone on a double date. Beside, it'll be fun. Me and Ramirez, you and…” I paused, unsure which flavor of the month Dana was presently working her way through. As much as I loved my best friend, even I had to admit she had an uncanny ability to pick men destined for short term romances. Case in point, her last boyfriend, Rico, a self-proclaimed Urban Soldier who'd ended up joining a group of mercenaries in Afghanistan searching for the last remnants of the Taliban. Dana was still nursing a sore ego at being dumped for a bunch of dusty caves halfway around the world. 
She bit her lip as a little frown settled between her strawberry blonde brows. “Sorry, Maddie, I can’t do a double date.”
“Please! It’s not like I’m asking you to actually have this relationship for me, I just need a buffer.”
Dana shook her head. “No, no. It’s not that. I can't date. I’m off men.”
“Oh no. Please don't tell me you’re trying that lesbian thing again,” I said, sipping my Diet Coke.
Dana shook here head. “No, it’s not like that. It’s… well… I can’t have sex.” She put her hands on my shoulders, turning me to face her as she put on her serious look. “I have a problem.”
“A problem? What, like an STD?”
She shook her head again. “No, Mads. This is worse.” 
I arched an eyebrow. “Okay, I’ll bite, what’s worse than an STD?”
“I’m addicted to sex.”
I rolled my eyes. “Oh good. I thought this was something serious.” I laid on the sarcasm double stuffed as I grabbed another handful of popcorn.
“This is serious!” she protested. 
“Dana, you are hot. Men like you. Since when is that a problem?” 
“That’s not true, Maddie. I’m sick.”
“You’re lucky is what you are. You know how many push-up bras I own just to have half your cleavage?” A lot. I was pretty sure that Jack Black and I were the only people left in L.A. that still wore B cups. 
Dana ignored me. “Sex can be like any other addiction. It’s a disease. One I have to accept and learn to manage one day at a time. I’m practicing positive sexual sobriety.”
I crunched down hard on a popcorn kernel to keep from laughing. “Positive sexual sobriety?”
Dana nodded. “Uh huh. Therapist Max says it’s the only way to break the cycle of addiction.”
I blinked. “Therapist Max? You’re seriously taking advice from a guy named 'Therapist Max?'”
Dana nodded again. “Yes, Maddie. We're all first names at SA. Even the therapists.”
I knew I was going to regret asking. “SA?” 
“Sexaholics Anonymous.”
Mental forehead smack. "And I thought Magnolia Lane was over the top."
“Oh, Maddie,” Dana said, her eyes lighting up, “you should totally come with me to a meeting. There are tons of hot guys there and they're always super nice to new girls.”
I'll bet. “Thanks, but no thanks. Besides, I have a boyfriend. Sort of," I added ruefully, thinking of my Vicky's thong going to waste tonight. “You sure Ramirez isn't blowing me off?” 
Dana opened a bottled water and took a long drink. “Positive.”
“All right. Then I promise not to freak out about it anymore tonight. I mean, if he wants to go with the boys to the Cabana Club, I'm not going to be one of those whiny kind of girlfriends about it.”
Dana's head snapped up and she did a little cough/choke thing with her water. “The Cabana Club?!” 
Uh oh. “Yeah… why?”
“Maddie, have you ever been there?”
I shook my head. To be honest my idea of a night on the town started with dinner on Ventura and ended with a turn around the Beverly Center and a new pair of pumps. I wasn't exactly a regular on the club circuit.
“Ohmigod, Maddie. It’s a total hook-up place. You didn’t tell me Ramirez was going there!”
Oh shit. I felt my stomach bottom out, fizzy Diet Coke mixing with fake buttered popcorn mixing with pure dread. “Oh God. This is it. He’s totally dumping me, isn't he? It was all about the chase, wasn't it? Now that he's got me where he wants me, he doesn't want me anymore! I’m stale, Dana. I’m like that day-old bagel no one wants. Oh God, what am I going to do?"
"I'm sorry, hon." Dana laid a hand on my arm and sent me the same pity look she'd been giving me ever since my mother insisted on giving me a bob with bangs in seventh grade. "Look, I'm sure it's nothing. I'm sure he's just…" She trailed off, unable to come up with an adequate lie.
"Right." I took a big gulp of my Diet Coke, the carbonation burning all the way down my throat. "But just in case, you feel like grabbing a drink?"
 
 
* * *
 
 
The Cabana Club was a large, brick building on the corner of La Brea and Sunset, painted pink and flanked by flashing neon flamingos. Since it was Friday night there was a line to get in, but luckily Dana knew every bouncer in town (most on a more intimate basis than I knew my gynecologist) and we were inside before you could say "Lindsay Lohan." 
As my eyes adjusted to the dimly lit interior, punctuated by pink and green flashing lasers, I realized Dana was right. The placed reeked of hook-up. A crowded dance floor to our right held L.A.'s hottest bodies – actress-slash-waitresses, model-slash-waitresses, a bunch of CW actors, and that girl from Survivor that everyone hated – all gyrating together in a way that couldn’t even air on HBO. Tables to the left were filled with groupings of men and women doing the heads-bent-together thing and drinking tall cocktails while grabbing each other under the table. The bar straight ahead was two people thick with singles looking to score a martini and a phone number. I squinted through the darkness, praying my boyfriend wasn't one of them.
"This is so not a boys night out," I shouted over the techno beat pulsating off the walls.
"This is so not the place a recovering sex addict should be spending her Friday night." Dana eyed a guy at the bar wearing leather pants, an unbuttoned shirt and a "how you doin'" smile. 
He winked at her. 
Dana bit her lip. 
"Let's find Ramirez and get out of here fast before I do something I'm going to regret," she said.
Fine by me. We wove our way through the crowd, circling the bar. I got elbowed by an Olsen twin look-alike and a guy in a cowboy hat spilled a margarita on my Capris, but I didn't care. I was on a mission. I had been patient with Ramirez. I had given him his space. I had even waited a record two months before having sex with him. (Not entirely by choice, but that was beside the point.) I had done everything known to woman to make this relationship work. And what did he do? Blow it all for a night in hook-up heaven. Woman scorned didn't even begin to describe the anger surging through me as I scanned the club. 
Then I spotted him. He was sitting at a table near the back, a half empty glass of beer in front of him. I gnashed my teeth together, my vision going red as I stared my worst fear in the face. 
Ramirez was sitting next to a woman. A tall woman. If there's anything in this world that my 5'1 ½" self hates more than being dumped, it's being dumped for someone tall. 
Her legs were almost as long as I was, tucked under the table beneath a barely-there leather mini. And her top didn't cover a whole lot more. A plunging neckline dipped almost to belly button, showing off cleavage that was obviously man-made. Over her shoulders was a little red shrug jacket, more for fashion effect than actual coverage, and her long black hair was loose, flowing down her back, giving her that dark, exotic look that a blonde Irish/English mutt like myself could never pull off.
And then she put her hand on his thigh. 
I felt my nostrils flare, my hands balling into fists at my sides. That's it, police officer or no, I was gonna kill him. 
I vaguely heard Dana yelling something along the lines of, "Maddie, wait!" but I couldn’t have stopped if I wanted to. My body was moving all on its own as I marched straight toward the happy couple. 
"You sonofabitch!" I yelled once I was in earshot.
Ramirez turned around, his dark eyebrows hunching together at the sight of me. Despite my anger, my hormones did that little happy sigh they always did when he was around. Ramirez had perfected the tall, dark and dangerous look - his black hair just a little too long, his dark brown eyes just a little too hard, and a sleek panther tattooed on his arm, just a little too big to hide beneath the sleeve of his black T-shirt. His tan skin was interrupted by a thin white scar running through his left eyebrow and a perpetual dusting of rugged stubble across his chin. The Bad Boy slash Sex God effect of it all was almost enough to stop a girl in her tracks.
Almost. 
"I can't believe you blew me off for this!" I yelled, gesturing to his Amazon woman. She gave me a startled look, her eyes darting from side to side as if trying to figure out where I'd come from.
"Maddie, what are you doing here?" Ramirez asked, his eyebrows still drawn together in confusion.
"I could be asking the same question." I poked a finger at Ramirez's chest, coming up against his hard, six-day-a-week-at-the-gym pecs. "Who the hell do you think you are that you can lead me on then just blow me off like this for another woman?"
"Maddie," Ramirez said, his voice low and commanding. "Go home. I'll explain later."
"Oh right! I'll just go home and let you finish your date with Slut-zilla here." I was yelling loudly enough now that even over the pounding dance music, the couples at the adjacent tables were staring. 
"Who is this?" Amazon's eyes ping-ponged between Ramirez and I. "I told you to come alone."
"Maddie," Ramirez said again, his eyes shooting daggers at me. "Don't do this." 
"Don't do this? Don't do this! I'm sorry, what exactly am I doing? Because it sure as hell isn't dating some abnormally tall chick when you were supposed to be doing 'or something' with me!"
"Ramirez?" the Amazon asked, shifting nervously.
"Maddie," Ramirez warned.
"Jerk!" I yelled.
Then I picked up his half-empty glass and tossed the contents in his face. 
"Jesus," he sputtered, jumping from his chair and blinking Budweiser out of his eyes.
"And as for you…" I said, turning on Amazon Woman. 
But I didn't get to finish that threat. 
She bolted from her chair and before I could register what was going on pulled a gun out from her little red shrug (which, I now realized was clearly not just for fashion's sake) and grabbed me by my blonde roots. I let out a strangled cry as she wrapped one arm around my neck, holding me in a vice grip. 
"All right, nobody move!" she shouted, commanding the shocked couples at the nearby tables, their mouths hanging open as they watched the scene unfold. 
Then Amazon Woman pushed the barrel of the gun against my temple. 
"Or blondie dies."
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Holy crap! My first irrational thought as I stared at the barrel of Amazon's gun was that not only was I being dumped for a tall woman, I was being dumped for a psycho! (Hey, I said it was irrational.) The second was pure thankfulness that Ramirez had quick cop reflexes. In a spilt second he had his gun un-holstered and pointed at Amazon in a Mexican standoff.
"Isabel, drop the gun," he commanded, his voice the only calm thing in the room. 
As soon as the guns had popped out, people started screaming and scattering. The Survivor chick dove under a table and the CW actors trampled over the Olsen twin look-alike in a mad dash for the front doors. The D.J. stopped spinning music, ducking behind a pair of speakers, and all I could hear now was the sound of glass breaking and a chorus of hysterical voices yelling, "Call 9-1-1." I'm pretty sure I picked one of them out as Dana's.
"Isabel," Ramirez prompted again.
"No way!" she shouted, tightening her grip on me until my vision started going blurry. "No fucking way."
"Isabel, let's just calm down."
"I'm not calming nothing, you pig. This is a setup. I told you no other cops."
"She's not a cop, Isabel," Ramirez ground out through his clenched jaw.
"Honest!" I squeaked. "I never even made it as a Girl Scout."
"Shut up!" she commanded, pushing the barrel into my temple.
I shut up.
"Isabel, listen to me," Ramirez said. He was slowly inching closer to her, his gun straight-armed in front of him. "Just set the gun down and you can walk out of here right now. No one has to get hurt."
She shook her head, long black hair flapping wildly around her face. "Unh uh. No way, pal. I know you’ve got this place surrounded. You've got cops outside waiting for me. You set me up. And quit moving closer!"
I heard Ramirez mutter the word, “Jesus,” under his breath and send me another dagger-sharp look. "I didn't set you up. She's not a cop, Isabel. She's my…" He paused.
I held my breath and leaned forward. Date? Lover? Girlfriend? Come on, for the love of God, finish the sentence, man!
"… friend," he finally said. 
Jerk.
"I don't care who she is," Crazy Isabel responded. "She's coming with me." She shifted her hold on me, grabbing me by the arm with one hand and stuffing the gun into my ribs with the other. 
"And don't you try to follow me, pig. I'll kill her. I'll happily splatter her brains all over this room."
I winced. Granted, this entire episode was proving just how very few brains I had (Why, oh why, hadn't I just sat at home neurotically wondering what my boyfriend was doing like a normal girl?), but I wanted to keep them right where they were, thank you very much. 
I saw the muscles in Ramirez's jaw flinch, but he kept the gun steady on her. "Don't do anything stupid, Isabel."
Isabel ignored him, dancing me backwards as she made her way to the nearest exit sign. Ramirez stood rooted to the spot, his eyes intense, watching the gap between us widen. 
This was bad. Seeing Ramirez with another woman wasn't so hot, but this? This was big steaming piles of cow dung bad. 
Isabel pushed through the emergency exit, sounding a fire alarm that whipped the panicked crowd into a frenzy again. A bartender yelled, "Fire!" and I saw two girls in halter tops shove Dana out of the way, dashing like linebackers to the front doors. Unfortunately, Dana knocked into Mr. How-You-Doin', sending him teetering backward and colliding with Ramirez. Ramirez staggered back a step. Which was just enough to make his aim waiver. Isabel took that opportunity to bolt. 
"Come on, blondie," she said, as the door slammed shut behind us. Keeping her vice grip on my arm, she kicked off her mules and sprinted through the parking lot. 
"Where are we going?" I asked as I stumbled after her, breaking a heel and stubbing my toe on the asphalt.
"Shut up!" she said. Then paused, scanning the lot. "I need a car."
I pointed to a green VW bug. "How about that one?" Not that I was actually into helping the crazy lady make a great escape, but I figured the faster she got away from here the smaller the chance I was going to pee in my pants. If there was one thing I hated in life, it was having guns pointed at me. 
"A bug? What, do I look like a midget to you?" she asked, whipping her long hair around again.
I narrowed my eyes. Was that a crack about my height? 
"Okay, how about that one then?" I gestured to a blue pick-up with a “cowgirl-up” sticker in the back window. 
Isabel turned on me. "What about me exactly screams redneck?"
"You know, you're awfully picky for a woman on the run."
"Shut up!" Isabel shoved the gun in my face again.
Chances of peeing my pants just rose astronomically. I clamped my mouth shut. 
Isabel looked over my shoulder and apparently found a vehicle to her liking. Her face broke into a grin. "Now that's more like it." She tightened her grip on my arm and dragged me with her, weaving through the rows of parked cars toward a big, black Escalade in the corner. She peeked in the driver's side window. The valet had left the keys in the ignition. "Chumps," she said, through a big creepy smile. 
She was jiggling the door handle when the emergency exit flew open again and Ramirez's voice rang out across the parking lot.
"Isabel!"
Without skipping a beat, she spun around, raised her arm and fired in the direction of his voice. A bullet shattered the passenger side window of the VW.
"Shit," I heard Ramirez cry as Isabel popped off three more rounds in the direction of the midget car. "Maddie?" he called.
"I'm okay," I replied. "She just really hates that car."
"Shut up!" Isabel screamed. "What are you, stupid? What don't you understand about 'shut up?!’"
I clamped my lips together and did a zipping-them-up-and-throwing-away-the-key thing.
"Isabel, let's talk about this. We can work something out," Ramirez said from behind the VW. I vaguely heard the sound of sirens in the distance.
Isabel must have heard them too, because her only response was to blow out the VW's back windows. Clearly, Isabel wasn't in the mood to talk.
But there was one good thing about the crazy lady shooting at my boyfriend. The gun wasn't pointed at me anymore.
I took a deep breath and, with my one good heel, stomped down on her bare foot as hard as I could.
"Sonofabitch!" she cried. It stunned her just enough for her to loosen the grip on my arm. That was all I needed. I turned and ran as hard as I could on one broken heel in the opposite direction, diving behind a Ford Festiva just as I heard a bullet rip into its tires. 
"You blonde bitch!" Isabel howled, sending a wild spray of bullets through the parking lot. 
I ducked, covering my head and praying the Festiva wasn't as cheaply made as it looked. If only I'd ducked behind a Hummer instead.
"Maddie?" Ramirez cried again from the other side of the lot. But I was honestly too paralyzed with fear to respond. I just sat there, my arms wrapped around my head, my knees tucked to my chest, my heart beating faster than when Dana made me crank the Stairmaster up to six.
The gunfire paused for a second, then was immediately followed by the sound of tires squealing. I peeked my head up over the shot out window of the Festiva just in time to see Isabel's wild hair flying through the driver's side window of the Escalade as it screamed out of the lot. 
"Maddie?" Broken glass crunched under Ramirez's feet as he sprinted across the lot to where I was still doing a fetal position. 
"I'm okay." Sort of. I looked down. In my dive for cover, I'd skinned both my knees. My big toe on my right foot was bleeding, turning my Passionate Pink pedicure into something out of a horror movie, and my Nina pumps would never be the same again. But, on the up side, I hadn't wet my pants. 
"Are you sure?" Ramirez asked, suddenly at my side. He lifted me up and ran his hands quickly over my arms and legs. Too quickly, if you asked me. I wouldn't have minded if he lingered just a little longer in the thigh region. Yep, I had it so bad for Ramirez that even gunfire didn't deter those overactive little hormones of mine. Geeze, maybe I should accompany Dana to her next SA meeting. 
"I'm fine, really," I said, shaking off the inappropriate thoughts. 
Satisfied, he stood back and looked at me. The concern in his dark eyes slowly fading into annoyance. And not the kind of annoyance you feel when telemarketers call at dinner time, but the kind where your insecure friend spurs an insane Amazon woman to take her hostage which results in you getting shot at. Yep, that was the level of annoyance making the little blue vein in his neck start to bulge and his jaw set harder than the granite Clinique counters.
I bit my lip and shuffled my heel-less foot. I looked down at his beer-stained shirt. "Um… sorry about the Budweiser."
He just shook his head and muttered another, “Jesus,” under his breath.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Two hours later the Cabana Club parking lot was still swarming with police officers and Ramirez was still giving me the evil eye. Which, as I sat on the tailgate of an ambulance wrapped in an ugly green blanket waiting for paramedics to give me the all-clear to go home, was kind of unfair. I mean, it's not like I meant to get taken hostage. And it's not as if I was the one who'd shot at him. In fact, if I'd had my way, we'd be at my place, sprawled across my futon going for round two of “or something” by now. So, really, this was all Ramirez's fault. (What can I say? Twelve years of Catholic school had taught me how to reassign guilt with the best of them.) 
"Ohmigod, honey, check out the cop at three o'clock," Dana said, standing beside me. After the club had cleared out of panic-stricken singles, Dana had found me in the parking lot watching uniformed officers drape crime scene tape around the remnants of the VW. I was grateful for the hand to hold, since it was clear by the whole evil-eye thing that Ramirez and I wouldn't be holding hands any time soon. But the sight of so many men in uniform was almost too much for Miss Sexual Sobriety.
I turned my head to the right.
"No," Dana said, pointing to the left. "I said three o'clock." 
"Why didn't you just say, 'left,' then?" I mumbled, eying the object of Dana's ogling. A tall, slim guy with a big nose and dark hair dressed in uniform blues slouched near the rear entrance, questioning the Olsen twin.
"He is delish!" Dana made the kind of yummy sound in her throat that I usually reserved for the tiramisu at Giani's.
"I thought you were off men?" 
"Uh huh. Oh!" she gasped. "Maddie, eleven o'clock. Blond, blue eyes, and biceps to die for!" She was practically licking her chops.
"Dana, how long has it been since you've had sex?"
She sighed, watching Mr. Biceps sweep shards of glass into an evidence baggie. "Way too long." She tilted her head as he leaned over the VW, showing off glutes that, I'll admit, had even me staring. "Since Monday. Four whole days."
Oh, brother.
"If I make it a week, I get a chip."
"You do realize I've had hangnails that have lasted longer than a week?"
Dana ignored me. "Uh oh. Bad news at four o'clock."
I turned my head to the right.
"No." Dana grabbed my chin and tilted my head left. "Four o'clock."
Uh oh was right. Ramirez was picking his way over the broken glass, evidence cones, and shot out car parts, headed right toward us. And by the rigid set of his shoulders this was not going to be a friendly sort of chat. 
"Um, maybe I'll just… um… " Dana trailed off, wisely giving Bad Cop a wide berth as she joined the rest of the looky-loos behind the yellow crime scene tape.
Ramirez barely acknowledged her as she passed, his eyes boring down on me, his arms crossed over his chest. He stopped in front of me, shaking his head, his unreadable Bad Cop face reminding me of the one my Irish Catholic grandmother had used when she'd interrogated my five year old self about which “creative” little girl had drawn all over her kitchen walls with a Crayola. 
He didn't say anything, just gave me that hard stare. I bit my lip, vowing not to be the one that spoke first. Okay, so I'd kind of mucked up his evening, but he was the one that started it by going out with Crazy Chick in the first place.
I crossed my own arms over my own chest, narrowed my eyes at him, and prepared to wait him out. 
We stood like that for a full five seconds. 
One guess who cracked first.
"Okay, so here's the thing, I had this thong, and it was totally cute and it was going to waste just sitting at home watching TV, and I wouldn't have minded so much, but you were canceling our 'or something' and unlike Dana, I haven't gotten any 'or something' in over a week – that’s long enough to get a chip at SA, you know! And then 'something' came up and you didn't want me meeting your friends, even though I'm so not smothery, and then you were at a hook-up club. I mean, you could have told me she was carrying a gun and I so wouldn't have come. Or at least I would have waited outside. So, I'm sorry you got shot at."
Ramirez just shook his head at me and I wasn't sure if he thought I was pathetic or was just trying to keep from laughing at me.
"Maddie, you seriously thought I was here on a date?"
"Um, well, yeah. I mean, with that message you left and the hook-up bar, what was I supposed to think?"
Ramirez rolled his eyes at me. "Isabel was an informant, Maddie. She's the girlfriend of a major drug distributor and she was meeting me to give me details about the next shipment coming into his organization. Information that we could have used to get these guys off the streets for good."
I felt myself growing smaller and smaller the more he talked. "Oops."
"Oops?" He raised an eyebrow at me. "Oops?! Seven people injured, thousands of dollars in property damages, one stolen vehicle and three weeks worth of investigative work down the toilet and all you can say is 'oops?’"
If I grew any smaller I'd be looking up at the bottom of my broken heels. "Oops, sorry?"
He narrowed his eyes and made a growling sound deep in his throat. 
Suddenly I kind of wished Isabel had taken me with her. 
"It would be one thing," he said through clenched teeth, "if this were an isolated incident. But this isn't the first time you've butted into a police investigation. What, exactly, do you suggest I tell my superiors?"
I bit my lip again, eating off any remnants of lip gloss. He was right. Unfortunately, this wasn't the first time I'd stuck my nose in his police business. That was actually the way we'd met. He'd been investigating my last boyfriend, Richard, a prominent L.A. attorney, for fraud and, subsequently, murder. I'd sort of inadvertently gotten into the middle of that investigation when I'd popped the real murderer's breast implant and stabbed her in the jugular with a stiletto heel. After that there'd been the incident last fall involving my father, a bunch of drag queens, and the mob, which had ended with me getting kidnapped and Dana blowing a hole through some guy's chest. So, I could see why this was something of a sore spot with him. Not to mention, his superiors. 
"Look, Jack, I'm really, really sorry."
He took a deep breath and did some more head shaking. He opened his mouth to say more, but was cut off by the uniformed officer with the cute butt.
"Hey, Ramirez?"
"What?" Ramirez called over his shoulder.
"It's the captain." Buns of Steel held up a cell phone. "He wants to speak to you."
Ramirez shut his eyes in a two-second meditation. "Shit." He turned and grabbed the cell phone, then paused, jabbing a finger my way. "You – go home. We'll talk later."
I nodded meekly. Later was good. Later was after he'd had time to calm down and hopefully gotten that whole bulging-vein thing under control. 
After Buns of Steel took my statement (where I relayed the events of the evening the best I could without making it sound like his co-worker was dating a loony) and the paramedics checked me out (scrapes and unattractive bruises, but not much more), Dana bundled me into her Saturn and drove me home. She offered to stay the night with me, but from the way she was frothing at the mouth over every guy we passed (including the greasy haired attendant at the Chevron station), I figured she needed an SA meeting more that I needed a sleep over. 
Instead, I climbed the steps to my cozy second story studio alone. “Cozy,” of course, being real estate slang for “dinky.” My fold-out futon, a drawing table and three dozen pairs of shoes had the place fuller than Paris Hilton's BlackBerry. Still, it was near the ocean, relatively quiet, and most importantly, fell within my cozy budget. 
As a young girl I had dreamed of being a runway model in Paris. But since, as I may have mentioned, I top out at just below Tom Cruise height, genetics worked against that career plan. Instead, I went to the Academy of Art College and got a degree in fashion design. Namely, designing shoes. Unfortunately, a job which sounds way more glamorous than the paycheck. As an unknown designer the only steady work I'd been able to get so far had come from Tot Trots children's shoe designs. And, thanks to my recent brushes with the law, even those jobs were becoming fewer and further between. Sure I was still working on the Pretty Pretty Princess patent leathers for Easter, but they'd given both the Superman flip flops and the summer line of Disney water shoes to someone else. In hopes of someday moving beyond Spongebob slippers, I'd lately started doing a little freelancing on the side, for – wonder of wonders – actual adults. Okay, so I'd designed a pair of purple size thirteen sequin covered heels for my father's birthday (Yes, you heard me right. Father. He danced in a Las Vegas all male 'showgirl' revue.) and I'd recently put the finishing touches on my first Maddie originals for myself. Pink pumps with three inch heels, leather ankle straps, and tiny crystal details on the buckles. All in all, I was rather proud of them. 
I let myself into my apartment and kicked off my abused heels, then dragged myself into the shower, careful to rinse all the bits of broken auto glass out of my hair. I pulled on an oversized Guns 'n' Roses T-shirt, left over from my college days, and curled up on my futon with my TV remote. Three late-night episodes of Cheers later, and I was fast asleep. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I wasn't sure how long I'd actually been asleep, but I knew it wasn't long enough. My phone was ringing from somewhere deep inside a lovely dream of Ramirez and me doing horizontal acrobatics across my kitchen counter when I cracked one eye open to stare at the digital clock beside my bed. 6:15 AM. Ugh. I'm not exactly what you'd call a morning person. I'm more of a stumble-out-of-bed-at-ten-and-make-a-break-for-the-nearest-Starbucks kind of person. Which may be why my voice sounded like I'd been sucking on sandpaper as I croaked out a, "Hello?" in the vicinity of my phone.
"Maddie! Oh my word, honey, what happened?"
Instinctively, I pulled the phone away from my ear. 6 AM was too early for anyone to be that loud. 
"Mom?" I croaked out again. "You don't have to shout, I can hear you."
"Sorry. I'm on a cell phone, sweetie," she yelled. 
I felt a headache brewing between my eyes.
"Maddie, what's going on? I was having breakfast with Mrs. Rosenblatt and we saw a man reading the L.A. Informer at the next table. Honey, your picture was on the front page. Were you involved in a shoot-out last night?"
I smacked my palm to my head. Leave it to L.A.'s sleaziest tabloid to sensationalize a simple misunderstanding between a girl and her beau into a wild west showdown at the O.K. corral. "It wasn't a shoot-out, Mom. Just… a misunderstanding." Okay, I admit, saying it out loud, the Informer's version sounded closer to the truth. 
"Are you okay? They said you were taken hostage."
I groaned again. "Mom, I'm fine. I promise."
"Oh honey, I'm coming over right now."
"No!" I fairly screamed into the phone. Don't get me wrong, I love my mother. But the last time she was in my apartment she insisted on organizing my underwear drawer, covering my cook top in aluminum foil, and feng shui-ing the entire place by moving my television into the bathroom and my futon next to the refrigerator. "No, I'm fine, Mom, really. Never better." Except for that headache which seemed to be spreading to my temples.
"Now, don't try to be all adult and independent on me, Mads. I know when my baby needs me."
I rolled my eyes. I was facing the big three-o this year. God forbid I should be adult and independent. 
"Mom-"
"Nope. No protests."
"But-"
"And no buts."
I rubbed my temple, hoping I still had that travel sized bottle of aspirin in my purse. "Okay, how about this, Mom. How about I just come down to the salon later? That way you wouldn't have to drive all the way out here and I could get my pedi fixed at the same time?" I asked, hoping for a compromise that didn't involve rearranging my furniture. 
Mom paused, considering this. Luckily, I knew how much she hated to drive the 405. "Well, if you're sure you're okay…"
"Right as rain!" I said doing my best perky cheerleader impression.
"All right. Why don't you meet me at Fernando's after lunch and you can tell me all about it. Okay?"
I did a silent sigh of relief. "Perfect. I'll see you then." 
I hit the end button and flopped back down on my pillows. 6:20 AM and already one crisis averted. My day was off to a smashing start. 
 

 

Chapter Three
 
 
Fernando's Salon was located on the ultra chic, ultra high rent corner of Beverly and Brighton, one block north of Rodeo and smack in the center of Beverly Hills' Golden Triangle. It was the kind of neighborhood where the champagne was free and the pumps cost more than a small country. My step-father, Ralph (or as I had affectionately dubbed him, Faux Dad), started out in a small strip-mall in Chatsworth, but his mastery of the cut and color soon earned him a place in the hearts and hair-dos of the rich and not-quite-famous. Only, knowing a salon called “Ralph's” wouldn’t fit in with the Versaces, Blahniks, and Vuittons of BH, Ralph reinvented himself with a faux Spanish ancestry and twice weekly spray on tans, and thus was born, Fernando, European hair sculptor. When I first met him I was convinced he was gay, but considering he and Mom have been married almost nine months now, I'm almost sure he's not. 
In addition to Faux Dad's skills with a blow dryer, he's also quite the interior decorator (Hey, I said I was almost sure.), a fact illustrated by the metamorphosis his salon went through every few months. Today, as I walked through Fernando's polished glass doors, I was treated to a Caribbean theme. The walls were done in watercolor washed turquoise blue with knotted bits of rope hung like swags along the ceiling line. Bright pictures of exotic beaches, along with bits of fishing net, decorated the walls, interspersed with large leafy green plants and bright tropical flowers in artfully chipped planters. The reception desk was paneled in white clapboard with silk flower leis glued to the sides. And, I kid you not, in the corner sat a three foot high birdcage holding a bright green parrot.
He squawked at me as I approached the reception desk. "Hips don't lie. Sqwuak!" 
I turned to Marco, Faux Dad's receptionist, who was slim, Hispanic, and probably the only person in the world as addicted to Project Runway as I was. "What did he just say?" I asked.
Marco rolled his heavily-lined eyes. "Oh honey, tell me about it," he drawled in an accent that was pure San Francisco. "The previous owner apparently had a thing for pop music. This damn bird has been singing Shakira all day." Marco shook a finger at the bird. "You stop it, Pablo, you naughty boy."
Pablo The Parrot tilted his head to the side. "Hips don't lie. Sqwuak!!" 
"Aye, yai, yai!" Marco clicked his tongue and rolled his eyes again. "We couldn’t get a nice quiet goldfish. Nooooo, it had to be a parrot."
"Sorry," I sympathized.
"So…" Marco leaned his elbows across his desk. "I heard about your big shoot-out last night. Ex-ciiiiii-ting!" he said, drawing out the word. 
My turn to roll my eyes. "It wasn't a shoot-out. It was a simple… misunderstanding." That was my story and I was sticking to it.
"Do tell, dahling," he prodded me on.
Since Marco practically lived for gossip, and the Informer had already beaten me to it anyway, I filled him in on the latest entry in my top ten not-so-finest moments. So un-fine, in fact, that as I related the story I felt worse and worse. Geeze, had I really thought Ramirez was cheating on me? How paranoid was I? To be quite honest, Ramirez had every right to be mad at me. I mean, only I would turn a little thing like a canceled date into a shoot-out.
I mean misunderstanding.
True to his Queen of the Beverly Gossip status, Marco hung on my every word, and when I got to the part about Ramirez doing his Bad Cop face at me, Marco did an exaggerated swoon and started fanning himself. "That man is hotter than my mother's chili con carne, honey."
I had to agree. Unfortunately, he had a temper to match. "Yeah, well, I think he's just a wee bit miffed with me at the moment. And speaking of miffed people…" I surveyed the room behind Marco, scanning the hairdresser stations and buzzing blow dryers. "Are Mom and Ralph here?" 
"Fernando," Marco chided, "is with a client. He's doing a weave for Mrs. Banks." He leaned in close and did a pseudo whisper that could be heard all the way to the Valley. "Tyra's mom." 
"Oh." I nodded, appropriately impressed. 
"But your mother's in the back doing a pedi." Marco gestured toward the back of the salon where a line of foot tubs flanked the turquoise walls. 
"Thanks," I waved as I walked off.
"Hips don't lie, hips don't lie!" I heard behind me. 
Then Marco mumbling another, "Aye yai yai…"
In keeping with the island paradise theme, the pedicure chairs had been covered with red tropical prints, sporting large, colorful hibiscus flowers. Which completely clashed with the neon green muumuu covering the woman getting the pedi. Though, to be fair, Mrs. Rosenblatt was one of those people that clashed with just about anything. She was a five-time divorcee who weighed three hundred pounds, wore her hair in a shade of Lucille Ball red, and talked to the dead through her spirit guide, Albert. (Yeah, I know. Only in L.A.) 
She'd met my mother when, after a particularly depressing Valentine's Day, Mom had gone to Mrs. R for a psychic reading. When Mom met the dark haired stranger Mrs. R had predicted the very next day, Mom was hooked. Never mind that the stranger turned out to be a chocolate Lab named Barney, Mom and Mrs. R had been firm friends ever since.
"Mads!" Mrs. Rosenblatt called as I approached. "I heard about your shoot-out last night. Very impressive!"
I gritted my teeth together. "It wasn't a shoot-out."
Mom looked up from Mrs. R's toes. She dropped a bottle of green polish on the floor and immediately grabbed me in a fierce hug. "Oh my baby, I'm so glad you're all right!"
"I'm fine, Mom." Which actually came out sounding more like, "I fie ma," considering she was cutting off my air supply.
"I was so worried about you! My poor, poor baby."
"Really," I said, extracting myself from her death grip. "I'm fine. It was just a little… misunderstanding."
Mrs. Rosenblatt nodded sagely, her chins (plural) bobbing up and down. "It's Mercury. Mercury's in retrograde this month. Makes for a whole heap of misunderstanding."
At least someone understood. 
"So, did you have a gun during this 'misunderstanding?' You pop anyone?" Mrs. R asked.
I rolled my eyes. "No, I did not pop anyone. No one got popped."
"Bummer," Mrs. R said. "I always wanted to know what it would be like to shoot a gun. My second husband, Ollie, had all kinds of guns. He used to hunt quail with 'em. Never let me shoot one though."
Ollie was a smart man. 
"So, what did happen last night?" Mom asked, sitting down and wiping the spilled nail polish on her black skirt. I grimaced. At the nail polish stains, yes. But more at the skirt. 
When I was ten, Mom was the hippest mother in my Brownie troupe. Unfortunately, she hadn't changed her fashion style since then. Today she wore a lacey black skirt that was about two inches too high for comfort, black mesh leggings, ballet flats, and three different tank tops layered together above about a billion jelly bracelets in every color of the rainbow. A little mole and she'd be the perfect post-menopausal Madonna. 
Ignoring the urge to comment on her outfit, I gave Mom a much edited version of the night's events. However, by the end, her plucked eyebrows were still hunched together in concern.
"Maddie, you could have been killed!"
"I'm fine, Mom. Really," I tried to reassure her.
"I think you should think about carrying some protection."
"Protection?"
"What you need is a gun," Mrs. Rosenblatt offered. "I think I might still have one of Ollie's in storage."
"No!" I said a little too loudly. "Look, I've got pepper spray at home. I'll be fine." I didn't add that when I'd gotten it I'd been so scared of accidentally spraying myself with the mini canister of eye scorching stuff that I'd promptly shoved it to the back of my junk drawer and it hadn't seen the light of day since. My idea of protection was a ribbed Trojan. Carrying actual weapons was a little too Rambo-chick for me.
"I don't know, Maddie…" Mom said, still not convinced.
"Honest, I'm fine. Look, this was just a fluke. A misunderstanding. Isabel is probably in Mexico by now. I'm fine. There's nothing to worry about. Really."
"Wait!" Mrs. Rosenblatt held up a pudgy hand. Then smacked it on my forehead. "I'm getting a vision." She rolled her eyes back into her head until she resembled a Dawn of the Dead reject. "I see a woman with long dark hair. She's screaming. And destroying a bug." Mrs. R opened her eyes. "You got a roach problem or something?"
Mental forehead smack.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
After I reassured Mom for the bazillionth time that I was not likely to encounter a bullet anytime soon, I left the salon (to the tune of Pablo still singing Shakira and Marco still threatening to have roast parrot for dinner if he didn't shut up) and hoofed it the two blocks to my Jeep. The first thing I did when I got in was crank on the air conditioning. Even though it was barely the end of March, we were nearing triple digits this week. One of those freak heat waves that seem to hit L.A. more and more often. I blamed global warming. Though, personally, I'd still rather break out the tank tops and flip flops in March than give up my aerosol hair spray and gas guzzling Jeep.
I let the air blast over me as I made my way down the bumper-to-bumper afternoon traffic on Pico, people-watching the Saturday afternoon shoppers, admiring the Lexus dealerships, taking in the latest billboards. I passed one of a man popping out of the page 3D style, carrying a cell phone and advertising something about a long distance carrier. There was another that featured huge Dumbo ears and urged me not to let the magic of Disneyland pass me by. But it was the one on the corner of Pico and Westwood that made me sit up and stare in earnest.
A woman, lying on her stomach, spanned the length of the billboard, clad only in a teeny tiny pair of lacy panties that would make a Playboy Bunny blush. Two big round globes of double D's peeked out between her strategically placed arms. She had one finger seductively touching a glossy red lip, the caption “Like to watch?” underneath her with a web address to view her 24 hour web cam. But the part that almost made me gag was the woman's name. "Sexy Jasmine."
Last year when I'd been involved in the murder investigation that resulted in my meeting Ramirez, Jasmine (or as I was more fond of calling her, Miss PP. As in Plastic Parts. Seriously – you think those kinds of boobs grew naturally?) had, at one time, been my prime suspect. But, instead of offing embezzlers, it turned out Jasmine's biggest sin was moonlighting on a pay-per-play adult website. Apparently, after being fired from her day job as a receptionist, she'd turned her hand to full time cyber whoring. And, by the size of that billboard, it looked like it was paying off. 
I shook my head and marveled at the fact I was schlepping through traffic and Jasmine was now famous. (Or infamous as the case may be.) In New York, you're no one until you've made Page Six. In L.A. you're no one until your face has been plastered on a twenty foot tall billboard.
By the time I got back to Santa Monica, it was nearing noon and the smog index was creeping up to that level where you could almost taste the air. The radio DJ advised school children to stay indoors and the fire marshal declared the Hollywood Hills a high hazard area. Instinctively, I cranked my air up. 
As I rounded the corner, pulling off Venice, my apartment came into view. 
As did the guy standing outside of it.
His tall, solid frame leaned casually against the side of his black SUV, both arms crossed over his chest. His eyes were unreadable behind a pair of mirrored sunglasses, but if the tension in his stubbled jaw was any indication, they weren't twinkling with glee. 
Ramirez. 
I paused, warring between apprehension and total lust as I pulled into my drive. Finally lust won out and I got out of the car. 
"Hey," I said tentatively. 
Nothing. He didn't move, didn't nod, just kept his cop face on as he stared at me. Yep. He was definitely a little miffed. 
"So, uh, have you been waiting long?" 
I think I saw his shoulders shrug half an inch. Or it might have just been a smog induced illusion. 
"Um… are you going to say something? Anything?" I squeaked out, my voice doing that caught-coloring-on-the-walls falsetto again. 
He did a deep breath in, then out, his nostrils flaring. Then he reached up and slowly took off his sunglasses. Yikes. Nope, his dark eyes were a far cry from twinkling. Seething might be appropriate. Or searing, penetrating. 
Pissed off. 
"Do you have any idea what kind of trouble your stunt last night caused?" he asked, his voice low and strained, a clear undercurrent of dammit-you-really-screwed-up-this-time-Maddie running through it. 
I wondered if it was too late to jump back in my car. 
"Um, lots?"
He took a step forward. I instinctively took one back, coming up against the driver’s side door of my Jeep. 
"Thanks to my association with, and I quote, 'that crazed shoe girl,' my captain has reassigned me."
"Reassigned?" I repeated. "Like, demoted?"
Ramirez made a low growling sound deep in his throat.
Yep. Like, demoted. 
"Isabel is MIA, her boyfriend got the tip off that she's been talking to the police and now he's in the wind, and my captain has busted yours truly down to celebrity bodyguard duty."
Ramirez had been advancing on me as he spoke until his face was just inches from mine, those granite features starting to twitch as if they might crack into a full blown rage at any second. I leaned further back into my car and I think did a little whimper thing.
"I'm sorry," I squeaked out.
His eyes narrowed and he placed a hand on either side of my head, barring any ideas of escape. "Sorry?"
I gulped. "Really, really sorry."
He did that low sort of growl in the back of his throat again. I wasn't sure what it meant, but it didn't sound a whole lot like, “I forgive you.”
I gulped again. "But a bodyguard isn't all that bad, right? I mean, celebrities can be fun?" 
"Oh sure. Tons of fun. Watching a bunch of pampered actresses while they open their fan mail. My idea of a good time."
"You're being sarcastic, aren't you?"
There was that growl again. 
"Look, I'm really, really sorry. I so didn't mean to get you in trouble. And I'll so make it up to you."
One eyebrow hitched up. "Make it up to me? I've gone from working homicide to spending 24/7 babysitting a bunch of second rate actors on the Magnolia Lane set. How the hell do you think you're going make that up to me?" 
"Well, I don't know, I mean, maybe I could talk to your captain, maybe if I just explained this… Wait. Did you say, 'Magnolia Lane?’" 
He nodded, giving me a “yeah so?” look.
"Ohmigod. The Magnolia Lane?"
"You've heard of it?" 
"Ohmigod, are you freaking kidding? Only daily on Entertainment Tonight. It's like the hottest show on TV. These are no minor celebs. The star, Mia Carletto was up for an Emmy last year. Wow, you actually get to meet Mia Carletto. You should be thanking me!"
His eyes narrowed again. Apparently he didn't watch as much TV as I did.
"So, what will you be doing? Will you get to hang out with the cast? Go to parties with them? Ohmigod – are you going to the Emmys?!"
Ramirez muttered a, “Jesus,” under his breath, then took a step back and rubbed a hand through his hair until it stood up in little tufts. "No, I'm not going to the Emmys. Miss Carletto has been getting threatening letters and her publicist just happens to be my captain's daughter-in-law. So, lucky me, I'm supposed to keep an eye on the set until we find out where they're coming from."
"Ohmigod, I heard about those letters on Access Hollywood. That is so cool!"
Ramirez gave me a look. 
"Well, I mean, not cool that she's getting threatening letters but so cool that you'll get to meet her. Oh, oh – do you think you could get me on the set? Just to get an autograph?"
"No!" Ramirez yelled loudly enough to make my downstairs neighbor peek through her chintz curtains at us. He rubbed another hand through his hair, then spoke through gritted teeth. "No, I don’t want you anywhere near that set, do you hear me? I don't want you anywhere near my work. Ever again. Thanks to you, a cranked up felon is tooling around L.A. in a stolen car and I'm on Hollyweird detail. I want you as far away from me as possible. Got it?"
Ouch. Apparently my boyfriend – wait, friend - thought I was a total jinx. A less confident girl might start to take this personally. "I said I was sorry. I mean, really, really sorry. I never meant for this to happen. I just… I mean when I heard your message… I kind of…."
"Freaked out?" he supplied.
I nodded. "Major freak out. I'm so, so sorry," I said again. Honestly meaning it. 
Ramirez must have noticed, because his face softened. He reached one hand out and lightly brushed the backs of his knuckles against my cheek. "I have to admit," he said, "the jealous thing? Kind of cute." 
I sniffed. "Cute, huh?"
He nodded. "Very. And it's a damn good thing, too, 'cause you're a whole lot of trouble."
"I know. I'm amazingly sorry," I said again. Hoping that if I said it enough times maybe I could make this whole thing just go away. 
"I know," he whispered, his eyes starting to do that sexy, glazed over thing as they roved my face. 
His hand trailed around to the nape of my neck, his fingers lightly massaging there until I felt myself break out in goosebumps, sending a tingle straight down my spine. He leaned in close. I could smell the scent of Ivory and Tide as his lips brushed mine. The tingle turned into an all out quiver as our tongues touched. 
Suddenly my insides were gooier than a Snickers bar in the hands of a first grader. 
"So, does this mean I'm forgiven?" I mumbled onto his lips. 
He leaned back and raised one dark eyebrow. "Forgiven is a strong word."
"Maybe I can make it up to you?" I said coyly, trailing one finger down the center of his chest.
The other eyebrow shot up. "What did you have in mind?" 
"Oh, I don't know…" I slid my hand lower, toying with the top button of his jeans. 
He did a small groan. 
Then his pager went off. 
He did a large groan. 
He pulled away, glancing at the readout. "Shit. The captain. I've gotta go."
And I swear he looked so dejected that I felt myself pack for that guilt trip again. He really didn't deserve this. As cool as I might think hanging out all day on the Magnolia Lane set was, I knew it wasn't Ramirez's gig. Ramirez belonged working homicide. He was a cop who enjoyed all that gritty detective stuff and he was damn good at it, too. 
As he got into his SUV and pulled down the street I vowed that, despite how little faith he might have in my abilities, I would make this up to him.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
"Well, it seems clear to me," Dana said, popping a soynut into her mouth. "Blow job. A little attention to Mr. Winky and I'm sure he’ll forgive you."
"Know what? I think maybe you really are a sex addict." I shook my head, blonde hair whipping my cheeks. "No, that's not the kind of 'making it up to him' I mean. I mean I need to make this right. I need to get him reassigned back to homicide."
"I give up. How do you do that?"
I shrugged. "Good question." 
We were sitting on my futon, watching last season's DVD of Magnolia Lane for inspiration, trying to come up with some way to get Ramirez to not only forgive me, but somehow put back the Humpty Dumpty of his career that I'd shoved off the wall the moment I'd walked into the Cabana Club. 
I watched the screen, digging a hand into my own bag of snacks, Keebler fudge cookies. (As far as I was concerned, anything with the word “soy” in its name didn't qualify as a comfort food. And after my encounter with Ramirez, I needed all the chocolate covered comfort I could get.)
 
"Ashley, your husband will be home any minute."
"Oh, he has no idea about us, the fool. Kiss me, Chad!"
"No, Ashley, it’s not right. What if he sees?"
"He's blind to our love, Chad."
"Oh, Ashley, you know I want to. I've wanted to since the moment I saw you. It's just…"
"What, Chad? What's wrong?"
 
 
"Oh come on, just kiss her!" Dana yelled at the TV. Then crunched down hard on a salted soynut. "Chad is gorgeous. She's absolutely insane if she doesn't kiss him. Who wouldn’t want to kiss him? I'd kiss him. In fact, I'd do more than kiss him…" Dana trailed off mumbling to herself. 
 
 
"Chad, I've never felt this way before."
"Me neither, Ashley. I swear I've cut every woman's lawn on Magnolia Lane, but yours – yours is special."
"Oh, Chad!"
"Oh, Ashley!"
 
 
"Oh for the love of God, kiss him already!" Dana threw a soynut at the TV. 
"Are you okay?" I asked.
"Yeah. Fine. Great. Why?" She crunched down on another nut.
"Um, no reason," I mumbled.
 
 
"Kiss me, Chad. Kiss me like you mean it."
 
 
Dana leaned forward in her seat. 
 
 
"I can't wait another second to do just that, Ashley. Come here…"
"Wait – what's that?"
"It sounds like a car door."
"My husband. He's home!"
 
 
"Argh!" Dana threw the bag of soynuts down on the carpet as Chad and Ashley broke apart. Ashley stuffed her would-be lover in the closet as her husband came up the stairs and Dana mumbled a, "lousy timing," under her breath.
"Um, so did Therapist Max mention anything about the side effects of abstinence?"
Dana paused. "Sorry. I'm a little tense lately."
"You know, maybe celibacy just isn't for you."
Dana shook her head. "No way. Two more days and I get a chip. I can do this. I am experiencing the joy of positive being as a single, non-physically dependant entity." She picked the bag up and crunched down hard on another nut.
"Oh, yeah. I can feel the joy from here." 
Dana ignored me. "So, what are you going to do about Ramirez?"
I blew out a long breath. "I don't know." I watched Mia Carletto, a.k.a. Ashley try to convince her husband that the gardener's boxers really belonged to her. "Maybe I could make it up to him by helping him with his new assignment. He said something about those letters that Mia's been getting. Threatening fan mail."
"Oh, I totally read about that in People last week. She's, like, got a stalker or something. Ohmigod – light bulb moment!" Dana popped up off the futon, jostling the soynuts onto the floor as she started hopping up and down. "We could totally find the stalker for Ramirez! He'd totally forgive you then." 
"Dana, Ramirez is a cop. What makes you think we could find a stalker any easier than he could?"
"Uh, hello?" Dana rolled her eyes. "Ramirez doesn’t even watch Magnolia Lane. We totally know Mia way better than he does. I mean, come on, you watch Access Hollywood daily."
She had a point there. I'll admit it, I was a celebrity gossip junkie. I religiously watched every single Barbara Walters interview, I never left the house on the night of the Emmys, Oscars, or SAG awards, and I bought copies of Star and People on the sly every week. I was even known – on a very rare occasion – to use words like Bennifer, Brangelina, and Tomkat. I know. It's a disease.
Still, I wasn't convinced our knowledge of Mia’s latest boy-toy fling could really outweigh a badge and a gun.
"How much could we possibly do without even being on the set of the show?" I reasoned.
Dana waved me off, switching from the hops to a little footwork-in-place thing. "So, we get on the set. How hard can that be? Look, I'll call my agent in the morning and see if he can get me on as an extra or something. And maybe you could see if they need a costume designer or a wardrobe assistant? I'm sure you've got some connections, right?"
I bit my lip. "Well, my college roommate did do wardrobe for that cop drama on FX."
"Perfect! I bet she totally knows someone. Ohmigod, this is going to be so fun. We'll, like, totally be undercover again!"
Dana was referring, of course, to last year when, against my better judgment, I'd let her dress me as a hooker in order to suss out a murder. Unfortunately, that evening had ended in a dead body. Not an experience I was dying to repeat. (Yes, pun intended.) 
"I don't know…" I trailed off, picturing Ramirez's face that afternoon. I had a feeling that if I showed up within ten feet of his assignment he'd likely pop a blood vessel. The words “as far away from me as possible” echoed in my head. 
Dana started jogging in place, bobbing her knees up and down like little pistons. "Come on, Maddie! We could so do this. You've got a good track record, girl!"
I hesitated to mention that both times I'd ferreted out a killer in the past it was more by accident than sheer brilliance. 
On the other hand, this whole “reassignment” thing was all my fault. And sitting on my futon watching Magnolia Lane reruns wasn't doing anything to improve my rapidly crumbling love life. If I was going to make it up to Ramirez, I had to do something. "All right, I'll call my college roomie."
Dana let out a high pitched squeal and clapped her hands together.
"I said I'd call. No guarantees," I hedged, grabbing my address book. I wasn't sure if I'd put her number under “L” for Lana, “P” for Paulson or “R” for roommate.
"I think we should start by talking to her costars," Dana said, ticking items off on her fingers. "See if anyone has seen a suspicious character around. Second, maybe we should question Mia herself, maybe the stalker is someone from her past, and he's coming back to seek revenge. Ooo – or maybe she had a secret love child that's coming back to haunt her now."
I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Suspicious characters? Revenge? Secret love child? What was this, Montel? 
Thankfully, before I could change my mind, I found Lana's number (under “C” for college) and dialed. She picked up on the first ring. 
"Hello?"
"Hi, Lana. It's Maddie," I said, with a backward glance at Dana. She was still ticking off possible stalker suspects. I think I heard her mumble something about a political plot to rig the Emmys. I scrunched my eyes shut, hoping I wouldn't live to regret this. 
"Say, I was wondering if you know anyone at Sunset Studios?"
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 

 
 
"This is where we keep Kylie's clothes," Dusty said, gesturing toward a long wardrobe rack of designer suits and blouses. 
Dusty was a fresh-faced twenty-two year old, just out of design school, with short purple hair and pierced studs in her nose, eyebrow, and lip. Last season when the head wardrobe consultant for Magnolia Lane quit over a SAG award snub, Dusty landed the job because her best friend's ex-boyfriend's mother played canasta with the producer's aunt. Hollywood was the original who-you-know town. Luckily, thanks to my college roomie, I now knew Dusty. 
"Kylie plays Tina Rey on the show," Dusty continued. "Blake, Ricky, and Deveroux have their stuff over there." She gestured to the far end of the room where men’s wear hung on two rows of clothing racks. "And Mia's are here." She ended by pointing to a row of clothes stuck on dry cleaning hangers and swathed in plastic. "Mia has her own wardrobe person, so you'll mostly just be making sure the others have the right outfits for their scenes and doing a little damage control. You know how to hand sew, right?"
I nodded. 
"Great!" Dusty said, tucking a purple lock behind her ear. "Any questions?" 
Only about a million. The second Dana and I had walked onto the Sunset Studios lot that morning it had been like entering some alternate reality, and I was still trying to get my bearings. 
We'd parked my Jeep off-site in the designated parking garage behind the lot, then hoofed it along with the other cast and crew not-quite-somebody-enough to have their own parking places, to one of the studio's three entrances at the rear of the gated lot. We'd stood in line with women toting wardrobe bags, and a seemingly endless supply of guys with tool belts and little walkie talkie headsets while the two hundred year old security guard (give or take a year) in coke bottle glasses checked our names against his list. Wonder of wonders, when I got to the front of the line mine was actually there. The guard even gave me a, "Good day, Miss Springer," before passing me through the gates onto the sacred grounds of the Sunset Studios.
The best way I could describe the studio lot was to compare it to a life sized doll house – every corner dressed within an inch of its life but none of it real. Just beyond the rear entrance lay the Sunset Studios “city”, which was basically a maze of city streets with hollow buildings made to look like New York, Boston, San Francisco, and, of course, a generic middle American suburb. 
Beyond the “city” were rows of squat warehouses with the names of hit shows painted on the outside. All buzzing with activity. I spied a group of extras and guys in headsets milling around outside stage 3F, where the sign said they shot that new cop drama. Outside stage 4B was a catering truck handing out breakfast burritos and the guy who played Screech digging into a box of morning Krispy Kremes. 
I would have loved to do a slow celebrity gawking tour around the rest of the lot, but, since I'd hit snooze about a dozen times that morning (if God wanted people to be awake at 6 AM, he wouldn't have invented late night TV) we were already running ten minutes behind, so instead we'd hightailed it to stage 6G.
The Assistant Director (or AD) quickly ushered Dana to a holding room with the other extras. She'd given me a co-conspiratal wink as she headed off, which I'd tried not to roll my eyes at. (Okay, fine. I hadn't tried very hard.) And only thirteen minutes late (but who was counting?), I'd made my way into the wardrobe department, where Dusty was currently filling me in on suburbanite fashion, Hollywood style. 
"So, basically the outfits will be hung up here for you ahead of time," she pointed to a rack along the wall where outfits were clumped together and tagged, "and all you have to do is make sure the right person is wearing the right thing for the right scene."
"That's it?" And people were going to pay me for this? 
Dusty laughed. "It's harder than it sounds. Getting actors through wardrobe is like herding cats. Especially if they aren't happy with what we've picked out for them. Speaking of which, watch out for Margo. She's notorious for adding her own accessories." She did a mock shudder. "Costume stuff and cheap as hell." 
"Margo?" 
"She plays Nurse Nan on the show. You know, Ashley's evil twin sister who just escaped the mental institution and is secretly living in Ashley's attic?"
"Oh, riiiight. Nurse Nan."
Dusty chuckled again. "You'll get used to calling them by their real names, don't worry. In the meantime, how about we go get some coffee and I'll introduce you around."
Grateful for a moment to absorb it all, I followed Dusty out of the wardrobe room and down a series of hallways littered with make-up bags, discarded scripts, and lengths of cable. As I picked my way around the landmines, I made a mental note to wear wedges tomorrow. I could just see myself snagging a stiletto on a cable and doing a face plant in front of Mia Carletto.
Finally the hallways opened up to a larger common area just behind the actual soundstage. In the center of the room sat Craft service – a large folding table laden with chips, cookies, crackers, soda, water, candy and about a million other fattening, sugar filled treats that made my mouth water. Not the least of which was a large metal carafe of coffee with the Starbucks emblem emblazoned on the side. That was it. I was never leaving.
A mousy looking girl in an oversized T-shirt and jeans stood behind the table, refilling bowls of Chex mix. Around the table two guys in tool belts full of tape, wires, pens, and huge walkie talkies stood munching on handfuls of cookies, while two waif-thin women with sprayed-in-place hair sipped at water bottles. 
Dusty pulled me aside confidentially. "That's Margo there on the left." She pointed to the older of the two women, a tall brunette in a tailored suit with skin pulled so tightly back from her face that her lips were bulging. Obviously a fresh face lift, and an aggressive one at that. 
"And her?" I asked, gesturing to the other woman. She was slim, with long blonde hair and there was something vaguely familiar about her.
"That's Veronika, Mia's stand in."
"Stand in?" I asked. 
"The stand in runs through the scene for the technical crew, so they can get the lighting right, block out the camera angles, that sort of thing. She's pretty much the same height, size, and coloring as Mia and she generally wears the same clothes Mia will be while she's running through the scenes. In fact, that," she said gesturing to Veronika, "is the identical Armani suit that Mia will be wearing in the scene we're shooting today."
No wonder she'd looked familiar. As I took in the light, cream colored pencil skirt and blazer paired with alligator pumps, I was struck by just how much she did look like Mia. They honestly could have been twins. 
"So, how long have you been working in production design?" Dusty asked, pouring herself of cup of coffee. 
"Oh, well, uh…" Okay, so here's the thing. I might have exaggerated my resume just a teeny tiny bit when I'd spoken with Dusty on the phone last night. In fact, if you wanted to get technical about it, I might have even lied. A little. But, it was for a very good cause. There was no way I'd be able to help Ramirez get his old job back just sitting at home watching the daily entertainment report. He needed a man on the inside, so to speak. And I was that man.
Even if it meant fudging the truth a little.
"Well, I've been interested in design my whole life," I said, noncommittally as I grabbed a paper cup. 
"Yep." Dusty nodded. "Me too. I was always the artistic type. When I was fifteen, I got my first piercing," she gestured to the silver barbell cutting through her heavily lined eyebrow, "and my mom just about freaked. She didn't get my need to express myself, you know?"
"I totally hear you." Okay, so my need to express myself had come through the use of my mother's Visa to buy two hundred dollar pumps when I was fifteen, but same concept. 
"Oh, are you pierced?"
"Me?" I asked, dumping cream into my cup and taking a sip. Heaven. "No. Well, my ears, but that's it. My vice is shoes. I'm a total pain chicken. I'm really impressed that you have three."
"Seven."
I coughed, choking on a mouthful of coffee. "Seven?"
"Yep." She nodded. "I started with the eyebrow, then nose, lip, bellybutton, both nipples, and my hood."
I cocked my head to the side. "Hood?"
"Yeah. You know… down there." Dusty pointed down at the crotch of her jeans.
I think I went about fifteen different shades of red. I sipped at my coffee to cover my embarrassment, doing a physical cringe at the thought of needles going… down there. 
Luckily, though, I didn't have to come up with a clever reply. 
"Uh oh," Dusty said, glancing to the left.
"Uh oh?"
She gestured to a doorway. "You're about to meet Hurricane Mia. And it looks like she's a category four today."
I turned just as a tall, slim woman strode through the room making double time. Her long, blonde curls hung loose at her sides, bouncing up and down furiously as she stomped on two inch strappy heels across the cement floor. She had on the same cream colored pencil skirt as Veronika, paired with a white button-down blouse… open far enough that a lacey push up bra showed beneath, maximizing her D cups. I'd recognize her anywhere. It was Ashley! 
I tried not to go all fan-clubby on her, instead containing my excitement to something between open admiration and just plain staring. I had to admit, Ashley (or Mia, as I supposed I would have to get used to calling her) was much prettier in person. Her eyes were a bright green emerald, her alabaster skin perfect even without the effects of airbrushing, and the body stuffed into that pencil skirt wasn't an inch over size two. She looked like she either existed on Tic Tacs or had a personal trainer on twenty-four hour standby. Or maybe both. The only thing marring her perfection was the scowl etched on her face. 
Mia strode up to Dusty, bearing down with purpose. 
"Dusty!" she barked.
"Yes?" Dusty replied, coolly. Though I could tell by the way her hand had tightened around her coffee cup that she was steeling herself for the worst. 
"What did I say yesterday about teal?" Mia narrowed her eyes.
Dusty bit at the inside of her cheek, looking like she hadn't been ready for a pop quiz so early in the morning. "I give up?"
"It makes me look pale!" Mia slammed a hand down on the snack table, making a plate of chocolate chip cookies jump. "I told you I want to wear peach in the neighborhood watch scene. I'm a Spring. Springs wear peach."
Dusty sucked in a slow breath, obviously keeping her composure with much difficulty. "Margo is wearing peach in that scene. You can't both wear peach."
"Screw Margo!" Mia screeched. 
I saw Margo's spine straighten, but she didn't say anything.
"I am the star of this show," Mia went on. "People tune in to see me. Let Margo wear the teal and look like a corpse. I will be shot in peach. Got it?"
Dusty opened her mouth to respond, but Mia cut her off, sticking one manicured finger in Dusty's face.
"Or it will be your job. You know how easily I could get you sacked? I'm Mia Carletto. And you? You're expendable." With that Mia slammed her hand down on the table again so hard the cookies hit the floor. Then she turned and stalked out of the room. 
Dusty clenched her jaw, her eyes shooting daggers at Mia's back. I joined her. Those looked like they'd been really good cookies. 
"And that," Dusty said, still clenching her jaw, "was Mia."
"So I gathered. Is she always that friendly?"
"Oh, this was a good day. You should have seen her during sweeps week."
"Yikes. Remind me to stay on her good side."
"Impossible. Mia doesn't have a good side." Dusty tossed the remains of her cup in the trash can. "Well, apparently I've got to go switch out Mia's outfit for something 'Springy peach,'" she said, doing air quotes with her fingers. "Think you can start rounding up the others and get them dressed for the first scene?”
“No problem,” I responded.
Famous last words.
 
 
* * *
 
 
The trouble with actors, I was soon to learn, was that they lived by the hurry-up-and-wait credo. Depending on the complexity of a scene, the director might spend an hour setting up the shot for fifteen seconds of dialogue. This left the actors with way too much time on their hands and nothing to fill it. Which, as any kindergarten teacher will tell you, just spells trouble.
The Magnolia Lane cast had me running from one end of the Sunset Studios lot to the other all day long. First it was fetching Blake, a.k.a Ashley Culver's comatose husband, who was, by the way, not in his trailer but across the lot at the basketball court playing one-on-one with a doc from E.R. Then, I had to find Kylie, who played Tina Rey Holmes, the perky newlywed turned high-class call girl who'd moved in next door to Ashley and had the hots for the single electrician across the street who was being framed by the D.A. for murdering his ex-girlfriend. If last season's cliff hanger was any indication, I suspected Tina Rey would be having an affair with Ashley's husband when he woke up from that coma. (That is, if Nurse Nan didn't off him first. God, I loved this show!) Kylie, of course, was nowhere near her trailer either. Instead I finally tracked her down smoking a cigarette near the fake Golden Gate Park in the San Francisco section of the Sunset “city.” Ricky, who played the show's hunky gardener and everybody's favorite boy toy, Chad, was, predictably, not in his trailer either. (See a trend here?) Instead, I tracked him down outside stage 3E, chatting up two of the briefcase girls from Deal Or No Deal. And last, but certainly not least, was Deveroux Strong, the Nordic looking blond who played the hot electrician slash framed murderer, and who, incidentally, all the tabloids suspected was about to come out of the closet any day now. After checking the studio cafeteria, the Craft service table, the basketball courts, and the producer's office, I finally found Deveroux, wonder of wonders, in his trailer. 
I changed my mind about the wedges. I was wearing running shoes to work tomorrow. 
The worst thing about it all was that I hadn't even gotten a chance to talk to Mia. The only thing I'd gathered from the other actors was that they routinely got fan letters, some of which verged on the unbalanced edge. The odd thing about Mia's were that, unlike the usual fan mail, these letters had started showing up in her trailer. Which meant that the writer had somehow gotten onto the set. I thought of the security guard standing sentinel. It didn't seem likely he'd let a crazed fan in, which meant that whoever wrote them either worked on the show or at the studios. A somewhat disconcerting thought. And, unfortunately, one that didn't narrow things down a whole lot. But, I dutifully relayed it all to Dana when I met her for lunch in the studio cafeteria.
"Ohmigod, that means someone on the show is threatening her?" Dana asked, shoveling a spoonful of fat free yogurt into her mouth.
I shrugged. "Not necessarily. The letters could be coming from outside and someone on the set is just delivering them."
"I think it's the AD. That guy has totally shifty eyes." Dana illustrated by wagging her eyeballs back and forth like she was watching a ping-pong match. 
"Creepy. So, what did you gather in holding?" I asked, digging into my cheeseburger and fries. Hey, all that running around burned a lot of calories. I needed fuel. Thick, greasy, cheese covered fuel.
"Well, there are seven regular extras on the show and a few others that filter in and out," Dana said, nibbling on a carrot stick. "But I think we can eliminate them from the suspects list. That AD watches us like a hawk."
"With his shifty eyes?" I couldn’t help adding.
She ignored my sarcasm. "There's no way an extra could wander off without being noticed. The leads, however, are a different story. They're all over the set. One of them could easily slip away to Mia's trailer for a minute without being missed."
I popped a fry in my mouth. "I wish I knew what the letters said. I mean, at least then we'd have a clue what kind of person we're looking for."
"Someone who doesn't like Mia very much."
"From what I gather, she's not exactly popular."
"Have you had a chance to talk to her yet?"
I shook my head. "No. But I'm on it this afternoon."
We finished our meal, topping it off with dessert (Dana's a fat-free bran muffin, mine a chocolate chip brownie with whipped cream) and promised to meet at the back gate after work, before Dana went back to her holding room under the shifty gaze of the Assistant Director. 
I took the long way around the studio, picking my way through the maze of warehouses until I found myself in the back of stage 6G. Here six white, portable trailers were lined up in rows, most of them with their blinds shut tight. The first one bore the name of Ricky Montgomery. The next two, a generic “Talent” and the fourth, “Mia Carletto”. I paused, squinting up at the windows for any indication of life inside. Nothing.
"Mia?" I called, doing a gentle little tap, tap, tap on the door. Still nothing.
Apparently Mia was still at lunch. But that didn't mean that her mysterious letters were… 
I bit my lip, glancing over both shoulders. I should have walked away. I should have gone back to wardrobe where Dusty was probably waiting for me. I should have known that as I tip-toed up the two metal steps leading the trailer's door and gingerly turned the knob that nothing good would come of breaking into a star's private trailer.
I should have.
But I didn't.
Instead I slowly opened the door and ducked my head inside.
"Hello? Mia?"
The interior of the trailer was a decadent contrast to the stark outside. Red velvet material covered a plush, four foot sofa along one wall. The blinds were not only shut, but layered with thick, brocade curtains in deep reds and golds. The floor was covered in a thick, plum colored rug that swallowed up the sound of my heels as I stepped into the room. This was a far cry from the trailer my mother had rented to drive us to the Grand Canyon when I was eight.
To my left was a small hallway, at the end of which I could see a bedroom, done in the same dark, opulent colors. To the right was a mini kitchen, complete with stainless steel appliances and granite countertops. In front of the sofa sat a coffee table, the top littered with scripts, notes, half empty coffee cups, and a stack of mail. 
I raised one eyebrow. Fan mail?
I took a step closer, gingerly flipping one envelope over to see the address. It was hand written in loopy letters with little hearts dotting the "I"s. Bingo.
I did another over the shoulder, praying Mia took a long lunch, as I quickly sifted through the pile of letters. Three from teenagers asking Mia to their prom, one from a little girl in the hospital, two marriage proposals, and one housewife in Milwaukee wanting to know where Mia hired her gardener. Great fuel for my celebrity addiction, but none of them threatening enough to warrant a police presence. 
I was about to concede that my snooping was just… well, snooping, when I spotted one more envelope, partially shoved under last week's copy of Variety. I picked it up.
The outside was a plain number ten, like the kind my phone bills came in. It was addressed to Mia Carletto, care of Sunset Studios, though I noticed it was missing a postmark. My heart sped up. Hand delivered? There was no return address and the top had already been neatly slit open. 
With my pulse picking up to marathon speeds, I gingerly slipped my fingers inside and pulled out the note. 
Again, nothing special about the stationary. Plain white paper, typed note. Could have come from any computer. It started, “Dear Mia,” but those were about the only repeatable words on the page. This guy seriously needed his mouth washed out with Ivory. He seemed to have a thing for the “f” word, coupled with the “b” word, with a few references to female genitalia thrown in for color. 
But as vulgar as the letter was, it was the last paragraph that made a chill run up my spine. 
 
 
I've been watching you. I've been waiting for you. I'm going to kill you.
 
 
Irrationally I looked to the closed blinds as if Mr. Potty Mouth might be watching me right now. Of course, I didn't see anyone but that didn't slow the adrenalin shooting through my limbs. Suddenly Mia's trailer was the last place I wanted to be. I quickly shoved the letter back in the envelope and stuck it under the Variety. I did a hasty survey of the room to make sure it looked the same as when I'd entered, but really, I all I wanted to do was get out of there. Now!
I grabbed the handle of the door and quickly twisted it open. If I hadn't been in such instinctive fight-or-flight mode I might have had the presence of mind to peek outside first. As it was I plowed headlong out the door.
And ran smack into something. 
"Uhn."
It was something solid. Stiff.
I looked up.
Something pissed off.
I gulped down the fresh shot of adrenalin sitting in my throat like a lump and did a little one finger wave. "Uh… hi," I squeaked out, doing a great Minnie Mouse impression.
Two dark espresso eyes narrowed at me. A stubble covered jaw tightened into a hard line. 
"What the hell are you doing here?" Ramirez ground out through clenched teeth.
I moved my mouth up and down but no sound came out. I cleared my throat and sucked in a big breath. Which did nothing to help me because it smelled like Ramirez and just sent my circuits reeling again in a whole new direction. 
"I… I…"
His eyes narrowed into fine slits. "Yes?"
"I'm working?" I said. Only it came out more of a question. 
"How the hell did you get on the set?" He glanced behind me as if looking for security rushing to catch up to the blonde who'd broken in.
"I was on the list." Okay, I'll admit I just liked saying that. I mean, how often does one get on that kind of list? "I'm working here. On the set. I'm the new wardrobe assistant."
Those eyes narrowed again. So far that I wasn't even sure he could see out of them. "New wardrobe assistant?"
I nodded, doing another dry gulp. I was ninety-nine percent sure that Ramirez was like an M&M. Hard coating on the outside, but kind of sweet and soft inside. But as I stood there, his dark, intent face hovering over mine, that white scar running menacingly across his eyebrow and his black tattoo peeking out of his sleeve (not to mention the fact that I knew he always carried a loaded gun somewhere on his person) I was a little intimated. Okay, fine. I was a lot intimidated. I pitied the criminal that had to come up against that face across an interrogation table. They'd crack like a cheap Naugahyde barstool.
Which, of course, is exactly what I did.
"See, here's the thing. I thought that maybe if I was on the set I could help you with this whole stalker dealie. I mean, people tell their stylist things they never tell anyone else. And I totally know Magnolia Lane. I mean, like mega-fan know it. And Dana decided we should go undercover, then we'd find the stalker and you could go back to homicide and wouldn't have to spend your days babysitting a bunch of flawless actors. Speaking of which, I've heard that Mia is a bit of a pill, so you might not want to get too involved with her. I mean not that you're involved, I mean you wouldn't be and I'm totally not jealous at all because I know how that turned out last time and I’m so not going there again and I know that even if I was, you wouldn’t. You know?"
Ramirez took a deep breath. And I could see him mentally debating the merits of throwing me over his shoulder and bodily carrying me off the studio lot. 
Instead, he gritted his teeth, that vein in his neck pulsing double time. "I told you to stay out of this. To stay away from me. What part of that was so hard to understand?"
My turn to narrow my eyes. "Listen, pal, didn't you hear what I just said? I'm doing this for you."
Both eyebrows headed north this time. "For me? Don't you think you've done enough for me lately?"
"I said I was sorry about that."
"And yet here you are. Doing it again."
"I'm here to help."
"I don't need your help."
"You know, you don't seem all that happy to see me."
"Happy? Happy?!" Ramirez clenched his jaw together and I could tell he was thinking a really bad word. "You don't ever listen, do you?"
"Look, you just do your job and I'll do mine."
"Fine!"
"Fine!"
He leaned in so close that I could feel his coffee scented breath on my cheek. "Just stay the hell out of my way."
I ground my teeth together. But, to my credit, I didn't even shoot back a smart remark. Mostly because I couldn’t think of one. The heat of his body so close to mine suddenly chased every logical thought right out of my head. Instead, all I could think of was the last time our bodies had been this close. And, if that vein bulging in his neck was any indication, how very long it could be until we were this close again. Without meaning to, I inhaled deeply. Fabric softener and woodsy aftershave. I felt my stomach flutter. 
Damn traitorous body. 
I watched Ramirez spin around and stalk into Mia's trailer, back straight, jaw clenched so tightly he'd need a crow bar to pry that sucker open. 
I had a bad feeling that unless I repaired the damage I'd done with Ramirez quickly, there might not be anything left to repair.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I spent the rest of the afternoon washing, pressing, and patching clothes, in between running back to wardrobe for Dusty's last minute changes. The woman may be pierced in some weird places, but I was beginning to think she was a saint. Despite the outrageous requests from the actors (like Margo's insistence that she wear a three-inch, rhinestone-studded broach over her scrubs in the hospital scene), Dusty managed to not only make sure everyone was fully clothed for each scene, but keep some semblance of peace on the set as well. Even when it came to Mia. Who, I realized as the day wore on, just didn't want to do anything. Ever. For anyone. I found myself wishing it were Ashley in the coma instead of her husband. By the time Steinman, the director, yelled the longed for, "It's a wrap," it was growing dark outside and I was beyond beat. 
I picked up my bag and dragged my tired self back through the Sunset city and out the back gates, barely managing to drop Dana off at home and climb the steps to my apartment before collapsing fully clothed onto my futon.
And dreaming of getting up at 6:00 AM to do it all over again. 
Isn't Hollywood glamorous?
 
 
* * *
 
 
Somehow I pulled my tired body out of bed at the crack of dawn and by 7:37 (only seven minutes late today – I was improving!) I made my way through security and onto the lot. Solo today. We were scheduled to shoot a bedroom scene between Ashley and Chad so, obviously, no extras were needed. Though, Dana assured me she was booked for the following two days and would be “back on the case.” (Ever get the feeling your life has become a Charlie's Angels episode?) 
After blindly stumbling through New York, Boston, and San Francisco (all the while wishing I'd gone for the venti latte instead of the tall) I came to a screeching halt outside stage 6G. 
A crowd was gathering around Mia's trailer. And not the good kind of crowd where someone has just been nominated for an Emmy and we're all celebrating with early morning champagne instead of lattés. This was a hushed, speaking in whispers, pointing and doing that can't-look-away-from-the-car-wreck kind of crowd. I jockeyed myself into position to get a look at what they were all staring at. Only, being 5'1 ½", my chances of seeing anything were slim to nil. 
I spotted Kylie standing a couple of feet away.
"Kylie!" I called her name as I approached. 
She jumped as if I'd startled her. "Oh, hi. Wardrobe, right?” 
I nodded. "What's going on?" I asked, gesturing to the crowd which I could swear was growing by the second. 
Kylie grimaced, rolling her lips inward and stuffing her hands into her pockets. "You haven't heard? It was all over the morning news."
I shook my head. The only report I’d tuned in to had been traffic between Evanescence songs on Star 98.7. 
Kylie frowned again, scrunching up her ski-jump nose. "It's Veronika," she said. "Mia's stand in."
"What about her? Is she okay?" I asked, craning to see again.
Kylie bit her lip, her voice cracking. "No she's not. Maddie, she's dead."
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
I blinked at her, my vision going fuzzy. It was one thing to witness dead bodies on Law & Order, but the idea of someone I'd just seen alive and well yesterday suddenly needing a toe tag made my itty bitty latte in my stomach like the loop-d-loop coaster at Six Flags. 
"Dead?" I repeated. "What do you mean dead?"
Kylie's throat bobbed up and down. "They found her this morning. In Mia's trailer."
"Mia's trailer?" My limbs turned to instant Jell-o. I leaned a hand on the side of the building for support, vividly remembering that creeped out feeling I'd had in her trailer just the day before. 
Even though Veronika had looked the picture of health yesterday, I had to ask. "Did she have a heart attack or something?"
But I already knew the answer even as Kylie shook her head, whips of blonde hair whipping her cheeks. Pretty, young actresses didn't just have heart attacks. Especially not in the trailers of women being stalked by obsessive fans.
"No. They're saying she was…" Kylie lowered her voice to a whisper. "…killed. Can you believe it? Stienman said we should all go home. He's closing the set today, you know, because of all this…" She trailed off, staring at the hovering gawkers.
I took a deep breath, trying to get that churning latte under control. This was way too much to absorb before 9 AM. I craned to see through the crowd again. Grips mingled with extras, who mingled with hair and make-up, all straining for a glimpse of what would undoubtedly be Access Hollywood's top story tonight. And mixed in with the curiosity seekers, I spotted someone I knew. 
Someone who wasn't supposed to be there.
He hovered near the back in a rumpled white button-down, sneakers, and a pair of wrinkled khaki pants. He had to be the only person in the known universe that could wrinkle Dockers that badly. He looked like he'd slept in his car, or worse yet, not slept at all. His neatly clipped, sandy blond hair stuck out ever so slightly in the back and his jaw bore the tiniest dusting of blond hairs, giving him an overall lived-in look. He was one of the few people not craning his neck to get a better look at the gruesome sight I now knew hovered just beyond my eye line. Instead, he was talking into his hand where I'd bet anything he held a tiny voice recorder. 
"Felix," I mumbled, stepping up beside him.
To his credit, when I hissed in his ear he didn't jump nearly as high as Kylie had.
"What are you doing here?" I asked. 
"You're kidding, right?” he answered with the hint of a British accent in his deep voice. “This is the story of the century."
Felix Dunn worked as a reporter for The L.A. Informer, which, as I may have mentioned, is one of Southern California's sleaziest tabloids. In addition to regular photos of myself engaged in various… misunderstandings… they delighted in printing photos of celebrity cellulite, bat boy's secret lover, and Bigfoot's love child with the crocodile woman. Generally their stories were ten percent truth and ninety percent sensationalism. I had worked with Felix on one of his rare real stories last year, purely out of need on my part, but I hadn't seen him since. Which was a good thing as far as I was concerned. Felix had an annoying habit of snapping unflattering photos of me, then pasting my head on Pamela Anderson's body. 
"Isn't this a bit out of your league?" I asked. "I mean, there doesn't seem to be any indication that Sasquatch was involved."
"Ha, ha. Bloody funny. You ever think of dropping the whole shoe career for the comedy stage?"
I stuck my tongue out at him. What can I say? Felix brought out the second grader in me. 
"For your information," he continued, "the Informer will pay thousands for a story like this. Not to mention photos."
I paused. Thousands? For a half second my bank account warred with my sense of morality. "Thousands? Seriously?" I asked.
Felix shrugged. "What can I say? Tabloids sell."
He lifted his hand up, ostensibly to scratch his head, but I noticed his palm was facing toward the trailer. Not only a voice recorder, but he also must have a camera tucked in there.
I couldn’t help myself. Curiosity got the better of me.
"What do you see?" I asked, standing on tip-toe again.
Felix shrugged. "Not much. They've got the trailer sealed off. They haven't brought her body out yet. A bunch of guys with black bags have gone in. And there are cops all over."
At the mention of the word, "cops," my mind suddenly went to one cop in particular. Ramirez. I wondered if he was here, and if so, how badly his superiors would rip him a new one this time. He'd been assigned to this "babysitting" job, as he put it, to watch the set. And now look. A dead body. Ironically, he was back in the middle of a homicide investigation, but I wasn't altogether sure his superiors would see this as a good thing. Homicide detectives usual came on the case after the body was dead, not before.
As if he could read my mind, Felix said, "I saw your boyfriend go in a few minutes go. He didn't look too happy."
"Yeah, well most people aren't happy when someone's murdered. Unlike tabloid reporters."
"What? I'm sorry the poor girl died," he responded. He grinned, showing off a row of slightly crooked teeth and dimples in both cheeks. It was, as I was learning, his charming look, a la Hugh Grant. Luckily I knew him well enough not to be deceived by a little thing like charm. 
"Uh huh. That's why you're grinning like the Cheshire cat, Tabloid Boy."
"What can I say? I guess I'm just a happy-go-lucky kind of fellow." And with that he did a mock stretch and yawn, pointing his palm toward the trailer for a few more clicks.
"So, what happened here?" I asked.
Felix shot me a sidelong glance. 
"Come on, I know you've got all the dirt."
He grinned again. "And suddenly Tabloid Boy has his uses."
I rolled my eyes. "You going to share or not?"
Lucky for me Tabloid Boy couldn’t sit on a juicy story. "All right, since you asked so nicely. It appears the wardrobe girl-"
"Dusty," I supplied.
Felix raised one eyebrow, making a mental note. "You know the bird?"
"Met her yesterday. Go on."
"Okay, well it seems Dusty found her this morning around 6:15. She was in Mia's trailer, dead. Strangled with – you're going to love this part – a pair of pantyhose."
I always knew those things were evil. I grimaced as Felix continued.
"So far, the speculation is that she died sometime between midnight and 3 AM. They're questioning everyone with access to the lot. But what Veronika was doing in Mia's trailer, no one's sure of yet."
"And Mia?" I asked. "Where's she?"
Felix shrugged. "Probably surrounded by bodyguards at this point. I'll tell you one thing she's not doing."
"What's that?"
"Talking to the press. Don't suppose you could convince her, eh?"
I shot him a look.
He shrugged. "Oh well, it was worth a try, right, love?" Felix stretched and shot a few more frames of the crime scene. 
The idea of someone on the set leaving threatening letters in Mia's trailer was disconcerting. The idea that one of the people milling around the scene at this very moment might be a murderer was downright chilling. I shivered despite the sunshine pelting down on us and wrapped my arms around myself.
I hung around for a few minutes more, but there honestly wasn’t much to see. Instead, I walked back through the lot to my Jeep and dialed Dana’s number on my cell.
"Yello!" she answered in a way-too-perky voice.
I jumped, pulling the receiver back from my ear. "Wow, what are you on this morning?"
"Sorry," she shouted. "I'm doing the treadmill thing. It's noisy." 
Dana lived in a duplex in Studio City with a seemingly never-ending stream of other actors. Her various roommates had included No Neck Guy (with whom she'd had a brief thing until she'd caught him ogling another woman's "pecs" at the gym), Stick Figure Girl (who'd checked herself into an eating disorder clinic last summer) and, my all time favorite, Asian Guy Who Always Smelled Like Peanuts. Yick. Currently Dana was living with Daisy Duke, thus named for her endless supply of short shorts. Daisy had just landed a recurring role in a string of Budweiser commercials, so instead of taking on a third roommate this month, she and Dana had turned the extra bedroom into a home gym. Which didn't make a whole lot of sense to me considering that Dana worked at an actual gym, but to each her own. Me, I'd have turned it into one big shoe closet. 
"So, what's up?" Dana asked, breathing heavily.
"Seen the news this morning?"
"You know I never watch that stuff. Too depressing." She paused. "Why? What happened?"
I gave her the quickie version of the morning's discovery, amidst her cries of, "no way!" and, "ohmigod!". When I was done, she was panting like a Doberman, and I wasn't entirely sure it was the treadmill. 
"Ohmigod, a real live Hollywood murder! I can't believe it! The one day I'm not on the set. So unfair."
"Um, I guess." Only I had to admit this whole Hollywood glamour thing had worn off the second the words "dead body" had entered the picture. It was one thing to gawk at stars going down the red carpet, but when said stars were strangled with their own support hose, it was a whole different ballgame. "Listen, the set's closed today. You want to meet me for coffee?"
"Sure. I've got three more miles to do, then I'll be right over," Dana panted.
"Three more miles? Don't you have like a gazillion aerobics classes to teach today?" I asked.
"Yeah," she panted back, "but not until noon. I need to keep busy until then. Therapist Max says I have to find positive new outlets for my sexual frustrations. It was either running or macramé. And I've already got all the plant hangers I need."
 
 
* * *
 
 
Twenty minutes later Dana and I were sipping lattes at a corner table at the Starbucks on Ventura and Alcove. I was going over what little I knew about Veronika's tragic demise one more time, while Dana tried to keep her eyes on me and not the college kid in tight jeans serving biscotti behind the counter.
"Felix said they found her strangled with her own pantyhose. How cruel is that?"
"Totally sucks." Dana sipped at her latte (non fat, decaf, soymilk). 
I nodded, taking a big gulp of my mocha (full fat, double shot, with extra cocoa powder. What can I say, dead bodies made me seek comfort food.) 
"So, let me get this straight," Dana said, "Veronika looked just like Mia?"
"They could be twins."
"She usually wore the same clothes as Mia?"
"That's the whole point of the stand-in."
"And she's found in Mia's trailer."
I nodded again. "Yep."
"So, maybe Mia was the target."
I took another warm sip of my drink, inhaling the coffee aroma. "That's what I was thinking. I mean, it would be a bit of a coincidence, the letters and now this, right?"
"So, the stalker was going after Mia and got Veronika by mistake?"
"It makes sense. It was late at night, dark. Chances are the guy probably came at her from behind. I mean, I can't imagine Mia or Veronika inviting him in for a chat."
Dana nodded, her gaze straying only minimally to Biscotti Boy, leaning over the counter to squeegee off the bakery case. "So we're back to the letters. Whoever has been writing them is our killer." 
"Right." I sipped at my coffee again, wondering if Ramirez had made any headway on that front. Not that he'd tell me. Not that he was even speaking to me at this point. A thought depressing enough to tempt me into a second mocha. With whipped cream. And a chocolate chip muffin. 
"Did the guy sign them or anything?" Dana asked.
I shook my head. "No name on the one I saw. Just, 'your adoring fan.'"
"Creepy."
"No kidding."
"Well, if there's nothing terribly distinguishing about the letters themselves, we'll just have to focus on the person delivering them."
I raised an eyebrow at her. "Meaning?" 
"Meaning find out who on the set has the biggest grudge against Mia."
I did a mental shiver at the thought. "Speak for yourself, but I'm not particularly crazy about the idea of interrogating this guy face to face."
In fact, I wasn't even particularly crazy about the idea of going back to the set. Now that Ramirez’s assignment had been bumped up to homicide, every cop in town would be on the Sunset lot. Honestly, what could Dana and I do that they couldn't? 
"Hey," Dana said, cocking her head to the side as she watched Biscotti Boy bend over to pick up a stray napkin off the floor. "You think he'd go for an older woman?"
I shot her a look. "Seriously? I think he started shaving yesterday."
"Look at those glutes, Maddie. Don’t they make you just want to sink your teeth into-"
"Down, girl. Remember your chip."
Dana bit her lip and did a little moan thing. "I think I need to go for another run." 
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
After dropping Dana off at the Sunset Gym for her noon Spinning to the Oldies class, I pointed my Jeep in the direction of my studio. Like a good girl, I was going home and staying the heck out of Ramirez's way. (I made a mental note to remind him of this the next time he accused me of butting in.)
I took the 405 south until it merged into the 10 west to Santa Monica. I pulled my little red Jeep into my space just as Mrs. Alvarez from downstairs was letting her cat out. I gave her a friendly wave.
"'Morning, Mrs. Alvarez."
She nodded my direction. "Someone left a package for you," she said, gesturing to the top of the stairs. I glanced up. Sure enough there was a brown box sitting on my doorstep. My heart lifted. The suede Michael Kors boots I'd ordered from zappos dot com? Maybe this wasn't such a bad day after all. 
"Thanks, Mrs. Alvarez," I called, taking the steps two at a time.
She nodded again before shutting the door and returning to The View. 
I picked up the package, not even waiting until I got in my apartment before tearing off the tape and peeking inside.
“Ewwwwwwe!” 
I did a big girly squeal and dropped the box at my feet, doing a jogging-in-place waving-my-hands-in-the-air dance to shake off the cooties. It was so not my suede boots. Instead, laying inside the box was a squirrel. Or, more accurately, most of a squirrel. The poor little thing looked like he'd suffered a run-in with a Ford Bronco on the 101. 
I shut my eyes against the mangled image, now burned into my brain, and kicked the box down the steps with the toe of my Gucci pumps, willing myself not to vomit in Mrs. Alvarez's azalea bush. 
I did a sweep of the street, searching for teenagers giggling behind trash cans at their prank. Nothing. The only sign of life was Mrs. Alvarez's cat licking its privates on the hood of my neighbor's Chevy. Doing one more icky squirm, I unlocked the door and quickly slipped inside my apartment.
Instinctively, I dialed Ramirez's number. Then, remembering how our last conversation had gone, hung up after the first ring. The way we'd left things had been a little tense. Okay, fine. "Tense" was sugar coating it. But suffice to say I wasn't altogether sure Ramirez would be happy to hear from me. Especially now.
If his superiors were angry before, I could just imagine how they felt after this morning. Forget Hollyweird duty. Ramirez would be lucky to get a job ticketing illegally parked cars on the Promenade.
And it was all because of me. Okay, so I hadn’t actually killed Veronika, but thanks to his girl-whom-I-refuse-to-actually-call-my-girlfriend, Ramirez was in the really wrong place at the really wrong time. I wasn’t sure if forgiveness would even be on the table after this. 
And calling him about a dead squirrel wasn't likely to improve his mood. 
Instead, I made a mental note to buy him one of those singing Hallmark cards (Did they make one that said, "I'm sorry I ruined your career and a starlet showed up dead on your beat?"), grabbed a pint of Ben & Jerry's from the freezer and polished off the entire thing standing in my kitchen. 
I nearly jumped out of my skin when the phone rang. 
"Hello?" I asked. Half expecting it to be PETA, interrogating me about my curbside road kill.
“Oh my God, Maddie, don't tell me it's happening again?” Mom screeched.
"What's happening, Mom?"
“Maddie, I just heard about the young woman on that show you’re working on. Is it true, is she really dead?”
I debated the merits of lying, but remembering the way Felix was snapping pictures, it was unlikely I could keep this one from her. “Yeah, it’s true.”
"First the shoot-out-"
"Misunderstanding."
"-and now this?"
"It's that Mercury in retrograde. It can be a bitch," I heard Mrs. Rosenblatt shouting in the background.
“Maddie, please tell me you're carrying your pepper spray,” Mom said.
I sighed. “Mom, I’m fine. I don’t need pepper spray.”
"I could always look for one of Ollie's guns," I heard Mrs. R offer.
“No!” I closed my eyes and did a silent mini-meditation. “Okay, fine. I promise I’ll carry pepper spray to work tomorrow. Happy?”
“I'll be happy when your life stops making headlines."
Join the club.
"Just be careful, Maddie," Mom said. "And I'll see you on Sunday."
"Sunday?" I asked before I could stop myself.
There was a pause. Then Mom groaned. "Oh, Maddie, don't tell me you forgot about Sunday."
"Of course not," I lied, wracking my brain. In my defense, a dead actress and a dead rodent all in the same day did funny things to one's memory. 
Mom sighed again. "Connor’s birthday party.”
Oy vey. I had forgotten. Connor was my cousin, Molly's, youngest spawn, just turning one and already known in our family as The Terror. The last time I'd visited, he'd spilled grape juice on my favorite white espadrilles. The time before that it was a half eaten lollipop in my Kate Spade. And the time before that, he bit me. Seriously. Right on the ankle like a little dog. Not something I was looking forward to again. 
Especially in light of the fact that when I'd first gotten the invitation, I’d stupidly asked Ramirez to go with me. Now that I was on his shit list, I was going to have to endure Molly’s brood, The Terror, Mom hinting at my own biological clock ticking like a time bomb, and my Irish Catholic grandmother’s stories about how she had already birthed seven kids without anesthesia by the time she was my age. All alone. 
Sigh.
“I’m not sure I can make it, Mom, I think I have something else to do that day.” Like wash my hair. Or clean my belly button lint.
“Maddie!” my mother admonished.
“Okay, fine. I’ll try to be there for The Terror’s birthday.”
“Maddie!”
Oops. “I mean, Connor’s birthday.”
I could feel Mom’s frown through the phone. "You have a gift, right?"
"I have to bring a gift?"
The frown deepened and was accompanied by a low sigh. "I'll pick you up tomorrow after work to go shopping."
Great. Dead bodies, road kill and Toys R Us. Could this day get any better?
I decided I'd better hang up before I tempted Fate with that particular question.
“Sorry, Mom, I'm going through the canyon." I made fake whooshing sounds. Yeah, I know, I'm a terrible person for lying to my mother. "I think I'm losing you.”
“I'll pick you up at five!" she yelled as I hit the "off" button. 
I spent the rest of the afternoon alternately watching the reporters on E! flock like vultures to the story of Veronika's murder and trying to concentrate on the Pretty Pretty Princess designs for Tot Trots. Between shots of Mia's trailer and Magnolia Lane press photos, I added a mini heel and tiny pink bows to the patent leather Mary Janes. But my heart wasn't really in it. And by the time I watched them wheel Veronika's body out in a human hefty bag, I'd abandoned the kiddie shoes and was glued to the TV. 
Granted, I hadn't even really known Veronika. In fact, I think I'd only spoken a total of three words to her yesterday when Dusty had asked me to fetch her for a fitting. But she'd been about my age, single. I wondered if she lived alone. If she'd had any plans for the weekend that would now go unfulfilled. When faced with strangulation by pantyhose, The Terror suddenly didn't seem so bad. Poor thing. Talk about the wrong place at the wrong time. I wondered how Mia felt about all this. Did she feel at all responsible that her stalker had offed the wrong person?
Knowing Mia, probably not. Probably she was just pissed that her pantyhose were ruined. 
I ordered Chinese in, eating it in front of the television while watching Entertainment Tonight. So far there wasn't any new information beyond what Felix had told me that morning, though I did notice a couple of photos of Mia's trailer air that were suspiciously from Felix's vantage point. 
On the nine o'clock news, the chief of police finally held a press conference, though it was filled with mostly "we have no information on that"s and "we can't comment at this time"s. I scanned the background for any glimpse of Ramirez. 
The truth was, I had kind of hoped that Ramirez would call me. Besides the fact that my co-worker was found murdered this morning, he had to know I was dying to hear about Veronika. Okay, poor word choice. But it felt weird that he hadn’t at least called to make sure I was okay. 
And there was the fact that the last time we had spoken we’d been fighting. I hated fighting. I hated leaving things like this because a teeny tiny part of me, the part that freaked at the mention of the Cabana Club, worried that maybe he wouldn't call. Ever. Maybe this was it. He wasn't going to forgive me. 
Maybe this time I’d actually gone too far. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
The next morning my alarm clock began playing "Good Day Sunshine" at exactly 6 AM. I rolled over and smacked the snooze bar. Ten minutes later, "Pretty Woman" blasted through my apartment. I whacked the snooze again.
I have no idea how many snoozes later it was that I heard the William Tell Overture cut through my sleep. Instinctively, I banged my snooze bar, but that didn't do much good. I popped one eye open, grasping around for my purse and dug my cell phone out.
"What?" I croaked. Between dreams of dead squirrels and dead actresses, I was in no mood for a telemarketer this early.
"Where are you?" Dana chirped from the other end.
I blinked, rubbing sleep out of my eyes. "In bed. Like a normal person. Where are you?"
"You're still in bed? We're supposed to be on the set in, like, half an hour!"
I groaned. "For real? You want to go back?"
"Um, hello? Yes, of course. How are we supposed to catch the killer if we don't go back?"
I glanced at the clock. 7:15 AM. "Dana, the entire LAPD is looking for Veronika's killer. You really think they need Lucy and Ethel on the case, too?"
"Who?"
"Never mind," I mumbled, pulling the blankets over my head. 
"Listen, my agent said that they're shooting the scene where Chad and Ashley finally find out who the father of Ashley's baby is. Don't tell me you're going to miss this?"
I pulled the blankets back. "Seriously?"
"Seriously. I even had to sign a disclosure thing promising not to spill the secret to anyone."
"I'll pick you up in ten minutes."
 
 
* * *
 
 
I did a quick turn under the blow dryer and dressed in skinny jeans, red kitten-heeled patent leather slingbacks, and an oversized black t-shirt with the neck cut out of it. I topped it off with a big red belt and a swipe of Raspberry Perfection on my lips, and I was out the door. Though, I did pause long enough to grab my can of pepper spray, because I had, after all, promised Mom. Okay, I grabbed it mostly because I had promised Mom. Partly, I was still a little creeped out by the punk that had left road kill on my doorstep. If I caught the little sucker near my door with a squirrel again, I was gonna spray him.
Half an hour later I had Dana in my Jeep and we were pulling up to the studio almost on time. That is, we would have been almost on time if there hadn't been a line to get through the studio security that spanned around the entire block. Dana and I took a spot at the back and I craned my neck to see what the hold up was. Blake, a.k.a comatose husband, was standing two people in front of me. I reached around and tapped him on the shoulder. 
He jumped as if I'd hit him with a tazer gun. Blake was five-foot ten, starting to thin a little on top and spread a little in the middle. There'd been rumors last season that he'd had a breakdown (and who could blame him, having to work with Mia every day) and had checked himself into a mental hospital over the mid-season break. And if today was any indication, his nerves were nearing their breaking point again.
"Sorry, I didn't mean to startle you."
Blake licked his lips nervously. "No, no. T-that's okay." 
"I was just wondering if you know what's going on?"
“New security measures. They've got two guards on each gate today and they're going to be locking down all the back gates after dark. They're even putting extra security on the main gate 24/7. They're being very careful after yesterday's… unpleasantness."
Unpleasantness. Now there was an understatement alert.
I craned again to see around him, but all I could make out was a long line of people checking their watches and tapping their feet. 
Finally (half an hour later!), we got close enough to see exactly what the hold up was. A metal detector. A large, plastic archway with a little red indicator light blinking menacingly above it. Not only that, but they also had one of those scanner machines used in the airport to X-ray your luggage. Apparently everyone's purses and wardrobe bags had to be scanned before being let onto the lot.
Dana and I gave our names to the old guy in coke bottle glasses and a name tag that read, "Billy", who checked them against his list. Then, Dana set her Fendi (fake from ebay) down on the conveyer belt. I set my little Kate Spade (real because I choose to live on Top Ramen. It's all about priorities people.) down next to hers, and we watched our bags disappear into the X-ray machine. Billy's magnified eyes roved the monitor, carefully scanning the entire contents of my purse for any knives, guns or suspicious looking electronic devices.
Beside him stood a bored looking woman in security blues who was the spitting image of Queen Latifah. 
"Next," she called, waving Blake through the plastic archway. 
Blake stepped through.
The machine beeped.
Blake did a little terrier yelp and clasped his hands together until his knuckles turned white. 
"Your watch," Latifah said, pointing at the gold Rolex on his left wrist. He took it off, setting it in a little metal dish, then stepped back through the machine again. 
Beep.
Latifah rolled her eyes, popping a wad of bubble gum between her teeth as Blake proceeded to take off his class ring, a big gold colored thing from USC, and pulled a key ring out of his pocket. And again he walked back through the plastic doorway, gingerly this time, almost wincing as he placed one loafer clad foot over the threshold. 
Beep.
"Oh for Pete's sake," Dana mumbled under her breath.
Latifah shook her head, popping her gum like little firecrackers. "Come on, I gotta wand you now." 
She waved Blake through, then ran a plastic wand over his extremities. I could see sweat starting to break out on his forehead. 
After he'd been thoroughly molested by her stick, the security guard let him pick up his watch, class ring, and battered shoulder bag, and Blake fairly ran in the direction of 6G.
"Finally," Dana said, stepping through the machine. Luckily, the plastic thingie liked her. No beeping.
Unluckily, (yup, you guessed it) it didn't feel the same way about me.
Beep.
"Shit," I murmured, stepping back through. 
"Your belt?" Dana suggested.
Right. I unclasped my belt, setting it in one of the plastic tubs. "Sorry," I mouthed over my shoulder to the line of anxious people stacking up behind me.
Okay, let's try this again. I stepped through.
Beep.
I rolled my eyes heavenward and did a silent "why me?"
"Your shoes," the security guard said, cocking her head at me and popping her gum. "They got them little metal buckles on them. Try taking off your shoes."
I stared at her. Seriously?
But she didn't strike me as the joking sort. So, trying not to make any little icky sounds at the feel of the gritty pavement beneath my bare feet, I slipped my ruby slingbacks into another plastic tray, wishing them a safe trip through the scanner. Walking on tip-toes to minimized contact with the ground, I stepped over the plastic threshold. Again.
Beep. 

Again.
I threw my hands up in the air. "I give up! Wand me."
Queen Latifah rolled her eyes and motioned me over. Then proceeded to run her plastic wand up and down my legs, getting way more intimate than Ramirez had in weeks. 
"Arms out to the side," she said, in a monotone, then punctuated it with another pop of her Doublemint.
I complied, feeling like those guys on C.O.P.S. right before they get the handcuffs and the watch-your-head speech. 
"Turn around."
I did, trying my best to hold on to some shred of dignity as the line at the metal detector grew to include two minor sitcom actors and a pair of grips who were smirking in my direction. 
And just when I thought I was topping out on the embarrassment scale, I hit whole a new high.
Queen Latifah waved the wand over my breasts and the damn thing beeped like a car alarm going off.
The grips snickered out loud.
Latifah raised an eyebrow at me. She moved the wand away, then back to my barely B's.
Beep, beep, beep!
My face went Lava Girl and I felt myself go into stammer and stumble mode. "Underwire!" I shouted out, as much to the snickering grips as the Security Guard (who looked slightly less bored with her job now). "It's the underwire, okay? I have to wear a lot of wire to make it look like I have any cleavage at all. I'm a B, we B's have to go to extraordinary measures to fill out a shirt. And I know someone as well endowed as you might not understand…" 
She raised the other eyebrow at me. 
"…but it's very, very important for us little girls to push that support up. I swear it's not a gun. I'm just wearing underwire!"
By now even the sitcom stars were barely concealing their laughter. 
Luckily, Latifah took pity on me. "You're cleared," she said. Then covered a snort with another bubble gum pop. 
Sure that my cheeks now matched my slingbacks, I ducked my head down, grabbed Dana by the arm and hauled ass out of there. Thankful that only about five hundred people had witnessed my boobs of steel moment. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
"Ashley, the results don't matter. You know I'll love her even if she's Blake's baby."
"Oh, Chad, I don't deserve you."
"What you don't deserve is that husband of yours ruining our lives. Please, just divorce him."
"But, Chad, he's still in a coma! I can't be that cruel."
"Miss Culver?"
"Yes, Nurse Nan."
"I have the paternity results."
 
 
I shoved a fingernail into my mouth to keep from gasping out loud. I was watching from the wings as Ashley, Chad and Nurse Nan stood in the three-walled hospital waiting room (which the set dresser told me had also doubled as Blake's office last year before the coma) hanging on every word of dialogue as we shot the scene of the season. Bright lights shone down from the exposed rafters and a guy with a huge fuzzy microphone on the end of a boom stood just outside of the shot. Behind Ashley, Dana sat at the reception desk, dressed in scrubs, silently pretending to answer the phones and trying (mostly successfully) not to ogle Ricky's tush, as camera one zoomed in to catch Chad's reaction. 
 
 
"Chad, hold my hand."
"Of course, Ashley."
"Okay, Nurse Nan, we're ready. Who's the father?"
 
 
"Cut!" Stienman yelled.
A collective groan went up from the crew assembled in the wings. 
"Ricky, you're too far away from Mia, we can't get both of you in the shot like that," Stienman said, stomping onto the set. Carl Stienman was 6'4" with the body of an ex-football player, and the booming voice to match. I put him somewhere in his fifties, just starting to go salt-and-pepper at the temples, and in need of thick wire-rimmed glasses, probably from too many late nights squinting at the dailies on his monitor. "Move closer, together," he directed, moving Ricky toward Mia.
"She keeps pushing me out," Ricky protested.
"I do not!" Mia yelled. "You're in my light. Hey, you!" Mia pointed to one of the grips. "What the hell is wrong with you? Don't you know how to properly backlight someone?"
"The light is fine, Mia," Stienman said.
"Oh, sure. No one wants to see my face in this scene anyway," Mia retorted, laying on the sarcasm. "And you," she spun around, pointing at Dana. 
Uh oh.
Dana popped her head up, looking like a deer caught in the headlights.
"Yes?"
"I can hear you shuffling papers back there. I can't concentrate on my lines!"
Dana nodded, doing a zipping-it-shut-and-throwing-away-the-key thing.
"Oh, please," Margo cut in, fiddling with the lapels of her nurse scrubs. "It's not her fault you haven't studied your script."
"Why you old cow," Mia lunged toward Margo, but Stienman was faster, positioning himself between them. I suddenly saw where his linebacker physique came in handy.
"Ladies," he coaxed. "Shall we try to get this shot before end of day?" 
Mia stepped back, still glaring at Margo. Margo gave her a self-satisfied smirk. 
"Okay, let's take it back a line," Stienman shouted, taking his place behind the monitor again.
I shoved that fingernail back into my mouth, trying not to fidget as I waited for the revelation of who-shot-J.R. proportions. 
A PA with an electronic clapboard stood in front of the camera. "Speed. And… rolling!"
 
 
"Okay, Nurse Nan, we're ready. Who's the father?" Mia repeated.
"I'm sorry to tell you that the results aren’t what we were hoping for."
"What?!"
"What do you mean, not what we'd hoped for?" Ricky asked, taking a step closer.
"Dammit, Carl, he's in my light again!" 
 
 
"Cut!" Stienman yelled, rubbing one hand over his eyes. "Would someone get another spotlight in here, please? Everyone else, take five."
Walkie talkies buzzed to life and two PA's took off, scurrying. The make-up woman descended upon Margo, dusting and powdering her forehead, and Mia stalked off to her trailer. 
"Isn't this exciting?" Dana asked, skipping over to me.
"I think I'm going to pop a blood vessel if someone doesn't tell me who the father is soon." 
"No kidding. Ohmigod, I hope it's Chad's. That man is h-a-w-t, hawt!" she spelled. She glanced behind me. "Hey, where's your purple haired friend today?"
"Dusty took a personal day." At least that's what they'd told me when I'd finally made my way onto the set that morning. Apparently, she was still shaken up after being the one to find Veronika's body. I didn't blame her. After just finding a squirrel's body, I'd been ready to spend the day in bed.
As it turned out, it was a good thing I hadn't, because with Dusty gone there was no one else. Nurse Nan might very well have still been wearing the gawdy day-glow orange, wool scarf and Crocs she'd been in when I'd arrived on set.
"Dana," the AD called her, "could you stand in for lighting?"
Dana did a little happy squeal before skipping over to a mark in front of the camera where the new spotlight had arrived. 
I left her having a starlet moment and went in search of that Starbucks carafe. 
Apparently I wasn't the only one in need of an afternoon pick-me-up. As I approached the Craft service table, I spied Ricky pouring himself a steaming cup of coffee. 
"Want some?" he asked, the carafe hovering over a fresh paper cup.
I nodded. "Please."
I tried not to stare at the play of muscles beneath his too-tight T-shirt as he poured me a cup. "Tried" being the key word here. Holy cow, the guy was built. And, I had to admit, up close he was even hotter than on TV. I touched a hand to the corner of my mouth to make sure I wasn't drooling as I accepted the cup Ricky handed to me. 
"Wild day yesterday, huh?" he said.
"Very. I'm so sorry about Veronika. Did you know her well?" 
Ricky shrugged. Then got kind of a sad look in his baby-blues. “We went out a couple of times when she first started working on the show.”
I felt my internal radar pick up. "Really? What happened?”
Ricky shrugged again. “Nothin’ much. We saw a movie out in West Hills, near where she lives. But, you know, we just didn’t really hit it off.”
Despite my earlier decision to leave it alone, I couldn’t help asking, "How about Mia? Do you know if she's seeing anyone?"
Ricky shrugged. "I dunno." Then he paused, his eyebrows puckering together. "Why?"
"It's possible the killer mistook Veronika for Mia," I said slowly, watching his reaction. "She was in Mia's trailer after all."
Ricky's eyes went big, his mouth dropping open. "Wow. Heavy." He paused, churning this bit of info over in his head. "Well, I don't know if Mia's with anyone now, but a while back she was dating Blake."
I took a sip of my coffee to cover my surprise. Nervous Blake was the last person I'd expect a control freak like Mia to be attracted to. "Really? Any idea why she stopped seeing him?"
Ricky shook his head. "Nope. But I know that it was right before Blake checked himself into the hospital. And when he came back, Mia had convinced the producers to put him in a coma."
"The coma was Mia's idea?"
"That's what Blake told me. He was kind of ticked off because it's cut his screen time in half."
Iiiiinteresting. I sipped my coffee again, wondering if being in a coma were enough motive to want Mia out of the picture. I'll admit, I had a hard time picturing the shaky Blake actually strangling a woman without having a panic attack, but stranger things have happened.
A PA with a headset glued to his ear ducked his head around the corner. "Maddie?"
"Yeah?" 
"You're wanted back in wardrobe."
Great, what now? I had a terrible vision of Margo bargaining to put the Crocs back on again. "Be right there." 
I gulped down the rest of my coffee, praying that it was just a loose seam. Of course the fact that I haven't been to mass since my Irish Catholic grandmother dragged me to the midnight all-you-can-pray Christmas Eve service, was probably why God ignored this request. Instead, I could almost hear him giggling at his own private joke as I walked through the door of the wardrobe room to find two uniformed officers going through the racks as a guy in a rumpled suit with a gun bulge at his hip looked on. 
And, in the corner, arms crossed over his chest, Bad Cop face firmly in place, Ramirez.
I made a mental note to go to mass more often.
Taking a deep breath, I did a little one finger wave in his direction.
No reaction. Oh boy.
"Miss Springer, would you please have a seat." The guy with the gun bulge indicated a folding chair beside him. He had graying hair and a face that looked like it had been left out on Venice boardwalk during a heat wave – tan, wrinkled, and in serious need of some moisturizer.
I sat down, giving a tentative glance to Ramirez. Still no reaction. 
"I'm Detective Rodgers," Prune Face said. "I'd like to ask you some questions about the events of the last few days."
I nodded, gulping down a dry lump.
"Where were you between midnight and 3 AM the night of the thirteenth?"
The night Veronika had been killed. That lump grew and I nervously cleared my throat. 
"We have to ask all the cast and crew," Rodgers reassured me, a fatherly smile parting his wrinkles. Though, I watched enough Law & Order to wonder whether it was sincere. 
"So, you think the killer was someone on the set?" I asked.
Ramirez narrowed his eyes at me, his jaw doing that tight, granite thing again. 
"Please, just answer the question, Miss Springer," Rodgers said. 
I gulped. "Right."
"Where were you on the night of the thirteenth?."
"Sleeping."
"Alone?"
I glanced at Ramirez. "Very alone."
He pretended not to notice.
"Can anyone verify this?"
Wait, what did he mean verify? "Wait, am I a suspect here?"
"Please, just answer the question."
I turned to Ramirez. "You can't possibly think I'm a suspect here."
"Maddie," he warned, his voice tightly restrained.
"Like I said, we're asking everyone," Rodger repeated.
"Then why are they going through the clothes?" I asked, gesturing to the uniforms.
"The nylons came from the wardrobe room," Ramirez said. 
Rodgers shot him a look that clearly said ix-nay on the info-ay to the uspect-say. 
"Well anyone could have walked in and taken them. The room's not locked during the day."
"What about at night?" Rodgers asked, flipping open a notebook and jotting something down.
"Yes, it's locked. But I don't even have a key!" I sputtered. "I'm just the assistant.
"Who does?"
I paused. "Dusty."
The detective exchanged a glance with Ramirez.
"But she wouldn't do this!" I protested. 
"How well do you know Dusty?"
"Semi-well," I hedged.
Another glance exchange.
"But, I'm telling you she wouldn’t do this. She's my college roommate's best friend's cousin! Plus, her best friend's ex-boyfriend's mother plays canasta with the producer's aunt!"
Rodgers gave me a blank look. Then, "Isn't it true that she and Mia had an altercation yesterday? Over the color of her shirt?"
I leaned forward. "So, you think Mia was the target?"
"Just answer the question!" Rodgers had dropped the fatherly thing, doing a full on exasperated-cop thing now. A routine that, thanks to Ramirez, I was all too familiar with.
"Mia has altercations with lots of people. Just now she had one with Margo, Ricky, and Stienman."
"I'm only interested in the one she had with Dusty, the day Veronika was killed. Did Mia threaten Dusty's job?"
I bit my lip. "Um, I'm not really… I mean…" 
"Well?"
I looked to Ramirez for help. Nothing. It was starting to piss me off that he was just standing there, letting this guy grill his almost girlfriend. 
Clearly, I was on my own here.
I crossed my arms and puffed out my chest as far as it would go. (Which, sadly, wasn't very far.) "I don't think I want to answer any more questions without an attorney present."
Ramirez lifted one eyebrow. Then muttered a, "Jesus," under his breath.
Rodgers gave me a hard stare and flipped his notebook shut with an audible thud. "Fine. We'll be in touch."
"So I can go?"
He nodded. Then to Ramirez, "Escort her back to the set."
"I don't need an escort."
Ramirez stood up and grabbed my arm. Hard. "Oh, yes you do," he said under his breath.
Ramirez steered me out the door and down the hallway. "This is police brutality," I hissed as his grip on my arm tightened. He opened a door and pulled me into an empty storage room. Then he spun me around with enough force that I feared whiplash.
"Ow!"
"What the hell was that in there?" he asked, his dark eyes blazing.
I froze. I'd never seen him like this before. Sure, I'd seen him exasperated, frustrated, even a little peeved with me at times. But this was different. This was downright angry. There was no hint of humor glinting behind the fire in his eyes. This time he was serious.
I bit my lip to stave off the unpleasant emotion bubbling up inside me. If I had to put a name to it, I'd say it was somewhere between anxiety and all out dread.
"You just don't get it, do you, Maddie?" he continued. "This is a homicide investigation. And that was a homicide detective. This guy isn't playing around."
"But you're a homicide detective, too," I squeaked out.
Again his eyes blazed, only this time I could see the exhaustion of the past week creeping into them. "No, I used to be a homicide detective. Now, I'm a glorified security guard."
"Thanks to me, right?" I finished for him. The dread was bubbling up so far it was stinging the back of my eyes now. 
"I didn't say that."
"You didn't have to."
"Jesus, Maddie." Ramirez ran a hand through his hair. "Why didn't you just tell Rodgers what you knew, then you could get the hell out of here?"
"They think Dusty did it!"
"Yeah, and now he thinks you're covering for her. Does the word 'accomplice' mean anything to you?"
Does the word "girlfriend" mean anything to you? I longed to retort back. But I was suddenly too afraid of the answer. Instead, I let out a feeble, "Dusty's innocent."
"Maybe."
I shook my head. "No, you don't know Dusty."
"Do you?"
I bit my lip. "Maybe not. But why would she do this?"
"What about the argument she had with Mia?"
I shook my head again. "Dusty wouldn’t kill over that. Besides, Dusty must have known Mia was right. With her coloring, she really is a Spring."
Ramirez narrowed his eyes at me. "That's it? You believe her because some woman is a season?" He shook his head. "Jesus, Maddie, I don't get you."
"No you don't," I said, realizing just how true that was. Damn. The stinging was getting worse. Another minute of this and my mascara would be toast. "Look, Dusty's my friend and I know she's innocent. And if you or your law-and-order posse have any more questions for me, you can ask them through my lawyer."
I turned and tried to stalk out of the room, making a really dramatic exit. But the stinging behind my eyes had morphed into tears that were suddenly blurring my vision. I kind of stumbled instead, half running half tripping down the hall and out the back exit onto the lot. I blindly ran through the Sunset city, not caring where I was going, just wanting to get away. Away from the accusations, away from the chaos of the set, and, most of all, away from the man that instead of comforting me was interrogating me! 
Sure Ramirez and I had had our ups and downs in the past. But this felt different. This felt like only downs. Where were our ups? Were we ever going to have one again? Not likely, the way things were going. Maybe Ramirez had been right all along – maybe we just weren't relationship material. I'd known from the beginning that Ramirez was a cop first. But somehow in the back of my mind I'd always hoped that he'd wake up one day and realize how much he wanted to put me first. 
Clearly today wasn't that day. 
I finally ran out of breath and sat down at a bus stop somewhere in New York. "Somewhere" being the key word here. As I wiped at my damp cheeks, I realized I had no idea where I was. 
The fake city was eerily creepy in the fading dusk, the setting sun creating shadows across the New York skyline. I did a few unladylike hiccups, getting myself under control as I got up and walked down the street, half expecting a mugger to jump out of the dirty alleyway. Even though I knew the dirt had been spray painted on by set dressers and the only rats on the lot were the agents. 
But between the talk of murderous letter writers, and even more murderous murderers, the empty buildings seemed to take on an ominous feeling. 
And then I heard it. The sound that made my heart start pumping double time. 
Footsteps.
I paused, freezing in the middle of a street lined with brownstones (or at least brownstone facades). The footsteps continued for a beat, then stopped, too.
Okay, so maybe it was just a set dresser getting New York ready for that cop show tomorrow. Maybe it was a cleaning crew. Maybe it was an actor trying to soak up some of the East Coast atmosphere. 
Maybe it was a homicidal maniac who strangled women in their trailers with their own pantyhose.
I started walking again, briskly, in the direction of my car. Only with the adrenalin-fueled fear pumping through my veins, I wasn’t sure which direction my car was. 
I quickened my pace, mini-jogging now as I rounded the corner and found myself suddenly in a tavern lined street in Boston. The footsteps followed me, speeding up as mine did. I glance behind my shoulder and let out a squeak. A figured loomed in the shadows just a few yards behind me. Clearly my imagination did not produce that. Frantically I tried the door to O’Shays pub. Of course it didn’t opened, because, duh, it was freaking painted on. Nothing here was real!
Nothing, that is, expect the murderer chasing me.
I was running now, trying not to trip over my feet as I heard the footsteps growing closer. I didn’t dare look back for fear he’d be right on top of me. I rounded another corner, onto a San Francisco street lined with Victorians, and started jogging uphill. 
I could hear him closing in. His breath coming fast as if he wasn’t any more fond of San Francisco terrain than I was. I reached into my purse, grasping for anything that might be used as a weapon. Lipstick, tampon, change… pepper spray! I said a silent thank you to my overly protective (though in hindsight genius!) mother as my fingers curled around the canister. I felt around for the little button to push, still tripping uphill. I found it.
Just as I felt a hand clamp down on my shoulder.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
 
 
More out of instinct than anything else, I let out a blood curdling scream as I whipped around and shot the contents of the spray canister blindly at my attacker.
“Sonofa-!” My attacker staggered backward, clawing at his eyes. “What the bloody hell did you did that for, Maddie!?”
I blinked, the adrenalin slowly receding from my limbs as I took in the rumpled khaki pants, sneakers, and slept-in white, button down. Felix.
“Oh crap!” I dropped the canister on the ground. “Oh, holy crap. I’m so sorry, Felix. Oh crap, are you okay?”
“No, I’m not bloody okay!” He was still rubbing at his eyes, his entire face turning redder than a Malibu sunburn victim. “What the hell was that?”
“Pepper spray.”
He dropped his hands, his eyes tearing as he stared at me. "Pepper spray? You bloody shot me with pepper spray?”
I felt myself blush. “Sorry. But in my defense, you did kind of sneak up on me.”
"I did no such thing. I was trying to catch up to you. You're bloody fast in flats. Dammit, this stuff stings.”
“Water. We need to rinse it with water.” I led Felix, who was pretty much blind now thanks to my blonde moment, through the streets until we found a drinking fountain in the Golden Gate Park that actually worked (as opposed to the three we passed that were just for decoration). I helped Felix splash water on his eyes, between his "bloody this" and "bloody that" curses.
Finally he stopped tearing and swearing, his eyes only marginally puffy. Okay, so he looked like a bee sting victim in some slapstick comedy movie, but since he didn’t have a mirror, he didn't need to know that.
“Bloody hell, you’re a menace, girl.”
“Hey, I resent that. Besides, what do you mean chasing girls like that? What was I supposed to think? There’s a killer on the loose, you know?”
“And you’re going to defend yourself against him with cayenne pepper?”
I put my hands on my hips. “Worked, didn’t it?”
He gave me a death look.
“So, what did you want anyway?”
“I wanted to see how your co-worker, Dusty, was faring.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You mean you wanted to see if you could get an interview with her."
He grinned. "You know me so well."
I shook my head. "Unh uh. No way, pal. Dusty's not talking to anyone, least of all a sleazy tabloid."
"Aw, come on. Throw me a little something? I've got to have some sort of follow up to print in tomorrow's edition."
"How did you even get on the lot?" I asked.
Felix smiled. “I’ve got the golden ticket.” He pulled a laminated card out from his shirt pocket. "Press pass. It just so happens that the Informer's editor-in-chief plays golf with the head of Sunset Studios. Thanks to the fact the chief throws every game, I've got carte blanche on the lot.”
I scoffed. “Am I supposed to be impressed by that?”
“No, but here’s something that might get your attention. The coroner's report.”
“On Veronika?”
He nodded.
Damn. He was right. I was all ears now.
“Okay, I’ll bite. What was in the coroner's report?”
Felix clucked his tongue and shook his head. “Nah, uh, uh. Not until you give me something first.”
“Forget it. I’m not giving you any dirt.”
Felix shrugged. “Okay, then I’ll just keep Veronika's condition to myself.”
I pursed my lips together. Dammit. He knew my weakness. What condition?! I was dying here. “How did you get a copy of the coroner's report? That gold ticket get you into the morgue, too?”
Felix shook his head. “No. My excellent computing skills got me into the morgue. Or, more accurately, their database.”
“You hacked into the LAPD database?!” I'll admit, my tone was horrified, but inside I was actually a little impressed. The last time we’d worked together, Felix had proven himself competent at a range of lock picking, a skill he still hadn't totally explained. Now he was a computer hacker, too. Part of me was thinking I should be worried about this guy, but mostly I was wishing I had skills like those, too. 
Of course, here was Felix offering to let me reap the rewards of said skills.
I did an angel-shoulder, devil-shoulder thing for about two seconds, before I finally gave in.
“Okay, fine. I’ll give you a gossip tidbit you can run tomorrow. But cough up the report first. What condition?”
Felix gave a satisfied crooked smile. “She was pregnant.”
“No way!”
“Way. About three months.”
“Any idea who the father is?” Talk about life imitating art. 
Felix shook his head. “Not yet. I’m sure the police are currently swabbing any male she’s come in contact with lately. I’ll let you know when anything pops across my screen.”
I chewed at my Raspberry Perfection lip gloss as I digested this bit of information. Maybe we’d been too quick to judge. Maybe Mia hadn’t been the target after all, but Veronika. She wouldn't be the first mother-to-be that had broken baby news to a less than enthusiastic father.
"Hey, you all right?" Felix asked.
"What?"
He reached out a hand and wiped a finger down my cheek. "Looks like you've been crying." He cocked his head to the side. "You all right?"
I sniffed hard, trying not to dwell on the irony that the most tender touch I'd had in days just came from a tabloid reporter. "I'm fine. Men just suck."
Felix raised one eyebrow. "Tiff with the boyfriend?"
"I don't want to talk about it."
Felix's face broke into his charming grin (which actually was a bit comical with his eyes still swollen). "Definite tiff with the boyfriend. And, I'd venture to say, a big one."
"I said I don’t want to talk about it!"
His grin widened. "Okay, fine. How about we talk about the juicy bit o' gossip you're going to lay on me?”
“Okay." I cleared my throat. "Deveroux Strong is gay.”
Felix scoffed. “Oh, hell, I know that. Everyone knows that. That’s not news.”
I shrugged. “Sorry, it's all I’ve got.”
Felix glared at me. “That's it, then? I give you Veronika’s pregnant and all you can give me is stale gaydar?”
“Better luck next time.” I waved and walked off in the direction (I hoped! Wow was this place a maze.) of studio 6G.
To the tune of Felix muttering “bloody hells" behind me. He really should learn to watch his language.
 
 
* * *
 
 
By the time I got back to the set, Steinman was just calling it a wrap. I grabbed my things and slogged out to my Jeep, pulling up in front of my apartment to the sounds of Mrs. Alvarez watching Wheel of Fortune and my stomach rumbling. I parked in the drive and carried my purse up the wooden stairs, mentally debating between the merits of pizza delivery versus Chinese take-out again.
I was having visions of chicken chow mien when my cell clucked from my purse. I fumbled with my keys at the front door as I balanced the phone between my ear and shoulder.
"Hello?"
"Hey, it's me!" Mom shouted.
I resisted the urge to jerk away from the receiver. "You don't have to yell, Mom."
"I'm on a cell!" she screamed. 
I rolled my eyes.
"Listen, I'm sorry I'm late. There was traffic on the 101. But we'll be there in a couple of minutes."
I froze. "Um, you'll be here?"
Mom did her patented where-did-I-go-wrong? sigh. "You forgot?"
"No, of course not." Oh, hell. What now?
"Connor's gift. For his birthday party?"
"Right!" Mental forehead smack. "Oh, wow, um, you know what? It's been a really long day and I totally trust you, so you know, maybe you could just pick something up for me?"
"Don't worry, I'm already on my way."
"Mom, really, I'm beat and I-"
"Just a minute, we'll be right there."
"Seriously, I'm so not in a toddler toy place right now and - wait, who's we?"
Too late. I looked up to see Mom's gold Dodge minivan pull up in front of my apartment. Mom waved her cell at me from the driver's seat. I could see Mrs. Rosenblatt's muumuu-clad outline in the back. And then the passenger side door burst open and my cousin, Molly, waddled out. Waddled because, yet again, she was pregnant. 
Molly had popped out four munchkins in the last four years and was the apple of my Irish Catholic grandmother’s eye. There’s nothing an Irish Catholic family loves more than a girl who gets married young and makes babies like a bunny. Don’t get me wrong, I loved Molly. She just made my ovaries hurt sometimes.
"Mads!" she said, attacking me with air kisses.
"Hi, Molly," I mumbled, navigating a hug around her swollen belly.
"I'm so glad you're coming to the party. Connor is so looking forward to seeing his Auntie Maddie again."
Yeah, I'll just bet. He was probably planning his attack on my Cavalli pumps as we spoke.
"So, ready for Toys R Us?" Molly asked, her eyes twinkling. 
I think my ovaries groaned.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Half an hour later I was in the preschool aisle of Toy Hell, surrounded by noisy, three foot high people with runny noses and sticky hands, pretending to shoot me with little red plastic laser beams. 
"I don't see it," Molly said, scanning the shelves. "Where's Chicken Dance Elmo?"
A kid with freckles and pigtails made little 'pow, pow," sounds at me and stuck out her tongue. 
I resisted the urge to respond in kind. (Just barely.)
"How about this one?" Mom pulled a furry red monster off the shelf. She squeezed its tummy and it told her she was special. 
"No, no, that's Self Esteem Elmo. I need the Chicken Dance one. Connor wants the Chicken Dance one." Molly shoved packages aside on the shelf, digging in the back. 
Considering Connor's entire vocabulary consisted of drool and spit bubbles, I seriously doubted he could tell one monster from another.
"This guy's kinda cute," Mrs. R said, grabbing a blue furry Grover doll. "Kind of reminds me of my last husband, Luther."
I raised an eyebrow.
"Luther was all gangly arms and legs," Mrs. R explained. "Real tall, never quite looked like he knew what to do with his body. That is until we got in the bedroom, if ya' know what I mean." Mrs. Rosenblatt waggled her drawn-in eyebrows up and down.
Muppets and sex, two topics that should never collide. Trying not to envision Mrs. R in bed with a six foot tall, furry blue monster, I pulled a puzzle off the shelf. "Here, this looks cute. I'll just get this."
Molly whipped around. "What's the age range?"
"Uh?" I scanned the box.
"In the corner," Molly pointed. Then shook her head. "It says ages 18 months to three years. It'll be too hard. Plus, the pieces are too little, Connor could choke on one. You have to read the age ranges, Maddie."
"Oh. Okay." I put the puzzle back. Then grabbed a plastic truck. "How about this?"
Molly shook her head. "No, we're only allowing gender neutral toys in the house. Experts say that social imprinting begins at a very early age and male and female non-specific toys present them with the best chances for gender role socialization in a non-threatening and nurturing environment before they conceptualize gender constancy and their culturally determined roles." 
O-kay. I put the truck back. 
"I think this guy's kind of cute. You sure Connor wouldn’t like him?" Mom squeezed Self Esteem Elmo again. 
"Be proud of your uniqueness," it told her.
"You know, it's been ages since I saw Luther," Mrs. R said, putting Grover back on the shelf. "Last time was right after we signed the divorce papers. We bumped into each other at the Hometown Buffet. Then ended up back at my place for dessert." She did another eyebrow waggle. "If ya' know what I mean. I tell ya, for a skinny guy, that man could really eat."
I sincerely hoped she was talking about the pound cake.
"Where is it? The online ad said that Chicken Dance Elmo was ten percent off this week. If they advertise it, they should have it. I need that doll!"
Mom squeezed Self Esteem Elmo again. "Elmo loves you just the way you are."
"How about this guy?" Mrs. R held up another red monster, this one in a pair of shiny silver pants. She pushed the "try me" button on his hand and he began to gyrate to a hip-hop version of "Old Mac Donald's Farm".
"No, that's Bust-a-Move Elmo. He's last year's model. We need the new one. Connor wants Chicken Dance Elmo!" Molly pushed past the freckle-faced girl with the gun, frantically rummaging through the stuffed toys. 
"You know, Luther wasn't much of a dancer. Unless, of course, you count the horizontal mambo. Man, that guy could mambo all night. He had this huge-"
"How about this?" I asked, quickly grabbing a teddy bear from the shelf, lest the freckle-faced kid get an anatomy lesson right here in the Elmo aisle. 
Molly turned around. Then blinked her blue eyes at me. "Seriously? Ohmigod, Maddie what are you trying to do to the kid?"
Uh, give him a teddy bear?
Molly grabbed the bear from my hand. "The eyes are made of buttons. Connor could easily pop them off and choke on one. Parenting Today Magazine says all safe animals should have embroidered features. And the bow around his neck is secured with an elastic cord, which could get wrapped around Connor's throat. And look at the tag! The stuffing isn't hypo-allergenic, poor Connor could have a reaction to it, and the fur isn't even pre-treated with fire-retarding or Teflon. And to top it all off, it's made in China, probably by children in a sweat shop not much older than Connor. What kind of message would we be sending him by allowing him to play with this? It should be illegal to even sell safety hazards like this." Molly's nostrils flared and her eyes had a scary Jack Nicholson look to them. 
I slowly put the cuddly death trap back on the shelf, seriously contemplating a gift certificate.
"I still like this guy." Mom squeezed her Elmo. 
"You deserve respect and love," he squeaked back.
"We're not getting that one!" Molly turned her attention back to the shelves, knocking boxes off onto the floor now in her search. "All the other kids at Mommy and Me have Chicken Dance Elmo. Connor needs Chicken Dance Elmo. What will the other mothers think if I can't find Chicken Dance Elmo!" 
"Wait!" Mrs. R clapped a thick palm to Molly's forehead, her underarm jiggling with aftershocks. "Albert's speaking to me. She rolled her eyes back in her head. "Ohmmmmmmmm." 
"Albert?" Molly asked.
"Mrs. Rosenblatt's spirit guide," Mom explained. 
The freckled-faced kid took a few steps back and started calling for her mommy.
I didn't blame her.
Mrs. R rolled her eyes so far back all I could see was white. "Albert says… he says he thinks he saw Chicken Dance Elmo fifteen percent off at Toy Town with the purchase of a Power Ranger action figure of equal or lesser value." 
"Really, fifteen percent?" Molly asked.
Mrs. R opened her eyes. "Give or take. Albert's usually correct within ten percent."
"To Toy Town!" Molly gave the battle cry.
Mom let out a squeak of excitement and hugged her doll.
"Elmo thinks you are a valid human being."
I think my ovaries just shriveled up and died.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
By the time Mom finally dropped me back off at home and I was climbing the steps to my studio, we'd been to every toy store in the greater Los Angeles area, looking for a monster in a chicken suit. At the last one, a tiny little place in the Valley with bars on the windows, Molly finally found one doll left. For three hundred dollars. I almost choked when Molly gladly forked it over. Didn't she know how many pairs of pumps three hundred dollars could buy? 
Since there was no way my budget (let alone my conscience – see shoe reference above) could allow me to spend that kind of money on a stuffed monster, I finally bought Connor a pair of baby Nike's. After, that is, making sure they didn't have any hazardous laces, elastic bands, buttons, zippers, or were made in a third world country. 
I stretched my neck from side to side, working out the kinks, as I trudged up the stairs. The slight hum of traffic two blocks away on Venice the only backdrop to the blissful silence. I made a mental note to wait a few years (decades) before having any little monsters of my own, nursing a whopper of a toy store induced headache as I pulled my keys out.
I did an audible yawn and was about to slip my key in the lock when the toe of my ballet flats came up against something. I looked down at the top step.
Then froze.
Another package. A plain brown box, the top taped neatly down, just like the last. Instinctively I reached into my purse for my canister of pepper spray. Not there. Damn! I’d left it in San Francisco. Instead I looked over both shoulders and down the street as if the punk who’d left it here might still be watching, waiting for me to find the remains of another unfortunate victim of speeding on the PCH. 
I weighed my options. I could just leave it there. Pretend I hadn't seen it. I could chuck it in the dumpster behind the building. 
But as morbid as it seemed, I was curious. 
Gingerly, I reached down and pulled the tape off. 
Grooooooooss!
My stomach churned as I stared down at his present. He’d escalated to dead birds tonight. A pigeon with a bent wing and tire treads through his mid section. Only this time, there was a note sitting on top of the mangled carcass. With visions of bird flu dancing in my head, I reached inside my purse and pulled out an old Taco Bell napkin, draping it over my hand as I held my nose and picked up the paper. 
Then I really felt my stomach lurch, white dots dancing before my eyes as I scanned the page.
 
 
I should have killed you when I had the chance.
 
 
 
 


Chapter Eight
 
 
 
 
My gaze whipped wildly from side to side as if I expected the boogey man to jump out of my neighbor's agapanthus bushes. I kicked the box of road kill aside, fingers fumbling with my keys as I tried to fit them in the lock. I was shaking so badly it took me two tries before I realized I was trying to unlock my front door with my Jeep keys. Finally I got the right one in, but by this time I was in serious panic mode. 
I was a fashion designer. I drew little bows and sparklies on toddler shoes. Who would want me dead? How did they know where I lived? Had he been following me? What did he mean, “when he had the chance?” Was he watching me right now, waiting for another one? I pictured that poor little birdie with tire treads across his mid section and felt faint.
I quickly shut and locked the door behind me, making sure my metal security chain was fastened. Only in the face of a crazed killer with big-ass tires, the chain looked awfully small and pathetic. I grabbed a chair and stuffed it under the doorknob for good measure. Then, I grabbed my hairdryer and, wielding it like a club, searched the rest of my apartment for any signs of bad guys. Luckily, the only thing I found lurking in the shadows were some dust bunnies that spoke of my less than stellar skills as a housekeeper. 
Once I was sure I was alone, I reached into my purse and pulled out my cell. My hands were still shaking as I dialed Ramirez's number. Three rings into it I was starting to work into a panic again that maybe he wasn’t there, maybe the bad guy would come back, maim me, kill me and stuff me in a cardboard box, all because Ramirez was still too pissed off at me to pick up my call.
“Ramirez, here.”
I did an audible sigh of relief. “Oh thank God. I got a bird. A pigeon. I think. Or maybe a sparrow. I'm not sure. But it had tire tracks! Just like the squirrel.”
I think I heard him sigh on the other end. “Okay, what’s going on this time, Maddie?”
The way he said “this time” was like a mother showing up for the bazillionth time at the principal's office. Was I that predictable?
I took a deep breath and tried to calm down, lest I become a caricature of myself.
“I got a death threat at my apartment.”
This got his attention. “From who? Is he there now? Are you okay?”
“Yes. No. I mean, I’m fine.” Sort of. 
“What happened?”
As I told him about the road kill presents I'd been getting, and the last one with its menacing message, I could feel Ramirez tensing on the other end. “Look, I’m going to send a patrol car over to watch your place tonight.”
Which should have made me feel better. Only, I realized as he said it that I’d been kind of hoping he would come over. The fact that he was sending a patrol car instead spoke volumes to the fact we were so not to the “ups” yet. 
“A patrol car?”
He must have heard the disappointment in my voice. “Look, Maddie, I've got the captain and the DA breathing down my neck 24/7. I can’t deal with this right now, too.”
I felt a lump form in my throat. He thought I was something that had to be dealt with. Ouch.
“Right. Fine. I understand.”
“The patrol car will keep an eye on you.”
“I said it was fine.”
Ramirez did a deep sigh into the phone. “You're not doing that girly thing where you say it’s fine but really you’re pissed off, are you?”
“No!” Yes!
He paused again. “Okay, I'll be right over.”
"You know what, don’t bother. I’m fine by myself.”
Another deep sigh. “Jesus, Maddie, don’t do this to me right now.”
“To you? I’m sorry, I thought I was the one who just got a death threat via bird guts!”
“So let me come over.”
“I said I’m fine! What, you think I can’t take care of myself? You think I need you? I don’t need you. I’m fine!” Never mind that I was wielding a hair dryer as a weapon. There was no way I was going to let Ramirez think I wanted him here when he so obviously didn't want to be here. 
I slammed the phone down in its cradle. Then picked it up and slammed it down a couple of more times for good measure. 
I stared at the kitchen chair barring my door. The truth was, I was so not fine. I was still shaking (though part of that could be anger at this point) and the thought of spending the night alone barred up in my apartment, wondering if some maniac was lurking just outside the window with more animal carcasses, left my insides whimpering like a five year old.
I picked up my cell and called Dana at the Actor's Duplex. Unfortunately, I was informed by Daisy Duke that she'd just watched three episodes of Magnolia Lane and, thanks to Chad's shirtless scenes, headed off to the nearest SA meeting. I left a message for Dana to come over once her inner beast had been tamed.
I hung up, sudden silence permeating my tiny studio. I flipped on the TV to distract myself, watching images of the Sunset Studios fill the Entertainment Tonight screen. The hot topic of the day was that the police now suspected someone on the studio lot was the killer. Mary Hart even speculated that it could be another member of the cast. I watched as images of Blake, Ricky and Margo flitted across the screen. Last but not least was Deveroux Strong. They'd captured an image of Deveroux coming out of a trendy boutique in Hollywood wearing tight leather pants and a form fitting turtleneck. He was carrying a large pink shopping bag and standing just a little too close to his “personal bodyguard.” Felix was right. It was no national secret that this guy was gay. 
The next image to grace the screen was Mia's face in a montage of shots: outside her Bel Air home, in Versace at the Emmys, on vacation in the Bahamas. I wondered again if she'd really been the target. Veronika's secret pregnancy put a whole new twist on things. Maybe the killer had taken advantage of the press surrounding Mia's letters as an easy scapegoat. Despite what the police thought, it would have been an easy thing for anyone to walk into wardrobe and help themselves to a pair of pantyhose. Hell, Margo was in and out of there with costume jewelry at least fifteen times a day.
The real question was, who was the father of Veronika's baby? I thought back to the conversation I'd had with Ricky earlier. He'd admitted to going out with her, maybe he was the father? Maybe the pretty-but-duller-than-a-pair-of-Keds act he had going on was just that, an act. I made a mental note to ask Ricky tomorrow just how serious things had been between him and Veronika. 
I was still going down my list of available baby-daddies on the Magnolia Lane set when a knock sounded at my door.
I let out a little squeak and picked up my discarded hair dryer in a white knuckle grip. "Who is it?" I called, half expecting the person on the other side to answer, "The Big Bad Wolf, open up so I can eat you."
"It's me, Maddie," Dana called. "I got your message to come over."
I quickly scooted the guard chair out of the way and undid the chain, letting Dana in. "Ohmigod, I'm so happy to see you. You will not believe the night I've had."
"I might," she said. Then gestured behind her. "What's with the cop car?"
I peeked around her to see a patrol car parked across the street. Never in my life have I been so glad a man didn't listen to me.
"Long story. Come on in and I'll tell you."
While we watched the E! special Hollywood report on Veronika's death, I filled Dana in on my conversation with Ricky, my run-in with Felix, my road kill stalker, and last but not least, my conversation with Ramirez.
"I think he hates me."
Dana shook her head. "Your boyfriend does not hate you."
"I'm not even sure he's my boyfriend. I'm not even sure he can say the word 'boyfriend.'"
"He's just under a lot of stress."
Right. Because of me.
I gulped down a big lump of guilt. 
"So, who do you think is threatening you?" Dana asked. "Do you think it has anything to do with Veronika's death?"
I shrugged. "I dunno. I can't see how."
"Well, have you pissed anybody off lately?"
I picked up the remote and started flipping through channels. “Besides Ramirez?"
She gave me a look.
"No, I haven't. I mean, unless you count how grouchy Tot Trots was when I turned in the Dora the Explorer light-up sandals two week late."
Dana got up and crossed the room to the kitchen, rummaging in my cupboards. "Well, one thing's for sure."
"What's that?"
"Ricky is on the top of our list of suspects." She paused. "Too bad. He's so totally hot. You know, I think he looked at me today. I mean, he was talking to Nurse Nan, but I think he kinda looked past her at me for a second.”
"That's right, what happened on the set while I was gone? Who's the father of Ashley's baby?" I asked, leaning forward.
"Argh!" Dana threw her hands up. "You would not believe it. We never got the scene finished. Mia refused to come out of her trailer until Margo apologized. And Margo refused to apologize until Mia apologized for calling her an old cow. And then Stienman got so mad he said they both owed him an apology. Then you showed up, and we all went home. Maybe tomorrow." She paused, holding up a box of Cap’n Crunch. "Maddie, do you have any idea how bad this stuff is for you? It’s like eating pure sugar. Please tell me you don’t eat this stuff for breakfast.”
I ignored her, surfing through the cable channels. I passed through Animal Planet (where a guy was poking a “beauty of a snake” with a stick), Lifetime (where Valerie Bertinelli’s husband was leading a double life with a secret second wife), and VH1 (airing a mud wrestling match between two overweight has-been celebs). I paused when I hit Spike. Usually I only stopped on this channel to watch those hot guys on the CSI reruns. But this time, my clicker went still for a whole new reason. 
 
 
“Lonely tonight? Need a little company? My girls are always ready to play.”
 
 
“Oh brother.”
“What?” Dana popped her head out of the kitchen.
I gestured to the TV where "Sexy Jasmine," wearing a black lace teddy, was strutting seductively across the screen. 
"Hey isn't that-"
"Yep."
“I thought I saw her on a billboard down on Pico. Wow, she’s on TV now, too?”
 
 
“Come visit my website. We're open twenty-four hours a day and we’re always having fun." Then her web address flashed across the screen as she pouted and said, "You know you want to watch.”
 
 
“Do guys really go for this stuff?” I asked.
Dana shrugged. “There’s this guy at SA, Gary, he’s totally addicted to internet porn. He loves those live web cams. Says the girls do anything he asks them to.”
“Creepy.”
“Want to know what’s even creepier?”
“What?”
“How much sugar is in these crackers. Maddie, you really should take better care of yourself."
 
 
* * *
 
 
I was standing on the edge of a cliff, a sheer drop off the side, with water rushing beneath me. And the water was rising. I had to get across. I was starting to freak. Then I spotted him. On the other side of the cliff. It was Ramirez. He was silhouetted against the sky like some cowboy hero. I waved, trying to get his attention. But he didn’t move. Just stood there. I called out his name, screaming at the top of my lungs as the water rose higher and higher. My feet were soaked now, the water covering my ankles. But still, Ramirez didn’t move to help me. 
Then, out of nowhere this giant squirrel rose up from the water. He had huge teeth and sharp claws and a big tire tread across his middle. In the distance I could hear the roar of an engine. 
“You’re next,” the squirrel told me. Then pointed over my shoulders. I turned around just in time to see a huge, monster truck. Heading straight for me.
I screamed, calling out Ramirez's name again, and started running. But somehow my legs just wouldn’t move. It was like they were stuck in molasses. It was getting closer and closer, the roar of the engine echoing through my head.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I sat up in bed, sweat pouring down my back. My eyes flew around my apartment as if expecting a giant rodent to appear out of nowhere. 
No squirrels. No monster trucks. 
Just the sound of my phone ringing.
"Make it stop," Dana mumbled from the futon beside me, a little puddle of drool forming at the side of her mouth.
I fumbled for the receiver, finally finding it beneath a crumpled Macy's bag, and croaked out a, "Hello?"
"Maddie? Um, hi, it's Dusty."
"Dusty?"
"Yeah, sorry to call so early."
I rolled over and looked at the clock. 6:15. No wonder my voice sounded like I’d swallowed Kermit the Frog. "No, it's fine. What's going on?"
"I, uh," she paused, stammering. "I-I'm not going to be able to make it in again today."
"Why?" I sat up in bed. "What's going on? Dusty are you okay?"
"Uh huh. Yeah. Fine. Look, I just wanted to let you know. So, if Stienman's looking for me, just tell him, uh, just tell him I'm taking another personal day."
"Okay. But, Dusty-"
But I realized she'd already hung up.
"Who was that?" Dana asked, rolling over. 
"Dusty. She's not coming in again today." I stared at the receiver. Dusty had sounded odd. Nervous. I wondered what was going on. Had finding Veronika really hit her that hard?
"Holy crap, is that the time?" Dana rolled over, pointing to my alarm clock.
"Yeah. Why?"
"I've got a seven o'clock call time today."
I did a stretch and yawn, still trying to shake the strange dream and the odd note in Dusty's voice from my head. "You hit the shower, I'll make the coffee."
After dressing in a pair of jeans, cork-heeled wedges, and a pink, sleeveless blouse, I threw my hair into a quick French twist and Dana and I were on the 101, heading toward Hollywood. 
The traffic gods were with us and it only took a record twenty minutes before we were pulling into the garage behind the Sunset Studios. As with yesterday, there was a string of PA's, extras and assistants lined up at the security checkpoint. 
Dana and I took our place behind an extra lugging a suitcase and wardrobe bag. Two beats later an out-of-breath Kylie came jogging up behind us.
"Oh, wowzers, can you believe this line?" she panted.
What was hard to believe was that anyone over the age of twelve used the word “wozers.” Though, looking at Kylie, it was kind of hard to believe she was over the age of twelve. She was like Britney Spears (pre K-Fed), Jessica Simpson (post Newlyweds) and Nicole Richie (pre-eating disorder) all rolled into one. Perky little ski jump nose, fresh pink cheeks, round, sort of vacant blue eyes, and blonde hair cut in a flirty layered look. This morning her locks were pulled back in a messy chic ponytail and she wore Uggs with pink sweats that read “Juicy” on the butt. 
“It’s, like, so unfair we have to go through this,” she said, pulling a compact out and dabbing concealer over an invisible blemish. “I mean, Veronika was killed with pantyhose, not a gun. What’s with the freaking metal detector, ya know?”
I had to admit, she had a point.
One that seemed more and more valid as we inched forward in line until I spied my nemesis. The plastic security doorway. 
"God, I hate this thing," I muttered under my breath.
"It's no big deal," Dana said, slipping her Fendi off her shoulder and onto the belt. "Oh, crap, I forgot my cell in your Jeep. I'll be right back. Grab my bag on the other end for me, k, Mads?"
"Fine, leave me alone with this thing."
Dana waved me off, jogging back to the parking lot. 
Considering there were about fifteen guys lined up behind Kylie, I figured all I could do was plow ahead. 
I gave Bug Eyed Billy my name, then set my Spade down on the belt beside Dana’s fake Fendi. Then I carefully took off my shoes, my watch, my hoop earrings, my toe ring, and my necklace. And today, despite the noticeably flattened appearance of my chest, I was sans underwire. I would make it through this time.
Queen Latifah was on duty again. She waved me through the plastic doorway with her wand. “Next!”
I took a deep breath, bit my lip, and stepped one foot over the frame. Nothing. 
Hallelujah! I felt like hugging Latifah, I was so happy. Forget graduating college – this was a major life accomplishment! 
"Uh, ma'am," Bug Eyed Billy spoke up from behind his monitor. I turned. He was holding Dana's fake Fendi. "Is this your bag?"
Uh oh.
"Uh, well, it's my friend's bag," I said, glancing toward the parking lot. 
"I'm going to have to inspect the contents for non-approved electronic devices." 
“Uh, okay.” I stepped over to the monitor and watched as Bug Eye Billy proceeded to paw through Dana’s Fendi, pulling one item after another out onto the now stagnant conveyer belt. Lipstick, credit cards, checkbook, pen. I winced as he pulled out two condoms and saw a couple of PA's in line lean forward. 
But then Bug Eyed Bully really hit the jackpot.
He pulled out a slim, pink, battery powered device with a soft rounded tip. 
I felt myself grow hot as my jaw dropped open. Dana's pocket rocket!
“Ohmigod,” Kylie giggled behind me.
Bug Eyed Billy inspected it as if he'd never seen one before, holding it up to his thick glasses. Of course, the PA's were a little quicker to catch on, openly laughing and I think I heard someone snicker, “hot stuff,” from the back of the line. Good God, they thought it was mine!
If I hadn't just gotten my nails done, I would have seriously considered clawing at the asphalt to dig a hole I could crawl into.
"That's not mine!" I protested hotly.
Bug Eyed Billy raised an eyebrow at me. "What is it?" he asked.
I heard a snort of laughter from one of the PA's. "Yeah, honey, tell him what it is."
I clenched my fists into balls. I was so going to get Dana for this. 
I leaned in close, trying to be discreet. I know. Lost cause at this point. "It's a personal massager," I whispered.
Billy tilted his head to the side, still inspecting Dana's little friend. "Like for your neck?"
More snorting from the peanut gallery.
"Um, yeah. Like for your neck… or something."
Billy contemplated it for a moment, no doubt trying to figure out just how that might work, but finally he shrugged and, to my immense relief, dropped it back into the fake Fendi. "All right." He nodded. "You're cleared."
I grabbed the bag, shoved my shoes back on my feet and quickly scrambled up the rest of my belongings just as Dana made an appearance at the back of the line. She cheerily waved her cell phone and motioned that she'd meet me inside. 
Some days, I think having friends is overrated. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
"Speed. And, rolling!"
 
 
"Okay, Nurse Nan, we're ready. Who's the father?"
"I'm sorry to tell you that the results aren’t what we were hoping for."
"What?!"
"What do you mean, not what we'd hoped for?"
"I mean it seems that neither Chad nor your husband are the father of your baby, Ashley."
 
 
I gasped, covering my mouth with my hand as I watched from the edge of the sound stage. Neither one? Wow, that was a bombshell. I thought back to last season's episodes. Who else could it be? I mean, there'd been that one guy who used to be on Sex and the City, but they wrote him out when he poisoned the next door neighbor to cover up his gambling addiction that led to him mortgaging his sister's house and forcing her to work as a high class call girl. 
 
 
"There's someone else, Ashley?"
"No, Chad, I swear it. There's just been you. And my husband."
"Then explain these results."
"I… I… I'm so sorry. Please forgive me, Chad!"
"I'm not sure I can, Ashley."
 
 
"And, cut! Brilliant, take five everybody." Stienman beamed from ear to ear behind his monitor. Grips slapped each other on the butt and even Margo and Ricky did a high five. The only one who didn't seemed pleased was Mia, still shooting daggers across the soundstage at Margo.
Dana skipped out from her perch behind the reception desk and mini-jogged over to me. "Oh, wow, did you catch that?"
I nodded. "No freaking way the baby is someone else's!"
"My money's on the electrician across the street."
"But he's been dating Tina Rey ever since she saved him from that drunk driver in season two."
"Yeah, but Tina Rey's been seeing that undercover detective on the sly."
"Ooooh. Right. I forgot about that." God, I loved this show!
"Hey," Dana said, elbowing me in the ribs. "Ricky's alone. Now's our chance to grill him."
“Grill him? What is he, a rib eye?” But before I could protest, Dana grabbed my arm and was dragging me across the stage to where Ricky was trying to extract himself from his clip-on mic. She stopped just short of him and did a less-than-subtle throat clearing thing, accompanied by another shot to my ribs.
"Ow! Okay, geeze," I mumbled. "Uh, Ricky?"
Ricky looked up. "Oh, hey. Maddie, right?"
"Right."
"Ah, heh, hem!" Dana cleared her throat again. 
“And this is my friend, Dana."
Dana stuck out her hand, doing her best flirty-blonde. "It’s a pleasure to meet you."
"Hey." Ricky shook it and I swear I saw Dana melt on contact, doing a sixth-grade giggle thing.
"Uh, anyway, I was wondering if I could ask you something?"
"Sure." Ricky pulled his microphone through his sleeve. "Shoot."
"You mentioned yesterday that you and Veronika had dated. When was that?"
Ricky pursed his lips together. "Um, I'd say about three months ago. Why?"
Alarm bells louder then one of Mrs. Rosenblatt's muumuus clanged in my head. Three months was exactly how far along Veronika had been. I tried to keep my voice calm and even as I asked, "Why was it you two broke up again?"
Ricky bit the inside of his cheek, his eyes doing a slow survey of the soundstage behind me. "We, uh, we just didn't hit it off."
"Oh, I totally know how that goes. Compatibility is so important," Dana gushed. She laid a hand on Ricky's arm and batted her eyelashes. 
"And Veronika felt the same way?" I asked.
Ricky shrugged again. "I guess. I dunno."
"You never talked to her about it?"
"Uh, well, um, not really." Ricky fidgeted with the microphone in his hand, looking about as uncomfortable as when I wore those cheap leatherette pumps from Bargain Barn last summer during that heat wave. Obviously I wasn't getting the whole story.
"Ricky?" I prodded.
He glanced nervously from side to side. Then sighed. "Okay, fine." He paused, leaning in closer. "But this stays just between us, okay?"
"Absolutely," Dana promised. Punctuated by a big toothy smile.
I held up two fingers. "Scouts honor."
"Look, we went out a few times and then this one time I took her to the movies and dropped her back off at home. Her neighbor was outside watering her lawn. She saw me and recognized me from the show. I mean, she was nice enough, so I signed a couple of autographs for her."
"Go on," I prodded, wondering where this was all going.
"Well, then this lady asks me what I'm doing here and I told her I was taking Veronika home. Then she kind of got quiet. So, I figured something was up."
"Such as?"
"Well, she tells me that she'd seen some other guy go home with Veronika the night before. And he didn't leave until morning. Well, I mean, come on. I'm just not into that. I mean, I'm a one woman kind of guy."
I think I heard Dana sigh beside me. 
"So, I broke it off."
"Any idea who this other guy was?"
Ricky shook his head. "Nope. I didn't ask. Honestly, kinda didn't want to know, you know?"
I nodded, disappointed.
"Anyway, please don't tell anyone, k? I mean, my publicist has worked really hard to make me look like this bad-boy womanizer. If word got out that I'm into monogamy, my image would be toast."
"I think that's so sweet," Dana said, her eyes glazing over as she stared up at him.
"Remember the chip," I mumbled to her.
"Chip schmip," she whispered back.
"Hey, you don't happen to have Veronika's address, do you?" I asked Ricky.
"Sure." He pulled a pen from his pocket and wrote it on the palm of my hand. 
"Thanks."
"Hey, no sweat," he said. Then flashed us both one of his trademarked hunky gardener smiles. 
This time I'm sure I heard Dana sigh. Though I had to admit, as he walked away the rear view was hot enough to make me sigh a little, too. 
“I think I’m in love,” Dana said, tilting her head to the side for a better angle.
"So, do we believe him?" I asked.
Dana rounded on me. "Of course we believe him! Did you see those tight glutes?"
I rolled my eyes. "All right, what do you say we go pay Veronika's neighbor a visit?"
 
 
* * *
 
 
Thanks to the shifty-eyed AD, Dana had to wait until lunch to get away. But as soon as Stienman yelled, "Cut", we bolted for the garage and pointed my Jeep in the direction of the address Ricky had given us: 1342 Coronado Court.
I made a right on Melrose, then a left onto Highland before getting caught at a red light between Santa Monica and Lexington. 
As we idled, Dana leaned down to flip on the radio. 
Which, as it turned out, was a good thing. Because had she been sitting up in her seat, her head might not have survived the impact as a car slammed into the driver’s side of the Jeep.
“Uhn!” I felt my neck jerk to the right like a rag doll. Instinctively, I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. I looked up to find a white Range Rover munched up against the side of my car. I blinked hard, trying to get my bearings as adrenalin surged through me. 
"Ohmigod, someone just hit us!" Dana yelled, stating the obvious.
What wasn't obvious was why the Rover was backing up. 
Then surging in for another attack.
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
I braced myself against the steering wheel as the SUV slammed into the side of the car again. 
"Holy shit! Is this guy nuts, or what?" Dana screeched, grabbing onto the dash in a white-knuckled grip.
The light in front of us turned green just as I saw the Range Rover back up for another run. 
"Go, go, go!" Dana yelled. 
I admit, up until that point I'd been paralyzed with shock. But as I saw the Rover's tires spin, revving toward us again, adrenaline kicked in full force and I slammed my wedge down on the gas pedal, hard enough to send my Jeep fishtailing through the intersection. 
I watched with horror in the rearview mirror as the Rover cut into traffic behind us and sped up to kiss our bumper.
"Ohmigod, who is this creep?" Dana asked, swiveling around in her seat. "What does he want?"
I bit my lip, my eyes ping-ponging between the cars in front of me and the SUV closing in behind us. We were coming up on Sunset and the traffic was three lanes thick. "Hold on," I warned, making a sharp right turn onto a side street, just barely missing the curb. The Rover didn't have quite our turning radius, jumping up on the sidewalk and knocking into a bus stop as it followed.
"Dammit, he's still coming after us," Dana said, her eyes glued to the back window.
A point he illustrated by surging forward and ramming into my back bumper.
Dana and I both whipped forward.
“Uhn.” My head snapped back against the headrest so hard it rattled my teeth. I pushed the gas pedal down as far as it would go, quickly making another right and swinging into an alley behind an all-night diner. 
The Rover followed and, since it had about fifteen horses on my little Jeep, easily caught up to us. Only this time instead of ramming us from behind, it pulled up alongside us, so close that Dana could reach out and touch the white metal beside her window. She let out a whimper and ducked as the driver swerved left, bumping us against the side of the building. I could hear the sickly sound of metal scraping as we careened out of control down the alleyway. 
"Ohmigod, ohmigod," Dana chanted in the seat next to me. 
Ditto. Only my adrenalin was pumping too hard to form actual words. Instead, I closed my eyes, prayed, and slammed on the brakes, pulling hard to the right.
The Rover sailed past us as my little red Jeep whipped around in a circle, tires squealing against the pavement. When the world stopped spinning, we were facing the opposite direction. I switched to the gas again and surged out of the alleyway as fast as I could, making a hard right into the parking lot of a Hollywood Video before pulling the car to a stop.
I cut the engine, the only sound Dana and I panting like Rottweilers as we both tried to bring our heart rates to something slightly lower than a Pomona drag race.
Dana was the first to recover, digging her fingernails out of the dash and slowly flexing her limbs. "Ohmigod, Maddie. He could have killed us!"
A vision of my squirrel friend with the tread marks flashed through my head. "I think that was the general plan." I pried my hands off the steering wheel, doing a slow mental check of my person. My neck was starting to tense up but other than that everything else seemed to work. Toes wiggled, arms moved. I looked down. Miraculously, I hadn’t even wet myself.
"Are you okay?" Dana asked, rubbing her temple.
"I think so. You?"
She nodded, even though I could see a bump starting to form on the side of her head.
I tried my door handle. Wouldn’t budge. Not surprising since what I could see of the driver’s side looked like it had been shoved in a trash compacter. My poor baby! 
Luckily, Dana got hers open and, after navigating over the gearshift, we both climbed out on legs that felt like overstretched rubber bands. I gingerly walked around the car to assess the damage.
“Wow,” Dana said.
All I could do was stare. The driver’s side door was smashed beyond recognition, the front lights busted out, the back bumper hanging on by a thread. The entire rear quarter of the Jeep was twisted at a 45 degree angle and my back tires were flat. 
“It’s, like, totally totaled,” Dana said.
I felt tears well behind my eyes. She was right. The Jeep was toast. 
That’s it. I was so gonna get this guy.
“Do you think we should call the police?” Dana asked.
I thought about it. For about half a second. Calling the police meant calling Ramirez. And calling Ramirez meant another chapter in the “what's Maddie gotten herself into now?” book. I was already verging on tears, the last thing I needed was another confrontation with Ramirez to top off my day. 
Instead, I pulled out my cell and dialed the one person any independent, competent adult calls when a true crisis hits. 
Mommy.
Thankfully, Mom picked up on the first ring. “Hello?”
“It's me. Listen, I’ve been in a little bit of an accident-”
“Oh my God, you’ve been shot!”
“No, no, I haven’t been shot."
"The pepper spray, you sprayed yourself?"
"No, Mom, I-"
"Don't tell me you've been mugged?"
"No!" I yelled. "It's my car.” I looked down at the carnage that was my Jeep and felt that lump in my throat return. “It’s been in a little accident.”
“An accident? Oh, honey, are you okay? Do you have whiplash? Did you get their insurance information?” Mom fired off in rapid succession.
“Yes. Maybe. And no. He sped off.”
“A hit and run? My baby’s been in a hit and run!?”
I felt my neck growing more tense and wondered if maybe this wasn't the wisest person to call after all. “Mom, I’m okay. Really. I just… Dana and I need a ride.”
“Baby, don’t move. I’ll be right there.”
After I gave Mom the address, I hung up and dialed information for the nearest towing company who said they’d be there in half an hour. I sat down on the curb to wait next to Dana, who was digging in her purse for an aspirin, and stared at my crushed baby.
“Look on the bright side,” Dana said. “At least he didn’t have a gun.”
You know your day sucks when the high point is you haven't had a gun pointed at you.
Ten minutes later Mom's minivan screeched to a halt beside the remains of my Jeep. She barely had the engine turned off before she vaulted out of the car, followed closely by Mrs. Rosenblatt. And Pablo The Parrot.
“Squawk. Love my lady lumps.”
Mrs. R held Pablo’s cage by the top and waddled towards us.
“What is that thing?” Dana asked, peering between the bars.
“This here is Pablo. Marco said he’d give me twenty dollars to take him for the afternoon.”
“Maddie!” Mom yelled, wrapping me in a rib-crusher hug. “Are you okay?”
I winced as my neck seized up again. “I’m fine.” I think.
“What happened?”
I gave Dana a sidelong glance. But before I could send her the psychic message to wait until I'd formed an edited-for-Mom version, she flipped her hair over one shoulder and launched into dramatic monologue mode. 
“Ohmigod, it was, like, totally out of a movie or something. This SUV, like, totally slammed into us, and we were like, 'Holy crap, he just slammed into us!' and then he, like, did it again. So then Maddie did, like, this total street racer move down this alley, and then this SUV, he jumped a curb and comes up beside us and totally starts trying to smash us against the wall! So then we, like, slammed on the brakes and did this killer spin, then flew into the parking lot. I totally think he was, like, trying to kill us or something!"
Mom blinked. Then grabbed me in another fierce hug.
Mrs. Rosenblatt shook her head. "I tell you, that Mercury in retrograde makes people nuts. Did you try shootin' him with your pepper spray?”
“Oh, well, I, uh, I kinda lost my spray.”
“Lost it?”
"Um, yeah. Sorry."
Mrs. R dug around in her purse, pulling out a canister. "This here is from my personal stash. I always carry one. I used this sucker on a creep in this bar once. Knocked him flat. 'Course, I took him home after that and he turned out to be my third husband, Carl.”
I rolled my eyes. But, considering I was still dealing with adrenaline aftershocks, I slipped the spray into my purse.
“Really, it was her car that took the brunt,” Dana said, gesturing to what was once my Jeep. 
Mom took one look at the smashed Jeep and hugged me again. Honestly, though, this time I didn't mind. Staring at my car, I kind of needed a hug.
After the tow truck arrived and hauled my mangled Jeep to the nearest service station, Mom, Mrs. R, Dana, Pablo and I all piled into her mini van and she drove us back to the studios. All to the tune of Pablo singing his little heart out. “Don’t you love my lady lumps! Squawk.”
Mrs. Rosenblatt should have held out for fifty.
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By the time we got back to the lot, Dana was way late and Stienman was yelling out for that “new wardrobe girl” to get that hideous pair of chandelier earrings off Margo. After that it was changing Ricky's sweater so it didn't clash with the shoes Mia wanted to wear, and after that it was pinning Kylie's hem higher so she didn't look, and I quote, "all old 'n' stuff". After that I was in serious need of an aspirin. With a tequila chaser. My neck was so stiff I couldn't turn to the right and my head was starting to ache. I was just contemplating an early leave when Stienman caught me at the Starbucks carafe.
"Wardrobe, right?" he barked. 
I tentatively looked up from my cup. "Yes?"
"I need Blake out here in his hospital gown now. We're shooting Mia and him in fifteen."
"Okay, but then I need to go-" I started to say, but Stienman had already walked away. 
So much for leaving early. 
On the other hand, I hadn't yet had a chance to talk to Blake alone. And while Veronika’s baby-daddy was at the top of our list, I couldn’t ignore the fact that being forced into a coma could give a guy one heck of a motive for murder. 
I downed my coffee and, after stopping off at wardrobe to grab his gown, made my way out back to the trailers. I passed by Mia's, now void of the ugly crime scene tape, and the one marked, "Talent", until I got to Blake's. The outside was the same white, corrugated metal as the others, though I noticed it looked a couple of feet shorter than Mia's. 
I climbed the steps and gave a sharp rap on the closed door. "Wardrobe!" I called out.
I heard a muffled, "Come in," from inside and turned the metal latch. 
While the exterior of the trailer was a match to Mia's, the inside couldn’t have been more different. Instead of the custom drapes, plush furnishings and granite covered kitchen, Blake's trailer looked like your standard issue motor coach for the retired and idle. A small bench style dinette sat in the middle, the top covered in papers, while a tiny kitchen holding a microwave and mini fridge done in 70's olive green sat to the right. The carpet was a matted brown that was so thin I'd bet my Spigas it was laid right on top of the plywood. The curtains were a dull, pleated polyester and the entire place smelled slightly of burritos and stale Chinese. 
"Dusty, is that you?" Blake called from down the hallway.
I peeked my head to the left and noticed a bedroom, as in Mia's trailer, this one considerably smaller and done in wallpaper made to look like wood paneling. "Actually, it's Maddie. Stienman wants you in your hospital gown for the next scene."
Blake groaned, then appeared from the bedroom, his slacks and white shirt looking rumpled, as if I'd caught him napping. "I don't know why he even bothers. It’s not like I'm any more than a glorified prop at this point."
"Sucks being in a coma, huh?" I asked, handing him the gown.
Blake shrugged his shoulders and shot me a sad look. "Well, at least I don't have to stress over my lines."
"How long has Preston been comatose?" I asked.
He did a deep sigh. "Months."
"Any idea when he's waking up?" Okay, I'll admit, this was just the TV junkie in me asking now.
He shook his head. "No. No end in sight. Be right back, I'll just…" He trailed off, gesturing to the gown, then shuffled back down the little hall to the bedroom. 
Keeping one eye on the door, I walked over to the dinette, gingerly sifting through the papers. Mostly racing forms, crossword puzzles, a few fan letters thrown in, though certainly not the pile Mia had. "So, I heard that the coma was originally Mia's idea?"
"That's right," Blake replied from behind the door. "She thought it would add some drama to her and Nurse Nan's relationship."
"Was that the only reason?" I quickly scanned through the fan mail. Nothing threatening, though I noticed that Blake's fan base tended to be a bit older than Mia's. There was one woman asking him to appear at her bingo club, another wanting to take him for an early bird special at Applebees.
Blake popped his head out of the room and I quickly took two steps back from the table. Luckily, Blake didn’t seem to notice. "Why? What have you heard?" he asked.
"Nothing…" I hedged, watching his reaction. "Just that you and Mia had dated, then she suggested that your character be put in a coma."
Blake emerged from the bedroom, his hospital gown flapping pathetically around his bare ankles above black dress socks and loafers. "It’s true, things didn't exactly end well between us."
I raised one eyebrow. "Oh?" 
"No. She said she wanted to see other people, I didn't. I…" He paused, biting his lip. "Well, I'm sure you've heard by now. I had a breakdown. It wasn't just Mia, it was the whole pressure of the show. The press conferences, the interviews, the appearances."
I could well imagine how Blake wasn't suited to being in the public eye. I could see him starting to sweat just talking about it. 
"Anyway, it was after I came back that they put me in the coma. I guess Mia just felt it too awkward to work with me."
I phrased my next question carefully. "And you weren't upset by this?"
Blake shrugged. "A little. But not terribly surprised. Before the coma, Kylie and Deveroux's characters were the hot items in the ratings. Tina Rey and the electrician were getting all the press. Mia was in danger of slipping into a supporting role. The coma's slowly pulling up her numbers. Well, that and the press she’s been getting lately over these letters hasn’t exactly hurt her."
"And you?"
Blake did the sad smile thing again. "At least no one's hounding me for interviews. I better get to the set."
I watched as Blake shuffled out the door and into the soundstage. Honestly, he didn't strike me as the killer sort. More of the lie-down-and-take-it-like-a-doormat sort. Then again, he was, after all, a trained actor. I wondered just how much lying down and taking it a man could do before he snapped?
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It only took Mia fifteen takes to get her monologue in Blake's hospital room right. By the time Stienman yelled an exhausted, “That’s a wrap,” my neck was stiffer than a new pair of leather boots and I was ready to drop.
I gathered up my purse, thankful that tomorrow was Sunday – the one day the crew took off during shooting season, and met Dana near the rear gate. The bump on her head had grown and was starting to turn purple. 
"Do you think maybe you should get that looked at?" I asked.
Dana shook her head. "I'm fine. Just a little bump. All I need's an aspirin."
I dug through my purse and came up with one, which I handed over.
"So, are we ready to go try Veronika's neighbor again?" Dana asked as she swallowed the pill.
I groaned. "I don't exactly have a car."
"No prob." Dana held up a pair of keys dangling from a rabbit's foot key chain. "Ricky let me borrow his."
I raised one eyebrow. "Ricky?"
Dana blushed. "Isn't he just the sweetest?"
Uh oh. I felt my internal radar pricking up. "Dana, please tell me you're not-"
"No!" she cut me off. "I'm celibate, remember? Besides, he's, like, totally famous. I'm sure I'm not even remotely his type."
I had a bad feeling Dana was every guy's type. 
Dana twirled her borrowed keys in one hand. "So, we going to go talk to the neighbor or what?"
While my head was screaming for a long, hot bubble bath and a big, frosty cocktail (not necessarily in that order) I had to admit the idea of going home to my apartment alone wasn’t all that appealing. The last thing I wanted to find was more road kill. Or, worse yet, Mr. Road Killer himself, waiting in his menacing SUV. So, despite the whiplash and brewing headache, fifteen minutes later we were in Ricky's silver Porsche on the 101 heading up through the hills and west toward the Valley. 
We exited at Topenga Canyon, making a left on Victory as we wound our way into West Hills, a suburban area on the westernmost edge of the Valley. Strip malls lined the major streets, while residentials clamored up the hillside, each just a little higher than the other to capitalize on the view.
Dana slowed as we approached Coronado, a tree lined street set into the natural hillside flanked with a hodgepodge of oversized homes, fairly bursting from their modest sized lots. Most were set behind manicured lawns with mature, blooming foliage, and driveways sporting BMWs and racy looking Italian sports cars.
Dana parked in front of 1342, a faux Mediterranean villa set behind a row of neatly clipped palm trees. 
"This is where Veronika lived?" Dana asked, gaping at the near mansion. "K, I know how much a stand-in makes. Twenty bucks says she had a sugar daddy."
Considering her prenatal state, that wasn't a bet I was willing to take.
"Come on, let's go talk to the neighbor."
We locked the car and walked up the flagstone pathway to the house Ricky had indicated, just to the right of Veronika's. This one was done in an English Tudor style, with exposed wood beams running diagonally across the stucco face. Dana knocked on the solid front door, which was opened two beats later by an older woman in a pastel blouse with little Scottie dogs running through it. She held a TV remote in one hand and I could hear static in the background.
"You here to fix the cable?" she asked, narrowing her eyes at us. "'Cause it's been busted all morning."
"Uh, no. Sorry, we're not from the cable company."
"Then I don't want whatever you're selling.” She started to close the door, but Dana was quicker. 
"Actually we worked with your neighbor, Veronika. On Magnolia Lane." 
"Oh?" The woman paused. "Oh, you're TV folk?" She brightened up, standing a little taller. Then squinted her eyes at Dana. "I don't remember you. Were you on last season?"
"No, I'm an extra."
"Oh." Her interest waned again.
"Anyway," I jumped in before we lost her, "we were wondering if we could ask you a couple of questions about Veronika?"
The woman snorted. "Hmph. That tart. She thought she was really something. You know, when I heard she was gonna be on the TV, I went and baked her a pineapple upside down cake, just like the one I seen them make on the Food Network. Anyway, she ate the whole thing, then when I asked if maybe she could get me that Mia's autograph, she just laughed at me. Said Mia wouldn't give the likes of me the time of day. Can you believe the nerve of that girl? Prima dona."
I hated to say it, but Veronika was probably right. 
"Do you know if Veronika was dating anyone?" I asked.
Her wrinkled cheeks parted in a smile. "Well, I don't know about dating, but I do happen to know that she went out with that hunky gardener fellow from the show. Now, he gave me an autograph."
"Yes, he told us that you might be able to help us."
"He mentioned me?" She smiled so widely I feared her face might crack.
Dana nodded. "Uh huh. He said you knew everything that went on on this street. That we could just ask you." 
The woman laid a hand on her chest and blushed. "What a nice young man."
"Isn't he?" Dana gushed.
I rolled my eyes.
"He said that you told him you'd seen Veronika come home with a man? The night before he met you?" I prompted.
"Oh, yes." She nodded vigorously. "Now, I'm not one to spread rumors, I keep to my own business, you see. But I'll tell you I seen a man go in late at night, just about when Jay Leno come on, and he didn't come out until the ladies from The View had their first guest the next morning." She nodded sagely. "Doesn't take a genius to figure what they were doing."
Now we were getting somewhere. "Did you recognize him?" I asked. "Maybe from the show?"
She pursed her lips together. "No, I don't think so. But it was dark. And the next morning I just got the faintest glimpse of him. But," she said leaning in, "I will tell you he wasn't the only one."
My ears pricked up. "Really?"
"Oh, yes. Men are always going in and out of that place." She gestured next door. "Girls too. It's like a cheap motel, that house. Complete den of iniquity. I tried to get the neighborhood association to fine the owner, but she just claimed she had a lot of friends. I've got a mind to call that gal on Channel four that does those neighborhood grievance repots."
"So, Veronika doesn't own the house?" 
"I knew it," Dana mumbled.
"Goodness, no. She just rents a room. She moved in a few months ago. That place had been going south long before then."
"Do you know the landlord's name?"
"Ask her yourself," she said. "She just got home a few minutes before you pulled up."
"Thanks." 
"Anytime, and, uh, tell that nice young gardener fellow I said, ‘hi.’" 
I eyed Veronika's house as the woman closed her door and went back to her cable guy vigil. A lot of friends, huh? 
“Maybe we should go pay our condolences to the landlord,” I suggested.
Dana followed as I picked my way over the moist lawn and up the gravel lined pathway to the front door. The home itself was a pale adobe colored stucco, with white columns flanking the front door and large, flowering birds of paradise in glazed planters on the porch. The front windows were all closed and shaded behind heavy curtains. Unless you knew someone was inside, there’d be no way to tell.
I rang the bell beside the dark, imposing front door and waited while footsteps approached from inside. Two seconds later I heard the sound of a lock being thrown and the thick door swung open.
“Yes? What do you want?”
I stared. Blinking as I took in the woman’s liposuctioned thighs encased in tiny spandex shorts, her obviously man-made chest barely contained by a little red crop top, and those familiar collagen enhanced lips, the likes of which I’d last seen six feet high on a billboard above the Taco Bell on Pico.
Jasmine.
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
Jasmine put a manicured hand on her hip and raised one eyebrow (which, of course, due to regular Botox injections, did little to change the expression on her placid face.). “Well?” she asked.
I swallowed. "Hi, Jasmine."
She cocked her head to the side, one finger twirling a lock of dyed, red hair. "Do I know you?"
"Maddie," I supplied.
Still nothing but a blank stare on Porn Star Barbie's face. 
"Maddie Springer. Richard's ex-girlfriend."
More blinking. "Oh, right. You're the chick that stabbed that girl's implant." She crossed her arms protectively over her double D's. "What do you want?"
"We, uh, we're friends of Veronika's," I said, stretching the truth just a little. "Your neighbor said that you lived here together?"
"She was my tenant. I own this place."
Dana did a low whistle. "Business must be very good."
Jasmine smiled (which, with her highly lifted face, was something akin to the Joker in Batman). "Very. I've got a billboard up on Pico."
"I noticed," I mumbled. "So, Veronika rented a room from you?" 
"More like worked for me. I run a twenty-four hour web cam. Veronika was one of my girls."
Mental forehead smack. "Veronika was a cyber sex girl?"
Jasmine frowned. (Or tried to. See Botox reference above.) "It's not just cyber sex. Yes, we do some private chats, but mostly we just let the cameras run and go about our daily lives."
"And men pay three ninety-nine a minute for that?" Dana asked, peering into the house over Jasmine's bony shoulder. 
"Well, we are naked most of the time."
Ah ha.
"You're awfully nosey," Jasmine said, planting her hands on her hips again. "What's all this about?"
"We're helping the police investigate Veronika's death," I lied. Hey, the police were investigating, we were investigating, it was almost like we were working together.
"Veronika was killed on the set, not here. Besides, I saw on Extra that Mia was the real target anyway."
"Maybe," I hedged. "But we're looking into all possible leads." Wow, that sounded official. Finally, all those hours of watching Law & Order were paying off.
"Well I didn't do it," Jasmine said, crossing her arms protectively over her boobs again. "I've got nothing to hide. Everything we do here is perfectly legal. See for yourself." She stepped back to allow us entry.
I admit, curiosity got the better of me. I'd never been inside a real live den of iniquity before.
As we stepped into the marble tiled foyer, I realized that the inside of the house was even more decadent than the outside. To the right lay a sunken living room, lined in plush red velvet sofas. A black lacquered coffee table sat in the center of the room, in the corner a matching bar, fully stocked with colorful bottles. The walls were painted in deep reds and burgundies and the windows were all covered in heavy curtains, though bright, strategically placed spotlights on metal stands blazed throughout the room. 
And in each corner, mounted into the ceiling, were white web cams, little red lights blinking on each of them. 
"Are those on?" I asked.
"Always," Jasmine responded.
I resisted the urge to cover my face.
Two girls walked past us, into the living room (both clad only in their itty bitties), sat down on one of the sofas and started to play a game of Go Fish. 
"Seriously, guys pay for this?" Dana asked.
Jasmine smirked. "And girls. I cleared three mil last year."
I was so in the wrong business. "Three mil?" I gasped out. I looked over at the Fish players, wondering if they needed a third.
"What can I say? Sex sells."
"So, Veronika worked here for you. Doing what? Playing…" I gestured to the two girls. One was taking her top off now. Apparently it was strip Go Fish. "…cards?"
Jasmine nodded. "Among other things. I gave her room and board free and her hours were flexible so she could go on auditions. Most of my girls are aspiring actresses. Of course, when she landed the gig as Mia's stand-in, it cut into her hours here some, but she worked nights. I gotta get my beauty sleep, you know."
"Do you know if Veronika was seeing anyone special?" I asked. "Maybe a boyfriend?"
Jasmine puckered her collagen enhanced lips. "Veronika kind of kept to herself. Not real friendly. Unless, of course, the cameras were on her. I remember she did bring this one guy home once. After that she started getting the same guy logging in to watch her every day. I figured maybe it was a boyfriend."
"When was this?" I asked, mentally crossing my fingers.
"I dunno. About five months ago. Maybe four. But, like I said, he's logged in every day since then."
"What about since Veronika's been gone?" Dana asked. 
Jasmine cocked her head to the side. "Once or twice, I think. Mostly just quick stints. Nothing longer than a couple of minutes."
"Any way you could find out this guy's name?"
Jasmine shook her head, her red hair whipping across her cheeks. "Nope. All our transactions are done through a secure online payment system, PayMate. The clients enter their credit card information, the company tracks their online time, then sends me a check. It's all anonymous. The clients can't find us and we don't know who they are."
"Well, surely someone at PayMate must have his personal info then?"
"Someone," Jasmine replied. "But it ain't me. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to go to work. You can let yourselves out?"
With that, Jasmine walked into the living room to join the rousing Go Fish game. She stripped off her spandex shorts to reveal a pair of Brazilian cut panties so skimpy they left little to the imagination as to what else might be Brazilian on Jasmine's body. 
Dana and I quickly ducked out the front door and down the pathway to her borrowed Porsche. 
"So," she said, once we'd settled in, "how do we get to PayMate's records?"
Chances were, if they catered to the adult industry, they weren't likely to give out their clients' names and addresses to a couple of blondes just because we asked nicely. What we needed was someone who knew computers and how to get around them. 
Unfortunately, I only know one computer hacker. 
Felix.
I debated the merits of calling him. It felt a little like poking at a slug – like some of that slime might rub off if I stood too close. On the other hand, the fact that Jasmine had bought our “we're working with the police” spiel, meant the actual police had yet to attack her with the same line of questioning. They were so busy focusing on Dusty's altercation with Mia, that they'd likely have Dusty handcuffed, fingerprinted, and on her way to San Quentin before anyone ever got around to checking PayMate's records. 
So, figuring I was doing a favor for a friend of a friend of my college roommate, I dialed Felix's cell. 
He picked up on the first ring. No doubt hoping I was a hot lead on Jessica Simpson's latest nude sunbathing location.
"Felix Dunn," he answered.
"Hey. It's Maddie."
He paused on the other end. "Yes?" he asked cautiously. Apparently he knew how I felt about the slime factor.
"Listen, I need a favor."
He laughed. "Don’t you always. And what do I get in return for this favor? You know, my editor wouldn't even print that story about Deveroux being gay? I got bumped to below the fold."
"Oh, don't pout. One story about Liberace's ghost and you'll be back on top."
"You know, for a girl who needs a favor, you're not being very nice to me."
He was right, I wasn't. What can I say? Old habits die hard. "Sorry. How about this, pretty, pretty please will you do me a favor?"
"Am I going to get a real story out of it?"
I looked up at Jasmine's Mediterranean. "Uh huh."
"Does it involve sex or starlets?"
"In spades."
"I'm in. What's the favor?"
I quickly explained Veronika's involvement in Jasmine's website, the credit card company, and the regular customer. As I talked I could hear him mentally putting together a sensationalized headline: Cyber-sex Starlet Slain by Sweetheart – Bigfoot involved? (Okay, I added that last part, but ten to one he'd be in the story somewhere. I mean, this was the Informer we were talking about.) By the time I finished he was practically salivating into the phone. He said to meet him at his place in twenty minutes and he'd pull up the PayMate site.
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The address Felix gave me was in the Hollywood hills. Up Laurel Canyon, down Mulholland and winding around until we broke through the trees and were treated to a spectacular view of the city that made my breath catch in my throat faster than a lungful of freeway smog. Below us the entire valley spread out like a fine mosaic of twinkling lights and through the trees I could make out the Hollywood sign, starkly white against the dark hills. It was the kind of view that would make a location scout stand up and cheer. 
And the house standing in front of it wasn't any less impressive. It was a large glass structure, constructed of sleek modern angles. I could tell it was the work of some famous architect, the angles leaning to the side as if they might topple over with a strong Santa Ana. The front of the house was paneled in pale, blond woods, while what I could see of the back was one solid wall of glass. In the driveway, as if to mock the grandeur of the structure, sat a blue Dodge Neon with a dented front fender.
Last year while working with Felix on the story in Vegas, I’d learned that, while he was swimming in family money from his father’s side (though he wouldn’t divulge just how much), he was a cheapskate of the highest degree, courtesy of his mother’s Scottish upbringing. I'd teased him at the time about being a cheap rich guy. Though, I hadn't realized until now just how rich he must be.
“Wow.” Dana stared up at the imposing structure. "You sure your tabloid guy lives here?"
"He's not my tabloid guy," I protested a little more loudly than I'd meant to. "And, I guess we're about to see."
Dana locked the Porsche, doing the little beep beep thing with her rabbit's foot remote, and we walked down the neatly laid stone pathway and up a flight of slate stairs to the front door. 
"How come you haven't introduced me to this guy before?" Dana asked, taking in the multi-million dollar view. "What, is he like hideous or something?"
"Not if you like slugs," I mumbled as I heard the door open. 
Felix was dressed in the same rumpled button down shirt he’d been in the last four times I’d seen him, though tonight he was going casual, pairing it with jeans, ripped at the knees. His feet were bare and while his hair was still sticking up in that messy-chic way (though knowing Felix it was a messy-didn't-bother-to-comb-my-hair-after-rolling-out-of-bed way), I was glad to see he'd at least shaved since the last time I'd seen him, giving his face a deceptively boyish look.
"Maddie," he said.
"Felix."
I felt Dana nudge me in the ribs. "Ohmigod, he's Hugh Grant-alicious!" she whispered in my ear. 
Uh huh. With the moral fiber of pond scum.
“Some place you’ve got here,” I said as I pushed past him. The floors were a polished hardwood, the furnishings simple, yet stylish. Obviously the work of an interior decorator who knew when to stop knick-knacking. Low sofas, pale woods, smooth, clean lines. Overall a calming atmosphere made to showcase the natural beauty of the surrounding hills. 
Felix looked around himself, as if he hadn't really noticed. “It’s a roof.”
"How many square feet have you got?"
He grinned. "Enough."
“Hi, I’m Dana.” I watched as Dana thrust her hand out at Felix, doing a big-eyed eyelash-batting thing. 
Oh brother. 
I almost felt sorry for Felix. (Almost. He had, after all, spliced my head on Pamela Anderson's body.)
"Pleasure to meet you," Felix said, pumping Dana's hand. "Felix Dunn."
"Oh, I know! Maddie's told me so much about you." Dana fluttered her eyelashes and leaned in closer. 
"Has she now?" Felix asked, cocking an eyebrow my way. 
I pretended not to notice.
"Oh, yes. I think it's so cool that you're a reporter. You must see some amaaaaaaazing things," she said, drawing out the word with a Betty Boop giggle as she laid a seductive hand on his arm.
Oy vey. It was only a matter of time before the flattery started laying down thicker than sunblock on a Venice lifeguard. 
"Yes, just last week he saw Bigfoot run off with the Crocodile woman," I added. 
Felix grinned, extricating his hand (with no small effort) from Dana's grip. "Our Maddie's ever the comedian, isn't she?"
The sad thing was, I think the Informer had actually printed that story last week.
"No, I'm on to bigger and better things," he continued. "Like starlets who work for cyber sex sites, right?"
Right. I forced myself to rein in my sarcasm. "Where's your computer?"
"This way, m'ladies." Felix did a mock bow, gesturing to the back of the house.
Dana giggled and touched his arm again. 
Good grief. One week off sex and already her standards were dropping faster than Paris Hilton's panties.
My wedges echoed on the hardwood as we followed Felix through the foyer and down a small flight of stairs to a large office overlooking the back of the house. The wall of glass capitalized on the unobstructed view of the valley. Beyond the glass sat lush, obviously professional landscaping and a bubbling hot tub perched atop a large wooden deck.
“Wow, what a great view,” Dana said, pressing her nose to the glass. "And check out the size of that hot tub. I bet you could fit fifteen people in there, easy." 
"Honestly, I've never tried. But it fits one quite nicely."
"Or two…" Dana purred.
That's it. I was driving her straight to an SA meeting after this.
Felix crossed the room to a large, Craftsman style desk. Beside it, an array of printers, fax machines, scanners, and lots of other scary looking electronics lined the low bookcases. A slim, state-of-the-art computer hummed to life on the desktop, a flat screen monitor bigger than my television just above.
Felix sat behind it and jiggled his mouse until the screen came to life.
"What's the name of this bird's site, then?" he asked, his fingers hovering over the keyboard.
I gave it to him and as he typed it in, almost instantly Jasmine's pouty lips filled the monitor, the caption, “You know you want to watch”, beneath her. He clicked the “enter here” button, surfing through the free trial pages. I tried not to look as images of the red velvet living room flashed across the screen. A pair of brunettes who looked like twins were playing a game of strip Candyland. Apparently badly, as neither was still wearing much.
He clicked through to a different page and came up with a shot of the kitchen, where two women were doing something completely unsanitary on the counters. Ewwww!
“This the site?” Felix asked.
“Yeah, that’s it. Jasmine said all their credit card info goes through a company called PayMate. Do you think you can hack into it?"
“Hack is such a crude word,” Felix chided me. “I prefer to think of it as visiting.”
I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Can we pay them a visit?”
“I’m going to set up an account with Jasmine's girls,” he replied, clicking through the motions as he talked, “to find out what ISP the information is going through. Then, hopefully I can find some sort of back gate to their system that will unlock the security code."
“Won’t that be hard to do?” I asked. “I mean, it is a credit card company. If just anyone could hack into their system, they’d be ruined.”
Felix grinned at me, showing off a pair of dimples. “Luckily, I’m not just anybody.”
"Wow, you must be, like, really smart to know this much about computers," Dana crooned, tearing herself away from the window. "Where did you learn this stuff?"
Felix shrugged noncommittally. "Around." I watched as he created a screen name. Ppingtom07. Cute.
Finally a screen verifying his account came up, then it asked him if he'd like to make a secure payment now. He clicked “yes”, and as the screen transferred us to PayMate dot com's home page, Felix opened a new window. This one had a black screen with a little flashing cursor prompt. 
"Bingo," he said.
"What, are we in?"
He chuckled. "Hardly. As you said, it's no simple task to break into a secure network like this one. But, I've got their location now. It's a start."
He did a few more clicks, and a sequence of numbers started appearing on the black screen.
“Are those supposed to mean something?" I asked. 
Felix didn’t look up, intently watching the numbers grow. "Not yet. Give it time, love.”
Fifteen minutes later my eyes were starting to bug out from watching numbers fly. I rubbed at my neck, trying in vain to work out some of the stiffness. I rummaged in my purse for an aspirin, then remembered I'd given the last one to Dana.
"Hey, do you have an aspirin or something?" 
Felix motioned down the hall. "Bathroom's the first left. Check the medicine cabinet." He looked up from the screen. "You all right?"
"Just dandy," I told him as I went in search of relief. 
I followed the hallway and made the first left into a bathroom the size of my entire studio. A sunken Jacuzzi tub took up one side while a marble topped vanity spanned the other. To the right of it hung a beveled medicine cabinet. I swung the door open and, to my relief, spied the aspirin right away. I downed two with water from the faucet, resisting the urge to snoop through Felix's cupboards.
Okay, almost resisting.
With a quick over-the-shoulder, I opened the two beside the sink, disappointed to find only a stash of clean linens. I tried the next two, coming up with a water pick, a hair dryer (that, judging by the perpetually tousled state of Felix's hair, had likely never been used) and a Costco three pack of Listerine. Well, at least he valued dental hygiene. I opened the next cupboard and instantly blushed as I saw that mouthwash wasn't the only thing Felix bought in bulk. A double pack of the biggest Trojan boxes I had ever seen. A bright red sticker on the front touted, "value pack – 30% more free!" I couldn’t help picking one up and checking the size. (Hey, I was already snooping, I might as well go all out, right?) My blush turned into an all out full body flush when I found it. Magnum, extra large. Either someone had an inflated image of himself or there was more to Tabloid Boy than met the eye.
I quickly put the box back and scuttled back down the hall to the computer room, ducking my head to conceal my ruby studded cheeks. 
I found Dana hovering over the monitor, her head bent toward Felix's as they whispered about something. 
"Ahem," I said, clearing my throat loudly.
Both Felix and Dana jumped at the sound of my voice. Dana got a sheepish look on her face and began guiltily twirling a lock of hair between her fingers. No doubt thinking what Therapist Max would have to say about flirting with tabloid reporters. 
Felix cleared his throat. "Say, this looks like it could take me awhile. Why don’t I call you when I have something on this guy?”
“Works for me.” I grabbed my purse and, steering the reluctant Dana by the elbow, made for the front door. 
"It was so nice to meet you," Dana called over her shoulder.
"Likewise," Felix replied, a few steps behind us.
"Like I said, give me a call if you ever want company in that hot tub." She added a couple of eyelash bats for good measure as I shoved her out the door ahead of me.
Felix chuckled. "I think your friend likes me," he said as we watched Dana beep open the driver’s side door.
I turned on him. "She's in SA, you know. She's celibate and the last thing she needs is to get involved with another Mr. Wrong." Even as I took an indignant pose, I couldn’t help my gaze straying down his Khakis into “Magnum” region. 
One side of his mouth quirked up. "Are you warning me away from her?"
I snapped my eyes up to meet his and crossed my arms over my chest. "Yes." Don't look down, don't look down! 
The other side lifted into a full fledged smile. "Don't bother. She's honestly not my type."
I snorted, keeping my eyes (with difficulty – I mean, who really buys extra large Magnums?) on his. “Oh really? Tall, stacked, blonde aerobics instructor isn’t your type? What is then?”
He paused, his smile faltering as he stared at me, his eyes blinking back what I could swear was a sincere emotion bubbling just below the surface. 
For half a second I was almost afraid of his answer.
But then the Tabloid Boy I'd come to know and dread resurfaced. "You know me, I live for the story. The only thing that gets me hot and bothered is a report of the Loch Ness Monster surfacing to chat with Bigfoot."
"Very funny. Who's the comedian now?"
He grinned, showing off twin dimples. "Listen, Dana told me about your fan in the Rover today. I know you’ve got wicked accuracy with the pepper spray, but I think you should consider something a little more serious.”
"What do you mean, 'serious?'"
"I mean a real weapon." 
"The pepper spray is fine. It stopped you, didn't it?"
He shot me a look.
"All the pepper spray did was piss me off. Were I really bent on harming you, I still could have." Felix went to a low cabinet along the wall and opened a drawer. He pulled something out and slipped it into my hand. “Here.”
I looked down and blinked. “A gun?!”
“It’s a .38 pistol. Easy to use, all you have to do is pull the safety back like this,” he flipped a little metal switch, “then point and shoot. Simple.”
I shoved it back at him. “No, I don’t want a gun.”
“Maddie, someone out there is trying to harm you. You walked away from them today, but that doesn't mean they won't be back tomorrow. Please, just take it.”
If I didn't know better, I'd have sworn there was genuine concern in his voice. 
Before I had a chance to respond, Felix shoved the .38 into my purse.
I suddenly felt like my Kate Spade was carrying a ticking time bomb. 
"Are we leaving or what?" Dana called from the drive.
"Coming," I shot over my shoulder. Then turned to Felix. "You'll call me the second something comes up on our PayMate search, right?" 
He nodded and held up two fingers. "Scouts honor."
Satisfied, I jogged over to the car and got in as Dana revved up the engine. I could see Felix still shadowed in the doorway watching us as we pulled away. The weight of my purse eerily unnerving.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Half an hour later Dana dropped me off in front of my studio, hightailing it to a SA meeting in Van Nuys. (First heartthrob Ricky, then, as she'd put it, Brit-o-yummy Felix, were more than her positive sexual sobriety self could take.) 
The patrol car was still comfortingly parked across the street and I gave the uniformed cop a little wave as I climbed my steps. No response. Figures. I didn't have real good luck with cops lately.
Probably due to the police presence, my doorstep was thankfully road kill free as I let myself into my apartment and saw my message machine blinking like mad. I hit the play button, letting the mechanical voice tell me I had two new messages as I stripped off my clothes in favor of an oversized Aerosmith T-shirt.
"First new message," it informed me. "Maddie, this is Mr. Shuman at Tot Trots." I groaned, staring at my abandoned design table. "I just wanted to remind you that we're expecting the Pretty Pretty princess designs by Monday. Mrs. Larson's threatening to reassign the My Little Pony flip-flops this summer if you're late again."
I made a mental note not to neglect my real job and finish those sparklies and bows tomorrow. If I lost the My Little Pony account, there went rent. Not to mention those strappy Santana sandals I'd had my eye on.
The machine clicked over to the second message and Dusty's shaky voice filled my studio. "Hi, it's Dusty. Um, listen I… I kind of need to talk to you, Maddie. It's important. Please call me back as soon as you get this message. I… it's important."
"End of messages," the machine informed me.
Something about the urgency in Dusty's message had the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. I quickly grabbed the receiver and dialed her number. It rang three times. Then four. Five. Finally I gave up after the tenth ring and redialed. Still no answer.
I hung up, reluctantly telling myself that if it really was that important, she'd call back. I crawled into bed, but instead of falling into the deep sleep I'd been dreaming of all evening, I tossed and turned, uneasy feelings churning in my belly as I mentally replayed Dusty's message over and over.
I swear someday I'll learn to listen to those feelings.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
True to my promise, as soon as I woke up the next morning, I went straight to my drawing table and sketched out the patent leather buckle closures for the Pretty Pretty Princess shoes. I worked straight through the morning, careful not to get any of my strawberry frosted pop tart on the drawings, before rolling them up and popping them in a mailing tube, ready to send off first thing Monday. 
Those My Little Pony flip-flops were so mine.
Feeling pretty pleased with myself, I hopped in the shower, letting the hot water work out any lingering stiffness in my neck. Next to push-up bras, hot running water has got to be one of the greatest inventions know to man. I stood an eternity under the spray until finally the water started to turn tepid and my tiny bathroom was filled with so much steam even my eyelashes were beginning to frizz. I stepped out, wrapping myself in a big fluffy towel and plopped down on my futon to treated myself to a fresh coat of toenail polish. I was halfway through the second foot when my doorbell rang. I did a heel-walk, careful not to let my wet toes touch, as I called a, "Coming," and peeked through the security hole.
Then froze.
Dark hooded eyes, thick black hair, just a little too long, T-shirt fairly painted on that I-can-bench-press-a-Buick body, arms crossed over his chest, causing that sleek panther to trail dangerously down one bulging bicep.
Ramirez.
I hugged my fluffy towel closer to my body, the sight of him sending a sudden shiver down my spine.
I debated the merits of throwing on a pair of pants first, but his fist banging impatiently on the other side of the door made the decision for me. I undid the security chain and slowly opened the door just enough to stick my head out.
"Hi."
He gave my disembodied head a funny look. "Hi. Can I come in?"
"Um…" I looked down at my towel, which in the face of Ramirez's George Clooney stubble and worn in the right places jeans, suddenly seemed way too small. 
"Please?" Eyes dark, voice low and intimate. That shiver transformed into instant heat, starting in the pit of my stomach and settling somewhere distinctly lower.
What the hell, he did say please, right?
I stepped back, opening the door. The second he stepped in the room, my studio felt about ten times smaller, bursting at the seams with sexy detective. I shifted nervously from foot to foot as his eyes gave me and my itty-bitty towel a slow up and down. I'm not totally sure but I think I heard him groan somewhere in the back of his throat.
Or maybe that was just me.
"Uh, so, what are you doing here?" I asked, tugging at the hem of my towel. "I mean, not that I don’t want you here. Or that you shouldn't be here. I mean you can be here any time you like. If you like. Which, you do, 'cause you're here, but I mean we kind of left things… I mean I wasn't sure where we… I mean with all the fighting and all…"
I trailed off as Ramirez licked his lower lip, an innocent movement that somehow erased every single thought from my head.
"The birthday party," he said, bringing his eyes (with difficulty) up to meet mine. 
"Huh?" 
His tongue shot out again and I started having the kind of thoughts that could land a person in SA. 
"Your nephew, Connor? You invited me to his birthday party, remember?"
"Oh. Right." Then I paused. "Wait - and you still want to go?" I was pretty sure that the whole “talk to me through my attorney” thing was free license for him to skip any and all family functions he'd previously agreed to accompany me to. And Lord knows I would have taken the out if I could. I cocked my head to the side. "Really?"
He grinned, deep dimples punctuating his stubble covered cheeks. "I'm here, aren't I?"
Wow, he had a nice smile. I mean, like, completely-aware-I'm-not-wearing-any-panties nice. So nice I could feel any lingering anger I might have had at him melting faster than a push-pop on the Venice Boardwalk. 
"Right," I said, clearing my throat in an attempt to rein in those pesky little hormones of mine. (Which totally failed by the way.) "So, does this mean that we're… I mean am I… we're sort of…"
His grin widened. "It means we're going to be late if you don't get dressed."
I glanced at my digital VCR clock. One fifteen. He was right. We were so late. "Oh crap! Molly's going to kill me." 
I quickly heel-walked over to my closet and pawed through the pile of clothes sitting near the hangers. (I know, I know, on the hangers would be better. But I'm a woman on the go. I'm lucky if the clothes are clean.) Thankfully I found a little pink sundress (clean!) and white sweater (pretty clean) that perfectly matched the pink leather heels I'd put the finishing design touches on last month. 
I leaned over to step into a pair of clean panties and heard that groan behind me again.
I snapped up straight and turned around to find Ramirez grinning from ear to ear, his eyes glued to the rising hem of my towel.
"Um, do you wanna wait outside?" I asked.
The grin widened and he slowly shook his head from side to side. "Uhn uh."
I rolled my eyes. "Come on, I'm late. I have to get dressed."
His eyes crinkled at the corners. "Honey, you don't have anything I haven't seen before."
Yeah, but that was before we'd turned into the Hatfields and the McCoys. After being at each other's throats the last week, I wasn't quite ready to do a strip tease in my living room for him. 
I tugged at the hem of my towel again.
"At least turn around."
Ramirez raised an eyebrow at me, but complied, turning to face the door. 
I quickly stepped into my panties and slid the dress over my head. 
Even though I was ninety-nine percent sure he was peeking.
Ten minutes later me and my half-painted toenails (luckily the pumps were closed toed!) were in the front seat of Ramirez's black SUV pulling out of my driveway.
I glanced across the street. "What happened to the patrol car?" I asked, noticing the conspicuously absent spot between my neighbor's garbage cans and the mailbox.
"I sent them home." Ramirez sent me a sly sideways look. Then rested one hand on my thigh. "You're all mine today."
I did a dry gulp and crossed my legs. 
Oh boy.
 
 
* * *
 
 
My cousin Molly lived in a fifties-style bungalow in the Larchmont district of L.A., just south of the 101. Larchmont was a popular shopping area filled with little mom and pop bookstores, trendy boutiques, and three coffee houses on every block. On the weekends it was home to locals browsing for bargains, and on the weekdays, actors memorizing their lines and moms pushing strollers two by two. Molly was one of those moms. Only there was no way her stroller would fit two by two anywhere. With four rugrats under the age of five, I think Molly was applying for sainthood in the near future.
Either that or head of the west coast division of Mommy and Me.
“Madds! I’m so glad you could make it," she said, throwing open her screen door and attacking me with air kisses. I awkwardly tried to navigate a hug around her swollen belly.
"Come on in, everyone's already here,” she chided. 
Hey, I was only fifteen minutes late. That was a record for me! 
“Ma, ma!” The Terror yelled, toddling across the carpeted living room floor. He had on a teeny tiny pair of chinos and a dress shirt that was already stained with three different colors of baby drool. Instinctively my new heels and I took a step back. 
"That's right, Connor. Auntie Maddie's here."
I gave the little person an awkward wave. It's not that I don't like kids. Kids are great. I might even have one someday. It's just that I was never quite sure how to talk to them. Somehow I couldn’t do the high-pitched mommy-voice Molly did, but I felt slightly ridiculous talking to a drooling, baldheaded guy in a diaper as if we were meeting at Starbucks for lattes. So, I settled on the non-committal wave.
"Hey there, big fella," Ramirez said, leaning down and giving Connor a high five. 
Connor blew him a spit bubble. "Ablablabla!" he screamed.
I resisted the urge to cover my ears.
"What do you want, Connor?" Molly asked. "You have to sign it. Sign it to Mommy.”
Connor blew some raspberries and yelled, "Aboooboooboo."
“Sign it, Connor. Mommy can’t understand you.” She turned to me. “We’re teaching Connor baby sign language. All the experts agree that it's the best way to foster early communication skills and ensure proper conceptualization of interpersonal dynamics at a young age."
Connor smiled at me and drooled onto his Chinos. 
Oh yeah, a baby genius in the making.
"Now," Molly said, crouching down and slowly enunciating to the drooling wonder, "use your signs and tell Mommy what Connor wants." 
"Mabooooogoooo," he yelled, going red in the face.
"Use your signs," Molly prompted.
The Terror stomped one foot. Then let out a wail that could wake the dead. “Mamabooogooooooo!” 
He raised one chubby fist in the air and, I could swear, lifted his middle finger.
How's that for sign language? 
Molly sighed and shook her head. "We're still working on it," she reassured us. "Anyway, come on out back, everyone's here." She grabbed Connor under the armpits and slung him onto one ample hip as she led the way through the Fisher-Price-littered house into the spacious backyard, strung with streamers, balloons, and “Happy First Birthday” signs. Molly’s brood of munchkins were on the lawn playing some kind of game that involved sticks, paper hats, and lots of loud war whoops. A pony stood in the corner, being petted by my cousin, Donna's, kids, and under an oak tree Molly's husband, Stan, was stringing up a big, blue piñata shaped like a dog. On the patio sat an inflatable Spiderman-themed jumphouse filled with shouting kids and my teenage nephew, Johnny, who recently started wearing his hair in a green Mohawk. My Irish Catholic grandmother sat straight backed in a deck chair, sipping at lemonade and plugging her ears. I spied Mom and Faux Dad standing next to the jump house, glasses of merlot in hand.
Alcohol. Just what was needed to make it through a family gathering unscathed.
"Let's find the booze," I mumbled to Ramirez as Molly's oldest came running towards us, swinging a wooden baseball bat and yelling for candy. 
Ramirez jumped back just in time to avoid being piñata practice, mumbling something in Spanish. (I'm guessing it was something along the lines of, “Gotta remember to buy condoms.”) "Good idea."
Near the back fence, Molly had set up two folding tables, both covered in bright red and blue tablecloths. Trays of cookies, cupcakes, candies and a jumbo sized birthday cake shaped like a blue dog sat on the first table next to a big bowl of red punch. The second held clear plastic cups, a beer cooler, and boxes of wine.
Ramirez grabbed a beer and moved over to the corner of the yard as Molly's kid came in for another swing. I opted for wine box number one, an indistinguishable pink wine, and filled my glass to the brim.
“Hi.”
I spun around. 
Then let out a little eek as I encountered a man in thick white makeup with a bright red nose, standing close enough that I could smell the breakfast burritos on his breath. His hair puffed out in red curls all around his ears and he had a big goofy smile painted over his lips. The effect was supposed to be cute, but with him standing so close, it was kind of creepy. I took a step back. 
"How's it goin'?" the clown asked.
"Uh, fine."
“Got any more of that?” He pointed to my glass of pink stuff.
"Excuse me?”
The clown stepped around me and flipped the tab on box number two, filling his plastic cup with cheap merlot. He tilted his head back and downed it in one gulp. "Wow, that hits the spot."
I blinked. “Uh, hello?"
"What?"
"You're a clown!"
He stared at me. “Yeah. So?"
I gestured around at the backyard full of little people. “Don’t you think you should be setting a good example?”
Drunkie the Clown refilled his glass, taking a long swig. “Cut me some slack, dollface, I’m only doing the clown gig 'cause they fired me from Days of Our Lives.” He downed the second glass, then walked away, his oversized shoes squeaking with each step.
"Did he just call you dollface?" Ramirez asked, coming up behind me. His eyes narrowed as he popped the top on a second Heineken.
"Okay, everyone! Piñata time!" Molly yelled.
Kids poured from every corner of the yard toward the oak tree, nearly knocking the grown ups over in the process. Johnny barreled through, loot sack in hand, and pushed his mohawked self to the front of the line. 
"Birthday boy first," Molly decided, extricating the wooden baseball bat from her oldest and handing it to Connor. She tied a bright red blindfold over his eyes.
"Can you see anything, Connor?" she asked.
"Maabaaagooo!"
"Oh, this can't end well," Ramirez murmured in my ear. He casually rested one hand at the small of my back and I suddenly couldn’t care less what Connor did with that bat. I tried to tell myself it was inappropriate to get turned on at a child's birthday party. 
"Okay, here we go, honey. Swing for the piñata." Molly gave Connor a nudge in the general direction of the blue dog. The other kids danced on their tip-toes, poised to make a dive for flying candy. Connor toddled forward and swung, missing the piñata by a good two feet.
"Lower, Stan, they can’t reach it.”
Stan let the slack out on the piñata as Connor took another blind swing, this time barely missing Faux Dad.
"Lower, Stan!"
Stan lowered the piñata again. This time Connor swung so hard the momentum spun him around and he knocked into the clown (who seemed to have refilled his glass yet again). 
“Lower! For heaven’s sakes, no one's going to get the candy like that. Lower Stan!”
Stan lowered.
I backed up as Connor went in for another shot. He took a swing that came nowhere near the piñata. (Though it almost knocked Johnny in the shins.)
“Uh. Maybe we should take the blindfold off…” Mom said.
Too late.
Connor took one more Barry Bonds worthy swing and came in direct contact. 
Unfortunately, not with the piñata.
I saw it happen in slow motion. Connor spun around, wielding the bat like a club. Faux Dad jumped back. Molly lunged for The Terror. Mom yelled, "Look out," and Ramirez turned around just in time to collide head first into Connor's wooden bat. The sound of skull on Louisville slugger action echoed through the yard and everyone did the collective groan and scrunched ouch-face. 
"Oh my God, are you okay?" I asked as Ramirez staggered backwards. 
He gave me a dazed kind of look. "What happened?"
"Connor hit you with the bat."
Ramirez glanced over at Connor. He was giggling and blowing more spit bubbles.
"Let's not ever have kids," Ramirez mumbled.
At the moment, I had to agree. 
Mom ran into the house and came back with a bag of frozen peas which she promptly stuck on Ramirez's forehead. I settled him in a deck chair next to my Irish Catholic grandmother, who was clucking disapproval about how kids in her day were lucky to get a pair of underwear for their birthday, let alone a piñata. 
"I'm so sorry," I mumbled, sitting next to Ramirez. 
He did a grunt behind the peas.
"I had no idea Molly would give an actual bat to The Terror."
Grandmother arched an eyebrow in my direction.
Oops. "I mean, Connor."
"Uh huh," Ramirez grunted again.
"Is there anything I can do? Do you need anything?"
Ramirez shifted the peas and peeked out at me. "Another beer would be a start."
"Right." I popped up and crossed the yard, thinking that more booze wasn't altogether a bad idea. I grabbed another Heineken from the cooler for Ramirez and I flipped the little plastic tab on the pink box for me.
"That one's running on empty, doll," Drunkie the Clown said, appearing at my side. "Try the other one," he slurred. 
Great. The clown had beaten me to it. I managed to squeeze a couple of drops out of the pink and half a glass from the merlot. I know, sacrilege mixing wines, but was it really going to make much of a difference? It came from a box.
I took a big gulp… then choked on it as I felt something pinch me from behind. Ohmigod. Did that clown just grab my ass? I whipped around.
Drunkie was grinning and swaying on his feet. He waggled his painted eyebrows up and down at me suggestively.
I opened my mouth to give the fresh clown a piece of my mind. 
But I never got the chance.
Before I could speak, I caught a glimpse of Ramirez out of the corner of my eye, rising from the deck chair, frozen peas in one hand, look of death on his face. 
Uh oh.
Ramirez lunged for the clown, who, by the way, was pretty quick for a guy who'd just drained a whole box of wine. He ducked, sliding his oversized red feet to the right. But Ramirez was a trained cop. Even with a slight concussion, a guy in a red nose and squeaky shoes was no match for him. He lunged again, this time hitting his target. I watched in horror as Ramirez's fist collided with Drunkie's painted, white jaw. The clown's head whipped around, and he tripped backward, stumbling over his too-big shoes. He knocked into Connor, who fell flat on his diapered bottom, then careened to the right, straight into – you guess it – me.
"Uhn." I reeled backward from the impact, flailing at the air for balance. But it was too late. I was a goner. I slammed, face first, into the dessert table, upending a plate of cookies, sloshing punch to the ground, and doing a ten point face plant right into the blue icing of Connor's birthday cake.
For a second I couldn’t breath, my life flashing before my eyes as frosting went up my nose. I heard Molly scream, the clown groan, and Connor do another delighted giggle. 
Was it wrong to hate a one year old?
“Maddie, are you okay?” Mom came rushing to my side, pulling me out of the ruined cake. 
“I think so,” I said. Only since I had a mouth of full of blue icing it came out as, “I ink o.”
"My cake! My beautiful cake!" Molly screeched. "You ruined the cake."
"Sorry," I mumbled, wiping raspberry cream filling off my sundress. 
"This can't be happening. I planned the perfect birthday party. This was supposed to be Connor's special day! We never even got a picture of the cake. What am I going to put in the scrapbook?" Molly was started to hyperventilate.
I looked down at Connor. He giggled and drooled. 
Then gave me the finger.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I did my best to wipe the majority of vanilla cake chunks from my sundress before getting into Ramirez's car, so by the time we finally pulled up in front of my studio (me looking like I'd lost a food fight with Betty Crocker and Ramirez growing a purple goose egg on the side of his head) I was relatively sure I hadn't left raspberry-cream butt prints on Ramirez's leather seats. 
"Well, that was fun," I said as he pulled into my drive and cut the engine.
Ramirez gave me a look. "I think that kid flipped me off."
"Yeah, he's charming like that."
I got out of the car and started up my steps, leaving a Hansel and Gretel like trail of cake crumbs in my wake. Ramirez was one step behind me and almost plowed into my back as I paused at the top step. 
My door was opened a crack. 
Ramirez spotted it too, silently slipping his gun from its holster and pushing in front of me. 
“Go back downstairs," he whispered, his jaw tense, his body instinctively going into cop mode. I stood rooted to the spot as he slowly pushed the door open, his gun straight-armed in front of him. 
Go back downstairs. Good advice. I'd do that. 
Just as soon as I saw the asshole who'd broken into my place. I tippy-toed in behind Ramirez, trying to make myself small and unnoticeable.
I had to stifle a gasp when I saw my studio. It looked like the big one had hit. All my kitchen cupboards were opened, plates broken, food on the floor, box of Captain Crunch tipped upside-down. My futon cushions were strewn across the room, mixed in with drawing pens, clothes, shoes and my very non-threatening hair dryer.
I covered my mouth with my hand and bit back tears as I spied my favorite pair of silver slingbacks, both heels broken off. Who would do such a thing?
"Shit." 
Ramirez had finished his quick walk through of the apartment and his gun now hung loosely at his side as he stared in at my bathroom.
"What? Oh God, please don't tell me they trashed my make-up. Do you know how expensive that Lancôme moisturizer is?" I rushed to his side. Then looked up at the bathroom mirror and felt the blood drain from my face.
Written in blood red lipstick across the vanity were the words:
I'm going to kill you, bitch.


 

Chapter Twelve
 
 
I crumpled to the ground, my butt hitting the cold tile with a thud. I put my head between my knees to keep the room from spinning. Or at least to keep myself from revisiting my lunch as dizzying fear washed over me in waves. I took deep breaths, having to concentrate on the steady in and out. 
"You okay?" Ramirez asked.
"Yeah. Sure. Dandy," I said. Which might have been a whole lot more convincing if I hadn't been wrapped up in a fetal position.
"Honey, you're a terrible liar," he said, kneeling down beside me. He put one hand on the back of my neck and began gently kneading. I hated to admit how comforting the gesture was.
"I'll be fine." Just as soon as the urge to vomit passed.
Ramirez seemed to understand, wrapping one arm around my shoulders and hunkering down beside me. I'm not sure how long we sat like that, but finally the world stopped feeling like a tilt-a-whirl and I peeked my head up. 
"Thanks," I said. 
He forced a grin. It wasn't very convincing. "Anytime. So," he gestured up to the mirror, "maybe you should tell me again about the other threats you received."
I took in a big gulp of air, letting it out on a breath that was shakier than I would have liked. "Okay. They started with the squirrel. Then the bird and the nasty note. Then he tried to run me off the road yesterday. Now this."
"What? Wait, back up – run you off the road?" Ramirez blinked at me.
Oops. I bit my lip. I forgot I hadn't told him about the whole road rage thing.
"Uh, well, he kind of ran into my Jeep. A little. But Dana and I were fine. Just a couple bumps on the head and some minor whiplash. No biggie," I said, trying to make light of the whole thing. Which, by the way, I think was very brave of me considering my apartment had just been vandalized and I was fetal on my bathroom floor. 
"And you're just telling me this now?!" Ramirez's jaw tightened and I could tell it took all he had to keep that vein in his neck under control.
"In my defense, this did happen during the we're-not-speaking –to-each-other phase."
"Please tell me you at least filed a police report."
"Um, well… not really…"
Ramirez looked at the ceiling and muttered something in Spanish. I had a feeling the words "blonde" and "last nerve" were in there somewhere.
"You're mad again, aren't you?"
He gritted his teeth. "No," he lied. 
"Then why is that vein bulging?"
Ramirez looked at me. His jaw flinched. His eye twitched. Then he consulted the ceiling again, blowing out a long breath. "I'm not mad at you, Maddie. I just…" He trailed off, shaking his head. His gaze resting on the death threat via Maybelline on my bathroom mirror. "I just sometimes wish like hell I had a normal girlfriend." 
He stood up and brushed off the seat of his jeans. "Look, I'm going to go call this in. Don't touch anything!"
I watched him walk out into my living room and pull his cell from his pocket. But I honestly couldn't have moved if I wanted to. I was staring after him, utterly stunned.
Did he just say girlfriend? 
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
Fifteen minutes later my apartment was swarming with crime scene guys in SID jackets, taking photographs of my bathroom mirror, checking the window locks, and dusting my design table for fingerprints. I winced as black print dust settled on my pair of white leather Gucci boots. That stuff washed off, right? 
It was after I told one SID guy with a bugling gut and bulbous nose to please, please, please not spray any of that florescent body-fluid magnifying stuff near my two-hundred dollar Kors sandals that the police chased me downstairs and back out to Ramirez's SUV. I was instructed to wait there. Which I did. Though the longer I waited, the more anxious I felt. 
As glad as I was that Ramirez had taken this threat seriously enough to call in the big guns, the sight of said big guns turning my apartment into something out of CBS's primetime lineup was less than comforting. It was one thing to watch police gather evidence on TV. It was another when it was your trash they were pawing through for clues and your drains they were checking for hair and fibers. The fact that the place I'd always associated with safety and home was now being treated as a crime scene was a little unnerving. Okay. It was a lot unnerving. So much that I was back to doing the head between the legs thing by the time Ramirez finally came down the stairs to check on me.
"You sure you're okay?"
"Uh huh," I lied.
Ramirez lifted my chin with his finger, forcing me to look at him. He raised one eyebrow.
"I know, I know. I'm a terrible liar." 
Ramirez grinned and pulled me toward him. He wrapped both arms around me and planted a kiss on the top of my head. "Come, on," he said, "let's go home."
I gestured up the stairs. "Home's currently being invaded by the LAPD."
"I meant my home."
I blinked. "Oh." More blinking. "Okay." 
So, here's the thing. I'd only ever been to Ramirez's place once before and, even then, I hadn't actually made it inside. His pager had gone off while we were necking in the car and he'd had to turn around and drop me off at my place on the way to a murder-suicide in the Hollywood Hills. Ramirez lived in a two bedroom bungalow in West L.A. It was an older neighborhood that might have been advertised as “family friendly” back in the fifties when the little stucco structures had been built, but fifty years later it was bordering the fringes of neighborhoods where you didn't walk alone unless you were carrying an industrial sized can of mace. For a guy like Ramirez, this wasn't a problem. He fit the neighborhood perfectly, just a little on the fringes of dangerous himself. But, for a barely-tall-enough to make the height requirements at Six Flags blonde wearing a pink sundress and matching rhinestone studded pumps, it was the kind of neighborhood where I wouldn't want to loiter on the front porch. 
But it wasn't his shady neighbors that had me biting the traces of frosting off my lip. 
First he showed up to take me to a family function, then he used the “G” word, now he wanted to take me home? This was more attention than I'd gotten from Ramirez in weeks. Months. Maybe ever. The neurotic side of me started to wonder if it was because he liked me, or because I'd suddenly turned into a case.
Though, I didn't have time to wonder long. 
"Ready?" he asked, his voice so close that his hot breath tickled my ear. My body responded immediately, sending a quiver through my belly that ended somewhere slightly lower.
I told Neurotic Chick to give it a rest. Haven't-gotten-any-in-longer-than-Dana Chick needed a night out.
"Ready." 
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
Half an hour later I was standing in Ramirez's living room wondering if everyone in L.A. had a nicer place than mine. 
Heavy, wood furnishing filled the room, along with overstuffed chairs and a dark, leather sofa. A copy of the L.A. Times, opened to the sports section, littered the top of a dark, maple coffee table, along with a remote control that looked like it could land the space shuttle. A big screen TV took up one wall, while a fireplace with a thick wood mantel spanned the other. The walls were painted a warm coffee color and decorated with family photos, dozens of smiling, framed faces staring back at me. Overall, the room was cozy, yet completely guy. I'd never really pictured Ramirez as having a home, but now that I was standing in it, I realized it fit him perfectly.
"Nice place," I said, peeking down the small hallway to the right. I could see a couple of bedrooms and what I assumed was a bath at the end.
Ramirez took off his jacket, throwing it casually over the back of a Lay-Z-Boy pointed at the TV. "Well, it's old, needs a little work still. But it's a nice place to come home to."
"Well, it certainly beats my place at the moment."
At the mention of my apartment slash crime scene, he got a slightly pained look, his eyebrows pinching together in concern. "Look, Maddie, I need you to promise me something." 
I licked my lower lip. "Okay…"
"Promise me that if you ever see this guy again, see his car, or see any more boxes on your doorstep, promise that you'll call me first."
I opened my mouth to respond, but Ramirez talked right over me.
"Not call Dana to pull another Lucy and Ethel act. Not call your mother to borrow a can of pepper spray…"
"She forced that stuff on me!" I protested, "I didn't even want it!" 
Ramirez crossed the room in one quick stride, standing just inches from me. "Please, Maddie, just promise me you're going to keep me in the loop from now on. No more half-cocked, harebrained schemes, okay?"
I nodded. "I promise." Honestly, his concern was touching. Even if the whole “harebrained” thing was a little uncalled for. 
"Thank you," he said, his voice softer. And lower. His eyes roved my face, the pleading look fading into something darker and a whole lot more inviting. 
He leaned in, his breath hovering over my lips, his body pressing tightly against mine. 
Yowza. 
I felt my breath catch in my throat as evidence of Ramirez's Mr. Haven't-gotten-any-in-a-while pressed against me. 
He reached one hand out and slid it around my middle, the scents of aftershave and leather warring together as he nibbled at my lower lip. He smelled good. Really good. Almost good enough to overpower the lingering smell of icing on my dress.
And then he really kissed me. Covering my mouth with his in a slow, sensual movement. Trailing his hand up my waist and inside my sundress. 
I think I had an on-the-spot orgasm. 
“But I'm covered in cake,” I protested. (Feebly, I might add.)
He got that big bad wolf look in his eyes. 
“I like cake.”
He leaned in and nipped at my ear. I shivered as his lips glided over my skin, licking a stray smudge of frosting from my cheek.
I sighed. Yes, actually out loud. He was that good.
He slipped one strap off my shoulder… then the other. And suddenly he was nibbling a whole lot lower. I groaned and refrained from pointing out that there wasn’t any cake there.
"So, does this mean all is forgiven?" I asked, going slightly light-headed as his hands slid up my thigh, taking my hemline with them.
He chuckled, his hot breath tickling the hollow of my throat. "Maybe."
His mouth dipped lower, leaving a shuddering trail down the V of my top. "Maybe? Anything I can do to convince you?"
He paused. Then did a big wicked grin that was all teeth. 
"Oh, yeah." 
In one fluid movement he wrapped his arm around my waist and lifted me off the ground, carrying me down the little hallway were I got the close, personal tour of his bedroom.
All night long.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
I awoke to the sound of birds chirping outside the window, small children laughing, and bright, airy sunlight streaming through the curtains. 
Okay, so in reality, it was the glare from the neighbor's TV streaming through the curtain. And the children were more swearing at each other than laughing. And the chirping bird thing was actually the sound of a garbage truck backing up down the block. But they all sounded pretty perfect to me. In fact, life was pretty perfect. I couldn’t honestly imagine it getting any perfecter. I was in Ramirez's bed, sleeping on Ramirez's sheets, basking in the afterglow of Ramirez's seriously talented body. Life did not get any better than this.
And then, amazingly, it did.
"Morning, beautiful."
I opened my eyes and looked up to find Ramirez hovering over me, a cup of coffee in one hand. His hair was wet and curling around his temples a little, like he'd just showered. He smelled of Ivory and aftershave, and was dressed in a pair of worn jeans and a white T-shirt that clung to his chest tighter than Saran Wrap. I licked my lips, going warm beneath his sheets again. 
"Coffee?" he asked, handing me the steaming cup. 
Was this guy good or what? 
I took a sip. French Roast. Just a little milk. Heaven. 
"Get much sleep?" he asked, a glint of humor in his voice.
I couldn’t help the middle-schooler giggle that escaped me. "Enough."
He reached one hand out and tucked a strand of what I feared was serious bed-head behind my ear. "You know, you snore a little."
I gasped. "I do not!"
Ramirez's mouth quirked up, hinting at that deceptively boyish dimple in his left cheek. "Relax. I thought it was kind of cute."
I took another sip of coffee to cover my blush.
"Listen, the crime scene guys called this morning. They analyzed the stuff from your apartment and kicked out a name."
I sat up, propping myself on my elbows. "Oh yeah?"
"Isabel."
I paused, trying for a moment to place that name. Isabel… Isabel… I knew it sounded familiar…
"The Cabana Club?" Ramirez prompted. 
Mental forehead smack. 
"You mean that crazy chick with the gun?"
Ramirez nodded. "That's the one." 
I shook my head. "But, why? What does she want with me?"
Ramirez sighed. "What I've gathered from the guys in vice is that apparently after her boyfriend, Snake, saw the club shooting on the news and found out she was talking to the authorities, he dumped her. She blames you."
"Me?! But I didn't have anything to do with it!"
Ramirez gave me a look.
"Okay, maybe I had a teeny tiny bit to do with it. But I'm sure she's better off without him anyway. I mean, what kind of guy has a name like Snake?"
He cocked one corner of his mouth, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "Good point. 
"Thank you."
"Anyway, Isabel isn't the most stable, rational person I've ever met-"
"Understatement alert."
His eyes crinkled again. "So, I think it might be safer if you stayed here for a while."
I froze, coffee cup halfway to my mouth. "Stayed here?" 
Okay, so, yes, waking up in Ramirez's bed was heaven. And spending the night in it had been… well, heaven didn't even begin to describe it. Let's just say the words "multiple" and "orgasm" came into play. But that had been one night. Staying one night with someone and staying a while were two different things. A little snoring might be cute after one night. After a while it made you want to smother the other person with a pillow.
I blinked and realized Ramirez was still talking.
"…and we'll stop by your place later so you can pick up a few things."
"You don't have to do this. I mean, I don't want to intrude."
Ramirez's gaze lingered on the hem of the sheet, flirting with my barely B's. "No intrusion at all."
"But what about Tot Trots? I need my drawing table to design. I can't do that here."
"I thought you said you finished your last assignment?"
Oh yeah. Right.
"But, what about my mother," I said, grasping. "What will she say if I tell her I'm staying here? You know," I gestured to the wrinkled sheets, "with you." 
Ramirez's lips parted in a slow grin. "Honey, your mom offers me condoms every time I see her. I don't think she's exactly under the impression you're a virgin."
"Oh. Okay." 
I took another sip of coffee to cover my rising panic. Hearing the “G” word last night had been great. Wonderful. Terrific in fact. But going from the “G” word to cohabiting was a big leap. We're talking diving off the 110 overpass into rush hour traffic kind of leap. 
Again I couldn't help but wonder if it was me or the case he was really interested in. What would happen when this was all over? When Isabel was behind bars and the Magnolia Lane killer was doing time in San Quentin? Would he still be Mr. Attentive, or was it back to canceling dinner plans and running out on me at the mere chirp of a pager? 
I wasn't sure. But, since Horny Chick had had her fun, Neurotic Chick was back, and she decided the only way to know for sure was to call his bluff. 
"Okay," I heard myself say. "I'll move in." 
His face broke into a wide grin and he leaned in for a kiss.
"But," I stopped him, carefully watching his reaction over the rim of my coffee cup, "don't you think I should have my own key?"
Ramirez paused. "Key?"
"Uh huh." I nodded, bobbing my bed-head up and down. "A key to your place. My own key. You know, since I'll be living here and all. That way I can come and go any time I want."
"I, uh, don't have a spare copy," he hedged.
"No problem. I'll make myself one." 
I saw him bite the inside of his cheek, his eyes narrowing at me. 
I gave him my best wide-eyed innocent stare. 
We sat like that for an agonizing two seconds. Until finally he stood and said, "Don't worry about it. Just leave the front door open."
Ahnt. Wrong answer, pal.
"But-" I was about to protest. 
Only I didn't get the chance, as Ramirez's pager chirped to life on his belt. He looked down, a frown settling between his brows as he read the number.
"Work," he said, slipping his cell out of his back pocket. 
I sucked on my lower lip, staring into my now tepid cup of coffee. And tried to stave off the panic that my little game of chicken was backfiring miserably. 
There was no way I could move in with Ramirez. I was so not ready for him to see the unbuffed, unpolished, drooling on her pillow at 3AM Maddie that woke up with bed-head to rival Don King's. And I seriously was not ready to have him see the parade of beauty products it took to keep up appearances. What would he say the first time he saw me putting on my pore-cleansing acne mask? Or anti-wrinkle night cream? There were some things a man just should not know about a woman until after he's married. (i.e. legally required to love her despite her jumbo sized box of tampons sitting where his issues of Sports Illustrated used to be.)
I had just about worked myself into a state of hysteria the likes of which I hadn't experienced since the after Thanksgiving black Friday sale at Macy's last year, when Ramirez hung up the phone and turned to me. 
The frown between his brows had worked itself into an all out scowl.
"I have to go," he mumbled, standing up and throwing on his leather jacket. "Now."
Uh oh. I didn't like that tone.
"What's wrong?" I asked, unconsciously clutching my coffee cup tighter. "What’s going on?"
Ramirez didn't answer, instead shoving a ring of keys into his pocket and slipping on his holster. 
"What? What is it?"
He turned to face me, his Bad Cop look already firmly in place.
"Please?" I asked, really starting to worry now. "You know I'll find out eventually anyway."
I'd like to think it was the “please” that softened him, but more likely it was the fact that he knew I was right. "It was my captain." He paused, rubbing one hand over his eyes and suddenly looking very tired. "They've found another body."
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
I blinked, my mind going blank as I white knuckled the coffee cup to keep from spilling it all over Ramirez's white sheets. 
"Whose body?" I asked.
But it was too late. Ramirez was already out the door. I sprang up from the bed, wrapping the sheet around my middle as I trailed after him into the living room.
"Wait! Whose body?"
Ramirez was at the front door, shoving his wallet in his back pocket. "Look, just stay out of this, okay, Maddie? You've already got some psycho pissed off at you. Just stay here and I'll be back later."
"Jackson Wyoming Ramirez, don't you dare walk out that door!"
Ramirez paused, hand hovering over the doorknob, and raised one eyebrow at me. 
"Um, please?"
He shook his head at me and I could swear the corner of Bad Cop's lips quivered ever so slightly. "Look, I don't know whose body yet. They just said they found a woman in the Central Park section of the lot. She was strangled, just like Veronika."
I shivered, suddenly cold beneath my thin make-shift toga. "I'm going with you." I dropped the sheet and grabbed my discarded sundress, cake stains and all, from the living room floor.
"No!" In one quick movement, Ramirez was across the room, grabbing one end of the dress in a tug-o-war. "No way. You are staying here."
I tugged back. "Like hell I am."
"Maddie, I'm warning you…"
"Let go of my dress!"
"Not until you promise to stay put."
"You're going to stretch it."
"Then let go."
"No, you let go!"
"No, you-"
But he didn't get to finish that thought as the horrible sound of ripping fabric filled the air and I went flying backwards, landing on my bare tush on his hardwood floor. I looked down. I had half a cake stained sundress in my hands.
"You ripped my dress!" I moaned. "This was a discontinued Betsy Johnson summer collection baby-doll dress! It's irreplaceable. And now I have nothing to wear!"
For a half a second Ramirez looked like he might have been sorry. But as he stared down at me, that wicked grin stole across his face again. 
"Well, I guess you're staying here then."
That's it, he was dead meat.
I lunged for him, but thanks to his quick cop-reflexes, he was out the door before I could even peel myself off the floor.
"I am so not moving in with you!" I yelled to the closed door. But I'm pretty sure he didn't hear me over the sound of his SUV screeching out of the drive. 
Great. Now what? 
I pulled the sheet back around my middle and plopped down on the sofa. I stuck one fingernail in my mouth as my mind twisted over just whose body Ramirez was racing to view. Could it possibly be Mia? Had the killer really been after her this whole time? Or maybe it was another victim of the killer baby's daddy. Maybe Veronika hadn't been the only one he was fooling around with. Or maybe it was someone who had seen him offing Veronika. A witness? Maybe it was completely unrelated to anything. A copycat? 
I grabbed Ramirez's space shuttle remote and tried to turn on the news. Only since my technical skills ended at being able to program my Mr. Coffee, all I could get was a giant screen full of snow and static. I gave up, instead grabbing Ramirez's cordless from the end table and dialing the one person I knew who just might know more than the cops. 
"Felix Dunn," he answered. I could hear sirens and loud voices in the background.
"It's Maddie. You've heard about the body?" 
"Yeah," he responded, "I'm at the studios now."
I held my breath. "Who is it?"
"No idea, love. Police aren't releasing her name yet. But I saw Mia giving a tearful comment to Entertainment Tonight just now, so I know it's not her."
I let out a small sigh of relief. I could just imagine what Ramirez's superiors would say if it had been his ward. (Not, mind you, that he wasn’t still on my shit list after the demolition of my Betsy Johnson.) 
"Any luck with the PayMate site last night?" I asked. 
"Some." Someone shouted in the background and I strained to hear what was going on. "I was able to get into their system, but the files are still all encrypted."
"Can you read them?"
I could hear him shaking his head. "Not yet. Honestly, I'm thinking the easiest way to find this guy is to catch him in the act when he logs in again. Now that I'm in their system, I can trace back to his address if he stays online long enough."
"Really? You can do that?"
"You underestimate me, love," he said with a hint of humor in his voice. "Problem is, we'd have to know when he's logging on."
I chewed my lower lip, an idea brewing. "Hang on, I'm going to put you on speaker phone, Felix."
After only three tries I found the right button to push on Ramirez's phone and the living room filled with the sounds of a Hollywood crime scene.
"Still there?" I yelled.
"Bloody hell, no need to shout, girl."
"Sorry. Okay, hang on."
I dug my cell phone out of my purse and dialed information for Jasmine's number. Only a 900-number under Jasmine's Girls, but under her own name, Jasmine Williams, I hit pay dirt. 
"Okay, I'm dialing Jasmine," I yelled at the speakerphone.
"I'm right here, no need to shout."
"Sorry."
I keyed in the number and waited while Jasmine's phone rang on the other end. She picked up after the third one. 
"Yeah?" came her high-pitched Barbie voice.
"Jasmine, it's Maddie."
There was a pause. "Who?"
"Maddie Springer."
Nothing. 
I sighed. If I ever got this chick to remember my name, I'd feel it was a life well lived. "The one who popped the boob and is now working with the police." 
I heard Felix snicker from the speaker. 
"Oh right. You. Wadda you want?" she asked. I could hear her popping a wad of gum between her bleached white veneers.
"I have a favor to ask. That guy that logged on to see Veronika, could you call me at this number if he logs in again?"
"And why should I do that?" she asked. (Pop, pop.)
"Because it may lead us to Veronika's killer." 
Jasmine snorted. "So?"
Gee, such a loving soul. My eyes roved the apartment as I wracked my brain for anything I could barter with. Then they settled on the speakerphone.
"How about a free ad in the L.A. Informer?"
I heard Felix shouting, "No!" from the speaker.
"What was that?" Jasmine asked. 
"Television. So, what do you think?"
"I don't know…"
"Uh… okay, how about two months of free ads. Full page," I added.
"Do you have any idea how bloody expensive that is?" Felix shouted from the speaker.
I covered the mouthpiece of the cell with my hand. "Relax," I whispered back at him. "I know you can afford it. Besides, think of the story you'll get."
Felix did a pained groan, but didn't say anything.
"So," I said, into my cell, "do we have a deal, Jasmine?"
"You promise, full page?"
"Promise."
"Okay. Fine. I'll call you the next time he logs on. But, I'm warning you, I have no idea when it will be."
"Thanks Jasmine!" I said, flipping my Motorola shut.
"We got it," I shouted to Felix.
His groan filled the room. "You couldn’t have offered her a free subscription instead?"
I ignored him. "I'll let you know the second Jasmine calls me. In the meantime, just be ready to track him."
"This better be one hell of a story," he mumbled. I heard more noises in the background and someone else shouting. "Listen, they're moving the body. I've gotta go if I'm going to get any decent pictures." Then he paused. "Oh, hell."
"What?" I pulled the sheet up over my shoulders to ward off the sudden chill in the air again. "What is it? What do you see?" 
"You'd better get down here, Maddie."
"Why? Felix, who is it?"
But he'd already hung up. 
Shit.
I looked down at my tattered sundress. What were the chances Ramirez had anything in his closet in a size 6? 
I scooped my cell back up and dialed Dana's number.
Luckily, Dana was up early, and I quickly filled her in on the morning's developments. After the appropriate amount of "ohmigod"s and "he ripped your Betsy Johnson!"s, she promised to pick me up in twenty minutes with a new outfit in hand.
In hindsight, I guess I should have been more specific about what kind of outfit. It's not that Dana doesn't have good taste in clothes, it’s just that she just tends to have a little bit different taste than I do. Me, I wear clothes that make me feel confident, pretty, even sometimes a little kick-butt. Dana tends to wear outfits that either a) are made entirely of workout friendly spandex or b) are cut low enough to cause car crashes on the 101. 
I stared down at the dress in Dana's hand as she walked in Ramirez's front door.
"What is that?"
Dana looked from the scrap of fabric (which from here appeared to be both spandex and cut to the navel) to me. "What?"
I held it up to my body. It was a blue form fitting dress, hemline hovering somewhere just below my panty line, neckline plunging somewhere just north of that. "Seriously?" I asked, giving her the one-eyebrow thing.
"What?" Dana blinked innocently. "You asked for a dress."
I did a mental einie-meenie-minie-mo between a pair of Ramirez's oversized sweats and the reject from the J-Lo Awards dresses collection. In the end, I slipped the dress over my head, hoping my barely B's didn't fall out of the neckline clearly designed for someone about two letters larger. I slipped on my pink heels, cringing just a little at how badly they clashed with the electric blue spandex, and grabbed my purse before hightailing it out the door and off to the Sunset Studios.
 
 
* * *
 
 
If it was possible, security was even tighter today than it had been before. And, to make matters worse, in addition to the actors, grips, and crew members, the line spanning around the block also included various TV reporters, cameramen and paparazzi, all vying to get through the metal detectors and into the thick of Hollywood's hottest story. 
Dana and I stood anxiously in line as I tried Felix's number again. Straight to voicemail. I chewed on a fingernail, wondering just what he'd meant by, “You'd better get down here.”
"Hi, Dana!" A guy in a black cap and jeans, passed by us, giving Dana a little wave before finding a spot at the back of the line.
Dana waved back, sinking her teeth into her lower lip as she watched his denim-clad rear retreat.
I nudged her in the ribs. "Who was that?"
"One of the other extras. Carl. Awesome biceps, huh?"
I peeked over my shoulder. "Not bad. Which reminds me," I gave her a pointed look, "how's the SA thing going?"
"Right. Um, great. Wonderful in fact. Fantastic. Day five!" she said with false cheer bordering on Mary Poppins creepy. 
"So, no relapse yesterday?"
Dana shook her head, her blonde hair whipping her cheeks. "Nope. I taught three spinning classes at the gym, went for a four mile hike, did some pilates, then dropped Ricky's car back off at his place last night." 
"Ricky's place?" I raised an eyebrow at her. "I'm not sure Therapist Max would approve?"
"Oh!" she exclaimed, ignoring me as she latched onto my forearm with a death grip. "Guess what Ricky told me last night?"
"Spill it," I encouraged as we inched forward in line.
"Well, after I dropped his car off at his place, he gave me a ride home – you know, he's such a gentleman that he didn't even make a move on me at all and I was totally wearing this short little micro mini that, well, I have to say, looked pretty damn hot on me."
I made a circular get-to-the-point motion with my wrist.
"Yeah, okay. Anyway, we got to talking about Mia and Margo and their whole blow up on set the other day. Well, it turns out that Margo was originally cast for the part of Ashley. Mia was supposed to play Nurse Nan, but she convinced the producers that Margo was too old to play opposite Ricky. She got the parts switched."
"Wow, Mia really knows how to make friends, huh?"
Dana nodded. "Apparently, there's been bad blood between them ever since."
I didn't blame Margo. If I'd lost out the part of Ashley Culver because some diva had called me old, I'd be pretty pissed too. I was beginning to wonder if maybe the LAPD were right after all. Maybe Mia was the target in all this.
Which made me wonder again just who was DOA in Central Park.
I shoved that fingernail back in my mouth, chewing anxiously, as Dana and I finally made it to the front of the line. After Billy checked our names against the list, I set my bag down on the conveyer belt, took off my shoes, ring, necklace, and, just for good measure, unhooked my bra, slipping it out through my right sleeve and dropping it into the front pocket of my purse. I was taking no chances this time. 
Feeling confident (especially since I'd made Dana stash her vibrator in the car), I stepped through the metal detector. Nothing. Nada. Not a beep. I gave Queen Latifah a triumphant smile.
But, honestly, when was my luck ever that good?
"Miss?" Bug Eyed Billy called out, holding open my purse.
"It's just my bra," I explained. "I didn't want the underwire setting off the metal detectors." Again.
Billy peered at me through his coke bottle lenses, his jaw set in as hard a line as a jowly eighty year old's can get. Then he sent a warning look to Latifah. "It's a two-fifteen."
"A what?" I asked.
But apparently Queen Latifah knew exactly what a two-fifteen was, as she sprang into action, pulling her walkie talkie from her belt and shouting into it. "Code two-fifteen, we've got a code two-fifteen at the west entrance. Requesting backup immediately."
"Whoa – backup?" My gaze whipped between Billy's hard stare and Latifah's frenzied shouting. "What's going on here?"
I blame it on the fact that I'm blonde, have been a little preoccupied with my crappier-than-a-tractor-full-o-fertilizer love life, and a set full of whacked out actors (not to mention dead bodies) that I didn't catch on sooner. That I didn't remember the last time I'd seen Felix and the fact that, in my morning-after glow, I'd completely forgotten all about…
Bug Eyed Billy used a sharpie to pull Felix's handgun out of my purse by the handle. The grips in line jumped back, one of them actually gasping. Queen Latifah's hand hovered over her own weapon and she escalated her shouts into her walkie talkie until she sounded like she'd gone for the triple shot espresso that morning. 
"Ohmigod, Maddie! You have a gun?!" Dana shrieked behind me.
"Look, I can explain," I said, holding my hands out in front of me. "It's not loaded." I think. "And it's not even mine."
Bug Eyed Billy narrowed his eyes at me. "Just like the neck massager wasn’t yours?"
"Right!" Only I realized too late that that was Billy's attempt at sarcasm. "No! I mean, no, not like that. That was a misunderstanding. This is… it's not mine!" I protested, really starting to worry now. 
And then worry turned to downright panic as three more security guards rounded the corner, hands hovering over their weapons. 
"Miss, please put your hands in the air."
"I… I…" I sputtered.
"Just do it, Maddie. They look serious," Dana advised, taking a few steps backwards.
I lifted my arms above my head, hoping my neckline didn't shift low enough to give the grips a free show. 
"Get down on your knees," one of the security guards barked.
"Is this really necessary-"
But Queen Latifah cut me off, tackling me from behind and slamming my body onto the ground beneath hers. 
"Uhn." I felt the air rush out of me, my head going fuzzy as she pinned me with her bulk. This chick should seriously think about calling Jenny Craig.
"I got her! I got the two-fifteen!" Latifah called. I watched as three pairs of feet scuffled toward me, one of them pinning my hands behind my back a second before cool metal handcuffs slapped against my wrists.
"No, wait, it's not like that… please, you don't understand…"
But it was useless. Even as I protested my innocence, the three security guards lifted me up by my armpits and were dragging me, still in my bare feet, toward the back of the lot.
"Don't worry, I'm right behind you," Dana called.
I looked over my shoulder. The grips were giving Dana a wide berth while Bug Eyed Billy copiously went through her handbag.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Since my watch was in my purse, which had obviously been confiscated, I had no idea how long I sat at the folding table in the four-by-six room at the back of the Sunset Studios security office. But it was long enough that I was starting to fidget beneath the glare of the buzzing florescent lights. I nervously twirled one strand of blonde hair between my fingers, wondering what the charge for carrying a weapon onto studio property was. I wondered if it was even registered. Or legal? Maybe I was carrying a hot gun? 
That's it, I was so switching back to pepper spray. 
I was just wondering if Mrs. Rosenblatt had any more of her secret stash, when the door opened and in walked Detective Prune Face, followed closely by Ramirez. 
Gone was any trace of the guy who'd brought me coffee in bed this morning. Instead, his eyes were dark and unreadable, his jaw set into those hard lines of granite, his posture stiff and unyielding as if it took every ounce of strength he had not to reach over the table and strangle the blonde in slutty spandex. 
I gulped down a dry lump. 
Oh boy.
Prune Face looked at me, recognition dawning. “Wardrobe girl again.” He turned to Ramirez. “You wanna take this one?”
Ramirez’s granite jaw flinched. He nodded almost imperceptibly.
Prune Face hovered at the door a moment, his gaze bouncing between us. Finally he shrugged and backed out of the room. “Good luck.” 
I wasn’t sure if that was directed at Ramirez or me. But by the death look in Ramirez’s eyes, it was clear I could use all the luck I could get.
I shifted nervously as Ramirez sat down in the folding chair opposite me and crossed his arms over his chest, silently staring me down. 
"Okay, so here's the thing. The gun – totally not mine. And I didn't even remember I was carrying it. It just kind of slipped into my purse. Well, I guess technically, Felix slipped it in-"
"Felix?" he interrupted.
"The reporter, remember? From the Informer. He's… uh, a friend." 
Ramirez narrowed his eyes at me. "Friend?"
I bit my lip. "Yeah. Sorta."
His eyes did that fine-slits thing again. "This the same friend that got you kidnapped last year?"
"Uh…"
He snorted. "That Felix is some guy."
"Hey, he was just trying to offer me some protection. He was concerned about me." 
I'm not sure what made me defend Tabloid Boy, but clearly it was the wrong move. Ramirez leaned forward menacingly. 
"I'm the only guy that gets to be concerned about you."
If he didn't look so scary right now, I might have been touched.
Instead, I gulped down another dry lump.
"What the hell are you even doing here?" Ramirez asked. He gave a long glance at my dress (lingering in what would have been the cleavage area, were I actually big enough to fill it out) and I could hear him mentally adding, In that. "I thought I told you to stay put."
I crossed my arms over my chest, obscuring his view. "And I'm just supposed to do as I'm told, huh?"
"Once in a while, it might be nice."
"You know, you have some nerve. Asking me to move in with you, then interrogating me."
Ramirez raised one eyebrow. "Move in with me?"
"This morning you said I should stay at your place."
Ramirez snorted again. "For a couple of days. Maddie, I didn't say you should move in."
I gulped back another lump, this one slightly larger. I know, I know. I'd been the one having the commitment freak-out just this morning at the thought of cohabitating. But he didn't have to sound so repulsed by the idea.
"I know!" I said a little too loudly. "I mean, it's not like I thought you meant permanently. Of course you weren't actually asking me to move in. I mean, hell, you're the guy that can't even bring himself to give me a key."
Ramirez scrubbed a hand over his face and muttered, "Jesus," under his breath. "Look, just stay away from this Felix guy, okay?"
My turn to narrow my eyes. "I don't think you're exactly in a position to tell me who I can and can't be friends with."
"The guy slipped a loaded gun in your purse! You realize you could have been arrested for carrying that thing onto studio property?"
"He was just trying to help!"
"What would help is if you stayed the hell out of this investigation. Look, just go back to my place and wait for me there."
"I can't," I yelled, tears piling up behind my eyes. "I locked the door!"
Ramirez muttered another, "Jesus." He rubbed a hand at his temple as if just talking to me gave him a headache. "Look, I'll have a uniformed officer drive you home. He'll wait with you there. Okay?"
No, not okay. I hated being treated like I needed a babysitter. But since I was currently without home, car, or decent wardrobe, (not to mention being stalked by a crazy woman) I didn't have much choice. "Fine," I muttered. "But tell me one thing first?"
He rubbed at his temple again. "What?" the word came out on an exasperated sigh. 
"Whose body did you find in Central Park?"
Ramirez paused, putting his Bad Cop face firmly into place. 
"I'm going to find out sooner or later anyway," I reasoned.
He gave me a look. Then blew out a deep breath. "Oh hell," he said, caving. "I'm sorry Maddie. It was Dusty."
 
 
 

 

Chapter Fourteen
 
 
For some inexplicable reason the room began to mambo in front of my vision, like I'd had one too many cosmos on the dance floor. "D-Dusty?" I sputtered, my voice sounding oddly disconnected even to my own ears. 
It couldn’t be her. Dusty was fine. She was just a little shaken up about Veronika, right? She was just taking a few personal days. She was fine. Wasn't she? 
“Are you sure?” I asked, my voice high and threatening to crack.
Ramirez gave me a sympathetic look. “I'm afraid so. Purple hair, multiple piercings?”
He was right. It was pretty hard to mistake Dusty for someone else. “B-but how? Why?” I asked, my mind racing over the last message Dusty had left me. She'd sounded upset. Or had she been scared? Fearing for her life? 
Ramirez shook his head. “The why, we don't know yet. But she was strangled, the same as Veronika. Only this time the guy used a bright orange scarf.”
I paused. Why did that ring a bell?
"An orange scarf? Orange wool?”
Ramirez cocked his head at me. “I don’t know about the wool part, but it was thick. Why? Do you know something?”
I licked my lips, willing the room to sit still. “Maybe. Margo has one. She tried to wear it on the set the other day but I made her take it off.” I gulped down another crack in my voice. "Ohmigod, it’s Margo! Margo did it, didn't she? Because she was jealous of Mia?"
“Hold on there, Nancy Drew." Ramirez held one hand up. "What did Margo do with the scarf after she took it off?”
I closed my eyes, thinking back. Things had been a bit chaotic that day (what else was new on Magnolia Lane?). “I think she put it in the wardrobe room.”
“You think?” he prodded.
“Yes, I’m sure." I nodded my head, gaining conviction. "I told her the scarf and the Crocs had to go, so she put them both on the sofa in the wardrobe room because she didn’t have time to go back to her trailer before the scene started. We were kind of running behind in wardrobe because Dusty…” I trailed off, remembering how Dusty had been absent from the set the last few days. I suddenly felt guilty. I should have tried harder to call her. Whatever had been bothering her, she'd never be able to tell me now. I wondered if maybe it was what had gotten her killed? 
“So, anyone could have picked up the scarf?” 
I gave myself a mental shake, pushing thoughts of Dusty to the back of my mind. “Maybe. But did you know that Margo has a serious grudge against Mia?”
“Oh?” He raised one eyebrow, leaning forward slightly.
I nodded and relayed the info Dana had shared with me that morning, watching his face for any sign of agreement. "If Margo did have it in for Mia," I finished, "maybe Dusty saw something she wasn’t supposed to when Margo offed Veronika, only Margo thought that Veronika was Mia, but maybe Dusty knew it was Veronika, or at least she did after she found her in the trailer the next morning.” Yes, I realize put like that, my theory was about as twisted as an L.A. Freeway. But that didn't mean it wasn't accurate. As I'd learned lately, people could be pretty twisted, too. 
Ramirez sat back in his chair, his face a complete blank as he digested this. 
Remind me never to play poker with this guy.
“So, what do you think?”
“I think it’s time for you to go home.”
I rolled my eyes. “I meant about Margo.”
But Ramirez didn’t answer, instead scraping his chair back as he made for the door. “Wait here. I’ll get a uniform to drive you home.”
“But-" I started to protest. But gave up. What was the use? Actually, I'd gotten off pretty lucky. He hadn't arrested me and neither of us had stormed out. All in all it was one of our better conversations lately.
I picked at my flaking nail polish (mentally making an appointment at Fernando's) as I waited in the little room again. Finally, a guy with a greasy, black mustache in uniform blues walked in, my purse in one hand, my shoes in the other. I had never been so glad to see anyone in my life. I thanked him profusely as I donned my pink pumps and followed him outside to slip into the back seat of his patrol car. 
Under the uniform's watchful eye, I dialed Dana’s cell, letting her know what had happened. She told me Steinman had, obviously, closed the set again today and that she was going back to Ricky's place to help him run lines instead. I told her to remember her celibacy pledge and I'd call her later. 
I sank back into the vinyl seats as we rode in silence toward Santa Monica. Even though I wasn’t under arrest, I felt slightly criminal sitting behind the barred divider between Officer Mustache and me, knowing that my doors didn’t open from the inside. I wondered how many big time bad guys had occupied this same seat on their way to prison where they knew they'd spend the rest of their lives. Carjackers, rapists, murderers. Murderers like Margo? I wondered. She was one of the few people on the set that I hadn’t talked to much. Though, until today she'd always struck me as harmless enough. In fact, she had a habit of fading into the background and, with the exception of that one blowup on set, you tended to forget she was even there. I wondered if that would have been different if Margo had gotten the role of Ashley. If Mia were out of the way, I wondered what would happen to Nurse Nan’s character? She had been gaining momentum lately, especially with the baby's daddy storyline.
Which brought me back to Veronika. Was it just a coincidence that she'd been pregnant and dating a mystery man? And if Mia had been the target, what was Veronika even doing in Mia’s trailer? I’d never been a big fan of puzzles and this one was making my head hurt.
I was just about to reach into my purse and dig for an aspirin when the William Tell Overture burst out from its depths. Officer Mustache glanced at me through the bars in the divider. 
“My cell,” I explained, flipping it open. “Hello?”
“Hey, it’s Jasmine.”
My heart instantly sped up and I gave a guilty glance at Officer Mustache as if he could telepathically feel a "harebrained scheme" being cooked up in the backseat. 
“Hi,” I said in a low voice. “What’s up?”
“Why are you whispering?” she asked.
I cleared my throat. Then louder, “No reason. What’s up?” I gave Officer Mustache a reassuring smile in the rearview mirror. It came off a little feeble, but I think I saw him return it under his bristled lip.
“You asked me to call when he logged on?” Jasmine said in a bored voice.
I held my breath. “Yes?”
“Well, he’s on. Logged in a couple of minutes ago.”
“A couple of minutes?! You were supposed to call me the second he showed up.”
“Hey, I have stuff to do. I can’t just jump when you tell me, blondie.”
I thought a really bad word. 
“Okay, fine. Look, just keep him on. I’ll be right there.”
Officer Mustache glanced at me in the rearview, seemingly picking up on the panic in my voice. I sent him a one finger wave. No return smile this time. Crap.
“Fine. I’ll try. But hurry.” Jasmine punctuated this by hanging up on me with a loud click. 
I flipped my phone shut and tapped on the bars.
“Uh, excuse me?”
Officer Mustache glanced in the rearview again. “Yeah?”
“Um, could we possibly make a little stop?”
He frowned. “No can do. Detective Ramirez was very clear, I should take you straight to your place and wait for him there.”
Damn. My babysitter was well informed. 
I shifted in my seat, the vinyl giving an unladylike burp, as I tried a different tactic. “Um, what address did he give you?”
“10 Ocean View Road.” 
I crossed my fingers and hoped that Ramirez was up for forgiving me just one more time. 
“That’s the wrong address.”
Officer Mustache gave me a confused look over his shoulder. “What do you mean 'wrong?'”
“I moved. Recently. Ramirez gave you my old address."
Mustache gave me a scrutinizing look. I held my breath, trying to look as innocent as possible.
"Maybe I should call Ramirez to verify it."
"No!" I shouted. 
Mustache jumped in his seat.
"I mean, uh, no need to do that. No need to bother him over something so trivial. Right?"
He narrowed his eyes at me again in the mirror. I did a poor imitation of Dana's eyelash batting thing.
Officer Mustache gave me a long stare. Then slowly nodded his head. "Yeah, okay."
Mental sigh of relief. 
“Anyhoo… let me give you my new one.” I recited Jasmine's address and felt a little lift of triumph as he pulled off the 2 and made a U-turn, heading back to the 101. 
I quickly dialed Felix’s number, which, thankfully, he picked up this time.
“Felix Dunn.”
“Where are you?”
“On my way home from the studio. Why?”
“We’re a go,” I said.
“Cyber guy?”
“Yep.”
“All right, I’ll get the trace on him, ASAP. Just keep him logged in.”
“I’ll try. Call me the second you have him. I'm not sure how long Jasmine can keep him on the line.”
"Done." 
Felix hung up and I felt a little lift of excitement. With any luck, we'd have our baby's daddy identified in a matter of minutes. 
As it turned out, Officer Mustache was a cautious driver and by the time we pulled up in front of Jasmine’s den of iniquity, I’d picked every bit of nail polish off my fingernails and was tapping my foot so hard I feared I might break a heel.
“You live here?” Mustache asked, doing a low whistle as he parked at the curb. 
“Yup. Thanks for the ride!”
“Detective Ramirez told me to wait.”
“Oh. Right. Okay, sure, whatever.” Honestly, at the moment, I couldn’t care less if Officer Mustache cooled his heels at the curb. All I cared about was whether or not Veronika's boyfriend was still logged into the system. 
I practically raced up the pathway to Jasmine’s front door, the mix of adrenalin and sudden exertion leaving me panting like a Saint Bernard by the time she answered my knock.
“Is (in) he (out) still (in) logged (out) on?”
Jasmine gave me disgusted look (apparently Barbies don’t pant) and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but I don’t know how much longer I can keep him hooked.”
I followed her into the house, past the living room and up a set of curved, wrought iron stairs. Jasmine then led me down a wide hallway full of closed doors, the walls punctuated with pictures of half naked women doing acrobatics on the hoods of sports cars.
"I've got Anna entertaining him in one of the private chat rooms, but he's already losing interest," she continued. "He's already typed, 'I gotta go,' like, three times."
I looked down at my cell, willing it to chirp to life with Felix's number. Nope. Silent. "Can't she keep him on just a little longer?"
"She's trying. But Anna's a brunette. This guy really prefers blondes."
"So, send in a blonde."
Jasmine shook her head. "With Veronika gone, the only blondes I have are the twins, Mandi and Candi. They're off today shooting a Doublemint commercial." Jasmine paused. Then gave me a slow up and down. Her eyes settling on my down-to-there neckline. 
Uh oh.
"Oh, no. No, no, no, no. Not me. I can't do this kind of thing!"
Jasmine raised one eyebrow at me. "Really? 'Cause you're certainly dressed the part."
"No, I'm not… I, mean, I don't… Look, I can't even talk dirty to my boyfriend without blushing."
Jasmine scoffed at me. "It's easy. Guys don't need anything flowery. Just talk tab A, slot B and pout a lot," she said, pushing me toward a closed door at the end of the hall.
"But what if he wants me to, you know… play cards?" I asked, lowering my voice. 
Jasmine smirked and I had a feeling this was some sort of divine revenge on her part. "Don't worry. Just ask him what he wants."
"But I-"
Jasmine cut me off, opening the door and shoving me in ahead of her. In the center of the room sat a large, canopied four-poster bed, covered in layers of pink and ruffles. In the center of which sat a brunette in her skivvies doing kissy faces at a camera mounted in the corner of the room. Beside the bed sat a computer screen with a bunch of cables running from the back of it. On the screen were lines of text written by someone named BigBoy78. I squinted and made out the words "you're so hot" and "take it off". 
Oh boy.
"Anna," Jasmine said, playing to the camera. "I need you downstairs. Maddie is going to take over in here."
Anna did a seductive little wave to the corner, then followed Jasmine out the door.
"He's all yours," Jasmine said. And I could swear I heard her Barbie laugh as she shut the door.
I bit my lip. I stared at the camera. I did a feeble little one finger wave.
"Uh, hi."
A line of text appeared on the computer monitor to the right. 
 
 
I have to go now.
 
 
"Wait!" I shouted at the camera. I looked down at my cell. Still silent. "Please wait, I… I'm new here. Just give me a chance, I swear I'm really, really good. Super sexy and all that."
I glanced at the monitor. Nothing. Crap.
"Um, I'm totally into talking about tab A. And slot B."
Still nothing. See, I knew I was no good at this stuff.
Channeling Dana, I did my best pouty face at the camera and let one sleeve of my dress slip down my shoulder. "So, big boy, what do you want?"
I swear to God if he told me to take it off, I was bolting. I nervously checked the monitor. And did a loud sigh of relief when text appeared.
 
 
Show me your feet.
 
 
My feet? Okay. Feet I could do.
I lifted up one pink pump-clad foot for inspection. "I know, the shoes totally clash with the dress. I originally had a pink sundress on but it kind of got caked. Then ripped. So, I'm clashing a little today."
I glanced at the monitor. No response. Had I lost him? Damnit, Felix, hurry up!
"Uh, want to see the other foot?" I asked. I lifted my left foot for inspection, crossing my ankles in the air. 
 
Nice.
 
 
Oh, thank God. "Thanks. They're new."
 
 
Stuart Weitzman?
 
 
"Actually I designed them myself. See, I'm a shoe designer and they're one of my few originals." 
 
 
You're very talented.
 
 
"Thanks!" Okay, the guy couldn’t be all bad if he knew a good pair of heels when he saw them. 
 
 
Show me your toes.
 
 
"Oh. Well… okay." I let one pump drop to the floor and wiggled my half painted toenails at the camera. "I usually get a pedi down at the salon, but I was late for The Terror's party, so I only got one foot done. Sorry."
 
 
Take the other shoe off.
 
 
I complied, letting the other shoe drop to the floor. As long as we stuck to bare feet, I could do this. I glanced at my silent cell phone again. What was taking him so long? 
 
 
Let me see your toes.
 
 
I leaned back on the bed, supporting myself on my elbows as I lifted both feet up in the air, wiggling my toes at the camera. "Like this?" I asked. 
 
 
Beautiful.
 
 
"Thanks." 
 
 
Now, suck your big toe.
 
 
Excuse me? I blinked at the screen. 
A) Grooooosssss! B) Who'd wanna watch that? And C) Um… was that even possible? I mean, I'm not Gumby here.
"How about I just take my top off instead?" I offered, suddenly thinking stripping wasn't such a bad idea after all.
There was a pause. Then the words, I've got to go flashed on the screen.
"No, wait! Okay, I'll…" I paused, trying not to grimace. "…suck my big toe."
 
 
Do it.
 
 
Ugh. I closed my eyes, picturing Dusty's face. I was doing this for her. I'd failed her once, I wasn't going to let her killer get away with it. I would find the bastard. I would nail his ass to the wall. 
I would suck the toe.
I took a deep breath and leaned forward as far as I could. But since the last time Dana had dragged me to yoga class I'd fallen flat on my face while doing a downward facing dog, my face came about six inches shy of my big toe. 
"Hang on." I gave the camera the universal one finger “wait” signal. I scooched closer to the edge of the bed and curved my spine over into a ball, grabbing my right ankle with both hands and straining to reach it. I felt my leg start to cramp up as I attempted a human pretzel. I was close, if I could just roll forward a little more, just another half an inch…
Unfortunately, I rolled up so well that I rolled right off the bed. Head first. Landing with a thud on the pink carpeting. "Ow." 
I stood up and rubbed my forehead, stomping feeling back into my legs. "Sorry," I told the camera. "I, uh, kinda fell. But I think I might have licked my toe. A little," I added hopefully. 
I leaned over the bed and checked the monitor. 
 
 
I have to go now.
 
 
"Wait, no! Let me try again. I can totally do this. I was this close," I protested, holding my thumb and index finger up.
But it was too late. A red line of text slashed across the screen, informing me that BigBoy78 had logged out of the system.
Shit, shit, shit! I grabbed my cell and quickly dialed Felix's number. He picked up on the first ring.
"Please tell me you got him?"
Felix chuckled. "Your head all right, love?"
"Fine." I rubbed at my forehead again where I could feel an imprint of the carpet. "Did you get the trace or not?"
"Yeah, we got him."
I did a sigh of relief. "Thank God. What took you so long?"
"I actually had him five minutes ago."
I narrowed my eyes at the phone. "Then why didn't you call?"
He chuckled again. "I was enjoying the show."
"I hate you."
"Yeah, well, you're going to love me after I give you his location."
"This better be good," I mumbled under my breath. I grabbed a pen from my purse and wrote the address Felix read off onto the back of my hand. It was a Hollywood zip code, though the street wasn't familiar. Felix pulled up map quest dot com while I waited, then he gave me directions from the 101.
Which would have been very helpful, I realized as I hung up, if I'd had a car. 
Damn.
Jasmine opened the door to the bedroom. "You done in here? 'Cause we got another customer logging in."
I grabbed my purse and bolted for the door. No way did I want a repeat of that performance. "It's all yours."
Jasmine ushered Anna back into her pink room and shut the door behind her. "You get what you need?" she asked, turning to me. 
"Yeah. The only problem is, now I need a car." I paused, doing my best puppy-dog eyes at her. 
She planted both hands on her bony hips. "Well, don't look at me."
"Please, Jasmine," I pleaded. "I can make it worth your while."
Her eyes narrowed. "How worth my while?"
"Three months of ads in the Informer?"
She shook her head. "No way. Back cover ad. In color. And I drive. Nobody drives my baby but me."
I bit my lip, hoping Felix really was loaded. "Deal."
"Okay, where are we going?"
"Hollywood. But…" I paused, remembering the armed officer waiting outside for me. I had a feeling I'd been lucky to talk Officer Mustache into taking me here, a detour into Hollywood to confront a possible killer with a toe fetish was probably out of the question. Besides, I was pretty sure this was one of those "harebrained" things Ramirez had been talking about and when Officer Mustache reported back, I was likely to be put under some sort of house arrest.
What I needed was a distraction.
I pulled my cell back out and hit number two on my speedial.
Mom picked up on the first ring.
"Maddie? Are you okay? Oh lord, what's happened this time?"
I rolled my eyes. Geeze, give me a little credit, huh? "Nothing, Mom. I'm fine. I was just wondering what you were doing right now?"
"Mrs. Rosenblatt and I are at Molly's. We're helping her send out thank you notes. Why do you ask?"
"Are all the kids there, too? And Connor?"
"Yes."
Perfect! I almost felt sorry for Officer Mustache. 
"Why, Maddie? What's going on?"
"Listen, I was wondering if you could do me a little favor? Could you pack all the kids into the car, Molly and Mrs. R, too, and drive them to my friend's house." I recited Jasmine's address.
I could hear Mom frowning through the phone. "What do you want us to do when we get there?"
"Oh nothing. Just be yourselves."
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Fifteen minutes later a gold minivan pulled up in front of Jasmine’s house and I watched from the window as the occupants burst out. Mom was first (in peg-legged white pants, an oversized day-glo green T-shirt tied at her hip in a large knot, and penny loafers with no socks), then Molly (waddling due to her ever-growing belly encased in a huge maternity dress that looked like a tent with eyelets), all four of my cousin’s kids (in various states of sticky mouth, sucking on leftover piñata candy as two of them wielded some sort of Nerf noodles and popped the unarmed one on the head), The Terror (blowing big fat spit bubbles that dribbled down his chin onto his baby Gap sweatshirt as he wailed), and, last but not least, Mrs. Rosenblatt (in a bright orange and red muumuu and Birkenstocks). Oh yeah. And Pablo.
“Squawk. Doncha wish your girlfriend was a freak like me? Squawk. Yeah, doncha?”
“What the hell is that thing?” Jasmine asked beside me, gesturing to the cage dangling from Mrs. Rosenblatt’s chubby hand.
“That is the best distraction ever.”
I peeked between the curtains as Molly's kids ran circles around the lawn, Molly waddling after them and yelling at the munchkins to stop hitting their siblings. Connor wailed as he got whacked in the side of the head by a noodle. Mom picked up Connor, who promptly tried to wiggle out of her grip, doing the patented toddler back arch. Mrs. Rosenblatt told Pablo to stop singing or he was going back to the salon in a teeny tiny body bag. Molly’s oldest found a pile of doggy doo on the lawn and starting singing about doggies that made “hunks of stinky chunks.” And above it all, Pablo screeched, “A freak like me!”
Officer Mustache didn’t know where to look, his gaze ping-ponging between the players straight out of a madcap British comedy.
Some days I loved my family. 
“Let’s go.” I grabbed Jasmine by the sleeve and we slipped out the side door, making a beeline for the garage. Jasmine unlocked a tiny yellow Miata and hopped behind the wheel. No wonder she existed on a diet of vitamin water and Tic Tacs. Any bigger and there’s no way she would have fit in her toy car. I dove into the passenger seat and ducked down, crossing my fingers as she pulled out of the garage, backed into the street and punched it down the road. I waited for the sound of sirens to follow us. I held my breath, counting to four-Mississippi before I peeked my head up.
“Coast clear?”
“Yep.” Jasmine nodded, her eyes shining. If I didn't know any better, I’d say she was enjoying this. 
I pulled out my cell and dialed Mom’s number, telling her thanks for the rescue and I owed her one. The “one” being dinner at her house next week with her, Faux Dad, and my Irish Catholic grandmother. But, considering I’d just asked her to help me escape police custody, I figured it was a fair request. (Besides, my steady diet of Chinese take-out and Hamburger Helper was, I admit, getting a little old.) 
We sped down the 101 into Hollywood, making a left on Cahuenga until we reached the address that Felix had given me. Jasmine killed the engine in front of a large, split-level ranch with a yard full of garden gnomes. The windows were covered in chintz curtains and the front door was adorned with a big, heart shaped wreath made of pink silk roses. Didn’t exactly scream “murderer” in bright neon. 
“You sure this is the right place?” Jasmine asked.
I looked down at my hand and doubled checked the address. Granted, after my great escape, I’d sweated some of the street name off, but the number was still visible enough. “This is it.”
She shrugged. “I guess it takes all kinds.”
I followed her up the rose flanked pathway to the front door, nerves starting to build. I admit the idea of coming face to face with a cold-blooded killer did more than a little to creep me out. Not to mention the fact I'd just done a high heeled strip tease for him. I looked down at my pumps and blushed. If he made one reference to licking anything below the ankle, I was so out of here, killer or no.
Jasmine gave the bell a ring and we waited while it echoed inside. Two beats later the door opened and I got my first glimpse of BigBoy78. 
My jaw dropped opened and I stared in disbelief.
Deveroux Strong's frame filled the doorway, his broad shoulders clad in a baby blue sweater with skin-tight white, leather pants beneath. On his feet he wore alligator skin black ankle boots and one diamond stud winked at me from his left earlobe. 
“Hey, Maddie,” he said, a big white smile flashing across his tanned face. Then he looked behind me and spotted Jasmine. At first his eyes went big as if he’d seen a ghost (or a fifty-foot billboard come to life) then his cheeks turned a red to rival Rudolph’s shiny nose as he realized why we were here. “Oh.” 
“Yep, that’s him. That's the guy I saw Veronika bring home,” Jasmine said, jabbing me in the ribs. 
Deveroux gave a fleeting glance to my pumps, then, if it were possible, blushed even deeper. “Uh, look, I can explain.” 
“You were dating Veronika?” I sputtered, finally finding my voice. Theories tumbled one over the other in my head, making me question whether we’d made a mistake after all.
Deveroux looked nervously from side to side. “Maybe you'd better come in.”
I nodded, mutely following him into a neatly decorated living room, just a little on the floral side for my taste. Deveroux sat on an orange, hibiscus-printed sofa, set next to a lilac covered armchair, and gestured for Jasmine and me to take the petunia studded love seat. (Okay, a lot floral for my taste.) The only thing breaking up the garden of furniture was a small black TV set in the corner, tuned in to Inside Edition. I sank down onto the petunia seat, crossing my legs self consciously, as Dana's dress rode up my thigh. 
“So, you’re BigBoy78?” I asked.
Deveroux went red again, his blush spreading all the way to his blond roots. “Look, it's not what you think. I’m not into that porn stuff. I just… I just have a thing for feet.”
“I noticed,” I mumbled, tucking my heels underneath me. 
“Specifically Veronika’s feet?” Jasmine prodded. She leaned forward in her seat, her heavily lifted eyes intent on Deveroux's face. For how badly I'd had to bribe her to get here, she was really getting into this questioning-a-suspect thing. Any second now I feared she’d pull a spotlight and a Billy-club from her leather clutch.
He nibbled at his lip. “Yeah. Look, not that it makes any difference now, but Veronika and I were… well, kind of an item.”
“Wait - I thought you were gay?”
Deveroux put one hand on his leather clad hip and tilted his frosted tips at me at me. “What makes you think I’m gay?”
Hmmm… 
“Okay. So, you're not gay.”
“No, I'm not," he said emphatically. Then picked at a stray piece of lint on his sweater. "That’s just a vicious tabloid rumor.”
“And you were dating Veronika?” 
He nodded. “For the last four months. We met when she started working on Magnolia Lane and began dating soon after that.”
“And soon after that started logging into my site to watch her," Jasmine piped up.
The blush worked itself into an all out five-alarm fire across his forehead. “Look, it’s perfectly normal for a man to enjoy a woman's feet. Feet are the most beautiful part of a woman's body. Ancient cultures have revered women’s feet for thousands of years. It's not weird!”
Not wanting to aggravate a potential killer, not to mention relive my moments as a foot whore, I changed the subject. “How serious were things between the two of you?” 
“Very. We were both going to leave the show at the end of my contract. One more season. We were…" He paused, a watery look in his eyes, and sniffed hard. “We were going to get married.”
“Married?” Jasmine spat out. “She never said anything like that to me. And she’s got a six month lease!”
I shot her a look. 
“Deveroux, did you know that Veronika was pregnant?” I asked.
He nodded his eyes tearing up in earnest. “She told me just last week. I was so exited. We were going to get married and move to Oregon. My sister’s got a big place up there near the coast.”
“Oregon?” Jasmine yelled. “Why that sneaky little…”
I gave her a quick shot to the ribs. 
“So, Veronika was okay with leaving the show?”
Deveroux nodded. “It was her idea to move away. Away from all the Hollywood types. In case you hadn’t noticed, the set can get kind of wild at times.”
Understatement alert.
“Anyway," he continued, "she said she was coming into some money soon and we could put a down payment on a place near my sister.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Money?” I asked, remembering how little Dana said stand-ins made. “What kind of money?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. She wouldn't say. But she said she’d been working on something and her investment was about to pay off.”
“Investment? That's what she called it?"
He nodded.
I turned to Jasmine.
“Hey, don’t look at me,” she said. “My girls earn free room and board from me, but that’s it.”
I wondered. Veronika hadn't struck me as the kind to put her pennies into stocks and bonds. Granted I hadn't known her that well, but the fact she was playing strip go-fish for rent didn’t speak to a bank account bursting with extra funds. 
Which left one alternative. 
Blackmail.
I worded my next question carefully. “Deveroux, was Veronika particularly close to anyone on the set? Anyone who might have shared, say, a secret with Veronika?”
His white-blonde eyebrows (perfectly waxed, I noticed. Wait til I told Felix this guy was straight!) drew together. "Well, she did have coffee with Kylie a couple of times."
My ears pricked up. Coffee? Or a confession where Kylie let slip a deep dark secret worth killing Veronika over? I had to admit, I had a hard time putting the perky cheerleader-esque Tina Rey in the role of homicidal maniac. But, stranger things had happened. 
"But," Deveroux continued, "Veronika was really careful about keeping her personal life separate from her work. She was worried that if someone on the set found out she worked for the website, they’d fire her. I mean, despite the drama in the script, our core demographic is middle American housewives. It’s one thing to have scandalous storylines, but an actual scandal like working for a porn site, well, that wouldn't fit the studio’s image.”
He turned to Jasmine as an after thought. “No offense.”
She shrugged. “None taken. You paid for my last two photofacials.”
Deveroux blushed again. 
"So, no one else she was particularly close to on the set?"
He shook his head. "Why do you ask?"
I hesitated to tell him my theory. But, then again, I was quickly running out of suspects and at this point didn't have much to lose. “Do you think it’s possible that Veronika may have been blackmailing someone? Maybe someone on the set?”
“No. No way!” Deveroux vehemently shook his head. Then he stopped. He did a little sigh and slumped his shoulders forward. “Maybe.”
“And she never mentioned anything to you?” I asked again. 
“No, just that she was coming into some money soon.” His eyes got that watery look to them again. “You think that’s what got her killed? I mean, we didn’t have to move to Oregon. We could have stayed here.”
I rose and gave him an awkward pat on the shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
He nodded, sniffling loudly. “Excuse me, I need to find a tissue,” he mumbled and slipped out of the room.
I sank back onto the sofa, my mind whirling with possibilities. If Veronika had been blackmailing someone on the set, it would have given them ample reason to want her dead. How easy would it have been for a blackmailer to lure Veronika to Mia’s trailer under the guise of more money, then stage the death to look like Mia’s stalker? 
But it still didn’t explain Dusty. Or Mia's threatening letters. Was it possible that it was all a coincidence? That Veronika really had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time? What if Veronika had been waiting to meet the blackmailer at Mia’s trailer, but the stalker had gotten to her first? I had to admit, instead of explaining anything, this new development just added one more piece to the confusing puzzle that didn’t seem to fit in anywhere.
I was flirting with that headache again when the television piped up from the corner.
 
 
“That's right, Tom, we’ve received breaking news about the Magnolia Lane Murders.” 

 
 
Jasmine and I both immediately turned our attention to the screen as a slim, African-American reporter came on, holding a microphone on front of her face. The backdrop of the Sunset Studios Central Park, still cordoned off with crime scene tape, laid out behind her. 
 
 
“We go now to Marcia Blanding at the scene," a voice just off camera said. "Marcia?”

 
 
The reporter sprang to life, lifting her microphone to her cherry painted mouth. 
 
 
“Thank you, Peter. As you know, we’ve been following this story all morning, bringing you updates on the latest death on the set of the popular television show, Magnolia Lane.”
 
 
I winced as the camera moved left, showing a group of crime scene technicians in slick windbreakers combing the area. 
 
 
“Now, it seems,” Marcia went on, “that star, Mia Carletto's, poisoned penman has struck again. We learned just moments ago from Miss Carletto herself that she has received another death threat. We come to you live from the impromptu press conference just outside her trailer on the Sunset Studios lot.”
 
 
I leaned forward in my seat, my eyes glued to the television as Deveroux wandered back in the room.
“I’m sorry, I just-”
 “Shhhhh,” I commanded, waving him off as Mia’s face filled the screen.
Reporters surrounded her. To her right stood her publicist, a thin redheaded woman in a tailored black suit. To her left, the ominous presence of Ramirez, arms crossed over his pecs, his eyes ever watchful of the crowd pressing closer to Mia. For a second I had the tiniest prickle of guilt at giving my babysitter the slip, but it was quickly shoved to the background as Mia began to speak.
 
 
"Thank you all for coming," she said, her voice evenly modulated and booming over the assembled crowd.
“Are you all right?” one of the reporters shouted to her, shoving a Channel 2 microphone in her face.
Mia sighed loudly, her eyes downcast. “Physically, I am unharmed. Though, emotionally, the day has taken its toll on me.”
“Where did you find the latest note?” a representative from Cable 12 asked.
“This morning I arrived on the set to find this note in my trailer, pinned to my pillow,” Mia said, holding up a piece of plain, white stationary.
“What does it say?” shouted Channel 2 again.
Mia’s bottom lip quivered momentarily. Then she cleared her throat, lifted her head, and began to read from the paper. “Veronika and Dusty were only the beginning.” Her voice faltered, fear clearly evident on her pinched features as she continued. “You’ve eluded me thus far, but no more. I will have you Mia Carletto. Make no mistake about it,” she said, looking directly into the camera. “You’re next.”
A frenzy of flashbulbs went off, the reporters practically peeing their pants over this kind of news. I could see Ramirez's posture tense in the background as the clamoring mob of newshounds surged forward. Mia's publicist put an arm around her, ushering her back into the trailer as questions flew through the air one after another, ranging from "Are you hiring a bodyguard?" to "Who does your hair?"
 
 
"Mia knows how to work a crowd, doesn't she?" Deveroux asked, dabbing at the corner of his eye with a tissue.
I had to agree, the moment had been played for maximum effect. On the other hand, death threats did tend to be dramatic all on their own.
"I think she's had work done," Jasmine said, picking at a long, red fingernail. "Did you see her eyes? Wider than the aisles at Barney's."
I refrained from pointing out that Jasmine's own eyes weren't exactly a product of nature. Instead, I thanked Deveroux for his time (carefully making my feet as inconspicuous as possible), and left, taking the rose lined pathway back to Jasmine's Miata.
“Well, so much for Veronika's mystery man,” Jasmine said, shifting the sports car into gear. “So, do we track down Kylie next, or what?"
I turned to her. “We?” 
“What?” She gave me an innocent look and shrugged. “This Charlie's Angels thing is kind of fun.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but thought better of it. She did, after all, have the car.
"Okay, fine. Let's go question Kylie."
Luckily, I had it on good authority (Star magazine) that Kylie spent every Monday morning at the Kitson boutique on the trendy Robertson Boulevard. Twenty minutes later, Jasmine was circling the block to find parking and I was scanning the racks for Kylie's perky blonde head. I spotted her holding a vintage "Little Miss Sunshine" T-shirt up to her ample chest in the mirror.
"Hi, Kylie! Wow, what a coincidence. You shop here too?" I grabbed a studded belt, trying to look like a casual shopper as she spun around.
It took a second for recognition to dawn in her eyes. "Oh, yeah. You're the new wardrobe girl, right?"
I nodded. "Uh huh. Maddie."
"Riiiight. Sorry, I totally forgot your name. When I'm on the set, I tune stuff like that out. I have to be in a total concentration zone. You know, they expect me to have all my lines memorized? Like, every week." She turned back to her reflection. "What do you think of this shirt?"
"Very cute."
She wrinkled her ski-jump nose. "You think? I don't know, is it too young?"
Considering Kylie still looked like she should be shopping in the kid’s section, I decided that question was rhetorical. Instead, I got right to the point.
"So, I guess you heard about Dusty this morning?"
Kylie dropped the shirt and spun around. "Ohmigod, like, too totally sad, you know? I can't even believe someone could do that. Way random."
I hesitated to tell her just how un-random this was shaping up to be.
"I heard that you and Veronika were close. All of this must be so hard on you."
Again Kylie did the nose scrunching thing. "Um, sorta, I guess. We did lattes a couple of times. But she was kinda weird, you know"?
I cocked my head to the side, fingering a fur trimmed jacket. "Weird how?"
"Well, she just kept talking about this guy she was dating and how they were gonna get married and move to Oregon. Oregon of all places! I mean, I so did not get that fascination. There's, like, not even any cool malls there. And it's, like, totally rainy 'n' stuff. Way fubar if you ask me."
I watched as she picked up another T-shit. "Little Miss Giggles". 
"So, um, was that all you and Veronika talked about?”
Kylie gave me a sidelong glance in the mirror. “I guess. Why?”
I picked up the belt again, trying to feign casual. “No reason. Just wondering if she might have confided something in you. Something that might help find who killed her.” 
Something sparked in the back of Kylie’s eyes and for a moment I thought I saw a glimmer of intelligence beyond her Tina Rey character cross her face. “Don’t the police think Mia was the real target?” 
“No one’s really sure yet,” I said, watching her carefully.
Kylie shrugged. “Well, Veronika didn’t say anything to me about someone after her, if that’s what you mean. Like I said, we just did lattes a couple of times. She wasn’t like my BFF or anything.” She turned back to her reflection. “Hey, what do you think about this top. Kitschy fun or just passé?"
I handed her a pink T with a polka-dotted Chihuahua on the front. "Try this."
She grabbed it and held it up to her chest. “Too cute!”
“So, do have any idea why Veronika might have been in Mia’s trailer that night?” I asked, switching gears. 
Kylie shrugged. "I dunno. That wrinkle-faced police guy asked me that, too. All I can think is that maybe she was borrowing a script or something. I know Veronika was always losing her copy. She tried to borrow mine a couple weeks ago but I, like, totally needed it. I had, like, two whole pages to memorize!”
“Ouch.”
“No doubt. Hey, wanna hand me that belt? I'm gonna go try some of these on," Kylie said, grabbing her pile of T-shirts. 
I did. Then hung around the dressing rooms a while, but I figured I’d gotten all I was going to out of Miss Perk. 
Jasmine was just pulling into a spot out front as I exited the boutique. I slipped into the passenger seat of the Miata. "Perfect timing."
"Are you done already?" Jasmine's face fell. (Well, as far as a facelift and chin implant would let it fall).
I nodded. "Either Kylie’s too stupid or too smart to saying anything useful."
"Damn." Jasmine pouted. "Okay, well where to next, Kate?"
I gave her a look. "Kate?"
Jasmine rolled her eyes at me. "Well, duh, if we're doing the Angels thing, I'm clearly Farrah so you have to be either Jaclyn Smith or Kate Jackson. And, honey, you're no Jaclyn."
I gave her a dirty look. But, considering she had the car, didn't argue.
Only, the truth was, I wasn't really sure where to go next. The fact that Veronika may have been blackmailing someone on the set threw a whole new light on things. The only problem was that secrets ran through Magnolia Lane faster than a Malibu wildfire. Her victim-turned-killer could be any one of the cast. I wasn’t even entirely ready to cross Kylie off my list. Sure, she seemed innocent enough, but I wasn’t completely convinced that the perky ditz thing she had going on wasn’t an act. I mean, who could really be that blonde? 
And what about Dusty? What was her connection to all of this? I had a hard time picturing her and Veronika in cahoots. Dusty loved her job too much to jeopardize it that way. The girl had lived for fashion. 
And then there were the letters. After this last one, it seemed clear they were somehow linked to the murders. But I couldn’t for the life of me think how. Either he was the most bumbling killer ever, to have gotten the wrong target twice, or there was more going on here than I could figure. I swore, it was harder to follow than last season's love triangle between Tina Rey, the electrician, and that hooker they killed off in the supermarket after her secret love child with the neighbor burned down Tina Rey's house and hit her dog with a Diaper Delivery truck. 
"Let's go visit Margo," I finally decided, remembering the orange scarf.
"Good plan." Jasmine nodded. "I bet she's in this up to her eyeballs."
The only problem was that I had no idea where to look for her. "I don't exactly have her address," I confessed. 
"No prob," Jasmine replied. "Easy enough to get that."
I raised en eyebrow at her. (And, since my beauty regimen included L'Oreal night cream in lieu of botulism injections, my eyebrow actually went up.) "You can?"
"Um, duh? Just pick up any map of the stars’ homes. Margo's compound is always on there."
"Compound?" Since when did supporting TV actresses make the kind of cash to live in compounds?
Jasmine gave me a sidelong look. "Um, yeah. Margo Walton? She's freaking swimming in dough, that girl. She used to be a B movie actress back in the eighties, did, like, fifty of those high school sluts being chased by ax murderers flicks. She's still huge in Japan."
Considering Mom would have freaked if she caught my pre-teen self watching those kinds of movies, I had to admit, I'd never seen Margo outside of her Nurse Nan scrubs. I looked at Jasmine, wondering exactly how old she was. "You've seen her films?"
Jasmine nodded emphatically, doing a U-turn and heading back toward the 2. "Love 'em. I used to get this guy logging into the website from Japan, BigWu22. Dude was totally into that stuff. Wanted me to put on the leg warmers and tease my hair and everything. I totally channeled early Margo."
I looked up at the giant dyed red mass of hair moussed within an inch of its life atop Jasmine's head, wondering how on earth she could tease it any higher. Or balance on her chicken legs if she did.
Fifteen minutes later we were on Hollywood Boulevard, cruising past the Mann Chinese theater and the Walk of Fame. "This guy looks good," Jasmine said, pulling the Miata up to a curb where an Indian guy in a lawn chair sat next to Grouch Marx's star, holding up a sign that read "Star Maps, $10." She jumped out and, after exchanging a few words and a few dollars with the guy, hopped back in the car. 
"Bingo," she said, unfolding a blue, photocopied map. Since we were sitting in a Miata, the smallest car they make outside of the circus, the unfolded map filled the entire interior. I scanned the road lines for little red stars indicating the houses of Hollywood's most famous residents. I resisted the urge to suggest a detour when I saw Orlando Bloom only lived a few blocks away.
"Right there!" Jasmine shouted, pointing a red nail at a spot in Bel Air. Two inches north of Sunset were the printed words “Margo Walton.” 
I loathed to admit it, Jasmine had done good.
She put the car in gear and shot out into traffic, weaving in and out of the lanes as she took Sunset west to the 405. Unfortunately, the traffic gods were not with us today and, as soon as we hit the freeway, we were stuck in a virtual parking lot.
"Shit," Jasmine swore and flipped on the radio, cruising through stations until she found one promising a traffic report. Apparently a high-speed chase had gone through earlier and police were still cleaning up the tack strips and mangled cop cars that had resulted. 
I slunk down in my seat, watching the smog layer hover over the city as we inched forward. My stomach growled, reminding me I hadn't filled it since that cup of coffee this morning. 
"Got anything to eat in here?" I asked, opening the glove box. "A snickers bar, candy, anything?"
Jasmine gave me a look like I'd suggested she was smuggling dead bodies in the trunk. "Candy? You think I got this body harboring candy bars in my glove box?"
"Oh puh-lease. We both know you got that body from Doctor 90210."
Jasmine gasped. "I did not!"
I gave her a get-real look. 
She bit the inside of her cheek. "Okay, fine. I've had a little work done."
I snorted. But refrained from comment as my stomach did another unholy moan. "Look, this traffic isn't letting up. Let's pull off somewhere and wait it out. Preferably somewhere with a drive-thru. I'm starving."
Jasmine shoved her purse at me. "I think there's a couple of Tic Tacs in there."
I opened her red, leather clutch and rummaged through a collection of lipstick, compacts, and concealer that rivaled even mine until my fingers wrapped around a case of green Tic Tacs. I ate one. Then another. I popped a handful of them in my mouth and crunched loudly. 
"I'm still hungry."
Jasmine rolled her eyes. "Fine. I'll pull off at the next exit." I swore she shot my mid-section a look that said I could do with a little work, too, but I ignored her, downing another handful of Tic Tacs instead. 
Ten minutes later we inched our way onto the off-ramp. One thing that can't be beat about L.A. living, you're never more than two blocks away from a Big Mac and fries. My stomach did one more groan (this one I'm pretty sure was of glee) as Jasmine parked next to the dumpster in front of the Golden Arches. I led the way inside and ordered a Quarter Pounder with cheese and large fries from the pimply kid behind the counter. Oh, and a strawberry shake. And an apple pie. 
Jasmine looked down her sculpted nose at me and ordered bottled water and a side salad – no dressing. Apparently she wasn't scheduled for another lipo round for another six months.
We ate in silence, mostly because I was scarfing down my food with an appreciation that would make Ronald McDonald proud. It only took ten minutes and we were back out in the parking lot. Me rubbing my full belly with the kind of satisfaction that only an apple pie chaser can provide. Personally, though, I still thought Jasmine looked a little hungry.
I was about to offer her the last Tic Tac when a loud pinging sound erupted from the dumpster next to us. 
I jumped, Jasmine and I both doing mirrored “What the…?” looks.
"What was that?" she asked, her red hair whipping around her face as she scanned the parking lot.
"I dunno." 
Then I heard it again, closer to me this time, and accompanied by a little spark as something whizzed off the metal side of the dumpster. 
A voice yelled from across the parking lot. "You bitch!" 
I looked up.
And froze.
Oh. Shit. 
Running toward me, long black hair flapping behind her like a cape, silver gun straight armed in her right hand, was Isabel.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
"You stupid fucking bitch!" she screamed. Another bullet ricocheted off the dumpster. Jasmine and I instinctively ducked, trying to make ourselves as tiny as possible behind the Miata. Which, since it was designed for midgets, wasn't nearly tiny enough. 
“You are so mine now,” Isabel screamed, her voice growing closer.
"Holy shit," Jasmine yelled. She scuttled around the car and dove behind the dumpster. 
Second good idea Jasmine had had that day.
I joined her, my knees scraping against the ketchup-stained asphalt as another shot pinged off the metal side.
"You ruined everything, you dumb bitch! Snake won't even talk to me because of you. I'm going to fucking kill you!"
"Gee, you're popular," Jasmine hissed, covering her head with both of her skinny arms.
"I'm not good with relationships. So sue me."
Ping, ping, ping. Two more bullets bounced off the dumpster, adrenalin shooting through me with each one, as I heard Isabel pause to reload. 
I ripped my purse off my shoulder, digging for my cell to call in the cavalry. But of course, with my hands shaking worse than the Northridge Quake, that was easier said than done.
Ping, ping, ping.
"Jesus Christ, call nine-one-one," Jasmine shouted, rolling into a tight ball beside me. “This chick is crazy.”
No kidding. I dumped my purse upside down, spilling the contents onto the ground just as I heard the door of the McDonalds open.
"Hey, what’s going on out here?" I heard the pimply kid ask, his voice cracking.
"None of your goddamned business, pizza face!" 
Two more shots rang out, one of them followed by the sound of shattering glass and a car alarm wailing pitifully.
"My car!" Jasmine moaned beside me.
"Holly crap, call the cops!" the pimply kid screamed, ducking back into the restaurant.
I finally spied my cell phone. But, considering the nearest cop car was probably a good twelve blocks away and Isabel was twelve feet, I had a sinking feeling I knew which one would get here first. I'd already been held at gunpoint once by Isabel. Quite honestly, not an experience I was dying to repeat. 
So, instead of reaching for my cell, I wrapped my fingers around the little silver canister sitting on the asphalt next to my tampons and lip gloss. Mrs. Rosenblatt's special stash of pepper spray.
I pulled the top off, stuck my finger over the trigger, and took a deep fortifying breath that smelled a little of stale French fries, then jumped out from behind the dumpster.
Isabel was standing over Jasmine's car, systematically shooting out all the windows. What was it with this chick and cars?
"Hey Isabel!" I shouted.
She turned to face me, her eyes big, pupils the size of silver dollars. The girl seriously needed a double dose of Xanax.
I straight-armed the pepper spray in front of me, aiming it right at Isabel's face, and pulled the trigger. 
Which, I realized, would have been totally effective if I'd been standing the suggested four to six feet from my target. Unfortunately, Isabel was a good ten away. A fine stream of liquid shot out from my canister… and dribbled harmlessly down on the Miata’s tires.
Uh oh.
Isabel pointed the gun at me. "You stupid bitch, now you're going to pay!"
I looked down at the useless canister in my hand. On pure instinct, I threw it in her direction. 
If I'd actually tried out for the softball team in high school instead of just telling my mother I was going to try outs and actually sneaking underneath the bleachers with Jason Pratt, I might have had something resembling aim, maybe even enough to pull a cool Lucy Liu move and knock the gun out of her hand. But, considering Jason Pratt was the best kisser in all of ninth grade, not to mention the spitting image of Luke Perry, circa 1991, my aim sucked. 
The canister bounced on the ground, landing at Isabel's feet.
She laughed. "You are so girly."
Crap. Damn you and your magical tongue, Jason!
Only, my curse at the French-kissing god of ninth grade was cut short as a hissing sound erupted from the canister. Both Isabel and I looked at each other. Then down. Just in time to see the canister explode, covering Isabel head to toe in cayenne pepper water.
"Ahhh!" She screamed, dropping the gun and clawing at her eyes. "I'm on fire!" 
Thank you, Mrs. Rosenblatt.
Sirens erupted in the background, the signal that Pimple Boy had, indeed, called the cops. Isabel pulled her hands away from her swollen eyes just long enough to scoop up her gun before bolting in the opposite direction.
"Don't think I'm through with you, bitch!" she yelled, slipping into another no-doubt stolen SUV at the end of the lot. This one a red MDX with fuzzy dice hanging from the rearview mirror. I watched her wild hair flying out the window as she turned the corner, disappearing behind the Tip Top Dry Cleaners. 
"Come on." I grabbed Jasmine by the arm, hauling her skinny butt off the ground. "We have to go."
Jasmine was shaking and I wasn't entirely sure I didn't see a wet stain peeking through her Brazilians. "Is she gone?" 
I nodded. "Uh huh. And we have to be, too." The only thing worse than being shot at by Isabel would be The Wrath of Ramirez if he caught me here, sans babysitter. 
I shoved Jasmine into the passenger seat, hopped behind the wheel, hastily brushing broken glass off the seat, and put the Miata into reverse, squealing out of the parking lot just as two cop cars, lights blazing, rounded the corner.
Jasmine looked pale in the seat beside me. So pale that her foundation stood out on her cheeks like poster paint. I wasn’t entirely sure she wasn’t about to hurl. 
“Are you okay?" I asked.
Jasmine turned and did her best Evil Barbie, squinting her eyes and hissing through her teeth. "Okay? Okay?! No, I’m not okay. I just got shot at!"
"Yeah, I know. I hate it when that happens."
"I changed my mind," she said, pink slowly seeping back into her skin, "I so don’t want to be an Angel."
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
We rode the rest of the way into Bel Air in silence, Jasmine periodically wincing and re-paling as wind ripped through her shot out windows. Me periodically looking in the rearview for SUVs driven by crack heads.
Luckily, none appeared and twenty minutes later we were sitting outside the gated home of Margo Walton.
I hit the intercom button and waited as a man's deep voice buzzed over the speaker.
"Yes?"
"Hi, I'm Maddie Springer. I work with Margo."
Nothing.
"I, uh, wanted to see if I could talk with her?"
I waited as he did the strong, silent routine again. 
“Please?” 
Finally, "Hang on a minute."
He clicked off and I let the Miata idle, hoping Margo was in a chatty mood. I tried to peek around the wrought iron gates, but all I could see from here was a winding, gravel-lined drive leading into a grove of strategically placed oak trees, planted, no doubt, specifically to keep nosey people like me guessing. 
"How much do you think a place like this costs?" I asked.
Jasmine shrugged. "I dunno. Ten mil?"
I shook my head, marveling at the thought that a woman worth ten million dollars in prime California real estate would show up to work wearing plastic Crocs. I guess money can’t buy fashion sense. 
Just when I was beginning to think the gatekeeper had forgotten about us, the intercom buzzed to life again. "All right, you can go on through."
As if by magic the heavy iron gates in front of us slid back, allowing entry. I put the car in gear, tires crunching as we wound toward the center of the property. The drive was flanked by long expanses of green lawn, punctuated here and there by blooming flowerbeds and the occasional fountain with a naked Greek god spurting water from completely inappropriate body parts. 
Finally the drive ended in a roundabout in front of an enormous plantation style home. Immediately I thought of Gone With the Wind, but to my knowledge Bel Air wasn’t known for its historic cotton roots. Large white columns flanked the brick steps leading to an oversized wooden door. Ornate moldings covered the cornices and a long, white balcony stretched the entire length of the upper floors. 
It was official. I lived in the crappiest place in all of L.A.
I parked the dwarfed Miata near the front steps and stared up at the building.
"How many B movies did you say she made?"
"At least fifty in the U.S. Maybe more overseas. I heard she even had a short stint as a German pop star in the late nineties."
And here I thought I knew everything there was to know about my favorite TV stars. 
"So…" Jasmine said, her eyes darting to the imposing front door, "you really think Margo might have done it? Killed two women?"
I shrugged. "Maybe."
Jasmine's throat bobbed up and down, a little of that pasty look returning to her cheeks. "Know what? Maybe I'll just wait in the car."
"Suit yourself." I opened the door and hopped out, my heels crunching on the white gravel leading up to the steps. I rang the bell and heard elegant chimes echo throughout the home. Two beats later the door was opened by a young, Asian woman in a gray uniform. 
"Hi, I'm Maddie Springer?" I said. Only it sounded more like a question. I’ll admit, growing up around Beverly Hills, I wasn’t easily intimidated by wealth. But being faced with a real live uniformed maid right of out a Merchant Ivory film, was something I wasn’t accustomed to. I nervously tugged at my hooker outfit. 
The woman was obviously a pro and if she wondered why a woman in spandex and clashing pumps, driving a Miata that looked like it belonged to Bonnie and Clyde, was standing on her employer's doorstep, she didn't show it. Instead, she did a slight nod of her head and motioned for me to come in. "Please follow me," she said in softly accented English. 
I did, as she led the way down a narrow hallway to her right. I’m glad she had her back to me as we walked because I was pretty sure I was staring with an intensity that bordered on rude as I took in Margo’s décor.
It was like I had walked into a Hollywood museum. Every square inch of wall space was occupied by large, framed movie posters. Most of which had either the words “sorority,” “slasher” or both in the title. I recognized a younger version of Margo, minus the overzealous facelift, gracing half of them. Most were films I didn't recognize, some were even done in foreign languages – Japanese, German, Spanish. 
As the maid led me into a large room at the back of the house, the feeling of being in a showplace increased when I noticed that everything was encased in plastic. And I mean everything. The sofas were wrapped in the kind of covering seen on my Irish Catholic grandmother's virgin living room set she purchased at Sears in 1957. Plastic display cases took up every available surface, displaying things like vases, jewelry, teacups, and even a stuffed ferret. Along a black lacquered mantel sat a collection of trophies – one of which I picked out as a Golden Globe. I took a step closer. Best Supporting Actress in a Drama. 1997. Ouch. Been a while since Margo had appeared on the big screen.
"Miss Margo will be right with you," the woman told me, then disappeared back the way she had come.
I took the opportunity to browse the museum. Of course, the first stop was the ferret. (What can I say? I'm curious like that.) A brass nameplate on the case said: Mr. Bobo, from Sorority Strangler 7. I looked at Mr. Bobo, permanently suspended in mid leap inside his plastic tomb. Creepy. 
I moved on to the next case, which held a huge pair of ruby colored earrings. The case read: Worn by 'Magdalena' in The Slasher Co-Ed Returns. The rest of the cases were similarly marked, all holding memorabilia, it seemed, from Margo's various film efforts. I paused next to a case from The Campus Killer, which held a pair of black, silk pumps, embroidered with little emerald butterflies down the sides.
"Gorgeous, aren’t they?"
I snapped my head up to see that Margo had entered the room.
"I wore those as Eleanor Swift, sophomore at UCLA and the Campus Killer's third victim."
I nodded. "They're beautiful." Personally, I thought it was a shame they were stuck behind plastic. Shoes like those deserved to be worn. Fleetingly, I wondered what size they were…
"My death scene in that one was superbly written. The killer slit me across the throat right here." She made a line from ear to ear with her forefinger. "God, I was cleaning fake dye out of my hair for a week, there was so much blood. Did you see that one?" Margo asked
I shook my head. "No, sorry. I must have missed it."
Margo shrugged. "Oh well, it was a straight-to-video. Great reviews in Sweden, though. Please, sit," she said, indicating a low loveseat.
I did, my spandex dress slipping awkwardly on the plastic surface. 
Margo sat opposite me. She was dressed in a maroon skirt, black blouse and black, sheer stockings that swooshed together as she crossed one leg over the other. Though, I was pleased to see a pair of classic black pumps on her feet and not the rubber Crocs. 
"So, you wanted to talk to me?" she asked. She pulled a slim, silver cigarette case from a drawer beside her and flipped it open.
"Yes, I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions about the show."
"Sure." She offered the case to me. I shook my head and she shrugged again, pulling out a long, slim clove cigarette. "What do you want to know?"
"I suppose you saw Mia's press conference this morning?"
Margo snorted. "Who didn't? That woman is the biggest media whore I've ever seen. And I’ve been around," she added, gesturing to her treasure trove of B-movie credits. “I know whores.”
"I take it you're not that fond of Mia?"
"Hell no." Margo punctuated this by stabbing the unlit cigarette in my direction. "She’s a first rate bitch, that woman."
"Because of the comment she made about your age the other day?"
Margo gave a sharp bark of laughter. "Oh, honey, we go back way farther than that."
"How far?" I asked, leaning forward. 
"I was the one who first discovered her."
"Oh?"
Margo nodded. "She was doing this terrible actor's playhouse production in North Hollywood. I was there with my second husband, Randolph Amsted, the director of Dorm Demons?" She paused, looking expectantly at me as if I should know him. 
I nodded, playing along. 
"Anyway, the play was awful, but Mia, I could tell she had something. She was driven. She made the audience pay attention to her. I convinced Randolph to put her in his next picture. You know, just something small, like a bit part. He did and she used that as the springboard to television. Of course," Margo added, a bitter note to her voice, "Magnolia Lane has been her big breakout."
"I heard that Mia was originally cast in the role of Nurse Nan," I said watching her reaction.
Her blue eyes whipped around to me. "Who told you that?"
"Uh…" I shrugged non-commitally. "Not sure. I guess I just heard it… around."
Margo narrowed her eyes at me and for a second I feared I was going to get thrown out of the B-Movie Museum. But finally she just leaned back on her sofa with a little plastic burp. "I was the one who suggested her to the producers in the first place. She was supposed to be my supporting actress. But, being Mia of course, she went behind my back and convinced them that she would be a better fit to play opposite Ricky." Margo barked out a sharp laugh. "Please. I've had lovers half his age."
I refrained from commenting on Margo's math. Ricky didn't look a day over thirty, and if Margo had fifteen year old fans, I was a rocket scientist.
"So, Mia got the role of Ashley and you got the supporting role?" I prodded. 
Margo lit her cigarette, blowing a fine stream of smoke toward the ceiling. "At least on the small screen." She looked at me, her eyes twinkling. "Did you know that FOX has picked up the film rights? There's going to be a Magnolia Lane movie, staring yours truly."
My heart leapt into my throat and my internal TV junkie did a happy squeal. "Really? Ohmigod – too cool!"
Margo smiled smugly. "Oh yeah. 'Cool' all right. Even cooler? I'm the executive producer. The movie was not only going to be my return to film, but also my revenge on that little tramp." She took another long drag. "I was writing Mia out of the film." 
"Writing her out?" I asked. "But isn’t she the star of the show?" 
Uh oh. The second the words left my mouth, I regretted them. Margo froze, cigarette halfway to her lips, and gave me a death look. 
"There are other inhabitants of Magnolia Lane, you know," she barked out. "Tina Rey and the electrician were the hot item in the ratings last season. And my lines have doubled since Blake went into that coma."
"Right. Of course. Sorry." Though I personally couldn’t imagine a Magnolia Lane without Mia. I mean, Blake in a coma and Nurse Nana hovering over him a story did not make. Where was the drama in that?
"Anyway," she went on, "that was going to be my revenge on the backstabbing bitch."
"Was?" I asked, honing in on the word. "Did something change?"
Margo stood up, slashed her cigarette in the air. "Mia found out about the film and pitched a royal fit! Suddenly the whole project's on hold. And now with the letters and these murders, backers are talking about pulling out altogether. All because of that overrated prima dona." 
I waited while Margo took a long drag of her cigarette, exhaling vigorously before she sank down into the loveseat opposite me, the plastic casing crackling beneath her frame. "I swear to God, if that wacko writing the letters offs Mia next, I'll die a happy woman."
I watched Margo's nostrils flare in and out, thanks to the aggressive facelift, the only part of her face that held any expression. The bad blood between the two actresses ran deep, that much was clear. Deep enough for Margo to kill two innocent victims just to get to Mia? I wasn't sure. But if the treasure trove of artifacts filling her home was any indication, Margo took her films seriously. Mia sabotaging her comeback to the big screen just might be enough to put Margo over the edge. 
I was about to ask Margo how well she had known Veronika when the maid came into the room again. 
"Excuse me, Miss," she said softly addressing me.
I turned. "Yes?"
"There's a woman out front. She told me to say…" The maid blushed. "To get your ‘fanny’ outside. She's on the night shift tonight and if you don't hurry the," she paused again, "'heck' up she'll take off without you."
Any other time, I would have sent a return message that Porn Star Barbie could go to “heck.” But, unfortunately, she was my only ride. 
I rose, painfully peeling my exposed thighs off the plastic couch, and thanked Margo for seeing me.
"Anytime, honey," she said, blowing smoke out through her nostrils. "My door is always open for a bitch session about Mia."
 
 
* * *
 
 
Jasmine drove through the evening traffic back toward West Hills, having composed herself enough by now that instead of freaked, the set of her bony jaw just looked pissed off. She was silent, no doubt using all her brainpower to mentally add up how much it was going to cost to have her baby fixed. I took the opportunity to check my voicemail. Just one message. I keyed in my pin number and got an earful of Ramirez’s growl. 
"I'm at your place, Maddie. I couldn’t help but notice that neither you nor my officer are here. Where the hell are you Maddie?" he asked, his voice growing louder with each word. "I got a call about a woman shooting at a blonde in a McDonald’s parking lot. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?" Then the slam of his receiver hanging up echoed through my ears as the message clicked over.
Needless to say, I didn't call him back.
I looked out the window. The sky was turning dusky pink and blue as the sun sank behind the hills. It was clear that I couldn’t go home tonight without risking a) a pissed off cop with a pair of handcuffs, or b) a pissed off crack head with a gun. Ditto Ramirez’s place. Despite his invitation this morning, I had a feeling he wouldn’t be all smiles and sunshine to see me right now. 
I hit speed dial and called Dana's number.
No answer on her cell and Daisy Duke informed me that she hadn’t been home all day. Great.
I looked across the console at Jasmine. If I bribed her with an above-the-fold mention, I could probably spend the night in her den of iniquity, but the idea of strangers touching their tab A while watching me sleep was creepier than a stuffed ferret. 
Which left me with only one place to go. 
I bit my lip.
"Hey, Jasmine, do you think you could drop me off someplace?"
She did an exasperated sigh and looked at her dash clock. "If it's on the way. Where?"
I took a deep breath, hoping the slime didn't rub off as I gave Jasmine Felix's address in the Hollywood Hills.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
 
The sun was long gone by the time we climbed the last ridge to Felix’s monument to modern architecture, the sky a deep blue by now, almost dark enough to see stars if the ever present sheen of city lights didn't blind them out. The night air had chilled considerably and Jasmine and I were doing a teeth chattering duet as wind whipped through her non-existent windows.
“I swear I’ll pay for these,” I stammered, feeling my lips turn blue.
“Damn straight you will! Are we almost there?”
If I didn’t know better, I’d say Jasmine was anxious to get rid of me. 
"A couple more turns," I responded.
Jasmine mumbled something under her breath (I caught the words "blonde" and "pain in the ass") and cranked the wheel to the right as she wound further upward. Finally the trees broke and Felix's glass structure came into view.
"Wow," Jasmine said. “Who is this guy? And more importantly, what does he like to watch? I could retire on a perv this rich.”
I ignored her comment as, at the moment, the important question on my mind was would he put up a slightly snarky shoe designer on the run from the cops for a night?
“You can let me out here,” I said as she pulled into the drive. 
Jasmine shot me a look and for a second I could see her desire to meet Mr. Mega-bucks warring with her desire to be Maddie-free. For a second. Personally, I think it was the shot-out windows that put her over the edge.
"Yeah, fine. And don't think I won't send you the bill for the car!" she reminded me as I grabbed my purse and got out. I scarcely had the passenger door shut again before she had the car in reverse, peeling out of the drive and back down the hill. 
I climbed the steps to Felix's front door, crossing my fingers he was home. I gave a sharp rap and waited two beats while footsteps approached from inside. 
Felix opened the door and stared at me.
"Maddie?"
I gave him a one finger wave. "Hi. So, um, I need another favor."
His eyes crinkled at the corners. "Lovely to see you, too. What, me? I'm just fine, thanks for asking, love."
If I'd had any energy left I me, I might have felt bad. "Sorry. It's been a long day. I hate getting shot at."
At the word "shot" Felix's face immediately lost it's mocking hint, his eyebrows drawing together in a tight line. "Again? Are you okay?"
"Yeah, I'm fine. She’s got terrible aim. Can I come in?"
Felix stepped back. "Of course. I was just making some cappuccino." He gave me a quick (sort of) up and down. "You look like you could use one." 
He motioned for me to follow him as he led the way down a hallway and into a kitchen massive enough to make Rachel Ray jealous. He proceeded to flip on a cappuccino machine the size of a Buick and pull two coffee mugs down as I sat at the granite counter and relayed to him the entire events of the day, starting with his gun getting confiscated (to which he asked if I knew how much that thing had cost him. Cheapskate.) and ending with the Mickey D's shoot out and my conversation with Margo. By the time I was done, we were both downing steaming mugs of cappuccino and Felix's forehead was permanently etched in a frown. No doubt from trying to take mental notes on every detail for the Informer’s headline tomorrow: Blonde Fugitive Spotted Eating Massive Amounts Of Apple Pie While Getting Shot At. By Bigfoot. (Hey, they were the Informer. They took a little artistic license with their facts.) 
"So, you think Margo did it?"
I rested my chin in both hands. "Maybe. I don't know. But with Mia getting another note today, it sounds like whoever it is isn’t satisfied yet. I mean, if Veronika was a mistake, and Dusty was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, maybe whoever is after Mia will try again."
"Personally, I'd say it sounds like she deserves it. Is there anyone she hasn't screwed?"
I shrugged. "Beats me."
"So, what's our next move, Miss Marple?"
"Who?"
He shot me a lopsided grin. "Never mind."
"Well, I don't know about you, but my next move is sleep. Which reminds me…" I trailed off, biting my lip. "I was kind of hoping that maybe I could stay here tonight?"
Felix raised one eloquent eyebrow at me.
But I didn't give him a chance to say no, jumping right into the speech I'd mentally practiced on the way here. "See, my place isn’t safe, what with Isabel running around, and it's still kind of trashed, and I can't go to Ramirez’s because, even forgetting the fact that I don't have a key, he left a really pissed off message about the whole escaping the babysitter thing and he probably wouldn’t open the door for me anyway, and Dana's not home, probably at SA, and Jasmine has cameras all over the ceiling, and, well, you were my last hope."
"It's always lovely to know I'm at the bottom of your list, Maddie." 
I ignored his sarcasm. "Please?" I pleaded, doing my best pathetic voice. Which, considering the day I'd had, wasn't too hard to fake.
He paused, his face unreadable. Then finally said, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
“Come on. I’m sorry about the whole Deveroux-is-gay story. I promise I’ll make it up to you. Please, please, pretty please?”
Felix looked at me over his mug. He bit the inside of his cheek and narrowed his eyes. I could see emotions at war behind his blue eyes, but I wouldn’t venture to guess what they were. 
Finally he relented. "All right, you win. Guest room's upstairs. First door on the left."
I was so relieved I actually jumped off my stool and hugged him. 
For a half a second he went completely rigid. Then his arms circled around my waist. Lightly. As if he was almost afraid to touch me. Odd as it may sound, it actually felt kind of nice. His rough cheek pressed against mine and I felt myself inhaling deeply the scents of expensive cologne and warm cappuccino. 
"Thanks." I lifted my face to give him a quick peck on the cheek.
And that's when it happened. Somehow, his head turned. And instead of my lips coming up against stubbled cheek, they were suddenly on his lips. Soft lips. Lips that tasted like imported coffee. And they were moving. Slowly, brushing over mine, warm breath whispering as they skimmed my bottom lip. 
I think I made a little sighing noise.
And just like that they were gone.
I realized I had my eyes closed and opened them to find him two steps away, his chest rising and falling heavily, his eyes locked onto my mouth.
I blinked. What had just happened?
"Felix, I-" I started.
But he cut me off, his voice husky and thick with an emotion I didn't want to guess at, as he turned his back to me and quickly grabbed both of our mugs, taking them to the stainless sink. “Guest room’s the first door on the left. Goodnight." 
I stood there watching his back for a full two seconds before I managed a feeble, "Goodnight," myself and followed the stairs to the first door on the right. 
Which turned out to be a bathroom, because, of course, Felix had said "left," not "right". So sue me if I wasn't totally paying attention at that point. I'd just been kissed by Tabloid Boy.
And worse yet, I'd liked it.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
I was on a beach. A white, sandy beach filled with palm trees and tropical breezes. The sound of the ocean roared behind me, the scent of salt water filling my nostrils as warm sun soaked into my skin. I was probably going to get a sunburn, but I didn’t care. It all felt too good. 
I was wearing the itty bitty blue bikini I saw on sale at Nordstrom’s last week, and lying on a soft lounge chair. I looked over to the side and saw another chair beside me. I was just wondering whose chair it was when he walked up. Shirtless. I think I drooled a little as Ramirez stood over me, his bronzed chest glistening in the afternoon sun, pecs rippling as he sank down beside me.
“Hi, beautiful,” he said, his voice low and deep and accented with that unmistakable undertone of pure sex. He trained his dark eyes on me and slowly leaned in. 
I closed my eyes as his lips brushed mine, letting myself melt beneath his touch. It was a slow kiss, long and sensual, as lazy as the sounds of the ocean crashing around us. I never wanted it to end. By the time our lips finally did part I was panting, my entire body burning for more. I slowly opened my eyes.
And saw Felix’s face hovering above mine.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I screamed, sitting straight up in bed. I took deep breaths (In… out. In… out.) My gaze whipped around the room. I was in a low, sleek bed. Blonde woods, piled high with a white goose down comforter and fat pillows. The walls were painted a stark white, splashed with abstract paintings in deep burgundies and greens. Hardwood floors with plush white rugs and the windows were covered in light, flowing curtains, gently swaying in the breeze.
It took a few minutes before a) I stopped panting and b) I remembered where I was. Felix's house.
I did a groan and fell back on the pillows, covering my face with my hands. Had that really happened last night? What was wrong with me? Felix of all people. He was dirt, slime, scum. There was nothing redeemable about Felix.
Never mind the fact that just yesterday I'd been waking up in a different guy's bed. A guy who was supposed to be my boyfriend. Oh God, had I cheated on my boyfriend? Was a kiss cheating? Was I cheater? What would Ramirez say? I had a vision of him punching that clown. 
And groaned again.
It had been the gunshots. The peril. The long day. The endless fights with Ramirez. Mercury in retrograde! That was all, right? I mean, it's not as if I wanted to kiss Felix. Besides, it was just a kiss. And an accidental one at that! He turned his head. I hadn’t even meant to kiss him. I hadn’t even enjoyed it! 
Much. 
I popped out of bed, still in the spandex monster, and grabbed my pumps in one hand, purse in the other. I made a feeble attempt at smoothing my bed-head as I gingerly stuck my head out the door, peeking into the hallway. No sign of life. Good.
I slowly padded barefoot down the stairs, hoping to slip out before Felix woke. 
No such luck. As I rounded the corner I spied him in the kitchen, in much the same place I'd left him last night.
He was standing at the counter, this morning’s copy of the Informer spread out in front of him. Khaki Dockers hugged his frame and, despite the fact that I'd almost convinced myself The Kiss hadn't happened, I felt myself blush as my gaze strayed to his Magnum territory.
I cleared my throat.
Felix glanced up briefly. “Morning. Coffee’s in the machine. Cups in the cupboard above.” Then returned to his paper. 
I set my purse and pumps on a stool. “Thanks. Uh, about last night…”
Felix looked up and gave me a blank look. “Yes?”
“Um, I mean, I just wanted you to know that… I mean accidents happen and… You know, Mercury in retrograde makes people do strange things and… Well, it's not like I…” 
I searched his blue eyes, but nothing stared back at me. No trace of emotion or the awkwardness that had me verbally tap dancing all over his hardwood floor.
“Did you have something to say, Maddie?”
I bit my lip again. “No.”
"Hmm." He grabbed his coffee cup and took a long sip. "You know, you’ve got a serious case of bed-head.”
See? Scum.
I stuck my tongue out at his back as I poured myself a cup of coffee from the stainless machine in the corner. I was just taking my first heavenly sip when my cell rang from my purse.
I crossed the kitchen to flip it open just before voicemail picked up.
“Hello?”
“Hey, Maddie,” came Dana's voice. “I got your messages last night. You okay?” I heard her stifle a yawn as she asked.
“Yeah. Fine. Sorta.” I sat down and filled her in on the previous day's events as I sipped my way through my steaming cup. “By the way,” I asked as I finished, “where were you last night? Your roommate said you were out all day.”
Dana stifled another yawn. “Oh, you know, just kinda busy.” I heard her stretching. 
“SA?”
There was a pause. “Um… yeah. Sure. SA. So, where did you end up spending the night?”
“Uh…” I looked across the kitchen. “My mom’s.” I cringed. Dana was my best friend. The last time I’d actually lied to her had been when I’d seen her tenth grade boyfriend, Eddie Van Houton, kissing a cheerleader beneath the bleachers after fifth period. As much as I’d know the truth would hurt worse, I’d hated lying to her then. So I had no idea what made me do it now.
“Yep, me and Mom, all night long.”
Felix looked up and gave me the raised eyebrow thing. I blushed, ducking my head down. 
“Oh. Okay,” Dana replied. “Oh, hey, listen. The reason I was calling is I just got some totally good news from my agent this morning.”
“Oh yeah?” I said, only too glad to change the subject. “Do tell.”
“Okay, drum roll please. Tadadadadada," she said, drawing out the suspense. "Guess who is the one and only Mia Carletto’s new stand-in on Magnolia Lane?”
I froze. “No.”
“Yes! Can you believe it? How lucky am I?”
“Lucky?! You do realize that the last person to hold this job is dead, right?”
Dana waved me off with a pft sound between her teeth. “Oh, come on, Maddie, what are the chances of that happening twice?”
I refrained from pointing out that it already had – with Dusty.
"I'm going to be a permanent member of the cast of Magnolia Lane. Like, how totally cool is that?"
Considering the last person to fill this role had wound up strangled with a pair of support hose, “cool” wasn’t exactly the word I'd choose.
"Dana, please don't do it."
"What? Why not?"
I bit my lip. "What about the letter Mia got yesterday? This guy isn't giving up. And if Mia really is the target, and he tries again… well, I just don't want you in the way."
"Don't worry, Maddie, there's, like, tons of security there now."
Right. Which hadn't helped Dusty at all. "Dana, I don't think this is a good idea."
"The AD said I might even be able to speak a line now and then. A line, Maddie! You know how much SAG base pay for one line on Magnolia Lane is?"
"Dana, I know this might be a good career move, but-"
"Good? It's the best thing that's happened to me since I got that walk-on part in the Brad Pitt movie. I'll be a permanent member of the cast, Maddie. This is huge!"
So was the feeling of dread, slowly building up in the pit of my stomach. "Dana please-"
"Holy crap! Is it really seven o'clock? Wow, I’ve got to go.” She stifled another yawn. “Gotta be on set by eight. They can't start blocking scenes with out a stand-in. Wish me luck, Mads!" 
"Dana, wait!" I called into the receiver. But she was already gone.
I stared at my cell, my heart racing, my stomach churning. Probably Dana would be fine. Probably I was overreacting. Probably the police presence on set was huge and whoever the killer was, he wouldn't be able to get within ten feet of Dana.
Probably.
“So, I’m your mother now?” Felix asked, folding his paper. 
“What? Oh, sorry. I had to tell her something.”
“And you didn’t want to tell her you came begging at my doorstep in the dead of night?”
“I wasn't begging.” Much. “And ten o'clock is hardly the dead of night.”
Felix shrugged. “Hey, that’s okay. If you want to keep our torrid affair a secret from your friends, be my guest.”
I opened my mouth to protest (It was an accident!), when I saw the teasing twinkle in Felix's blue eyes.
“Jerk.”
“Sticks and stones, love. Sticks and stones.”
Felix downed the bottom of his coffee cup. “I’ve got to go check in with my editor. There are clean towels in the guest bath,” he called over his shoulder as he sauntered out of the room.
I twirled the dregs of coffee in my cup, that ball of dread still sitting like a lead weight in my stomach. By taking the stand-in job, my best friend had just effectively labeled herself killer bait. If someone was really intent on going after Mia, that meant anyone close to her was in harm's way. It wasn't like this guy was picky, he'd already gotten rid of two innocent victims. I paused. Well, okay, maybe if Veronika had been blackmailing someone, she wasn't entirely innocent, but I was pretty sure she didn't deserve death by control tops. 
Any way you looked at it, Dana was throwing herself right into the thick of it. 
Alone. 
I set my cup down on the counter. Right next to Felix's keys and wallet. The wallet was leather, looked expensive. The keys were attached to a ring that had a 99 cent plastic fish dangling from it. Total Felix. 
I reached out and slid one finger down the soft leather siding of the wallet. Hmm… I wondered…
With a quick glance over my shoulder, I flicked it open. Yep, right there, stuck into the billfold, was Felix's press pass. His golden ticket that could get him in just about anywhere. 
Even the Magnolia Lane set.
I bit my lip. I glanced over my shoulder again. I could faintly hear Felix on the phone with his editor, arguing about word count and column placement. 
I took a deep breath. Then hopped off the stool, grabbing my purse with one hand and Felix’s wallet and keys with the other.
That’s it. He was so never letting me sleep over again.
 
 
* * *
 
 
My hands were shaking as I stuck the keys in Felix's battered Dodge Neon. I turned the ignition, wincing at the loud sound erupting though the quiet morning. I glanced at the front door, expecting to see an irate Felix come running from it any second. Nothing. I quickly backed out and pulled down the street, my eyes glued to the rearview mirror. Nothing. I did a small sigh of relief. Maddie: 1. Tabloid Boy: 0.
I know, I was a terrible person for stealing Felix's car, especially after he made me cappuccino and let me stay over. I consoled my guilty conscience by telling myself I'd make it up to him, that I'd feed him the exclusive of the century once I made sure Dana was safe.
And, by the time I came down out of the hills, I had formed the beginnings of a plan to do just that. To not only get Dana out of harm's way, but to get a killer behind bars, as well. Step number one was to get inside the studios. 
While I hadn't officially been fired as wardrobe assistant, I had a feeling that after the whole carrying-a-gun-onto-studio-property thing, my name was on Bug Eyed Billy's "do not allow entry" list. (Not to mention the fact that if Ramirez caught me on set he'd likely throw me in the back of a squad car faster than you could say purple Prada pumps.) Luckily, I knew for a fact that Felix’s name was on Billy's list. All I had to do was convince Bug Eyed Billy and Queen Latifah that I was not the crazy blonde with the habit of setting off their metal detector, but a crack tabloid journalist with the L.A. Informer. Which meant I needed to change my look and I needed it quick.
There was only one person I knew that carried a virtual wardrobe around in his trunk, not to mention a fully stocked make-up kit. I floored the accelerator as I pointed my stolen car in the direction of Fernando’s.
 
 
* * *
 
 
“Maddie, dahling!” Marco dropped the fishing net he was draping over the reception desk and attacked me with air kisses as I walked through the doors of the salon. 
Followed closely by Pablo’s greeting. “Squawk! Oops, I did it again. Squawk!”
Marco shot the bird a dirty look. “No Britney. That's the rule. I told you no, Britney.”
I’m not sure, but I thought I saw the bird spit in Marco's direction.
I tippy toed over to his desk, doing a pseudo whisper. “Is Mom here?” 
Marco shook his head. “Nope. Your mama isn't due until three, when she has a bikini wax scheduled for Mrs. R.
I did an internal shudder. Okay, I admit, it was so big, some of it carried over externally.
“And Ralph?”
“Fernando,” Marco chided, “is doing a cut and color for Mrs. Lohan.” He leaned in close. “Lindsay’s mom.”
I nodded, looking to the back of the salon where I saw Faux Dad running his scissors through the wet locks of a slim, forty-something blonde.
“Good. Because I need a favor.”
Marco clapped his hands together. “Are we on a case?” His eyes twinkled with that same Charlie's Angels look I was coming to know and dread. But, considering it was Dana’s tush on the line, I plowed ahead, explaining my need for anonymity.
“Oh, dahling, I've got just the thing! Follow me!”
Marco skipped out from behind the white washed desk, motioning one of the nail girls to cover for him. I followed him into the back, giving Faux Dad a cursory wave as I passed his station. 
As I made my way through the rich and not-so-famous clients, I could have sworn I saw a woman point at my shoes and whisper behind her hand to the lady in the next beehive dryer over. I couldn’t help a little swell of pride. The first Maddie originals and already people were talking. 
I followed Marco into one of the back rooms where he pulled out a black duffel bag. "I'm going clubbing later with this adorable boy I met in NoHo last weekend. Lucky for you, I brought a couple of outfits to choose from. 
And, lucky for me, Marco and I were approximately the same size. Unluckily, his taste tended toward leather, leather and more leather. (Studded with gold, of course.) He held up a pair of black, leather pants and a red leather jacket to match. I cringed. 
“Um, don’t you have anything a little less conspicuous?”
Marco looked pained. “Dahling, I don't dress to blend!”
As well I knew. “Okay, okay. What else do you have?"
He rummaged around and pulled out a see through, mesh shirt in hot pink and a pair of white stretch pants. 
"I'll take the leather."
I stuffed myself into the extremely non-breathable leather outfit, topping it off with a white T-shirt that read, "Fernando's Beverly Hills", a pair of big black sunglass and, thanks to a quick rinse, brunette hair. 
And my pink heels. (There was no way I was fitting into Marco's size twelve loafers.)
I looked in the full-length mirror hanging at the front of the salon. 
"Well, what do you think?" I asked. 
“Exquisite,” Marco said, clasping his hands together.
“Not bad,” the nail girl agreed.
“Squawk! Hit me baby one more time!”
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
By the time I arrived at the studio, the line to get through security had diminished to something slightly less than a Monday morning at Starbucks. I waited impatiently, tapping my foot as I inched forward, all the while keeping my head down and trying to look small and inconspicuous. 
Finally I made it to the front, watching Queen Latifah take inordinate pleasure in wanding an overweight PA. 
Bug Eyed Billy looked up from his clipboard.
“Name?” he asked, eyeing me carefully. 
I did a nervous throat clearing thing and held my breath as I handed over my stolen press pass.
He glanced at it. Then up at me. Then back at the pass. 
“Felix Dunn?” he asked, narrowing his eyes behind his coke bottle glasses. “You’re Felix?”
I nodded. “Uh huh. That’s me!” My voice suddenly sounded helium laced. I cleared my throat again.
“Felix sounds like a man’s name,” Billy said, glancing back at the pass.
“It’s, uh… French. It’s pronounced, 'Fe-lay.'”
He narrowed his eyes again. “Fe-lay?”
I nodded, mentally crossing my fingers. “Yep.”
"Like a Fe-lay o' fish?"
"Uh… yeah." I nervously glanced from side to side, sure that at any moment someone would stand up and yell, "Fake!"
“And you're with the L.A. Informer?"
“Yes?” Which might have been more convincing if I hadn't phrased it as a question. I bit my lip, tasting Raspberry Perfection lip gloss as I nervously shifted from one pink pump clad foot to the other.
Billy grunted. “Hmph.” He flipped through his list, his myopic squint searching for a "Fe-lay." I held my breath, resisting the urge to peek over his shoulder. 
Finally he checked off an entry and handed the press pass back to me. “Okay, you're cleared. Go on through.”
I did an internal sigh of relief so loud it echoed inside my brain. I took off my earrings and belt and pulled my stolen keys out of my pocket, depositing them all in a plastic tub to ride through the x-ray machine. I did a silent prayer to the gods of false disguises and stepped through the plastic archway. 
Beep.
Oh hell! I froze. What, what, what? I chewed my lip again, sure that panic was written all over my face.
Latifah glanced down. I think I heard her stifle a snicker. “Those your shoes?”
I looked down at my pink heels. “Yes, why?”
No disguising the snicker this time. “Nothin'."
"Yeah, I know they clash with the red jacket."
"Uh huh. Well, maybe you wanna put them on the belt, there, honey. You know… take 'em off. Take 'em all off.” She snorted again and glanced at Billy. He was grinning, too. 
“Uh… o-kay.” I slipped my shoes off and threw them into a plastic tub to ride through the machine.
I stepped back through again.
Silence. Blessed silence!
I gave Latifah a little wave, keeping my head low, and grabbed my belongings, just barely resisting the urge to sprint through the lot.
Step one, accomplished. 
On to phase two.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Ten minutes later I was slinking around the corner of stage 6G, carefully watching for any sign of a) Stienman (lest he draft me for wardrobe duty), b) Ramirez (lest he notice me on wardrobe duty and slap a pair of handcuffs on me), or c) Dana (who I desperately needed to get to before either a or b happened). 
I entered the warehouse, keeping close to the walls and hoping I blended into the background as I slunk toward the soundstage. I picked my way over wires and ropes duct taped to the ground, thinking inconspicuous thoughts as I passed the Craft services area. Luckily, no one tried to stop me. Though, I did notice a couple of PA’s looking at my shoes as I scuttled past. I think one even snickered a, “Hot stuff,” as I walked by. Okay, now I was starting to get a little self-conscious. Yes, they clash. I get it! 
I was almost to the soundstage when a familiar voice hailed me from the wings.
“Hey, Maddie.”
I had a mini heart attack, spinning around so fast I feared whiplash. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw who it was.
“Hi, Ricky.”
“What are you doing here? That big cop said you weren’t allowed on the set any more.”
I cringed. Oh yeah, handcuffs were definitely in my future.
“I’m just here to see Dana. Know where she is?”
“Sure. She’s blocking out the next scene. Ashley and Chad are having make-up sex today. Apparently he doesn’t care who the baby’s daddy is after all.”
The wonders of television.
“Thanks,” I said, turning to go.
“Hey, did that woman ever find you?” Ricky called.
I paused. “What woman?”
“There was this woman looking for you earlier. She didn’t leave her name but she had, like, really long black hair. And she seemed a little high strung.”
Oh. Crap. 
Isabel.
"She was here?” I squeaked out, sounding way too like Minnie Mouse for my liking. I had no idea how she got onto the lot but knowing she was anywhere in the vicinity of my person made my skin instantly break out in goosebumps.
Ricky nodded. “Yeah. Hey, you okay? You look kinda pale.”
I gulped down a dry lump in my throat. "Yeah, sure, fine. When was she here? What did she say?”
Ricky scrunched up his face like he was thinking really hard. “Um, it was earlier this morning, right after I got in. I told her I wasn’t sure you’d be here, but she just said she’d hang around and ‘catch up to you.’”
Oh boy. 
I mentally added one more name to the list of people that I so did not want to run into today. In fact, I moved her name right up to the tippy top of the list. I debated calling Ramirez and telling him that Isabel was lurking somewhere on studio property. But that would mean telling him I was lurking on studio property, and me in the back of his squad car wasn't going to help Dana any.
So, instead, I mumbled, “Thanks,” to Ricky and made a beeline for the soundstage. 
I spotted Dana right away. She was lying in Ashley Culver’s bed, dressed in a peach colored tube top and tight briefs that almost exactly matched her skin tone. Unless you squinted, it looked like she was in the buff. Which, it seemed, was the idea, as Stienman directed her though a series of seductive poses, all the while shouting about the white balance and back lighting. 
Long extensions had been added to her hair, so that Ashley's curly blonde locks now fell over Dana's shoulders. Her make-up was done to perfectly match Mia’s skin tone and I think she was even wearing green contacts. The dread I’d been feeling all morning kicked up a notch. Even I might have mistaken Dana for Mia.
Then again, it was perfect for what I was planning.
I waited behind an unused camera crane while Stienman blocked out the rest of the scene, Dana beaming and making kissy faces at the camera the entire time. Never mind that the cameras weren't on, Dana was milking her fifteen minutes for all it was worth. 
Finally Stienman signaled one of the PA’s in a headset to go get Mia for the real deal.
Dana slipped on a pair of flip-flops and a robe before stepping off the soundstage. I grabbed her arm almost immediately, dragging her into the shadows.
“What the-” she started. 
I did an instant shooshing motion, holding an index finger up to my lips.
“Maddie!” she whispered. “What are you doing here?” She scrunched up her nose. "And what's with the hair?" she asked, fingering my newly brown tresses.
"It's a disguise."
"Totally good idea," she said, nodding sagely. "'Cause if Ramirez catches you here, you’re toast.”
“You’ve seen him?” There was Minnie Mouse again. 
Dana nodded. “Yeah, and I’m pretty sure he used the words, 'arrest' and 'blonde' in the same sentence. He gave me the total third degree about where you were. I told him that you were at your mom's and I think he's on his way over there now."
I cringed as an image of Ramirez interrogating Mom popped into my head. Though, I wasn't sure which one I felt more sorry for.
On the upside, having Ramirez out of the way for a couple of hours made things that much easier.
"Listen, I've got a plan," I said, dragging Dana behind the crane as a pair of grips walked by. I quickly filled her in on the idea that had been cooking in the back of my head all morning. And, yes, I'll admit it was just a wee bit on the “harebrained” side, but that didn't mean it wouldn’t work. 
All I needed to implement it was one more person. 
Mia. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I realized that Mia was the key to all of this and the only person on the set that I hadn’t talked to yet. And, unfortunately, I needed her help if we were going to pull this off. I know Mia wasn’t exactly known around the set as the helpful type, but I had a feeling that if anyone was eager to get rid of Mr. Poisoned Pen, it was her.
Dana and I watched from the wings while Mia and Ricky wiggled under the sheets of Ashley's bed, pausing every few minutes for Mia to complain about Ricky’s hands skimming inappropriate places or the camera not zooming in on her good side. Finally Stienman was satisfied (or fed up with Mia) and yelled, "Scene,” breaking for lunch. Poor Ricky looked infinitely relieved.
Dana and I gave Mia a three-count head start to her trailer, before slipping out the back.
I was happy to see Ramirez was still nowhere in sight (Thank you, Mom!) as we tippy toed between the corrugated metal trailers, passing Ricky's, Blake's, and the one marked “Talent” before coming to Mia's. Dana rapped two knuckles on the metal door.
“Yes?” came the sharp reply from inside.
“Wardrobe,” I called.
“Oh for God’s sakes,” I heard her respond, her voice growing louder as she moved toward the door. “We just finished the last scene.” The door popped open and Mia stood glaring at me. She was wrapped up in a red, silk robe that contrasted sharply with her pale skin. Her lips were painted a red to match, as if lipstick was the first thing she’d thought of putting on when she return to her trailer. Her feet were bare, and her enviable blonde curls framed a face that was etched in a deep scowl. 
“Who are you?” she demanded. “I have my own wardrobe person, you know?”
“Right. Um, listen, could we come in for just a minute?”
She put both hands on her slim hips narrowing her eyes at me. “Why?”
I glanced nervously over my shoulder. I wasn’t sure how long Mom could keep Ramirez occupied, but I had a feeling even she had her limits. “I need to talk to you about your stalker.”
Mia blew a short puff of air through her ruby red lips. “What, you trying to sell a story to the tabloids? Think you can get a quote from me or something?”
“No, no. Nothing like that. I…” I paused, not sure how to voice my idea without sounding like a bad Scooby Doo episode.
But Dana jumped right in. “She has a plan to catch the killer.”
Gee, thanks, Shaggy.
Mia arched one slim, professionally shaped eyebrow at me. “So you’re a wardrobe assistant and a detective?”
“Look, can I please just come in for a minute to talk?”
I could tell she still had her doubts, but luckily her curiosity won out over skepticism. She stepped aside, silently allowing us entry. We navigated the two metal steps and quickly shut the door behind us.
“So?” Mia sank down into one of her velvet covered sofas, arms draped casually over the back in a practiced pose straight out of a Marlene Dietrich movie. “What do you want from me?”
I gingerly perched on the sofa opposite, glancing out the brocade covered windows to make sure the coast was still clear. Just a couple of grips smoking cigarettes. So far, no Bad Cop.
So far.
“Maddie has been helping the police investigate the murders,” Dana started.
“Really?” Mia eye's roved my person, taking in the leather and clashing heels. “You’re working with the police?”
“Uh, well, sort of.” I shot Dana a look. “Loosely.”
“We’ve already questioned tons of suspects and narrowed it down to someone on the set,” Dana continued.
“I’m not surprised,” Mia snorted. “They’re all jealous of me. Any one of them could want me out of the picture.”
“So you think the killer really is after you?” I asked.
“Of course! Veronika was just a stand-in. Who’d bother with her?”
I paused, wondering if I should mention Veronika's extracurricular activities on the set. But I figured at this point, what did I have to lose?
“We think Veronika may have had a little side business going on. Blackmail.”
Mia raised both eyebrows and gasped out loud. “Blackmail? Who on earth was she blackmailing?”
I shrugged. “We’re not sure.”
“But we’ll find out,” Dana piped up beside me. “Maddie’s a totally good detective.”
Mia turned to me. “Oh?”
“Um, well…”
“Don’t be so modest.” Dana chucked me on the shoulder. “She’s helped the police lots of times before. And we always get our man. Right?”
Mia's lips quirked up, seeming truly amused at this. “Just like the Mounties, huh?”
I cleared my throat. “Anyway, we have a small favor to ask. We think we might be able to find the identity of your stalker if we catch him in the act, so to speak.”
She narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”
“In the act of trying to harm you,” Dana supplied.
“You want to use me as bait?” Mia’s voice rose to a level of shrill just slightly below dog whistle.
“No, no,” I reassured her. “He’ll only think it’s you.”
“I’m the bait,” Dana said proudly.
Mia gave her a slow up and down and made a face. “You seriously think someone would mistake you for me?”
“They mistook Veronika for you,” I reminded her.
She sucked in her cheeks, thinking this over. “What do you need me to do?”
I felt my stomach lurch. Maybe at the relief of getting her cooperation (no small hurdle, as the last week had taught me), or maybe at the thought that we were actually going to go through with this Lucy and Ethel scheme. 
“All we need you to do is stay away from your trailer tonight.”
Mia frowned. “Why?”
“I’ll pretend I’m you,” Dana chimed in, “and after we wrap, go into the trailer, seemingly alone. Only Maddie will be watching from the bushes, ready to call for help as soon as the killer appears. But, if he sees two of us, well, he'll know I'm a fake. So we need you to stay out of sight.”
“Can you do that?” I asked.
Mia nodded, slowly. “All right. You really think this will work?” she asked, watching me carefully under her sculpted brows.
I took a deep breath. “I hope so.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
The rest of the day passed in slow motion as I hid out in the "Talent" trailer, drinking coffee, playing solitaire on the tiny laptop computer, and feeling the bundle of nerves in my stomach escalate higher than the price tag on a pair of Blahnik originals. I diligently ignored the piling messages on my voicemail from Felix, all of them promising bodily harm if anything happened to his Neon and none of them using language I could repeat in polite company. But they paled in comparison to the escalating threats on my machine from Ramirez. He went from a peeved, "Where the hell are you?" last night to this afternoon's growling, "Goddammit, Maddie call me or I swear to God I'm going to…" and then it kind of trailed off into Spanish curse words. I almost felt bad. I almost gave in and dialed his number. Almost. If he had any inkling I was within ten feet of the set, he'd probably cuff me to a radiator somewhere and throw away the key. 
So, instead, I kept a close eye on the windows, watching for any sign of Bad Cop or his buddies in blue. None. Though my heart leapt into my throat when I saw a swish of black hair disappear into Blake's trailer. I think I forgot to breathe for two full minutes until Kylie skipped out, wearing the black wig for her scene as Tina Rey's evil twin sister from Baltimore. 
By the time the sky was beginning to turn a dusky blue, I was nursing my fifth cup of coffee and my nerves were strung tighter than Felix's wallet. 
"Hey," Dana said, popping her head in the door.
I yelped, spilling coffee on my wrist. "Geeze, you scared me."
"Oops, sorry. Next time I'll knock."
I wiped at the coffee with a napkin. "You finished?"
Dana nodded, stifling a yawn. "Yep, we're done blocking. Ricky and Mia are shooting their last scene, then we're a wrap."
And Operation Bait was a go. I felt those nerves do another flip and sipped at my drink. 
Dana stretched and yawned into her hand. "Man, I am beat. Any more of that left?" she asked gesturing to my cup.
"I'll make a new pot. Stand-in work more tiring than you thought?" I asked, slipping a filter into the Mr. Coffee in the tiny kitchenette. 
Dana nodded. "It's exhausting. Plus I had kind of a late night last night." 
"At SA?"
"What?"
"Sexaholics Anonymous? That's where you were last night, right?"
"Oh. Uh, yeah. Right."
I paused, scoop of French Roast hovering over the basket. "You were at SA last night, right?" 
Dana shifted on the sofa and did a nervous laugh. "Where else would I be?"
"Oh, no. Don't tell me, that extra with the cute butt? The PA with the van? Please tell me it's not a grip?"
"No! Geeze, none of the above. I'm celibate, remember?"
I narrowed my eyes at her. "Just promise me one thing. Promise me that this new stand-in job of yours is not the product of you sleeping over at the shifty eyed AD's house."
"Maddie, please!" For the first time in her life, I think I saw Dana blush. 
Yikes. This was more serious than I'd thought.
I was about to further lecture my best friend on just what Therapist Max would have to say about all this, when the trailer door burst open again. 
I jumped, spilling coffee grinds onto the counter. 
Maybe I should switch to decaf. 
"Oh, sorry, I didn't know anyone was in here," Deveroux said, stepping into the trailer. Then he took one look at my pink heels and blushed like a schoolgirl.
“Oh, you’re wearing them again.”
I stepped around the counter, obscuring his view. “Long story. I didn’t have time to change.”
Deveroux sat down on the sofa beside Dana. “Maddie, I want you to know that I am so, so sorry.”
I raised an eyebrow at him. “For?”
He shook his head. “I don’t know how it happened. Usually those websites are so discrete. I don’t know how this clip got out.”
“Clip?” My internal radar pricked up. "What clip?"
He looked down toward my feet again. “You know, from yesterday. I have no idea how it got out.”
“Wait-" I held up a hand, crossing the room to face him. "What do you mean, 'got out?'”
Dana looked down at my shoes. “Ohmigod! I didn’t put it together before. It’s you!”
“What’s me?” Okay, now I was starting to worry.
“The YouTube clip!” Dana yelled, bouncing up and down. “It’s all over the internet, this girl doing a foot strip tease. Ohmigod, you're like famous!”
Mental forehead smack. 
Dana popped up from the sofa and grabbed the laptop, closing my solitaire game. After a couple of clicks, she opened a browser window and typed in the address of the internet video sharing site. I watched in horror as she clicked a clip entitled "High Heels Seduction" and the soundtrack to a Debbie Does Dallas-esque film played over a scene in a pink, fluffy bedroom. A scene featuring a pair of pink, leather ankle strap, rhinestone buckled, high heels. On my feet!
“Oh. My. God. I’m going to kill her!”
“Who?” Dana asked.
“Jasmine! She must have put that video up on the internet." I was supremely thankful she'd edited out my face, though the idea of internet pervs getting their rocks off to my pink pumps still squicked me out beyond belief. "How many people have viewed this?” I asked, frantically trying to see if there was a delete button anywhere. No such luck.
Deveroux (who was turning a little flushed as he watched the screen) looked at the counter in the corner. “Only three hundred thousand.”
“Only?” I smacked my forehead with the heel of my palm. No wonder I’d been getting shoe snickers all day. If this was some sort of retribution for getting Jasmine's windows shot out, we were so even after this.
“Great. I have sunk to a whole new low.”
Deveroux made a low groaning sound.
"Stop watching that!" I flipped the laptop screen shut. Then tucked my feet back under me. 
The trailer door opened again (this time I was too pissed off to jump) and a PA stuck his head in. 
"Steinman just called a wrap. We're done for the day," he said, before ducking back out as his headset crackled to life.
Dana and I looked at each other, images of strangling Porn Star Barbie fading as she voiced my thoughts.
“I think that’s my cue."
“You sure you want to do this?” I asked, that bundle of nerves returning full force.
“Of course!” She grinned. “Wish me luck, Mads.”
"Good luck, Ethel.”
“Who?"
“Never mind.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
The air was eerily still for how chaotic it had been just hours ago, cranes, props and trailers casting odd shadows along the outside walls of stage 6G. I hugged the walkie talkie that I’d “borrowed” earlier from a PA as he left. (Borrowed. That was my story and I was sticking to it. Okay, so I slipped it out of his bag when he wasn’t looking, but I fully intended to return it once the night was over.) One press of a button, and a yell of a code two-fifteen and security would be swarming from all directions. As well I knew.
Sill, my heart was beating against my rib cage so hard I feared I might crack something as I crouched behind a golf cart, watching the door to Mia’s trailer. Dana had gone in an hour ago, pausing on the step with her back turned to anyone who may have been watching. Giving them ample time to realize she was inside, alone and vulnerable.
Again my stomach clenched and I wondered if this was really such a hot idea. But the truth was, I was tired of being chased, tired of being scared, and most of all, just plain tired of wearing other people’s clothes. What I wouldn’t give to be able to go home and throw on a pair of my own jeans. And a pair of heels that hadn’t starred in internet porn.
The last grip had just filtered out of 6G, but already my feet were starting to go numb from all the crouching. I thanked the weather gods that the night was clear and not too cold as I hugged Marco’s leather jacket against me. 
And then I heard it. Footsteps.
I froze, adrenalin surging through my veins so hard I was sure that it was audible. I held my breath, watching the door to Mia’s trailer as they grew closer. Closer. Then stopped.
Damn. 
From behind the cart I could clearly see the door to Mia’s trailer, but I had to admit that without giving away my hiding place, my vision was limited to just that. Where had the footsteps come from? And, more importantly, where had they stopped? 
I bit my lip, willing myself to be silent as I strained against the night air to hear more.
Nothing.
I did a one-Mississippi, two-Mississippi count, then, ever so slowly so as not to rustle my leather pants, stretched my legs and craned my neck to peek around the hood of the golf cart. 
That’s when I saw him.
A dark figure, all in black, wearing baggy clothes with a low baseball cap pulled down over his eyes. 
I sat back down, my pulse hammering in my ears, my fingers fumbling with the walkie talkie. I hit the talk button. But nothing happened. Damn. I hit it again, listening for the telltale static that it was working, my eyes whipping wildly from it to the door of Mia’s trailer. No dark, menacing figure filling the doorway. 
Yet.
“Come on, come on," I whispered, banging it against my hand.
Then it crackled to life.
I was so relived I almost cried out. I hit the talk button, static filling the silence, and was about to tell them that we had a serious code two-fifteen and needed back up, like, now!
But I never got the chance.
Just as my finger hit the button, something thick and rough wrapped around my throat, pulling tight. 
Choking off my air.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
Instinctively, I dropped the walkie talkie, my hands flying up to my neck. I gasped for breath. In vain, I might add, as the pressure on my throat tightened. I tried to call out, but no sound. Just a sickening gurgle of air being squeezed out of my lungs. 
I fought to keep the world from going fuzzy, my vision blurring as the pressure behind my eyes built, stronger and stronger until I thought they’d bulge right out of my head. I kicked my legs wildly, coming up against a whole lot of empty space. My lungs burned, my stomach spasming, begging for oxygen. The lot began to fade from my vision, a big black nothingness slowly wrapping around my brain. In another two seconds, I knew I'd be a goner. I had to do something. Fast. 
I closed my eyes, summoning up what strength I had left, and channeled Dana, doing the one move I’d remembered from the Aerobic Kickboxing class she dragged me to last fall. I moved my leg back in a swift motion, kicking back like a donkey in the region I hoped contained my attacker’s family jewels.
I heard a soft grunt behind me, his grip loosening momentarily. That was all I needed. I clawed at the strap around my neck, pulling just enough slack to slip it over my head. I bolted forward, tripping on my heels in the attempt. Marco’s leather pants scratched against the pavement as I fell on all fours, scraping the palms of my hands. But I barely felt it. My entire body so grateful for air that I was taking huge, thirsty gulps of the stuff as I scrambled back up to my feet and took off running like a shot.
But apparently my kickboxing was a little rusty, as my attacker was quickly on my heels. I heard his footsteps echoing through the near empty lot behind me. But I didn’t turn around to look. I couldn’t. I was too freaked out. He was gaining on me. No small surprise considering that my lungs still felt like I’d been inhaling Tabasco sauce. 
I bolted past 6G, weaving through the maze of warehouses until I turned a corner and found myself in New York. The city streets were eerily still in the nighttime, dark in a way the real New York never was. I barreled through the Bronx and Manhattan, turning a corner and finding myself in San Francisco. I tripped once on the hilly terrain, but quickly scrambled to my feet as the steady pounding of footsteps behind grew closer.
I barreled on, turning the corner and curving back down a hill lined with fake Victorians. My throat hurt, my head hurt, my thighs burned, my entire body protesting that this was the hardest workout I’d had since Dana made me try a Billy Blanks Tae Bo video with her. I’d almost died of exhaustion then.
Only this time if I pooped out, I really would be dead.
I surged forward, running on pure adrenalin. I hit the bottom of the hill and rounded another corner into the Central Park section of the lot. I could feel him gaining on me, my heart racing as I wove between the trees. He was so close I could hear his breath coming hard and fast behind me, warning me that an out of shape shoe designer was no match for a determined killer. 
And then I saw it. The metal detector. 
I saw the little red light blinking over the archway, indicating it was still turned on. I prayed to God it was hooked up to a remote monitor somewhere in the security office. If I could make it to the metal detector, my shoes were sure to set it off – hadn’t they always? – and security would come running. I surged forward, new hope spurring me on. I felt my legs pumping so hard it was like running on overcooked spaghetti. My arms were shooting back and forth like pistons, my entire body leaning forward, urging me on despite the ever present footsteps hovering just behind me.
I was so close, only a few more feet. I could see the gate beyond the metal detector, closed and locked now, of course. A sole overhead lamp illuminated the ugly plastic frame. Only right now, it looked like heaven to me. 
I closed my eyes and pumped with all my might, visualizing myself as Flo Jo, crossing the Olympic finish line. I was close, I could make it…
Though, on my steady diet of Top Ramen and take-out, it was clear I was no Olympic athlete. And, as I felt a hand clamp down on my shoulder, it became clear I wasn't going to make my finish line.
I felt his hot breath on my neck as he spun me around. Hard.
“Uhn.” The force threw me to the ground. I landed on my butt, facing the menacing figure in black. I crab walked backward, whimpering as he hovered above me.
Then he stepped into the light and my breath caught in my throat, my paralyzing fear for a moment converted into pure shock.
“You!” I found myself saying, like some victim in a bad detective film.
She snorted, her perfectly manicured brows drawing together over familiar green eyes. “Surprised?” Mia asked. Then threw her head back and laughed, tendrils of blonde hair escaping from the cap on her head. “Some detective you are, huh?”
I shook my head. “I… I don’t understand.”
“That's not surprising, you're not exactly a rocket scientist.” 
Hey!
I ripped my gaze from her eyes, wide and slightly unbalanced I now noticed, and traveled down to her hands. One was twisting a brown, leather belt. The other held a gun.
I gulped. 
“You killed Veronika?” I squeaked out.
“Don’t pass judgment on me, you little twit," she said, pointing the gun at my nose. "If you saw what Veronika was doing, you wouldn’t think she was such an innocent victim. She was blackmailing someone all right. Me!”
My head was spinning, partly from the lack of oxygen, but mostly with bits and pieces of information that had been swirling in my brain for days. And suddenly, as if by magic, they were falling into place. 
“It was about the letters all along,” I said.
Mia grinned, showing off two rows of perfectly bleached teeth. They seemed to glow in the moonlight, giving her face an eerie otherworldly look. If it was possible, she creeped me out even more. 
“Yes, it was about the letters.”
“Only…” I paused, letting things fall into place, “Veronika didn’t write them. You did.”
For a moment her creepy smile faltered. Apparently I wasn't playing role of “dumb blonde” to her satisfaction. “It was all Blake's fault. I was trailing in the ratings because of his stupid nerves. The man couldn’t even give a goddamned red carpet interview without breaking into a sweat and stuttering like Porky Pig. And then that bitch, Margo, goes and tries to write me out of the film script. Me! Can you believe it? I’m the fucking star of the show. So, I decided I needed more screen time. If the writers weren’t going to give it to me, I’d just have to write myself a new part.”
“Like the victim of a stalker fan?” I glanced behind Mia. Where was this extra security everyone kept talking about? If I could keep her talking long enough, surely someone would see us, right? 
“Why not? Do you know how much fan mail I get every single day?" She snorted. "Five times as much as that Margo, I'll tell you. So, I started sending some to myself. Increasingly obsessive. Then they start arriving daily, threatening my life.” She smiled again and I was reminded of a wolf grinning down at its prey.
I shuddered. I hated being prey. 
“You wouldn’t believe how the media ate that story up,” she continued, eyes shining like a fever victim. “You know, I hit the cover of Star, People, and US Weekly all in the same week?”
“So what went wrong?” I glanced over Mia’s shoulder. Come on, come on, what was the hold up?
“Veronika, that’s what." Her smile disappeared, her jaw setting into a hard angle as she stared at a point just beyond my head. "That nosey bitch. One day I come into my trailer and who do I find there but nosey Veronika. Lost her copy of the shooting schedule and wanted to borrow mine. Or so she said. She found one of my letters. Half finished. She may have been a nosey little bitch, but she wasn't stupid. She put two and two together and realized I’d fabricated the entire story for the press.”
“And she threatened to go public if you didn’t pay her off?”
Mia nodded, her cap bobbing up and down. “Greedy bitch. She wanted half a mil.”
Which would have seemed like a fortune to Veronika. Only, according to Entertainment Tonight, Mia made at least that per episode. 
"Why didn't you just pay her off?"
Mia's face distorted, her lips curling back to bare her wolfish teeth at me. "Because that wasn't the way I planned it. Being a blackmail victim was not in my script. Blackmail is dirty and deceitful. I'm the fucking star of this show! No one drags me to that level." 
O-kay. 
Eccentric artist didn't even begin to describe the kind of crazy that was going on here. 
Mia took a step toward me, her eyes flashing, the gun catching the light as it glinted my direction.
I winced, feeling my throat tighten up.
"So you killed her?" I squeaked out, stalling for time. 
"Minor rewrite. But a good one, don't you think? The perfect opportunity to escalate my stalker into a full blown, above-the-fold murder story. I told her to meet me in my trailer after the wrap and I’d give her what she wanted. Greedy little thing actually thought I was going to pay her off. Ha!” Mia laughed out loud, a short bark that held little humor. “So, I handed her the money and while she was busy counting it, I came up behind her and strangled her with a pair of pantyhose I’d taken from wardrobe earlier that day.”
The final piece of the puzzle clicked in my brain. “Dusty saw you take the pantyhose.”
Mia frowned, obviously peeved that I’d skipped ahead in the script. “Yes. At the time I told her I’d run my first pair. But after she found Veronika, it became clear that Dusty wasn’t as stupid as she looked. She confronted me. Told me she was going to the cops with what she saw. Maybe the cops would have believed her, maybe not. But I couldn’t take that chance. Not when the press was eating this story up. I had a Barbara Walters interview scheduled! So, I had to write Dusty out of the picture.”
The way Mia referred to killing Dusty, as if she'd simply dropped a character from her little show, made me sick to my stomach. 
“So you killed her, too?”
Mia smirked. “I used Margo’s scarf to try to throw suspicion on her. Nice plot twist, huh?”
I glanced behind Mia’s shoulder again. Nothing. No sign of security. No sign of anyone.
I felt my heart clench in my chest as Mia took another step toward me and I realized I was truly on my own here. Maybe if I could just slowly inch backward toward that metal detector…
“What are you doing?” Mia took a step forward, shoving the gun my face.
I froze. “Nothing.”
She snarled at me. “Then stop moving! I don’t want to have to shoot you. It’s supposed to be strangulation. Don’t make me ruin your scene.”
I gulped. And just barely avoided those five cups of coffee sitting in my bladder from staining Marco's leather pants. 
“So, what happens next?” I asked. Not that I really wanted to know. I was pretty sure that this was the point in the script where Mia went for an R rating by adding some gratuitous violence via one badly dressed blonde. But I figured the longer I kept her talking, the longer I had to come up with some brilliant plan to get away. (Yes, I was aware that as plans went, so far mine had backfired miserably.)
“Next,” Mia said, taking a menacing step forward, “the nosey new wardrobe assistant is found dead by the back gate. The Magnolia Lane strangler strikes again." 
Mia's wide eyes suddenly went calm as she took a step toward me, and I realized it was now or never. Unless I wanted to be found with black and blue marks on my neck that would really clash with my red leather and porn shoes, I had to move.
I watched Mia take one more step, closing the gap between us. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and said a silent prayer. Then, in one swift movement that would make my mother's tabby cat jealous, I pushed off the ground and lunged at her throat.
She screeched, thrown off balance, and staggered back a step as my weight slammed into her anorexic build. Had she been the one wearing three inch heels, she might have fallen backward, giving me the upper hand. Unfortunately, she was wearing sturdy work boots and I was the one in the three inch heels. She quickly regained her footing, dropping the belt to grab a handful of my hair instead.
I screamed. Loudly. It was one thing to catch a hair or two in a zipper, quite another to have an entire handful yanked from the roots. With visions of bald spots dancing in my head, I retaliated, my fingernails clawing at her face.
Her turn to scream. "Not my face, you bitch!”
She stomped on my foot with one of her boots, crushing my toes. I yelped, then knocked her cap off her head and grabbed a handful of blonde locks.
Yes, I admit it, we were in an all out catfight. If this had been MTV, we'd be in the money. Only the winner of this catfight didn't get their own reality special and label of Celebrity Bitch Queen. The winner got to walk away alive. The loser… well, I didn’t even want to think about the loser. Mostly because as Mia shifted and I felt that gun barrel poking my ribs I had a bad feeling it might be me. 
I grabbed her wrist and focused everything I had on pointing that gun anywhere but at my person. I danced her backward toward the metal detector. She resisted, pulling the other way. We tugged and pulled back and forth, moving closer and closer. One more little inch and…
Beep, Beep, Beep! 

The thing went off, echoing through the air and, I hoped, making little red lights dance across Bug Eyed Billy's monitor at the security office. 
Mia dropped her hands, momentarily stunned before she realized what had happened.
“You stupid bitch! Look what you did!"
I let go of her and took another step back, setting off the machine again.
“Stop it! Stop walking back and forth!”
She straight armed the gun in front of her and I froze.
“You ruined everything! This was the perfect episode,” she screamed. If she'd sounded crazy before, she looked it now, her hair sticking out on one side, red scratches down the side of her face, and her eyes big and wide, burning with an emotion only Freud could identify. 
“That's it,” she said, taking one giant stride closer, “I’ll have to go with the alternate ending.”
My breath stopped as she cocked the gun, the sickening click echoing through the air. Suddenly time stood still. Each beat of my heart thumping in my chest like a drum, blood rushing in my ears, the scenery going fuzzy until all I could see was the barrel of Mia's gun. Big chicken that I was, I closed my eyes and felt hot tears build as I braced myself for the sound of a bullet thundering through the chamber. 
And then it happened. The gun went off.
I sucked in a breath…
Then slowly let it out. What do you know – I wasn't dead. One more breath in and out. Yep, still living. 
I flipped my eyes open.
And saw Mia lying on the pavement in front of me, her eyes wide and unseeing, a big red stain pooling around her blonde curls.
Bile rose in my throat and I would have screamed if I’d been able to find my voice.
“I told you I'd catch up to you!”
I looked up. 
Oh. Hell.
It hadn’t been Mia’s gun going off.
It was Isabel’s. 
Black hair flapped behind her like a cape, long, fishnet clad legs pumping toward me. Gun pointed out in front of her as two more cracks filled the air, bullets pinging off the side of the metal detector that started beeping like a car alarm again. 
Mental forehead smack. Was I the only person in L.A. not packing?
"You shot her!" I yelled, ducking behind the metal detector.
"You're next, bitch!"
I held my hands out in front of me to ward her off. “Look, Isabel, I didn't have anything to do with your boyfriend…”
“Snake hates me and it’s all your fault!” Two more shots rang out.
“I’m sure you’re better off without him.”
“What do you know, blondie?” Another bullet pining off the side of the metal detector.
“Have you thought about couples therapy? I saw this Dr. Phil episode the other day about rage in relationships…”
But, luckily, I didn't have to go any further. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a blue streak race across the lot and go flying at Isabel like a linebacker, tackling her to the ground with a thud.
I watched, relief thudding through me, as Queen Latifah pinned Isabel beneath her considerable bulk, one hand on her walk talkie as she yelled, “I’ve got a two-fifteen here! Requesting backup! I repeat, a two-fifteen!” 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
Five security golf carts surrounded the scene, dozens of uniformed officers and security personnel wrapping bright yellow crime scene tape around the dark red puddle staining the asphalt. Three huge spotlights, courtesy of the lighting department, shone enough wattage down on the scene to make it feel like noon instead of midnight. And me, sitting on the edge of the medic’s van, wrapped in an ugly green blanket, serious amounts of mascara streaked down my cheeks as I watched the medical examiner wheel Mia’s lifeless body away.
After the studio security guards had swarmed from every direction toward Isabel's kicking and screaming body, the rest of the evening had kind of blurred together. Isabel had been handcuffed and dragged away by three security guards, shouting obscenities the whole way. A medic had arrived on scene and scooped my crumpled, crying self off the ground and into a van where he'd examined me head to toe and pronounced a slight case of shock. (Understatement alert.) Then the LAPD had arrived in full force, followed closely by the media. I searched the flashbulbs and camera crews for a glimpse of Felix. True to my word, he'd been the first call I'd made once security had arrived on the scene. He'd been so excited about the story, he hadn't even cursed at me (much) for taking his car. Instead, he'd yelled something about evening editions and calling a cab. But if he was here now, he was lost in the crowd of paparazzi. 
I did, however, spy Detective Prune Face making his way onto the scene, along with two other plainclothes detectives wearing gun bulges and grim expressions on their faces. No sign of Ramirez.
I wasn’t quite sure whether that made me glad or not. On the one hand, the thought of his big arms around me was comforting enough to downgrade my shivers from a 7.2 to mild aftershocks. On the other, I could only imagine the lecture I'd be getting once he saw the outcome of harebrained scheme number three thousand gone awry. If, that is, he was still even speaking to me.
 “Maddie!” I looked up to see Dana rushing toward me, her fake blonde locks flapping behind her. A uniform stopped her at the crime scene tape, but after a couple of nods from Prune Face, he let her through.
“Ohmigoooooood! Are you okaaaaaay?” Dana grabbed me in a rib crusher hug.
“Ouch.”
“Oh, sorry.” She stepped back. "What happened to your hair?"
I cringed, gingerly lifting a hand to my head. "Mia ripped out a chunk. It's bad isn't it?"
Dana was such a good friend, she didn’t even answer that. "God, I'm so glad you're okay!" she said instead, diving in for another hug. “I was so worried about you. I waited and waited in the trailer, but no one showed up. And I got totally bored, so I, like, booted up Mia’s computer to surf YouTube some more. And guess what I found?! Letters, Maddie. Just like the ones she said she'd been getting. Know what I think? I think maybe Mia's been writing them all along."
Does my friend have good timing or what?
"Anyway," she continued, "I peeked my head out the door to tell you, but you were, like, totally gone. I was so totally worried about you!”
She gave me another rib crusher. But, honestly, this time, I didn't even mind.
“Uh oh.” Dana stepped back.
“Uh oh?”
“Trouble at three o'clock.”
I turned my head to the left. 
“No, three o'clock.” Dana grabbed my chin and tilted my head right.
Detective Prune Face was talking with the latest plainclothes to appear on the set. He was dressed in worn-in-the-right-places jeans, a muscle hugging T-shirt, and wore a day old growth of stubble on his dimpled chin. Along with a tired expression that said he'd been out chasing down one errant blonde all night.
Ramirez looked up and caught my eye, his jaw going tense. 
I did a little dry gulp. Uh oh. 
“Um, I’ll just be over here if you need me…” Dana trailed off, wisely giving Bad Cop a wide berth as he made a beeline toward the medic van. If my legs weren’t still in a jelly state, I might have joined her. As it was, I just hugged my green blanket a little tighter as his imposing form stopped in front of me.
“I’m so, so sorry,” I squeaked out, my voice doing the caught-in-the-cookie-jar thing. “I so didn't mean for this to happen, I was just going to call security, that's all. And I'm so, so sorry about ditching Officer Mustache, but Dana was here all alone and she's my best friend and she looked so much like Mia, and then there was another letter, and I was sure he was going after her again, only then he turned out to be the she that he was going after and-"
But I didn’t get any farther. Ramirez leaned in and covered my lips with his. Roughly. Possessively. His hands grabbing my shoulders, pulling me to him with a fierceness I'd only seen in Carey Grant movies. 
By the time he came up for air, my legs weren’t the only part of me turning to jelly.
“Oh,” I sighed.
Ramirez looked down at me, his eyes dark, a frown hovering over his brows. “You’re going to be the death of me, you know that, right?” he rasped out.
“I’m so amazingly sorry. For everything. But, get this - Mia was the one writing the letters all along!"
"I know."
I cocked my head to the side. "You know?"
Ramirez nodded. "I just came from the crime lab where SID has been analyzing the envelopes Mia's letters arrived in. The only DNA found in the saliva on the seal was a match to the sample we took from Mia's lipstick."
Mental forehead smack. "So you already knew that Mia was the killer?"
"We had enough to question her as a suspect." He glanced at the red stain on the asphalt. "At least that would have been our next step."
"I'm so, so sorry," I apologized again. "If it's any consolation, she totally confessed to me before Isabel shot her." I paused. "Hey, how did Isabel get on the lot anyway?"
Ramirez scrubbed a hand over his face, as if the evening had taken more out of him than he was willing to admit. "Apparently she stole a stunt car they were going to use for a chase scene in that new police drama. She hijacked the driver outside the studio and security let her drive the damn thing right onto the lot." He paused, narrowing his eyes at me. "Apparently security doesn’t check credentials as closely as they should, Fe-lay."
I bit my lip. "Sorry about that. Seriously, mega-sorry. And you have every right to be angry.”
He shook his head at me. “Angry? Jesus, Maddie, I’ve been worried sick. I was all over L.A. county looking for you last night. Do you have any idea how scared I was that something had happened to you? That Isabel had tracked you down?”
My heart clenched in my chest. “You were worried?”
“Of course I was worried. Dammit, Maddie, I don’t know how you do it but you’re a walking time bomb. You get taken hostage, receive death threats, get your place ransacked, your car rammed into, appear in internet porn-”
“Oh, you heard about that, huh?” I felt myself go red.
Ramirez raised an eyebrow at me, but continued. “-impersonate a member of the press, sneak onto studio property, and managed to get yourself attacked by not one, but two killers in one night."
“You forgot the grand theft auto,” I mumbled, remembering Felix’s multiple messages.
Ramirez raised the other eyebrow. “Excuse me?”
"Uh…" 
But luckily I didn’t have to answer as he put two hands in front of him. “Wait. Never mind. I don’t want to know.”
Thank God. Because I so didn't want to tell him. 
“All I want to know right now,” Ramirez continued as he took a step closer, “is that you’re all right.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but he put an index finger over my lips. “Don't talk. Just nod.”
I shut my mouth. And nodded.
“And that you’re done chasing killers and pissing off junkies?”
I nodded again.
“And that I won’t be getting any more calls on my police scanner that my girlfriend has just suffered an attempted murder.”
I paused. Then nodded, slowly.
“And,” he said, leaning in so close that his body pressed against mine, "that you’re coming home with me.”
Heat pooled south of my belly button and I did a long, low shiver.
And nodded.
 
* * *
 
 
“Nurse Nan, please tell me it isn’t true!”
“I’m afraid so, Chad. We did everything we could to save her, but Ashley… she died on the table.”
“No!”
“I’m so sorry. But after losing the baby, well, she just wasn’t strong enough. She knew this radical new womb transplant surgery was risky. I’m sorry, Chad, there was nothing we could do.”
“I… I can’t believe it. I don’t know how I’ll ever go on without her. She was my entire life.”
“I know it’s hard, Chad, but we have to be strong.”
“Hold me, Nurse Nan!”
 
 
Dana and I watched as Nurse Nana and Chad fell into an embrace that even the casual watcher could see was leading to a June-December romance for sweeps week.
“He is so freaking hot.” Dana popped a pretzel (fat free, salt free, and made with organic rice flour, of course) in her mouth and crunched down hard. 
“I can’t believe how easily they wrote Ashley out of the story. You think they’ll bring in a new actress?”
Neither of us had gone back to the set after my last late night encounter with Mia. Dana had been let go because, with Mia gone, they obviously didn’t need a look-alike for her anymore. Steinman had asked me to return as assistant wardrobe, but the moment I’d gotten home I’d had about a hundred messages on my machine. In between the usual newspapers calling for a story there had been Tot Trots saying I had, in fact, gotten the My Little Pony contract. But what had really put me over the edge was the call from a trendy Beverly Hills boutique saying customers had come in looking for the “High Heels Seduction” shoe and where could they order a few dozen? Okay, so infamy may just have an upside after all. I was still a far cry from Milan, but, thanks to Jasmine, having a fall line of my own wasn’t completely outside of reality. 
Dana shrugged. "I dunno. But if they are, my agent so better get me an audition. I kinda miss that set." 
“Seriously?” I asked around a mouthful of pretzel (full fat, extra salt and chocolate dipped. What can I say? Old habits die hard.).
Dana nodded and sighed, her eyes doing a wistful faraway thing. "Anyway, what are you up to tonight?"
I grinned. “Ramirez is coming over.”
She raised an eyebrow. “More make-up sex? What are you two, rabbits?”
“I wish. Actually, I promised Mom that I’d come over for dinner. Ramirez agreed to be a buffer.”
“Oh. Bummer.”
“But… if I'm lucky he might sleep over after." 
Dana grinned. "Niiiiice."
“And, I promise I’ll give you all the juicy details tomorrow. I know how you sexually sober gals live vicariously.”
Dana’s grin faded. "Oh. Right. Um, about that…”
“Yes?”
She chewed at her lower lip. “I, uh, well, I kinda have a confession to make.”
I smirked. “I thought so. Spill it, sister. Who's the new guy?”
Dana glanced at the TV screen where Chad and Nurse Nan were still grabbing each other like teenagers. “Um, well, you remember how nice Ricky was about letting me borrow his car and how sweet that whole monogamy thing was…”
“No. Way. You’re dating Chad!?”
Dana nodded. “I’m so sorry, Maddie. It just kind of happened. I was helping him with his lines and next thing I know we're in his bedroom and my panties are across the room. I wanted to tell you, but you seemed so proud of me over the whole SA thing. I just felt like I was letting you down. Honestly, I haven't seen Therapist Max in over a week. And I gave all my chips back. I guess I'm just not a celibacy kind of girl. Think you can forgive me?”
“Are you kidding? You're dating one of People Magazine's sexiest men alive! You go, girl.”
"Aw, thanks, Mads." 
"Just promise me one thing."
"Anything."
"If he asks you to go to the Emmys with him, you have to sneak me into the after parties."
Dana grinned. "Done."
 
 
“Nurse Nan, come quickly.”
 
 
Dana and I turned our attention to the screen where a man in a white coat was hailing Nurse Nan from down the hospital corridor.
 
 
“What is it, doctor?”
“It’s Mr. Culver.”
“Ashley’s husband? What’s happened to him?”
“He… he’s waking up from his coma!”
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
Two hours later I was popping one last chocolate covered pretzel in my mouth as I took a final turn in front of the mirror. The short, black DKNY dress I’d picked out at the mall earlier was a perfect compliment to my three inch, strappy emerald slingbacks. It was cut low in the front, high on the thigh and draped like silk with half the wrinkle. As a concession to the faint purple marks still gracing my neck, I slipped a loosely knotted emerald scarf around my throat and topped it all off with a pair of dangling silver earrings. 
I was just adding a swipe of Raspberry Perfection when I heard a knock at the door.
“Coming,” I called, capping my lip gloss and crossing my studio in three quick strides.
I peeked through the hole and got that familiar rush in my belly as two chocolate brown eyes peered back at me above a growth of sexy day-old stubble.
Grinning like an idiot I undid the security chain and opened the door to let him in.
Ramirez hovered in the doorway, leaning his broad shoulders against the frame. He crossed his arms over his chest, that black panther peeking out beneath the hem of his shirt as it strained against his larger-than-life biceps. His tongue darted out to lick his lower lip as he gave me a slow up and down and did that low growl thing in the back of his throat.
“You like?” I asked, doing a slow turn for him.
The corners of his mouth tugged up until that deceptively boyish dimple made an appearance in his left cheek.
“Oh yeah. I like.”
“Good. ‘Cause we've gotta go. And Mom invited Molly, Stan and the kids over, too, so if we're late, we’re going to have to sit next to Connor and I am so not getting mashed potatoes flung at this dress.”
I grabbed my purse and moved to walk out the door. But Ramirez caught my arm.
“Hang on.”
I paused. “Yes?”
He leaned in close. I could smell the mingling scents of leather, aftershave, and pure guy as his lips gently skimmed over mine. It was just the slightest of touches but it made my insides quiver.
Okay, so maybe I could spare a couple of minutes…
But before I could follow through with that thought, Ramirez pulled away.
He took a step back, his eyes intense on me, some emotion building behind them that I couldn’t read. He wiped one hand across his jaw and shifted back onto his other foot. “Listen, Maddie, there’s something I need to say before we go. Something I want to say.”
“Okay…” I waited. 
Ramirez did another foot shift. He bit the inside of his cheeks. He did some more intense staring. If it was anyone but Bad Cop, I’d say he almost looked nervous.
“Are you okay? I mean, if you want to sit down or something we could…” 
But I trailed off as Ramirez took a step closer to me and pulled something out of his jacket pocket. Something small. Something round.
Something in a jeweler's box.
I froze, my heart forgetting to beat as I stared at a ring box in his hands. 
Oh. My. God.
“Maddie, these past few days have made me crazy. Not knowing where you were was the scariest thing that’s ever happened to me. It made me realize, I don't ever want to not know where you are again.”
And suddenly my heart was beating again. Way, way too fast. Holy shit! Was he proposing!? I felt my breath shoving in and out of my lungs double speed and feared I was hyperventilating. I so was not prepared for this. I mean, marriage? To Bad Cop? He was the love ‘em and leave 'em type. The bad boy who made your heart go pitter-patter then rode off into the sunset type. He was the I-carry-a-gun-and-I’ll-handcuff-you-to-the-bed-for-a-night-of-really-kinky-sex type. People like Faux Dad and Mrs. Rosneblatt got married. Not people like Bad Cop. 
Right?
Right?!
“Look, I know we’ve had our moments lately. And, I realize I can be a bit of a jerk at times. But not knowing where you were that one night almost drove me crazy.”
That one night. Right. The one I’d spent at Felix's house. Sitting in Felix’s kitchen. Drinking Felix's cappuccino. 
Kissing Felix's lips.
Ohmigod, I’d kissed Felix! I couldn’t say "yes" to Ramirez now. What about that kiss? What would he say? I mean, it had been an accident. It didn’t mean anything. It was all a big mistake. A misunderstanding. Yes, that's what it was, a misunderstanding. 
I realized that the panic pounding in my ears was so loud it had drowned Ramirez out. I gave myself a mental shake, willing my heart to stop drag racing. 
“…all I’m saying is that I don't want to keep you out anymore.” Ramirez made a move to open the case.
Instinctively, I slapped a hand over his. “Wait, Jack. I…” I took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. “There’s… there's something you should know.”
Ramirez looked down at me. His eyes dark and sincere, filled with emotion that this time I didn't have to guess at. It was plain as day. It was the most tender look I had ever seen from him. My throat suddenly closed up and I couldn’t breathe. 
“Just, let me say this first, okay?” he asked, covering my hand with his and extracting the box.
I bit my lip. Oh lord, I was going to cry. I was going to bawl like a baby.
And I was pretty sure that if he got down on one knee, I was going to have a heart attack.
“Maddie…”
Oh God, this was it. This was the moment. My stomach churned, those chocolate covered pretzels threatening to make a repeat appearance.
“I want you to have this.”
Ramirez opened the jewelry box. 
I took a deep fortifying breath, willed my stomach to stand still, and looked inside.
To find a key.
What the…?
“It's a key to my house.” Ramirez pulled it out of the box and dangled it from his index finger. “I want you to have your own key. That is, if you still want it?”
A key.
I let out a big breath, emotion draining from me. Whether it was relief or disappointment I wasn’t yet ready to examine. But on the upside, I was pretty sure it wasn’t a heart attack.
Ramirez opened my hand and pressed the key into my palm. He’d had a copy made onto a pink, metal key with little red lipstick kisses all over it. Very cute. Kinda sassy. Very… me, I realized.
I guess Bad Cop did know me after all.
“Thanks,” I said, thoroughly meaning it.
Ramirez leaned in and planted a soft kiss on my forehead. “You’re welcome,” he whispered. “Is that a 'yes?'"
I gulped down a dry lump in my throat. I would tell him about that accidental kiss. Later. Possibly when I knew he wasn't armed. But not now. Not in the middle of this perfect proposal of almost cohabitating or at least sleeping over without notice.
"Yes."
Ramirez's grin was so big twin dimples popped out on his cheeks. "Good. Now, let’s get to your mom’s before The Terror drools on every available seat.”
I grabbed my purse, slipping my new pink key inside. Somehow it felt a little heavier. Fuller. Actually, it felt kind of nice. Like I had a little piece of Ramirez with me everywhere I went now. 
I bit back a big goofy grin. 
“By the way,” Ramirez said, his lips close to my ear as I closed the door behind us, “I do expect you to use that key tonight.”
My stomach flipped, sending a shiver right down to my toes.
Oh boy.
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Chapter One
 
 
I love shoes.
I mean, I really really love them. If my tiny studio apartment in Santa Monica were, heaven forbid, to go up in a blazing inferno, the one thing I would rush back inside to save would be my favorite pair of strappy silver slingbacks. Granted, I’m single, live alone, and have never been able to keep a houseplant alive, let alone a pet. But still. It’s bordering on obsession.
So, it came as no surprise that when an incident of minor Internet fame resulted in a trendy Beverly Hills boutique asking me to design a line of shoes for them, I squealed, squeaked and generally jumped around like a six year old minus her Ritalin. Thus far in my illustrious design career the biggest break I'd had was working for Tot Trots children's shoes where my SpongeBob slippers had been the top sellers at Payless last season. (Something to brag about or bury in a deep, dark corner of my resume? I still wasn’t sure.) 
But then things got even better when the first pair of Maddie Springer originals was sold to an up-and-coming young actress who just happened to be wearing them when she got arrested outside the Twilight Club on Sunset Boulevard for drug possession. Suddenly my shoes were all over Entertainment Tonight, Access Hollywood, and even CNN. I got calls from the hippest boutiques in L.A. and Orange County, all clamoring to stock my line – aptly named High Heels Seduction. 
And then the impossible happened. (Oh yeah, it gets better.) The utterly amazing best thing to enter my life since DSW started carrying Prada. Jean Luc Le Croix, the hottest new European fashion designer, asked me, little ‘ol me, to come show my shoes in his fall runway collection at Paris Fashion Week. 
Paris! 
I had died and gone to heaven. 
Not surprisingly, I first had a mild heart attack, then did a repeat of the six-year-old-Ritalin-addict thing.
What was surprising, however, was my boyfriend, Ramirez's, reaction to my news of the century.
“You’re going where?” he asked. 
“Paris.” I sighed the word, visions of the Eiffel Tower dancing in my head.
Ramirez rolled over in bed to face me, his dark eyebrows drawn together. “What do you want to go to Paris for?”
“Are you kidding?” I sat up, covering my bare self with a sheet. Even though we’d been dating off and on for over a year now, I still had my modest moments around Ramirez. Probably due to the fact that I never quite knew what was going on behind those hooded eyes of his. 
Detective Jack Ramirez was a homicide detective with a very big gun, a very big attitude, and a very big… well, let's just say that certain parts of his anatomy weren't entirely lacking in the size department either. He was tall, with a compact build that was all tight muscles and hard angles. Dark hair, dark brown eyes, and a dark intense look about him that made men wary and women drool. One white scar cut through his left eyebrow and he had a black panther tattooed on his bicep, the sleek, powerful lines of its back rippling along Ramirez's arm as he propped his head up on one hand, waiting for my answer.
“Why wouldn't I want to go to Paris? It's the fashion capital of the world! The home of haute couture, Chanel, Dior. The Eiffel Tower!” 
“Where will you be staying?”
“Jean Luc has set up rooms for all of us involved with the show. We’ll be at the Plaza Atheneé. It’s all taken care of.”
“Do you even speak French?”
I waved him off. “I know how to ask where the bathroom is and, 'How much do those shoes cost?' I'll be fine."
"I've heard the French can be pretty rude to American tourists."
I pinned him with a look. "Trust me. For Paris Fashion Week, I can handle a little rude."
"Hmph." Ramirez grunted, then shifted his weight, his half of the bed sheet slipping down his bare torso, exposing a six pack to make Budweiser jealous. 
For a moment I completely forgot what we were talking about.
“How long?”
“What?” I snapped my eyes back up to meet his.
“How long will you be gone?”
“Oh. Uh, a couple of weeks. Three at the most. Jean Luc wants me there to help set up, and then of course I’ll be there for the full Fashion Week. Maybe a few days after to help him pack up.”
Ramirez shook his head. “I’m not thrilled about this.”
“Come on, Jack. Why not?” Had he not heard the Paris part?
“Maddie, I don’t like the idea of a woman being in a foreign country all by herself.”
If the statement hadn't been so blatantly chauvinistic, I might have been touched by his concern. 
“I won’t be all by myself. There are tons of people involved with the show. Models, producers, designers. Besides, most of the time I’ll be with Jean Luc.”
“Jean Luc.” Ramirez mulled over the name. “I’m not sure that makes me feel any better.”
“Don’t tell me you’re jealous?” I asked coyly, reaching one finger out and tracing a line down Ramirez's granite chest. 
He grinned. “Of a guy named Jean Luc? You’re kidding, right?”
I gave him a playful swat. “Well, don’t be. You have no idea what kind of work goes into Fashion Week. I’ll be lucky if I have time to sleep, let alone ogle the male models.”
Ramirez narrowed his eyes at me. “Male models? Now you are trying to make me jealous.”
I swatted him again. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”
“And, what about me?” He gave my sheet a teasing tug.
“What about you?”
“I’m not sure I’ll be fine. Two weeks is a long time for a guy like me to be alone.”
“I’m sure you’ll manage.”
“I don't know." He traced a finger down my bare arm, leaving a trail of goosebumps. "I’m getting kind of lonely just thinking about it.”
"You're a big baby, you know that?"
His grin widened. 
"Besides, may I remind you that this is the first time I've even seen you in two weeks anyway?" 
His smile faltered a little. "Can't be."
"Oh, yes." I nodded my head for emphasis, my blonde hair bobbing up and down. "Last weekend you had to cancel because of a shooting in South Central, then Wednesday it was the three car pile-up on the PCH, and Friday there was that stripper's body they found in the hills." 
Ramirez's one flaw in the boyfriend department was his devotion to his job. Not that I blamed him, he was damned good at it. In fact, it had been the way we'd originally met, when I'd stumbled onto a case of his involving my ex-boyfriend, $20 million in embezzled funds, and a string of dead bodies. But since then it had only served as a wedge between us, keeping Ramirez wrapped up at crime scenes and me at home watching Sex and the City reruns and waiting for the phone to ring.
Not, mind you, that I was complaining. Much.
"Huh. I guess it has been a while," he conceded.
"Thank you."
He blew out a long puff of air. "All right, then. I give in. I'll survive while you go make your shoes and visit the Eiffel Tower."
"Really?" I squeaked. Okay, fine, so I was totally going to go anyway. I mean, come on, it's Paris! But, it was nice to know he wasn't going to fight me on it.
"Really." He paused. "Under one condition."
I arched an eyebrow at him. "One condition?"
Ramirez let his gaze stray down to the thin, white sheet covering my barely B's. He gave it one of those long, X-ray vision stares. "Uh huh." He nodded. Then, broke into his patented Big Bad Wolf smile – all big teeth and wicked eyes. "Tonight, you're all mine."
A shiver hopped down my spine, ending somewhere south of my belly button. I did a dry gulp. Then nodded.
And dropped the sheet. 
 
* * *
 
 
Currently I had two vices: Mexican food and (as you may have noticed) Mexican men. Thanks to an early morning shooting on Olympic that had Ramirez crawling out of bed at the crack of dawn (see, what did I tell you?), I couldn’t indulge in the latter. Which left me with the former, in the form of a grande nachos supremo at The Whole Enchilada in Beverly Hills. And I had to admit the gooey cheddar and salsa induced semi-orgasm I was experiencing was almost as good as what I'd had planned for Ramirez this morning. 
Almost.
"So, did Ramierez spend the night again last night?" my best friend, Dana, asked, leaning both of her elbows on the table across from me.
I nodded. And grinned. I couldn't help it. After spending a night with Ramirez, there was nothing I could do to wipe that sucker off. "It was hot."
Dana licked her lips. "How hot?"
I picked up a stray jalapeño from my plate and held it up. "Ten of these and you still wouldn’t even be close."
Dana sighed. Then started fanning herself with a napkin imprinted with a dancing cactus. "You know, it's been so long, I can hardly even remember what a one jalapeño night would be like."
Dana was a blonde-haired, blue-eyed aerobics instructor slash wannabe actress with the kind of body that had "Playboy Bunny" written all over it. Which generally meant she saw more action than a NASCAR fan. However, her current boyfriend de jour was Ricky Montgomery, who played the hunky gardener on the hit TV show Magnolia Lane, and, amazingly, my fated-to-short-term-romance friend had actually taken a vow of monogamy with Ricky, which, thus far, had lasted a record three months. I was actually pretty proud of Dana. Especially considering that as soon as shooting ended for the Magnolia Lane season, Ricky had flown off to Croatia to shoot a crime-drama movie with Natalie Portman. Ricky said the script was amazing and had Oscar written all over it. Dana said she was investing in a battery powered rabbit and praying they wrapped quickly. 
"So, when is Ricky coming back?" I asked around a bite of cool sour cream and hot salsa. I'm telling you, pure heaven.
"Three more weeks. I'm just not sure I can make it, Maddie. This is the longest I've ever gone without sex."
I raised an eyebrow. "Ever?"
Dana nodded vigorously. "Since ninth grade."
Wow. I think in ninth grade I was still negotiating with Bobby Preston over second base. 
"So, why don't you just go visit him?"
She shook her head. "Can't. The set's in a military zone. They needed all sorts of permits and things just to be there. Booty call isn't exactly on the list of approved reasons."
"Sorry."
"Thanks." Dana sipped at her iced tea. Decaf, sugar free, packed-with antioxidants. Dana was of the my-body-is-a-temple school of dieting. Me, I'm pretty sure my million calorie nacho platter spoke for itself.
"If it makes you feel any better, last night was the only action I've gotten in weeks, too." Not to mention that I was currently substituting a morning of naked sheet wrestling with chips and refried beans.
Dana sighed again, giving my jalapeño a longing look. "Not really, but thanks for trying."
"So, how about a little shopping? A little retail therapy always makes me feel better."
Dana nodded her head, her pony-tail bobbing up and down. "Sure. But just for a little while. I've got an audition at one. I'm reading for the part of a street walker on that new David E. Kelly show. I can so nail this one."
I looked her up and down, taking in her denim micro-mini, three-inch heels, and pink crop top. I hated to admit it, but she so could.
 
 
* * *
 
 
After I'd fully consumed my nacho supremeo, stopping just short of actually licking the plate, Dana and I walked down Santa Monica, making a right on Beverly. Now, normally actually walking two blocks in L.A. was an unheard of phenomenon, but this was prime window shopping territory. The boutiques lining the street held windows full of designer purses, thousand dollar tank tops, and Italian leather shoes with stitching so small, you'd swear it was the work of Leprechauns.
After drooling over a pair of crocodile boots, a fabulous deconstructed jacket and two to-die-for evening gowns, Dana paused in front of the Bellissimo Boutique. "Ohmigod, Mads! Are those yours?" She pointed to a pair of red, patent leather Mary Janes with a black kitten heel. 
I grinned so wide I felt my cheeks crack. (And this time it had nothing to do with Ramirez or gooey cheddar-laden chips.) "Yep," I said, beaming with a pride usually reserved for mothers sporting "student of the month" bumper stickers. "Those are my latest. You like?"
"I love! Oh, I so want a pair. Hey, you think you could do something for me to wear to the premier of Ricky's movie?"
"I don't know if you can afford me. I'm a pretty hot designer now," I joked.
"Oh, I totally know what I want! I saw the cutest pair of wedge heeled sandals on J. Lo at the MTV awards. They were, like, black with this little line of sequins going down the…" But Dana trailed off, her eyes fixing on a point just over my shoulder. Then suddenly going big and round. 
"What?" 
I spun around and stood rooted to the spot. A little yellow sports car was careening down Beverly at Daytona 500 speeds. It sideswiped a Hummer, narrowly missing a woman carrying a Dolce shopping bag, then bounced back into traffic, tires squealing.
"Ohmigod, Maddie," Dana said, her voice going high and wild. "Look out!"
I watched in horror as the little car cut across two lanes, jumping the curb and accelerating.
Straight toward me. 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Ever had one of those moments where you’re suddenly outside your body watching your own actions play out like some TV movie starring Heather Locklear and thinking, “Wow, her life really sucks”? 
After a split second of deer-in-the-headlights, I jumped to the right, arms splayed out in front of me like Superman as I dove for the pavement. I’d like to think that had my belly not been weighed down by half a pound of Mexican bliss, I might have been quick enough to get out of the way. As it was, I felt the sharp bite of a fender colliding with my left leg as my head snapped back and met the sidewalk.
“Uhn.” I closed my eyes, little bright pinpoints of light dancing in front of my vision. Adrenalin pumped through my every limb, my heart thudding like a jackhammer. I tried to move my mouth and tasted blood. I think I'd bit my tongue. 
“Ohmigod, ohmigod! Maddie, Are you okay?”
I blinked. Slowly. And saw Dana’s face hovering over mine. Along with a homeless guy wearing a faded Abercrombie T-shirt and two women in red hats with Chanel bags dangling from their wrists.
“I… I think so.” I tried wiggling my fingers, arms, legs. I stopped at legs. Pain shot up my left one making me yelp like a puppy. I slowly propped myself up on my elbows and looked down. The yellow sports car was hovering just over my lower half. It was so shiny-new that it was still minus license plates and had a bright chrome mustang attached to the hood. The only thing marring its new car perfection was the big ugly dent in the front fender. 
I didn’t even want to see what my leg looked like.
The Mustang's door flew open and the driver stepped out. Or, I should say, wedged herself out. I was fully ready to unleash the wrath of a sexually frustrated blonde who’s had her nacho buzz ruined until I got a good look at her. She was at least 300 pounds and wearing a bright green and pink muumuu, Birkenstocks, and a shade of eye shadow that would make Marilyn Manson cringe. 
I did a mental forehead smack.
Mrs. Rosenblatt.
Mrs. Rosenblatt was my mother's best friend, a five-time divorcée (always on the look out for Mr. Six) who talked to the dead through her spirit guide, Albert. I know. Only in L.A. Then again, I wasn't sure I should pass judgment so quickly. By the looks of the new car, the psychic business must not be doing all that poorly these days.
“Oh my word, Maddie, I didn't see you here, honey. It’s this new stick shift thingie. I got no idea how to work it. You’d think a body pays enough for a car like that the thing would drive itself. Oh, lordy, your Mom’s gonna kill me. I was on my way to meet her at Fernando’s. Honey, can you move? Can you speak? Do you need a doctor? How many fingers am I holding up?”
I blinked. “Fifteen.”
“She needs a doctor. Someone call a doctor!”
I let my head fall back on the pavement again while Dana dug a cell out of her purse and Mrs. R made me take deep breaths and count backwards from ten. I’m pretty sure that was the standard routine for someone who’d ingested too many margaritas, not a woman who’d been hit by a car, but at that moment I wasn't in a position to argue. At least the counting kept my mind off the pain, now slowly spreading up my thigh and settling into a throbbing rhythm as the shock wore off.
Ten minutes later our little crowd had grown to include half the people in Beverly Hills, or so it seemed as the paramedics fought their way through the looky-loos and eyed my legs. I was infinitely glad that I’d shaved them that morning.
The taller paramedic, a dark haired guy with freckles, crouched down beside me and gingerly wiggled my left leg.
I saw stars and thought I might faint. 
“This doesn’t look good,” Freckles said. “It looks like it could be broken.”
Great. Some women cruise Beverly and go home with a pair of Jimmy Choos. I go home with a broken leg.
“Are you sure?” I whimpered.
“Not until we can get X-rays. Can you wiggle your toes?”
I concentrated on wiggling.
“The left toes.”
“I am wiggling the left toes.”
Freckles and the other paramedic shared a look, then he frowned down at my leg again. “Nope. Not good. We’re going to have to cut this boot off.”
“No!” I sat straight up. “I'm fine. It's getting better. Really. I'm okay. No need to touch the boots. Look, I can just unzip it here,” I reached down and started to unzip. Bad idea. Pain shot up my leg and the crowd began to swim before my eyes. I dropped the zipper and took a deep breath, trying not to vomit my nachos all over the sidewalk. 
“Ma’am, your leg is swollen. It could be broken. We’re going to have to cut the boot off.”
“Do you have any idea what you’re saying? These are Gucci! I had to design three pairs of Disney princess water shoes to pay for these.”
Freckles exchanged another look with his partner. "Ma'am, you're in shock. Please lie still."
"No, wait. I think I feel the swelling going down already. Just give me a minute. I'm sure I can get the zipper down." 
"Ma'am, don't make us strap you down."
"Wait! Please, I… I… Dana?" I appealed to my friend, giving her my best helpless face. (Which, since I was currently pinned beneath a muscle car, wasn't all too difficult.) 
Dana bit her lip. "Geeze, Maddie, it looks really bad. Maybe you better just let them cut it."
I thunked my head back down on the pavement. What else could I do? I shut my eyes, trying not to cry as I felt Freckles pull out a pair of scissors and desecrate my Gucci’s. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
“Three months?” I blinked at the on-call doctor in her white coat, thick glasses and messy ponytail. Praying I had heard her wrong. Unfortunately, since I haven’t been to mass since last Easter, it was no surprise that God completely ignored me.
“Three months.” The tight-lipped doctor nodded her head, consulting the manila folder in her hands. She was sans makeup and her thick, brown hair was pulled back from her face in a ponytail so tight it made her eyes crease. “You’ve got a tibial shaft fracture. You’re going to need to wear the cast for at least three months to give the bones time to set. After that, we can discuss a regimen of physical therapy. Keep your weight off it and keep it elevated whenever possible to reduce swelling, especially in the first 48 hours.”
I looked down at the big, blue, foam boot covering my left leg from my very unmanicured toes all the way to hemline. From the knee down I looked like a bloated Smurf. 
After slitting my Gucci right up the middle, the paramedics had whisked me away in their ambulance to the nearest hospital of my insurance company's choosing. Mrs. R had insisted on riding along, seeing as how she felt responsible and all. (I didn’t point out that’s because she actually was responsible.) 
After waiting a mere thirty-five minutes in a tiny white room at the back of the ER, a nurse had wheeled me to X-ray, where they’d twisted my leg into all sorts of uncomfortable positions to take black and whites. Then I’d been wheeled back to the sterile room to wait while the on-call doctor reviewed my films. Which had taken another forty minutes. All of them spent listening to the teenagers in the room next door puke their guts out after easting bad sushi at the Westwood mall. 
That was about the point where I told Dana I was fine and she should just go to her audition. She argued a little at first (because I was clearly not fine), but I knew how much she wanted that street walker part. Besides, there wasn’t anything she could really do to help. 
Now, though, surrounded by Mrs. R’s Birkenstocks and Doctor Ponytail’s loafers, I was kind of wishing I had an ally who understood just how badly this boot was going to clash with my entire wardrobe for, apparently, the next three months.
“What about showers? Can she take the thing off to shower?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked. “My fourth husband, Lenny, broke his arm once and he couldn’t shower for two whole months. I tell ya’, that sucker started smelling pretty ripe by the time they cut it off him. I think Lenny was starting to mildew a little.”
I heard myself whimper.
“Baths would be preferable, and, no, no taking the boot off to bathe. You’ll have to wrap it in plastic and stick it outside the tub.” 
I did another whimper.
“I’m going to prescribe you some pills for the pain,” she continued, scribbling in my chart. Then she turned to a cabinet behind her and pulled out a pair of tall, metal crutches. “You’ll need to use these to get around. They’re a little awkward at first but trust me, you’ll get used to them,” she said, adjusting the height. 
I took them, sticking one under each arm. Great. Not only was I a Smurf, now I was Tiny Tim. 
The doctor looked down at my one good Gucci and a frown settled between her un-plucked eyebrows. “And I’d suggest staying away from high heels until the fracture stabilizes.”
“Hold on!” I put one hand up. “What do you mean ‘stay away from heels?’”
“Besides the difficulty balancing, the elevated position of the other foot puts too much stress on the injured leg. Flats only for the next three months.” And with that Ponytail left the room, still scribbling.
I stared after her, my mouth hanging open, tears starting to form behind my eyes. No heels for three months? Could this day get any worse?
As if to answer my question, the door flew open again.
"Oh, my poor baby!" 
I looked up to see my mother burst into the room, head down, arms out, tackling me for a rib crusher hug.
“Oh my baby, are you all right?”
“I’m fine.” Sort of. 
“I came as soon as Mrs. Rosenblatt called. Oh my poor baby, you could have been killed!”
“It’s the damned clutch,” Mrs. R said. “Too many pedals down there. I couldn’t figure which one to press when. They need less pedals in them sports cars.”
“Mom, I can’t breathe.”
“Oh, sorry,” Mom stepped back. And for the first time I got a good look at her outfit.
I love my mother dearly, but let’s just say I’m glad I didn’t inherit her fashion sense. Today she was dressed in a pair of skinny jeans (clearly made for someone three sizes skinnier than her), a blouse covered in tiny white ruffles and a pair of black L.A. Gear high-tops formerly seen on M.C. Hammer circa 1989. She topped it all off with a shade of lipstick I could only describe as neon magenta and blue eye shadow that reached all the way to her plucked eyebrows. When I was fifteen I sent applications to Oprah, Ricky Lake, and Jenny Jones hoping one of them would take Mom on their “Please give my mother a make-over” shows. No such luck. These days, I usually just cringed in silence.
Mom looked down at my blue boot. “How bad is it honey?”
“Not that bad,” I said bravely. Okay, fine. It wasn’t courage, it was denial. 
“You know, they make some very stylish sneakers these days,” my mom said. I looked down at her high-tops. And felt tears well behind my eyes again.
“Ballet flats!” Mrs. R piped up. “They’re all the rage. Last weekend I was doing aura readings down at Venice Beach and all the young kids were wearing them.”
I sniffled back the tears. “You think so?”
“Sure. You’ll be just as pretty as a peach in them.”
I sighed. “Paris just won’t be the same without heels.”
“Oh, well there’s no way you can go to Paris now,” Mom said, still inspecting my boot.
“Whoa!” I held both hands up in front of me. Which, of course, made my crutches immediately slip out of my armpits and clatter to the floor. “I am totally still going to Paris.”
“Maddie, you can’t even walk!”
“I have crutches.” 
Mom looked down at the floor. Then back up at me, raising one eyebrow.
“What? The doctor said I’d get used to them.”
“Maddie, you can’t possibly go to a foreign country like this. Honey, what about your luggage? And traveling through the airports? And customs? How will you even get around?”
I bit my lip. “I’ll manage.” Somehow.
I’ll admit though, she had a point. The more I thought about trying to navigate my way through LAX, let alone the French airports, while wearing Wonder Boot, the more my leg throbbed, my head started to hurt, and I really started jonesing for another comforting nacho platter. 
But I was damned if one little Nerf boot was keeping me from Fashion Week. 
“Look, I’ve already committed to do this. Jean Luc is counting on me. I’m supposed to fly out this weekend. There’s no way I can back out now.”
Mom pursed her lips, her arms crossing over her chest as she gave me a good long stare. “All right, fine.”
I did an internal sigh of relief. “Thank you.”
“Then I’m going with you.”
“What?!”
“Maddie, there’s no way I’m letting my baby fly all the way to Paris all by herself with a broken leg. If you’re so intent on going, then I’m going, too.”
“But, Mom-”
“Well then I’m coming too,” Mrs. Rosenblatt piped up.
I tuned to her, my mouth falling open. “What?!” This could not be happening. Again I got that out-of-body feeling like my life was spiraling out of control into some late night TV farce. 
“I feel responsible. After all it was my car,” Mrs. R said.
“Besides,” Mom chimed in, “I’ve always wanted to visit Paris. The museums, the shops…”
“The Eiffel Tower,” Mrs. R added.
“Oh, the Eiffel Tower! Oh, think how much fun this will be, Maddie,” Mom said, grabbing my hand. “It’ll be like a girl’s night out. Only in Paris!”
Last time Mom and I had had a girl’s night out, she’d dragged me to a karaoke club where we’d spent the evening sipping watery tap beer and listening to overweight businessmen butcher Diana Ross songs. 
“No. No, no, no, no.” I shook my head, a sudden headache matching the throbbing in my leg. “Look, I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself. I’ll get a skycap to help with the bags. They have bellboys in Paris. I’ll be fine. I’m an adult and I can take care of myself.”
“Oh honey,” Mom said, tilting her head to the side and giving me the same look she gave me when I was five and told her I was running away from home to join the circus. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
Mental forehead smack.
 
 
* * *
 
 
There are few truly unstoppable forces in nature. Tornadoes, hurricanes, an unexpected shift of the San Andreas fault line. And – you guessed it - my mother.
Which is why, one week later, as I hobbled through the front doors of the Plaza Atheneé in Paris, France, I had a pair of awkward metal crutches shoved under my armpits and a pair of middle aged women flanking my sides.
“Oh my God, Maddie, would you take a look at this place?” Mom’s mouth gaped open. 
“It’s like where them rock stars stay,” Mrs. Rosenblatt said. “I bet Gwen Stefani stays here.”
“I bet the queen stays here.”
“I bet this is gonna max out my Visa.”
They were right. The place was amazing. The floors were a pale taupe marble beneath a sparkling crystal chandelier that was larger than my bathroom. Bright red fresh cut flowers hung from tall pillars that flanked the lobby, and the walls were done in delicately painted frescoes of wildflowers and serene lakes. The entire place felt opulent, glamorous, and oh so very French.
Okay, so I was here with two postmenopausal chaperones. But I was here. In Paris. Despite the eleven hour flight, I couldn’t help a goofy grin from cracking my face. 
“Puis-je vous aider?” a man behind the counter asked as we approached. He was in his fifties, tall and slim with a large nose and receding hairline exposing a shiny dome of a forehead. 
“I don’t know what he said,” Mrs. Rosenbaltt commented, “but he sure looked good saying it.” She gave me a suggestive elbow in the ribs. 
The dome went red and his eyes hit the floor. “Ah, Americans,” he said quickly, switching to English. “And how may I help you lovely young ladies?”
Mrs. Rosenblatt snorted. “We’re young ladies,” she said to Mom. Mom giggled.
I handed over my credit card. “Maddie Springer. And entourage,” I added, glancing over my shoulder. 
“Don’t mind us, we’re just here to sightsee,” Mom said, waving me off.
“You, ah, got any recommendations where two young ladies could have a good time there, Pierre?” Mrs. R licked her lips and leaned suggestively on the counter, her bright orange muumuu dipping down to expose a pair of breasts that gravity hadn’t been kind to.
The clerk cleared his throat, going a deeper shade of crimson. “Pardon moi, mademoiselle, but the name is actually Andre.”
“Really? ‘Cause you look like a Pierre to me. Must be that sexy French accent of yours.”
Andre suddenly became engrossed in his computer screen. “Ah, yes, we have two rooms on the 15 floor. Adjoining.”
“Oh, this is going to be so much fun, Maddie,” Mom squeaked, giving my arm a squeeze. “It’ll be like one big slumber party.”
“Uh, do you have anything maybe not so adjoining?” I asked.
But unfortunately Andre was currently hypnotized by Mrs. R running her tongue suggestively over her lipstick stained teeth. I admit, it was kind of like a car wreck – hideously unreal yet impossible to turn away from.
“So, what time do you get off work, Pierre?” Mrs. R asked.
The clerk gulped. “Uh, rooms 702 and 704. Enjoy your stay.” He quickly slid the card keys across the marble counter, then scurried off to help the next customer. 
“I think he kinda liked me,” Mrs. R said.
“I think you kinda scared him.”
“Oh, Maddie, we’re in Paris! This is going to be so fun!” Mom squeezed my arm again and steered me toward the elevators. 
Visions of Karaoke in French flashed before my eyes. 
Thankfully Mom and Mrs. R decided to take a nap in their suite before going out for an afternoon of sightseeing. I left them at their door, promising to call once I got safely to the site of Jean Luc’s tent. 
I slipped my keycard in the door, stepped into my room, and suddenly felt like I’d entered a dollhouse. A white, four poster bed sat in the middle, draped in bright yellow floral patterns and piled high with about a million pillows. Beneath the window sat a long chaise and on the far side of the room, a lovely antique bureau next to a small writing desk. The room was feminine, bursting with ruffles and had Paris written all over it. I loved it.
I immediately went to the window overlooking the city and craned for a glimpse of the Eiffel Tower. But, while I could see clear to the mountains, there was sadly no tower in sight. Clearly not an Eiffel view room. 
I didn’t stop to unpack, instead quickly changing into a breezy red, spaghetti strap sundress I’d bought at French Boutique on Melrose, a white shrug sweater and red and white polka dotted ballet flats (okay, one ballet flat and one ugly blue boot) before grabbing my purse and heading out to find a cab to Le Carrousel du Louvre – site of Jean Luc’s show. Fashion Week, here I come!
 
 
* * *
 
 
If you’ve never been backstage at a fashion show, there are few things in life that can compare to it. The excitement, the energy, the sheer chaos. And while Jean Luc’s show wasn’t scheduled for another week, as I neared the white tent with the words “Le Croix” painted in bold, black letters, the air was already electric with anticipation and the chaos was in full swing. Men in white coveralls converged on piles of lumber that in just a few short days would be transformed into runways the world would be watching to learn what they’d be wearing this season. Reporters with cameras slung around their necks stood in the corners, interviewing anyone who’d stand still. And models; tall, slim almost inhumanly beautiful creatures, were everywhere. Sipping water bottles, smoking slim, brown cigarettes, and strutting their impossibly long legs in impossibly beautiful couture.
This was as close to heaven as I think I’d ever been.
In the center of it all, like a clever ringmaster, stood the man himself, Jean Luc Le Croix. He was tall and thick, in his forties. Jet black hair, dark sunglasses, a look on his face like he was perpetually constipated. He wore black jeans, black snakeskin boots, and a black cashmere sweater with a big gold medallion hung around his neck. His voice reminded me of an auctioneer, constantly barking out orders at whomever happen to be within earshot. 
“Maddie!” he cried as I approached. 
“Hello, Jean Luc.” I leaned in and did a very French pair of air kisses at him.
“We’ve been expecting you. It is madness, yes?” he asked gesturing around himself. “Come, come, we’ve got the models being fitted inside.” Jean Luc lead the way through the construction toward a large building beside the famous Louvre museum. Me hobbling awkwardly behind, trying to keep up with his long-legged gait. 
The room he led me into was full of worktables, dress forms and tall, rail thin models in various states of undress. Among them flitted assistants and seamstresses, long yellow measuring tapes draped around their necks. A chorus of different languages were being spoken, Italian, French, Spanish, and even a few words of English here and there. 
Jean Luc barked to the models as we threaded our way through the room. “Tanya, darling, that’s a top not a skirt. Angelica, you need a necklace with that shirt. No, no, no, Bella, that color is all wrong on you. Take it off, quickly, darling!” He turned to me. “You’ll have to excuse me, the majority of the models only came in yesterday and I’m still in the middle of a full blown aneurysm.”
I grinned. Despite his brusque manner it was impossible not to like him.
“Becca! You’re killing me,” he shouted to a pouty redhead. “That’s a front closure, you must wear undergarments with it!”
“Jean Luc,” called a voice from the back of the room. “Jean Luuuuuuuuc.” A short, slim brunette wearing all black, thick glasses, and a headset hailed him from across the room, making purposeful strides toward him. 
Jean Luc closed his eyes in a mini meditation. “Not again,” he mumbled under his breath. Then he turned around, all smiles.
“Maddie, meet Ann, my assistant.”
“Charmed,” Ann shot, giving only a cursory glance my direction. “Listen, Jean Luc, it’s Gisella. She’s lost her necklace for the finale.”
“Christ, not again.”
Ann gestured toward a tall, long legged brunette with stick straight bangs and thighs so slim I could wrap my hands around them. She looked bored, jutting one bony hip out and contemplating her fingernails.
“She says she left it in her room, but we can’t find it anywhere.”
“Fine, I’ll be right there.” Ann walked away and Jean Luc turned to me. “I’m sorry, apparently my two second break from crisis has ended. But come, I’ll introduce you to Gisella.”
I hobbled after Jean Luc again, as he stalked toward the bored brunette. 
“Maddie,” Jean Luc said as I caught up, huffing just a little, “I’d like you to meet my lead model, Gisella Rossi.
“Nice to meet you,” I said, sticking out my hand while simultaneously trying not to lose my grip on my crutches. 
Gisella gave me a limp wristed squeeze and a wan smile. “Ciao.” 
“Gisella will be wearing the black baby doll in the finale, so we’ll need a tall heel for her. But nothing chunky.”
“Got it. No problem.” I had just the right shoe in mind for her already. A black, three inch, pointy stiletto, with rhinestone studded ankle strap I’d put the finishing touches on last week. I looked down at her feet, trying to gauge her size.
“Now, Gisella, darling, what’s this I hear about the necklace gone missing?”
Gisella rolled her eyes. “I dunno where it is,” she answered in heavily accented English.
“Honey. Sweetie,” Jean Luc said, though the look on his face said he was mentally calling Gisella a whole host of less endearing names. “That necklace is worth a lot of money. We have to find it.”
Gisella shrugged again. “It could be anywhere.”
“Where was the last place you saw it? Retrace your steps.”
She blew a puff of air toward the ceiling, ruffling her stick straight bangs. “Last night, I went to the party at Hôtel de Crillon. Then, after, I go back to my own room. I put the necklace in my room. Then, I go to bed. I wake up, the necklace is missing.”
Jean Luc started breathing hard like he needed a paper bag. “You wore the necklace to the party? And took it back to your own room!?”
Gisella contemplated her nails. “Yes. It is a fancy party.”
Jean Luc looked ready to spout steam from his ears. 
“You took a priceless piece of jewelry from my show to a private party?”
Gisella didn’t answer, thoroughly engrossed in her cuticles.
Jean Luc pinched the bridge of his nose, struggling to compose himself. “At least tell me you put it in your room safe?” he finally mumbled.
Gisella bit the inside of her cheek. “I dunno.”
“What do you mean you ‘dunno?’” 
“It was a late party. I had a lot to drink. I can’t remember.”
Jean Luc took a deep breath through his nose.
“Maybe it is stolen,” Gisella said.
Jean Luc visibly paled. “No. No, no, no, no. It cannot be stolen. It’s on loan from Lord Ackerman’s private collection. It is not stolen. You just misplaced it, Gisella.”
Gisella shrugged. “We’ll just have to get another one.” And she stalked off, her long legs gliding with a grace that was at complete odds with her grating disposition.
Jean Luc pinched the bridge of his nose again. “Get another one? Christ, it’s worth over 300,000 euros. Get another one?! Good God, Lord Ackerman would kill me,” he mumbled to himself as he walked away. 
Well, I guess life could be worse. I could be Jean Luc.
After settling in at a table in the back, I spent the rest of the day seeing one model after another, trying to match shoes to outfits. In most cases, the shoes I’d brought with me were a little on the larger size, something I’d been prepared for, bringing a whole bag of tricks to make large shoes fit a medium foot. One thing they’d taught us in design school was that it was always easier to fit a larger shoe on a small model than have her try to squeeze into a too tight one. The only one that fit perfectly was, ironically, Gisella’s. It was almost as if the black stiletto had been made for her foot. A good thing too, as she wasn’t the most patient of subjects, fidgeting and twisting in her seat the entire fitting. 
By the end of the day, I was beat. The pain pills were wearing off, my leg was throbbing, and I was seriously wondering what the French equivalent to Starbucks was. I was relieved when Ann walked through the workroom, announcing they were packing it in for the night. 
One cab ride later (during which I had my nose pressed to the glass the entire time, trying to catch a glimpse of the Eiffel Tower) I was dragging my tired self through the lobby of the Plaza Atheneé. It took all the energy I had left to concentrate on keeping my crutches from slipping on the marble floor. Not an easy thing to do. And one that inevitably led to me running smack into some poor soul getting off the elevators.
“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” I mumbled to the ground. “Je suis… uh… muy, muy sorry.” No wait, that was Spanish. “Uh, je suis…”
“No problem, Maddie.”
I froze. And looked up into the man’s face for the first time, sucking in a breath of surprise. There, standing in front of me, was the last person I expected to see in Paris.
Felix.


 

Chapter Three
 
 
Two years ago I had investigated the disappearance of my former boyfriend, who, as it turned out, had been involved in an embezzlement scheme that ended in murder. I’d confronted the killer head-on, and during the resulting struggle, I’d inadvertently popped one of her saline breast implants with a nail file. And then stabbed her in the side of the neck with a stiletto heel. I know. Very girly of me. But, what can I say? Shit happens.
Unfortunately, it was just the kind of story that the L.A. Informer, Southern California’s sleaziest tabloid, lived for. That was my first encounter with Felix Dunn, the only reporter in all of L.A. County who had published no less than five articles revolving around Bigfoot’s secret love child with the Crocodile Woman. Felix had taken the popped implant story and run with it, even going so far as pasting a picture of my head on Pamela Anderson’s body under the caption: Big Boobs Beware! I’d briefly contemplated hiring a hit man.
Since then, Felix and I had, on occasion, worked together for the greater good. Okay, I’d worked for the greater good. Felix had worked for a juicy story to land him on the front page. Felix had the moral fiber of pond scum, which came in handy when dealing with the criminal element, but I wasn’t entirely sure he wouldn’t eat his young to sell a few more papers. 
During brief moments, Felix did, I admit, appear to have a human side. Born in England, he wore his cropped blond hair a little on the messy side, had twin dimples that appeared in his tanned cheeks quite frequently, and had the Hugh Grant charm thing down pat. And he had, at least once, expressed genuine concern over my well being. It was during one of those rare moments that I’d last seen Felix. I’d been spending the night at his house and, in a completely accidental move, kissed him. On the lips. With tongue. 
The kiss had been meant for his cheek but I swear he’d turned his head at the last minute. Like I said, complete accident. But, considering we hadn’t seen each other since then, I still felt heat creeping into my cheeks and the taste of his lips slipping to the forefront of my memory as I stood in the lobby of the Plaza Atheneé staring up into his blue eyes.
 “Maddie. How are you, love?” he asked, his voice holding the slightest hint of a British accent.
“Fine.” I cleared my throat. “Uh, great. Wonderful.”
His gaze strayed down to Wonder Boot. “You don’t look all that great wonderful.”
“Gee, thanks. Just what every girl wants to hear.”
His eyes crinkled at the corners, those dimples making an appearance. “That’s not what I meant.” His eyes roved appreciatively over my red dress. “And you know it,” 
My cheeks went lava girl again. “Tibial fracture,” I blurted out. “I got hit by a Mustang. Mrs. Rosenblatt. I’m fine.”
Felix clucked his tongue. “You’ve got to be more careful, love. Let me guess, stumbled over a heel? Not the most practical footwear now, are they?”
I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at him. “Fashion is not about practicality. And, no, I didn’t stumble. I was the victim of a psychic who couldn’t work a clutch.”
Felix chuckled. “Only you, Maddie.”
I ignored his amusement at my expense. “What are you doing here, anyway?”
Felix raised an eyebrow at me. “It’s Fashion Week, what do you think I’m doing here?”
“Hoping one of Versace’s models runs off with the Loch Ness Monster?”
Again those dimples flashed. “Actually, I’m here with my auntie. She never misses Fashion Week, but she does hate coming alone.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. Dutiful Nephew didn’t fit Felix’s usual M.O. any more than G.I. Jane fit mine. I could hardly see him accompanying a doddering blue hair to runway after runway.
He paused. Then added, “And, of course, if some top model should happen to trash her hotel room or collapse from an anorexic laxative overdose while I’m here, so much the better.”
Ah. Now there was the Tabloid Boy I knew and loved.
I mean, hated.
“And you? What brings our Maddie to Paris?”
I lifted my chin, making the most of my 5’1 ½” frame. “I happen to be showing this week.”
He raised a blond eyebrow, suitably impressed. “Really?”
“Yes, at the Le Croix show. All the models will be wearing Maddie Springer originals.”
“I should say you’ve finally arrived then.” He looked down at my one polka dotted ballet flat. “This from your collection?”
“No. Thanks to the broken leg, I’m on a no-heels diet.”
“No heels?” He did a mock gasp. “Good God, how will our Maddie survive?”
“Ha, ha. Very funny, Tabloid Boy.”
“Well, congratulations on the show. I’ll look forward to seeing you there. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m afraid I’m keeping Auntie waiting. Good to see you again, Maddie. Uh…” He gestured down to Wonder Boot. “Need a hand getting up to your room, love?”
I squared my shoulders (not an easy thing to do while holding onto a pair of crutches, by the way). “No, thank you. I’m quite capable of taking care of myself.”
Again with the grin. “Suit yourself.” Felix did a little bow, then took off in the direction of the hotel’s restaurant.
I watched his retreating back. He’d traded in his usual uniform of a white, button down shirt and rumpled khaki pants for a more sophisticated look of tailored slacks and a soft gray blazer. The color of the jacket brought out the highlights in his blond hair, the line of the slacks accentuating his long, lean form. I had to admit, it looked good on him. 
Not, mind you, that I was looking.
I turned and hit the elevator button, immensely relieved that for all his teasing, at least Felix hadn’t mentioned The Kiss. (Accidental as it was.) I’d expected some snide comment, but he hadn’t even hinted. In fact, it was almost as if he’d completely forgotten all about it. Good. Perfect. Me too. What kiss? See? It never happened. Completely forgotten.
The carriage arrived and I awkwardly hobbled into the elevator, glancing briefly toward the restaurant as Felix disappeared inside. 
I had to remember to ask Ramirez if he owned a blazer.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
I opened the door to my room and immediately spied a note on hotel stationary slipped under the door. Ditching the crutches with a clattering thud on the carpet, I leaned down and picked it up. “Went to Moulin Rouge. Don’t wait up. Mom.” Mom and Cancan dancers. Now there was a combination. 
I hopped over to my ruffled four poster bed on one ballet flat and flopped down on my back, spread eagle. I closed my eyes, and lay there contemplating the back of my eyelids. One day down, six more to go until Show Day. 
I was hovering in that place somewhere between semi-consciousness and dead-to-the-world sleep when the “William Tell Overture” started singing from the region of my purse. I groped, refusing to open my eyes as I fished by brail for my cell. “Hello?” I asked as I flipped it open.
“How’s my favorite designer this morning?” 
Ramirez. Despite the tired ache in my limbs a smile lifted the corners of my mouth at his smooth voice, sounding deceptively close.
“Evening. It’s eight o’clock. I’m beat.”
“Aw, poor girl. Slide a little closer, I’ll give you a massage.”
I grinned in the dark. “Don’t tempt me, it’s only an eleven hour flight.”
“Paris is that bad, huh?”
I sighed. “No, actually it’s wonderful. Absolutely amazingly exhaustingly wonderful.”
“Good. I’m glad to hear it.” Though I’d swear a tiny corner of his voice almost sounded disappointed. 
“I still haven’t even gotten a glimpse of the Eiffel Tower yet, though.”
“I’m sure Jean Luc wouldn’t mind you taking a little time off to do some sightseeing.”
“Ha! You don’t know Jean Luc.”
“What if you just go in a little early tomorrow and take a quick trip to the tower in the afternoon?”
I rubbed my temples. I had to admit, it wasn’t a bad idea. “Maybe.”
“Hey, by the way, I dropped by your place last night and watered your plants.”
Last spring Ramirez and I had finally taken the plunge and exchanged house keys. Probably the biggest commitment I could ever expect out of a guy like Ramirez. When I’d showed Dana the pink copy of Ramirez’s house key that he’d had made for me, she’d warned that once the keys came out the ring wasn’t far behind. I’d had a brief moment of panic until I realized a) this was Ramirez we were talking about and b) Dana’s longest lasting relationship thus far had been with a battery powered rabbit. She wasn’t exactly an expert. 
I frowned into the phone. “Um, honey, I don’t have any plants.”
“Okay, I dropped by and watched the game on your TV. Cable was out at my place.”
“You are such a guy.”
“And that’s a bad thing?”
I felt myself smiling in the dark again. “No. Definitely not.”
“So, when are you coming home? Your place isn’t the same without you.”
“A week from Sunday.”
Ramirez groaned into the phone. “That’s a long time.”
“Only ten days.”
“Only?” He groaned again. Though this one held a hint of his wicked Big Bad Wolf smile behind it. “You know, I think you’re going to have to make this up to me when you come home.”
I quirked an eyebrow in the darkness. “Oh yeah? What did you have in mind, pal?”
“Oh, I’ve got a couple of ideas. How do you feel about whipped cream?”
I giggled into the phone. Even as my body went warm in places completely inappropriate to talk about in mixed company. “Whipped cream, huh? What am I, an ice cream sundae?”
There was that growl again. “Uhn huh. With maybe a cherry or two on top. Then I’d lick-”
But he didn’t get to finish that thought as Ramirez’s pager chirped to life in the background. I heard him shift, then curse under his breath. “Shit. Maddie, Captain’s paging me. I gotta go. Call you back?”
I swallowed down a lump of disappointment. Just when we were getting to the good part. “Sure.” 
“Five minutes. Promise,” he shot out. Then a click and silence sounded in my ear. 
I looked at the phone in my hands. I swear if Ramirez paid half as much attention to me as he did his Captain, we’d be married and cooking babies by now. Not that I necessarily wanted to be a baby cooker, but quite honestly I wouldn’t thumb my nose at a night of being a human ice cream sundae. I closed my eyes, wondering just how Ramirez had anticipated finishing that last thought. 
There went that inappropriate heat again. I stared at my cell. Five minutes, huh?
I got up, rummaging in my suitcase for something suitable to wear while having intercontinental phone sex with my boyfriend. Unfortunately, the best I could come up with were the flannel pajamas with little ducks printed on them that I’d packed. Not necessarily Fredericks of Hollywood, but they’d have to do. I slipped the top on, giving up on the bottoms as they stretched and strained around Wonder Boot. I guess I could have taken the boot off. But I only had two more minutes. Besides, the shirt was long enough to cover all the important parts. I grabbed my cell, flipped the lights off and crawled back into bed with one minute to spare.
I sat there staring at my phone. A minute went by. Then another. One more. Okay, don’t panic. Five minutes, ten minutes – what’s the difference, right? I decided that a watched cell never rings and grabbed the remote on the night table, switching on the TV to wait it out. Surely Ramirez would call any second.
I surfed through one channel after another of people speaking way too quickly me for me to catch even a word or two, until I found a station airing Friends reruns dubbed in French. I still couldn’t understand what they were saying, but I remembered this one as the episode where Rachel got drunk and confessed her attraction for Ross and could follow the plot well enough from memory. 
Fifteen minutes later Rachel was blasted, leaving Ross’s answering machine her thoughts on closure, and I was staring at my own very silent phone.
“ça, mon ami, est aboutissement”
Rachel said with a smirk. Canned laughter erupted, then the screen switched to a commercial for either tennis shoes or fitness water, I couldn’t really tell. 
I looked down at my cell readout. Completely dark. Five minutes, huh? I flipped open my phone. Yes, battery was charged. No, I hadn’t missed any calls. Damn. 
I’d give him another ten minutes. 
By the time Friends was over and I was watching a dubbed I Love Lucy rerun where Ricky told Lucy she had some explicitation to do, I realized a) my libido had completely faded into exhaustion and b) I’d been stood up. 
While I was disappointed, it was depressing to realize I wasn’t entirely surprised. When the choice was between me or a case, I knew exactly where I stood with Ramirez. When a homicide came up, Maddie disappeared. I flipped off Lucy and closed my eyes, wondering if I’d ever have Ramirez’s full attention. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
Bright and early the next morning my alarm blared, a Black Eyed Peas song breaking through the pre-dawn light. For half a second I had seriously second thoughts about my getting up early plan. But, it was the Eiffel Tower we were talking about. Reluctantly, I dragged myself out of bed and hopped (quite literally) into the shower, doing a one-leg-in, one-leg-out thing with Wonder Boot, which resulted in shampoo in the eyes, a funky shaving job on my one good leg, and an aerobic workout to rival Dana’s Step and Sculpt class. Twenty minutes later I felt like I’d run a marathon, but I was clean and dressed in black jeans (one leg rolled up past my knee), an Ed Hardy shirt with a skull and daisies printed on it, and a silver ballet flat (just one). I had the doorman grab me a cab and made tracks through the crisp morning air toward the Louvre. This time with a large café au lait from the Plaza’s café. Don’t ever let it be said that I’m not a fast learner. 
By the time I arrived, the sun was just starting to peek out from behind the buildings, illuminating the impressive glass pyramid structure in the Louvre courtyard from behind. The light reflecting off the angles and slopes gave it an almost other worldy look that reminded me of the New Year’s ball in New York. I took a moment just to watch the spreading pink hues of the sunrise reflecting off its surface as I finished my café au lait. 
I made a mental note to buy a disposable camera before coming in tomorrow morning as I chucked my paper cup into a nearby trash can and hobbled through the plastic flaps of the Le Croix tent.
But I didn’t get far as I ran smack into Jean Luc. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry, I’m still a little clumsy on these things. The doctor said I’d get used to them, but-”
Jean Luc cut me off, grabbing me by both shoulders. His face was white as a sheet, his eyes wide, pupils dilated. “Maddie,” he said in a strangled voice. “It’s Gisella.”
He gestured toward the newly constructed runway. It was missing a few boards and the sides were still unfinished. Flanking it on one side was a pile of lumber scraps and on the other a sawhorse, ready for the coverall fellows to resume their work. 
And in the center of it was Gisella. Jean Luc’s top model. Laying face up. Her stick straight hair fanned around her head, being consumed by a thick, dark pool of crimson. One of my pointy toed, black ankle strap stiletto heels sticking out of her jugular.
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
I staggered, my crutches slipping out from under me. I focused my eyes on the ground, the flapping plastic doorway, the image of the perfect Parisian sky beyond. Anywhere but at the ugly red pool of blood surrounding Gisella’s head. I took in a deep breath. Bad idea. It held a cloyingly sweet scent that made my stomach roil in protest. Quickly, I made for the door. If I was going to puke, I didn’t want to contaminate the crime scene. Because it was painfully obvious that’s what this was.
And the worst thing about it all – I knew this crime scene. The stiletto heel to the neck. Just like I’d done to Miss When Mistresses Attack right after popping her implant. It had been unnerving then, but seeing a repeat of the same scene was creepy enough to make my latte feel like motor oil in my stomach. 
And it didn’t help that the shoe sticking out of her neck was my design.
I closed my eyes, the landscape waving, as I slipped to the ground outside the tent, my one good leg giving out. I put my head between my knees, taking deep breaths that smelled like coffee, wet grass, and leather ballet flats. 
“We’ve got to call the police,” Jean Luc said, beside me, his voice sounding oddly far away.
With a shaky hand I reached for my cell phone. After staring at the buttons for what seemed like way too long, I realized I had no idea who to call and handed the phone over to Jean Luc.
Then promptly stuck my head between my knees again.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Minutes later, the tent was swarming with people. 
Jean Luc had, thankfully, known exactly who to call. And within minutes they had arrived in droves. Policemen in blue uniforms that looked strikingly similar to American ones, crime scene technicians in black windbreakers with cases full of evidence baggies, and two men in long coats who’d wheeled in a metal gurney and black tarp. Then the second wave had arrived, the paparazzi. Flash bulbs went off, notepads came out and TV cameras from every country of the world fixed on the white, flapping door of the tent, waiting for a glimpse of Gisella’s mangled body. I periodically scanned the crowd for a glimpse of Felix. I knew he wouldn’t be far from a story like this.
Ann, Jean Luc and I waited off to one side, next to the growing group of models, dabbing at their eyes with tissues and muttering subdued ohmigod’s as they arrived and heard the news. Ann’s headset was eerily silent as we watched the scene unfold and Jean Luc was a sickly shade of yellow, popping antacids into his mouth like Pez. Me – I was still crumpled on the ground, my crutches splayed out beside me. Though, I was happy to report, my stomach had stopped trying to relieve me of my morning caffeine fix. 
“I, I can’t believe this,” Jean Luc said, his voice shaking as he popped another chalky white tablet into his mouth. “This just can’t be happening. Not a week before the show!”
“It is,” Ann assured him, her dark eyes intently watching the growing number of reporters. 
“First the necklace, now this.” Jean Luc was wringing his hands. “I’ve got to call Lord Ackerman. He’s going to be livid.” 
The tent flaps opened and we all held our breath, the paparazzi straining forward for one last shot of Gisella. Instead, a tall, stoop shouldered man with a mustache that looked like a small, furry animal had died on his upper lip emerged. He wore a cheap gray suit that was at least two sizes too big and had a cell phone glued to his ear. He spoke quickly into it in French, then snapped it shut, scanning the area until his eyes settled on our little group. 
 “Which one of you found the body?” he inquired in accented English as he approached.
I cleared my throat, grabbing my crutches and struggling to a vertical position. 
“I did,” Jean Luc piped up. “And, shortly after, Maddie arrived.”
“Ah. Mademoiselle…” The man pulled a small notebook encased in leather out of his pocket and consulted it. “Springer?” he asked, nodding my direction. 
I nodded. 
“Detective Moreau.” The detective didn’t offer his hand, instead flipping the notebook shut. “Yes, I’d like to ask you some questions.”
I took a deep breath, trying to inhale some bravery I certainly didn’t feel. “Go ahead.”
“Actually, I would prefer to speak with you in private.” He shot a look at Jean Luc, whose face was whiter than a goth girl’s. “Is there somewhere we can go?” he asked, gesturing around the courtyard.
“The workroom,” Ann supplied. “This way.”
She led the way through the growing crowd, across the courtyard to the workrooms, unlocking the door and letting Moreau and myself in.
“Merci,” Moreau said with a tiny bow. Then gave Ann a pointed look that was clearly a dismissal. 
Ann took the hint. “Let me know if you need anything else,” she offered before leaving. 
Moreau shut the door, then indicated a hard backed chair behind a work table holding a half-sewn pencil skirt. “Please, take a seat.”
I did, as Moreau pulled out his notebook again, along with a stubby yellow pencil that looked like the ones they issued you when miniature golfing.
“So, you were the one who found the deceased. Gisella…” He consulted his notes. “Rossi?” he asked as if he’d never heard the name. Clear he didn’t subscribe to French Vogue.
I nodded. 
“When was this?”
“I don’t know. Maybe an hour ago. As soon as we found her, Jean Luc called you guys.”
“Jean Luc. This would be Monsieur Le Croix, your employer, yes?”
I nodded again, starting to feel like a bobble doll. “Yes.”
“And he called the police right away?”
“Yes.”
“When was the last time you saw Gisella, Mademoiselle Springer?”
I thought back. The previous day had been a blur of activity. “I-I’m not sure. There was so much going on yesterday.”
“You didn’t see her this morning, then?”
“No, not until…” I trailed off, my eyes cutting to the door.
“Right. And where were you earlier this morning?”
My head snapped up. “What?”
“I asked where you were this morning,” he said, leaning two hands on the table.
I gulped. “Why? Am I a suspect?”
Moreau stared at me. “This isn’t the first time you have come across a dead body, is it?”
I bit my lip. I had to admit, it wasn’t. Call me unlucky, but I seemed to be jinxed that way. “No.”
“Isn’t it true, in fact, that you once before stabbed a woman with a shoe?”
I paused. Then nodded slowly. “Yes, but-”
“And isn’t it true,” he continued, raising his voice to steamroll right over my objections, “that she was also stabbed in the neck?”
I said nothing. Damn, news traveled fast. 
“An interesting coincidence, no?”
“Look, I didn’t have anything to do with this. I barely even knew Gisella. I just met her yesterday. Yes, it’s just a weird coincidence.” But even as I said it my mind was rejecting that thought. What were the chances of something like that happening twice? “Look, stilettos are sharp. They’re pointy. They’re a good weapon choice.”
He looked unconvinced, his dead squirrel mustache twitching with every breath.
“It could have been anyone! Gisella wasn’t exactly popular, you know.”
“And, you are the designer of the shoe in question, are you not?”
“Um… yes?” I said. Only it sounded more like a question. 
“Another coincidence that she was stabbed with your shoe?”
I jutted my chin out defiantly. “Yes. Another coincidence.”
Moreau snorted. “That’s quite a few, isn’t it?”
I pursed my lips together, refraining from comment. Mostly because I didn’t have one. 
A knock sounded at the door and an officer in blue appeared. He was carrying a black bag with him and said something in French to the detective. Moreau responded with a, “Oui, oui,” and waved him in. 
The second guy laid his bag on the table and opened it up, pulling out a long stick with a cotton swab on the end that looked like a super sized Q-tip.
“Since this is all one giant coincidence,” Moreau said, heavy on the sarcasm, “I don’t suppose you would mind giving us a sample of your DNA? To rule you out, of course.”
I looked at the Q-tip, then back to Moreau. I squared my shoulders. “No, of course not.” 
Moreau nodded to the uniform, who gestured for me to open my mouth. I did, and he stuck the Q-tip in, gently scraping it along the side of my cheek. Then he placed it in a plastic case and snapped the top shut, dropping it into his black bag. He mumbled something else in French to Moreau, then nodded and left the room. 
I stared after him, suddenly wary. Though I wasn’t sure why. Surely whatever they did with my DNA would prove me innocent, right? 
“You never answered my initial question, Mademoiselle Springer,” Moreau said, scrutinizing me.
I snapped my eyes back to meet his. 
“Gisella was killed between one and four am. Where were you this morning?”
“I woke up and came straight from the hotel to here. Where I found Gisella.” 
“Alone?” 
“Yes. No. I mean, I was with Jean Luc.”
“All morning?” 
“No, just when we found her.”
“What about last night?” he asked, his questions falling like rapid fire one on top of the other.
“I was working.”
“Alone?”
“No. I was with Jean Luc.”
“All night?”
“Yes.”
“So, you are lovers?”
“What? No. I mean, no, not all night, not like that.”
“Like how then?”
“I… we… we were working. Until late. Or at least it felt late with the jet lag. Then I went to my own room.”
“Alone?”
“Yes.” I said vehemently.
“So, you were alone then. No alibi?”
“What? No, wait I wasn’t… I mean…”
Damn he was good. He’d effectively gotten me to say exactly what he wanted to hear. “Look, I didn’t do this.”
“So you say.”
“It’s true!”
“Yet you were alone, you have no alibi, your shoe was used as the murder weapon. And the crime fits your… how do you say… MO to a tee.”
“What MO? No, I’m not a criminal, I don’t have an MO! I… I…”
I was rapidly losing this battle. For all his ridiculous looks, Moreau was good. Too good. So good I had a bad feeling that if he was convinced I’d done this, he’d find a way to prove it. Even if it wasn’t true. 
I was just about to pull out my one and only secret weapon – crying like a girl and hoping for mercy – when the door swung open. And a vision in khaki Dockers and a white rumpled button-down filled the doorway. 
Felix.
“What the hell is going on here?” he asked. “Why is that chap taking her DNA sample?”
Okay, so white knight he wasn’t, but I’d never been so glad to see anyone in my life.
Moreau, on the other hand, didn’t look at all pleased. “And you are?” he asked.
Felix squared his shoulders. “Lord Ackerman.”
I blinked. 
“Lord Ackerman?” I asked. “Lord?”
Felix shot me a look that clearly said shut up. Which I did, clamping my lips together to keep from laughing.
“I’m sorry, Lord Ackerman,” Moreau said, his voice suddenly filled with a note of respect despite Felix’s worn Sketcher sneakers and I-just-rolled-out-of-bed hair. “But, this is an official murder investigation.” He emphasized the word, throwing a pointed look my way.
Damned if I didn’t feel guilty under his gaze.
Felix narrowed his eyes at the detective and shot back, “Qu'est-ce que tu fais?” 
Wow. Item number forty-million I didn’t know about Felix. He spoke French.
Moreau seemed a bit surprised, too, his mustache twitching ever so slightly. But he parried back quickly, responding in rapid French something that prompted Felix to throw his hands up in an exasperated gesture, then shout something back. I watched the two of them go back and forth, wishing like anything I’d taken French in high school instead of ceramics. The ability to make a clay pencil holder that said “Happy Mother’s Day” was completely useless right now.
Finally Felix thumped his hands on the desk, bringing home his point (whatever it was) and grabbed me by the arm, hauling me to my feet. “Let’s go Maddie, we’re done here.”
I expected the detective to protest, but instead Moreau just watched, his eyes intent on Felix, narrowing above his mustache. (Which was twitching double time now.) 
I tried not to look too smug as we left the room.
“What did you say to him?” I asked, as Felix navigated the hallways, one hand still firmly grasped around me.
“I said that if he came near you again without a warrant, I’d have his badge.”
I stopped. “Warrant?”
We were just outside the tent, police vans and numerous cop cars circled around the courtyard, the long stretch of press and tourists being held back by wooden police barricades. The main point of interest at the Louvre was definitely not the Mona Lisa today. 
“Do you seriously think he’d get a warrant?” I asked.
Felix turned to face me, his eyebrows hunkered down in concern. “Maddie, she was killed with one of your designs. And, you have to admit, the shoe to the neck… not a common way to kill someone.”
I gulped. I knew. I also knew I didn’t do it. Which meant someone not only wanted Gisella gone, but had tried to make it look like I’d been the one to do it. A disconcerting thought. Sadly, thanks to the L.A. Informer, my past exploits weren’t exactly a secret. Anyone could have heard about the shoe to the jugular.
“That was genius, by the way,” I said, as Felix steered me through the crowd, signaling for a taxi. “The whole pretending to be Lord Ackerman. Really got Moreau’s attention.”
Felix gave me a funny look over his shoulder as a black and white cab pulled up to the curb. “I wasn’t pretending.”
“What do you mean you weren’t pretending?” I asked, slipping onto the vinyl seat.
Felix spoke to the driver in French, giving him the address of the hotel, before turning to me.
“I really am Lord Ackerman.”
I snorted. “No you’re not. You’re Felix.”
He didn’t say anything. But the tell-tale amused twinkle I’d come to associate with his teasing was noticeably absent from his eyes.
“Ohmigod, you’re serious? Lord Ackerman?”
Felix nodded slowly.
I turned to Felix, pretty sure my mouth was unattractively gaping open. “You’ve got to be joking. What, did you buy the title online or something?”
Felix did a wry grin. “Worse. I was born into it. On my father’s side, a quite distant cousin of the queen’s.”
“The queen? Wait, are you trying to tell me that you’re actual royalty?” 
“Oh don’t worry, only about a hundred people would have to die before I’d come close to the throne.”
“So, hold on here. ” I held up one hand. “You’re telling me that Gisella’s half-million dollar diamond necklace was on loan from you?”
Felix nodded slowly, carefully watching my reaction. Which I’m pretty sure was a cross between pure shock and total disbelief. 
I’ll admit, I’d never really known that much about Felix’s background. I knew his mother was Scottish, which is where Felix claimed he inherited his “thriftiness” as he called it. Though, I’d pointed out to him on more than one occasion that tipping a waiter in nickels wasn’t thrifty, it was downright cheap. All I knew of his father was that he was English and Felix had inherited a good deal of family money from him at some point. And, apparently, a title. I’d always referred to Felix as a “cheap rich guy.” But I’d never imagined him as an actual member of the aristocracy. 
A titled Tabloid Reporter. What was this world coming to?
Though I didn’t have a chance to question the Lord any further as my cell rang from the depths of my shoulder bag. I pulled it out and flipped it open, checking the caller ID. Ramirez. 
I closed my eyes and did a little mini meditation before clicking the on button. 
“Hello?” I asked tentatively.
“Hey, beautiful.”
Despite the morning I’d had, I felt comfort wash through me at the sound of his voice. I suddenly really wished he wasn’t an ocean away. 
“Look, I know what you’re going to say and it’s not my fault,” I quickly said into the phone. “I just found her. And I know it’s a huge coincidence the way she was killed with the shoe in her neck and all, well, at least Moreau thought it was, but that’s all it is! I swear! I had nothing to do with it. All I wanted to do was come to Paris for Fashion Week and maybe catch a glimpse of the Eiffel Tower, and then the accident and this stupid cast, and now they’re taking my DNA, even though they don’t have a warrant, and saying I don’t have an alibi!”
There was a pause on the other end. Then Ramirez’s voice came in a slow deliberate cadence. “Maddie, what is going on over there?”
“Don’t you know?”
“No,” he said, concern lacing his words. “I just called to tell you I was sorry I didn’t get a chance to call you back last night. What the hell is going on? What’s this about DNA and warrants?”
Oh hell. I swear, one of these days I’d learn to keep my mouth shut. Obviously today wasn’t that day.
Quickly I filled him in on the morning’s events, pussyfooting the best I could around my interrogation, lest I reveal just how blonde I’d sounded. I must not have done a very good job, however, because when I finished he was silent. Just the sound of his breath coming in tightly restrained pants. 
“Hello? Are you still there?”
“I’m booking the next flight.”
“No!” I shouted into the phone. Okay, I’d kind of freaked out facing Moreau, I’ll admit. And having Felix show up had been a huge relief. And, I’ll admit, the second I’d heard Ramirez’s voice I’d instantly felt better. But having him fly halfway around the world just to hold my hand was tantamount to saying that he was right. That I couldn’t take care of myself. That I did need a chaperone as badly as he and my mother thought. No way was I admitting that.
“No, really, I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine, Maddie. You’re a homicide suspect.”
“Well, sort of, but…”
“Look, I don’t want you there alone.”
“I’m not alone,” I said, glancing over to Felix who’d been pretending not to listen to the conversation up to this point.
“Felix is here.”
Silence. Then, “Felix? As in the reporter Felix.”
“Uh, yeah.”
“The same Felix who got you kidnapped in Vegas?”
“Uh…”
“And the same Felix who gave you a gun last spring?”
“Well, um…”
“And,” he said, really gaining steam now, “the same Felix who looks at you like you’re dessert and he hasn’t eaten in weeks?”
“He does not!” I glanced over at him again. Did he? “But, uh, yeah. That Felix.”
“I’ll be there by morning.” Then he hung up. 
I stared at the silent phone in my hand. Then up at Felix, still looking out the window, pretending not to eavesdrop. 
Great. Just what I needed. A pissing contest.
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
 
By the time we got back to the hotel, I was beat, mentally and physically, the jet lag catching up to me big time. 
The front of the hotel was crammed with paparazzi. As if the Fashion Week photographers weren’t enough, now every newshound in Europe was covering the sensational death of their favorite supermodel. I could see Felix mentally sizing them up, his hands fidgeting in his lap with nervous energy. If there was one thing Felix hated, it was to be scooped. 
The cab driver pulled as close to the front doors as he could manage, then dropped Felix and me off at the sidewalk. I awkwardly angled Wonder Boot out of the cab, sticking the crutches under my armpits and hobbling toward the hotel doors and leaving Felix to pay the fare. Hell, he was related to the queen. He could handle it.
By the time I made it to the glass front doors, Felix had easily caught up and we pushed our way through the crowd. Unfortunately, the lobby wasn’t any less populated, the chatter of reporters echoing off the marble floors. I kept my head down and plowed straight for the elevators, letting out a sigh of relief as the doors closed behind us. Two minutes later I was at my door, fumbling in my shoulder bag for my key card.
As it turned out, I didn’t need it. The door flew open. 
“Oh lordy, Maddie, I’m so glad you’re okay!” Mom grabbed me in a big bear hug, knocking both crutches to the ground.
“Mom, I can’t breathe.”
“Sorry.” She stepped back. “I was just so worried. You’re on every TV station. Not that I can understand most of what they’re saying about you.” 
“Is it true? Did you stab that model with your shoe?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked, waddling up behind.
“Of course it’s not true!” Mom shouted, turning on her. Then she paused and leaned in close to me. “Is it?”
“No! It’s just a coincidence.”
“See,” Mom shot to Mrs. R. “I knew it wasn’t true. I knew you couldn’t do the horrible things the TV says you did.”
“What are they saying?” Felix asked, walking into the room behind me.
“They’re calling her the Couture Killer,” Mrs. R piped up.
Felix winced. “Wish I’d thought of that,” he muttered under his breath. 
I resisted the urge to kick him. Mostly because I couldn’t balance on one foot.
“Who’s this?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked, gesturing to Felix.
“This is Felix Dunn.”
“The reporter?” Mom narrowed her eyes. She knew all too well how I’d felt about my head being pasted on Pamela Anderson’s body. 
“The one and only.” Felix bowed. “I’ve heard so much about you, Mrs. Springer. It’s lovely to finally meet you.” He grasped one of Mom’s hands in both of his. 
Mom blushed. “Oh, well.”
“And you,” he said, advancing on Mrs. R, “you must be the charming Mrs. Rosenblatt. A true pleasure, ma’am.” He leaned down and kissed her hand. 
Mrs. Rosenblatt giggled. “I could get used to these European men.”
Oh brother.
“Maddie, what exactly happened today?” Mom asked, gathering my fallen crutches for me. 
I hopped over to the double bed and sat down, pillows floofing around me. Reluctantly, I filled Mom and Mrs. R in on the events of the morning. I glossed over my run in with Moreau as best I could (in case you hadn’t noticed, Mom tended to be a little overprotective) but by the time I was done, she still had her lips clenched together in a tight white line.
“How could they possibly think you had anything to do with this, Maddie?” she asked.
“Wow. Creepy finding her like that. You’ve definitely got some bad karma issues, bubbee,” Mrs. Rosenblatt said, putting a sympathetic hand on my arm. “You wanna aura cleansing?”
What I wanted was a long hot bath, a handful of pain pills, and a nap. But I had to agree with her, my karma did suck.
“What she needs is a lawyer. The nerve of that policeman questioning you,” Mom said.
“It sounds like a set-up to me,” Mrs. Rosenblatt offered. “Someone’s trying to make you look guilty.”
Which, thus far, was working splendidly.
“Who would want to do that to my baby?” Mom asked, her eyes going big and round beneath her powder blue eye shadow.
“You pissed anybody off lately, doll?” Mrs. R asked.
I shrugged. “How could I? I don’t even know anyone here. It’s got to be a coincidence.”
“The real question is who would want Gisella dead?” Felix piped up from the corner. 
He’d been so quiet I’d almost forgotten he was there, sitting at the mini desk, absently doodling on a pad of hotel stationary. His forehead creased as he went on. “Anyone could have read about your exploits, Maddie, and decided you’d make a convenient scapegoat. The real question we should be asking is who had issues with Gisella? When was the last time you saw her?”
“Yesterday. Jean Luc introduced me to her right after she lost the necklace, then I did a fitting for her shoes right before we left for the night.”
“Hold on.” Felix stopped me. “Go back. What necklace did she lose?”
“Lord Ackerm-” I started. Then checked myself. “I mean, uh… yours.”
Felix lifted an eyebrow. “Mine?”
Oops. “Uh, Jean Luc didn’t tell you?”
He shook his head from side to side. “Care to fill me in?” he asked, leaning forward. 
I quickly relayed the scene I’d witnessed the day before between Gisella and Jean Luc. When I finished, Felix looked deep in thought.
“So, the necklace goes missing, then Gisella ends up dead.”
“I betcha it was stolen.” Mrs. R nodded sagely, her chins (plural) bobbing up and down. “You know France is crawling with them cat burglars.”
I rolled my eyes. “Only in Carey Grant movies.”
“But then, why kill her after they already stole it?” Mom asked, pursing her drawn-in eyebrows. 
“Good point. Why kill her if they’d already gotten away with the necklace?” I asked.
“I say we start with the necklace anyway. It’s our best lead,” Felix decided. 
“This wouldn’t have anything to do with you wanting to recover it, would it?” I asked.
Felix shrugged. “It’s insured. But, yes, I wouldn’t mind if it showed up.”
“I have an even better idea,” I offered. “How about we just leave this to the police?”
Three pairs of eyes turned my way. 
“So they can arrest you?” Mom asked, voicing everyone’s thoughts.
“But I’m innocent.”
Silence.
“I am!”
Mom reached over and patted my arm. “Of course you are, baby. We believe you.”
I looked around the room. Clearly I was outnumbered.
“Okay, fine. Where do we start?”
 
 
* * *
 
 
Taking Felix’s suggestions, Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt decided to find out all they could about Gisella by doing some serious Googling downstairs in the hotel’s business center. Felix said he had some things he wanted to check on (though I suspected he really wanted to call in the story to his editor at the Informer) and would meet up with me in the lobby later that afternoon. For lack of a better direction, I decided to see if there were any new developments at the show site. In lieu of actually braving the paparazzi (not to mention risking a run-in with Moreau) I dialed Jean Luc on his cell.
He answered on the third ring.
“Yes?” he barked out, his voice tense.
“Hi, Jean Luc. It’s Maddie.”
“Oh,” he answered on a sigh. “Maddie. Are you all right? What happened to you?”
“I’m fine. I’m back at the hotel.”
“Thank God! I was afraid they’d taken you into custody.”
I winced. Not yet. “Have there been any new developments since I left?”
Jean Luc sighed into the phone. “Not that I know of. They’ve been back and forth with their evidence bags all day. Maddie, I swear I’m on the verge of a breakdown. They’ve taken every last pair of your shoes into evidence.”
I grabbed a bed poster for support. “They’ve taken my shoes?” I repeated, hoping I’d heard him wrong, visions of my Paris debut fading faster than a bad dye job.
“Can you believe it? What am I supposed to do, send all the models out barefoot? Good God, this isn’t some mall, it’s Fashion Week!”
I felt a mini-heart attack coming on. This could not be happening.
Jean Luc’s voice got high and whiney as he continued, voicing my exact thoughts. “This cannot be happening to me! Not only do I have to find a replacement for Gisella when everyone who’s anyone is already booked, but now I’ve got to contend with barefoot models, too. I cannot believe this is happening to me.” I heard Jean Luc unwrap another antacid and crunch down loudly on it. 
I closed my eyes and took deep breaths. Okay, so they’d taken my shoes. It was fine. They’d dust them, process them, whatever it was they did with evidence, and see that I did not kill Gisella. So, really, this was a good thing, right? (Am I the denial queen or what?) 
“Do you have any idea who could have done this?” I asked.
Jean Luc paused. And I could hear the silent question.
“I didn’t do it!”
“No, of course you didn’t, Maddie.” 
Why was it no one sounded completely convinced when they said that?
“Look, I didn’t even know Gisella.”
Jean Luc sighed again. “Honestly, I’m not sure any of us knew her that well. She tended to keep to herself. That is when she wasn’t complaining. I hate to speak ill of the dead, but she wasn’t exactly the easiest person to work with.”
“How about the other models? Was she particularly close with any of them?”
Jean Luc paused and I could picture his eyebrows furrowing together. “Close, yes. Friendly, no. She spent most of her time with Angelica. But they had a very love-hate relationship. Mostly hate. Angelica was jealous of Gisella’s contracts and rumor has it Gisella apparently fueled this by stealing Angelica’s boyfriend.”
I perked up. Stolen boyfriend was a strong motive for a stiletto to the jugular. 
“Is Angelica there now?”
“No, she left about an hour ago. Said she was going back to the hotel.”
I crossed my fingers. “Any idea what room she’s staying in?” 
“1245.”
“Thanks. Let me know if you hear anything new.” 
Jean Luc promised he would and hung up as he crunched another chalky tablet.
I hopped into the bathroom, splashed a little cold water on my face and added a fresh swipe of Raspberry Perfection to my lips before grabbing my purse and crutches and making for Angelica’s room.
Five minutes later I was knocking on the door to room 1245. I could hear a loud bass beat playing inside, but no one answered. I waited a couple of beats, then banged my fist on the door again. This time it opened a crack, the security bar still in place.
A redhead with Casper pale skin, thick curls and huge brown eyes appeared. “Yeah?” she asked, her accent an indistinguishable (at least to my ears) eastern European.
“Angelica?”
She narrowed her eyes. “Who are you?”
“I’m Maddie Springer. I’m doing the shoes for the Le Croix show.”
Angelica’s eyes went round as recognition dawned. “You! The murderer!”
I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t do it!”
“They said on TV that you did.”
“Don’t believe everything you hear on TV. Listen, can I come in?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Please?”
“You might kill me.”
If I hadn’t been holding a pair of crutches, I would have thrown my hands up in exasperation. As it was, I just said a silent curse on the head of all misinformed reporters. 
“Look, I didn’t kill her. If I had, do you think the police would have let me go?” Never mind that it had been touch and go there for a few minutes.
Angelica chewed her plump bottom lip while she thought about this.
“Listen, I just wanted to ask you a few questions about Gisella. Jean Luc said you knew her?”
Angelica sunk her teeth into her lip for another beat before shutting the door and lifting the security latch. She pulled it back open wide, allowing me entry.
“Okay.”
“Thank you.” 
“But keep your hands where I can see them.”
I tried not to roll my eyes as I stepped into the room. It was a carbon copy of my dollhouse, only her ruffles were a pale sky blue and the place looked like housekeeping hadn’t been there in weeks. Clothes covered every available surface, empty mini bar bottles spilling out of the trash can, and a hip-hop punctuated with a lot of “yo bitches” played from an iDock on the dresser. Out of habit, I crossed to the windows, futilely looking for a glimpse of the Eiffel Tower as Angelica turned the music down.
“So,” she asked, plopping down cross-legged on the bed, “what do you want to know?”
“Jean Luc told me that you and Gisella were close?”
Angelica smirked. “Well, we weren’t BFF’s or anything,” she responded, the Americanism seemed oddly comic coming through her thick accent.
“You’d had some issues with her lately?”
“Bitch stole my Sam away.”
Unlike Jean Luc it was clear Angelica had no problem speaking candidly about the dead woman.
“Sam?”
“Someone I was dating.”
I perched on the edge of the desk. “What happened?”
Angelica shrugged. “It wasn’t like I was even that into Sam. Totally cute, but short term, you know? Anyway, the first time Gisella sees me at a club with Sam, she starts flirting all over the place. The next thing I know, Sam’s telling me we should see other people and then they show up together at the Posner opening.”
“When was this?” I asked, gauging her reaction. I had to admit, she didn’t exactly seem heartbroken over the guy, casually picking at her nail polish as she spoke.
“A couple months ago.”
“And was she still seeing Sam?”
Angelica laughed. “Hardly. She dumped Sam after a few weeks. Like I said, it was all about stealing what I had. Gisella was like that. She didn’t want anyone to have something that she couldn’t have. She was always jealous of me.”
I raised one eyebrow. “Really?” Jean Luc had indicated that their relationship was the other way around. 
Angelica nodded, her red curls bobbing up and down. “Sure. When I landed the cover of Elle, she was livid. She was on the phone to her agent fifteen times a day trying to get her own cover. And then when I was booked for Jean Luc’s show, she had to be booked too.”
“But I thought she was Jean Luc’s lead model?”
Angelica’s eyes narrowed. “Was. I’m the lead now.” Her lips curved into a little smile that I wasn’t sure reached her eyes. With friends like this, Gisella didn’t need any enemies. 
“So,” I said slowly, watching her reaction, “she gets the lead in the show and she steals Sam? Some friend, huh?”
Angelica shrugged her bony shoulders, curling one leg under her frame. “Like I said, I’m the lead now, so it all worked out.”
Yeah, except for poor Gisella.
“If Sam was history, do you know if Gisella was seeing anyone new?” 
Again with the shrug. “I couldn’t say. Though, she was with a guy at the Hôtel de Crillon party a couple nights ago.”
I perked up. The one where she’d worn the necklace. “You were at the party, too?”
Angelica nodded. “Everyone was there.”
“Did you know the guy Gisella was with?”
“No. But he was cute. Average height I guess. Sorta dirty blond hair.”
“Did you catch his name?”
She shook her head. “Sorry. Gisella didn’t introduce me.”
“Did you notice the necklace she was wearing?”
“Well, duh!” she said, shooting out another Americanism. “Everyone noticed the necklace. Gisella made sure of that. She told everyone that Jean Luc was letting her keep it in the safe in her room.”
Great. So a room full of people who knew exactly where to find it. Sorry, Felix, I had a feeling the necklace was long gone. 
“When was the last time you saw Gisella?” I asked, changing tactics.
Angelica cocked her head at me. “You know, the police already asked me this stuff?”
Right. They would have. And, as sure as I was that Moreau was on the wrong track, I had a feeling he was covering that track very carefully. 
“Humor me.”
Angelica grinned. “All right. Last night. After the fittings were over. I saw her in the bar, then later I heard her in her room.”
“You heard her?”
“Uh huh. Her room is right next to mine.”
I glanced at the shared wall. “What exactly did you hear?”
“She had a guy in there. At first I just heard her voice. A lot of giggling, you know. Then some moaning and tumbling around. It was quiet for a few minutes after that. Then the fighting started.”
“Fighting?” Now we were getting somewhere.
“Uh huh. He never raised his voice much, but I could tell it was a man. Now, Gisella, she was shouting, yelling, throwing a terrible fit.”
“When was this?”
Angelica pursed her lips, letting a thoughtful frown settle between her brows. “I first heard her go in a little after midnight. But the fighting started closer to one.” 
“Could you hear what they were arguing about?”
“She was saying that she didn’t deserve this. That she was a supermodel. That she wasn’t going to take it lying down.”
“And did he respond?”
“I’m not sure. Like I said, she was doing most of the yelling.”
“What happened next?”
“That’s it. I heard the door to her room open and slam shut, then nothing. She was silent.”
“But you never saw the guy?”
She shook her head. “Like I cared who Gisella was screwing.”
I thought about the implications of this new information. Maybe it had been quiet after Mystery Man left because Gisella was already dead. Was it possible that she’d been murdered in her room? I thought about the pool of blood on the runway. Not likely. But she could have been drugged, unconscious. Maybe he’d left, only to come back later, drag Gisella to the runway, then kill her. Either way, Mystery Man bore some looking into.
I thanked Angelica and left her room. As soon as I stepped into the corridor again, I heard the bass beat resume. At least Angelica wasn’t taking the death of her friend too hard.
I glanced to my right. Gisella’s room. No crime scene tape, no policemen guarding the door. I looked down the hallway to my left. Empty. 
Gingerly I hobbled over and tried the doorknob. As expected it didn’t budge. On a whim, I shoved my own keycard into the slot. No green light. Obviously not going to work. Unless I had a lock pick in my purse, I wasn’t getting into Gisella’s room. Which, of course, I didn’t. 
Luckily, however, I did happen to know someone with a full set. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
As soon as I stepped off the elevators into the lobby, I spotted Felix. He was leaning against a marble pillar, his back to me, talking to a blonde woman I didn’t recognize. She was tall, almost the same height as Felix in her heels, long blonde hair, expertly colored with trendy highlights shot throughout. She wore a black dress that looked painted on her slim form. Tanned skin, long legs, one of those women men instantly drool over and other women instantly hate. 
As I watched Felix lean in closer and drape an arm around the woman’s waist an odd sensation shot through me. I wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but it came with a satisfying vision of clawing the woman’s perfect blue eyes out.
I didn’t get to examine it any further, though, as my cell started singing from the depths of my purse. I pulled it out, checking the caller ID. Dana.
“Hello?”
“Maddie, ohmigod, what’s going on there?”
“You heard, huh?”
“Are you kidding, it’s all over every station! I was on the stepper at the gym and almost fell over when they showed your face on CNN.”
“CNN? Are you kidding?”
“Maddie, they’re saying you’re a suspect.” She paused. “You’re not really a suspect, are you? I mean… you didn’t do it, right?”
“Why is everyone asking me that? I did not stab a woman with a shoe! I would never do that.” I paused. “Again.”
“Right. Of course not.”
“Look, it’s just a coincidence.” Though the more times I said it, the harder it was becoming to believe. But being “set up” sounded so melodramatic. Outside of a Robert De Niro movie, was anyone ever really set up?
“So, what happened?”
I glanced across the lobby. Felix was whispering something in the woman’s ear now. Something that made her laugh and toss her hair over one shoulder. My stomach did that funny clenching thing again. 
I ignored it, instead filling Dana in on my day, ending with the conversation I’d just had with Angelica.
“So, the mystery man did it,” she said when I’d finished.
“Maybe. Or the jealous model. Angelica could have done it herself and made the whole Mystery Man thing up.”
“What about Jean Luc?” she asked.
“What about him?”
“Well, maybe he killed Gisella. I mean, he admitted himself that she was a pill. Besides, look at all the free publicity he’s getting. His name is, like, everywhere.”
I shook my head. “No, Jean Luc is freaking out right now. Angelica’s the show’s new centerpiece, but he’s still short one model. And everyone in Europe is already booked for Fashion Week.” 
“Ohmigod, me!” Dana squealed. “Me, me, me! I could totally fill the spot.”
“You? Dana, you’re an actress, not a model.”
“Big diff. I played a model in that pilot last spring, Runway Rascals. And I’ve done a few mall things and boat shows. I could so do this!”
“I don’t know, Dana…” 
“Look, I have experience, I’m available and I could totally help you clear your name. Please, please, please!”
I’d like to say it was the please that got me. But in actuality, the idea of having a friend on my side here was just too tempting. Between the foreign language, foreign press and foreign police officers watching me like a hawk, I was feeling just a wee bit ganged up on. Call me selfish, but against my better judgment I felt myself saying, “All right. I’ll suggest it to Jean Luc.”
Dana did a squeal so high I was pretty sure poodles from Santa Monica to Marseille yelped in protest.
“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you, Maddie! I’m gonna go start packing right now.”
“I said I’d suggest it,” I reminded her.
But she didn’t hear me. She’d already hung up.
I looked up to see Felix guide Miss Long Legs over toward the lounge, his hand flirting with the small of her back. I told my clenching stomach that I so did not care who Felix fraternized with as I keyed in Jean Luc’s number and prepared to convince him that one beach blonde aerobics instructor from L.A. was the perfect addition to his European collection.
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
Jean Luc’s phone went right to voicemail, so I left him a message touting Dana’s abilities and the number of her booking agent. Then I snapped my phone shut and headed for the lounge where Felix and his filly were seated in club chairs, sipping cocktails. Felix was leaning back, one leg crossed over the other, a mellow look on his face like the cocktail was doing its job already. The woman sat forward in her seat, talking animatedly, her hand stopping to rest on Felix’s arm every so often. Such a perfect little scene of romance in Paris that I almost hated to interrupt.
Almost.
“Felix?” I called as I approached.
His eyes swept toward me. “Maddie, I was just waiting for you.”
Yeah, I’ll bet. I looked over at the blonde, her dress hugging a chest that made my barely B’s look like bug bites.
“Any luck, love?” he asked.
“I talked to one of the other models. Angelica.”
“And? Any news?”
“Sort of. I have a favor to ask of you.” I looked at the blonde again. “Maybe we should speak in private?”
Felix looked over at his companion. “No worries, love. I’ve already told her everything. Maddie, this is Charlene Fellows. Char, this is Maddie, the designer I was telling you about.”
Charlene put out a slim manicured hand. “Lovely to meet you,” she said, her British accent matching Felix’s. 
I shook it, surprised at the strength of her grip. “Pleasure,” I muttered. 
“Funny, you don’t look like a killer,” Charlene said, giving me an up and down, her eyes settling on Wonder Boot.
“I’m not!” I protested. Maybe a little too loudly. Two guys in business suits at the next table stared at me over their glasses of chardonnay. “Look, it’s just a coincidence. I swear.”
“Maddie, she was just kidding,” Felix said, his eyes crinkling at the corners.
Charlene gave me a wan smile.
I faked one back. Though I’m not entirely sure I pulled it off. 
“And how do you two know each other?” I couldn’t help myself from asking.
Charlene laughed. “Oh, I’ve known our little Felix all my life. I’m his Auntie.”
I think I swallowed my tongue. 
“Maddie, I told you I was accompanying my aunt Charlene, didn’t I?”
Accompanying his dear old auntie? Yes. The fact that said Auntie could double for a playboy bunny? No. Definitely not. Not, mind you, that I cared who Felix spent time with. I didn’t. He could be dating the entire squad of Lakers girls for all I cared. 
So I wasn’t entirely sure why my stomach did that clenching thing again as Auntie Charlene laid her hand to rest casually on Felix’s knee.
“Uh huh, sure. Only I wasn’t expecting someone so…” Stacked. Flirtatious. Slutty. “…young.”
Charlene laughed again, a sound some men might call tinkling. Me – I found it fake as hell. 
“Well, Felix’s father was the oldest. Twenty-five years later my father remarried and he and his new wife adopted yours truly. Turns out my nephew is actually two years older than I am. Isn’t that a lark?”
Quite. And, I noticed that the ‘adopted’ part meant they weren’t really blood relatives at all. My eyes rested on Charlene’s groping hands again as my stomach rolled and I wondered if the milk in my morning coffee had been spoiled. Clearly I was coming down with something.
“So, what kind of favor?”
“Huh?” I snapped my eyes back up to meet Felix’s.
“You said you needed a favor from me?”
“Oh. Right.” Only in the face of Auntie I wasn’t quite sure that I wanted to blurt out I’d like to use his lock picking expertise to break into a murder victim’s hotel room. I wasn’t entirely sure I trusted her. 
And not just because she was fondling her nephew’s thigh.
“Um, I was wondering if I could borrow you for a few minutes, Felix?”
“Auntie made dinner reservations for us. We were just about to leave. Is it urgent?”
Considering Gisella wasn’t coming back to the room and the police had likely already done their worst to it, not to mention the fact that I really had no idea what I might look for in there anyway except maybe some clue to Mystery Man’s identity, I figured urgent didn’t exactly describe the situation.
“No,” I conceded. “Not exactly.”
“Oh, why don’t you come with us?” Charlene suggested. She turned a big beauty pageant smile on me that was all teeth. “I’m sure it wouldn’t be any bother to change the reservation for three.” 
“Thanks. But no thanks. I, uh, I’m not feeling all that well. I’ve got a little stomach thing going on.”
“Oh, too bad,” Charlene said. Then gave Felix’s thigh a squeeze. “I was so looking forward to getting to know one of Felix’s little friends.”
My turn to flash the fake smile. 
“Tomorrow, then?” Felix asked, rising from his chair. Auntie Charlene did the same, quickly linking one arm through Felix’s.
“Sure. Tomorrow.”
“Right. I’ll call you in the morning then. ‘Night, Maddie.”
“‘Night,” I said to his retreating back. 
Wondering why the hell the sight of Charlene’s mini-dress encased hips wiggling back and forth beside Felix’s should make that bad latte rise like bile in my throat.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I got back to my room and, considering my ill state, promptly ordered a bowl of chicken soup from room service. There. That oughtta shut my stomach up.
I then chucked the crutches and settled down on the chaise by the window to check my messages.
The first one was from Mom, saying she and Mrs. R had printed out a ream of papers on Gisella and to call her as soon as I got in. 
The second message was from Ramirez. I felt that clenching sensation in my gut fade as his deep voice filled my ear.
“Hey, it’s me,” he said. “I’m at the airport. I booked a seat on the red-eye. I’ll be there by morning.” 
Okay, so I know I’d put up a fuss about him coming over, but in all honesty, it made my little heart go pitter patter that he was racing across an ocean to be by my side. 
That is until he added, “Don’t do anything stupid until I get there.”
I stuck my tongue out at the phone as it clicked over. “End of new messages.” I deleted both of them, hung up and tried Mom’s cell. It went to voicemail, so I left a message of my own saying I was in the room. 
Since room service still hadn’t made it up with my soup, I grabbed the remote and flipped on the TV to wait. Unfortunately, the first thing that hit the screen was a picture of my own face staring back at me. I sat straight up, stabbing a finger at the volume control. The sound filled the room, but I couldn’t understand a word they were saying. Damn. I strained, trying to pick out any phrases from the French for the Traveler book I’d picked up in the airport. Unfortunately they clearly weren’t asking where the bathroom was or what time the train arrived, so I was out of luck. 
The only thing I did understand was the headline that shot across the bottom of the screen in English as the picture switched back to the anchor at the news desk: 
The Couture Killer Strikes Paris
 
 
* * *
 
 
I was in the Le Croix tent. Flashbulbs going off, music pumping through the speakers, models in various states of undress running back and forth behind the stage. The show was in full swing. Jean Luc barked orders from one end of the room, a long line of models standing at the head of the runway, waiting for their cues to strut its length for all the world to see. 
Suddenly, Ann grabbed me. She said something in French to me, which I didn’t understand in the least. I shook my head, tried to tell her I couldn’t understand her. But she just kept talking, getting more and more upset. Finally some English came through.
“You’re next!” she told me. 
I looked down. I was wearing one of Jean Luc’s creations – the bright blue ruffle skirt that I’d seen him fitting Gisella for earlier. 
Ann shoved me ahead of her, toward the runway, to the front of the line of waiting models.
“Wait!” I cried. “I’m not a model, I don’t know how to do this!”
But it was too late. She pushed me through the white flap and onto the runway.
The lights were blinding, I couldn’t see a thing except the white flashes of cameras going off. I couldn’t make out faces, but I knew the tent was packed. I heard a chorus of voices oo-ing and aw-ing. I took a tentative step forward. Then anther, feeling my way down the runway through the blinding spotlights. I finally felt like I was getting the hang of it. People started clapping and I started strutting in earnest.
Until my toe hit something.
I tripped, falling forward, my arms splayed out in front of me to break my fall. Which seemed to go on forever. The ground was suddenly miles away from me. And as I looked down to see what I’d tripped over, I heard myself scream.
There, lying beneath me was Auntie Charlene in a pool of blood. With a stiletto heel sticking out of her neck.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I sat straight up in bed, my heart pounding, my ducky jammies sticking to my sweaty body. 
I was not on a runway. I was not falling. I was not looking down at a pool of blood. I was in my hotel room, surrounded by ruffles and very civilized French décor. I closed my eyes, letting my head fall back on the pillows and I took great big gulps of air, trying to rein in my heart rate from Autobahn to something slightly less hectic than L.A. freeway. 
First a stomach bug. Now nightmares. Come on, girl, get a grip.
Throwing off the covers, I set my one good leg down on the ground and hopped into the bathroom.
One steamy hot shower and three layers of mascara later, I was feeling more like myself again. I slipped on a white, empire waisted sundress, a red cropped cardigan, and one red sandal with white beading along the strap and just the teeniest tiniest half inch heel. I know, if Doctor Ponytail saw it she’d probably have a cow. But considering half the population of France thought I was a murderer, I needed a little something to lift my sprits. Even if it was only half an inch.
I was just making my way through a café au lait and a pain au chocolat (a croissant filled with gooey, delicious chocolate – do Parisian’s know how to do breakfast or what?) from room service when my cell rang and Felix’s number popped up. 
I flipped my Motorola open. “Yeah?”
“Do you always answer your phone that way?” Felix asked.
“No. I checked the caller ID. I knew it was you.”
“Ah. So, you save your most charming self just for me, then, that it?”
I ignored the sarcasm and shot back some of my own. “How was dinner with Auntie?” 
“Lovely. How was your evening? Stab anyone else I should know about?”
“I hate you.”
“Yet you continue to call.”
“Hey, you called me, pal.”
“Because you asked for a favor. Considering which, one would think you’d be nicer to me.”
I shoved a large piece of croissant in my mouth to keep from shooting something nasty back at him. Mostly because he was right. I did need his help.
“So, what’s the favor?” he asked, as I chewed.
“I ‘eed’ ur icks.”
“What?”
I swallowed the bite. “I need your picks. Your lock picking set. I want to take a look in Gisella’s room and it’s locked.”
He was silent for a moment. Then, “Here in the hotel?”
I nodded at the phone. “Yes.”
“Maddie, these aren’t the kind of locks you can just jimmy open. You need the key card.”
“Okay, how do we make one of those?”
Felix sighed. “Well, first you’d have to know the code for that particular room. Then you’d have to program the card with the proper code.”
“Like with a computer?”
“Trust me, these hotels are very secure. We cannot just ‘make’ a key card.”
Damn. I shoved another piece of croissant into my mouth, chewing thoughtfully. “Okay, how about I go to the front desk and tell the clerk I’m in room 1243 and that I’ve lost my keycard.”
“Hmm…” Felix said on the other end. “That might work. I’m sure the clerk wouldn’t check your name against the hotel register and even if he did, I’m sure he wouldn’t put it together with the stream of reporters outside all vying for statements about the dead woman whose last residence was room 1243.”
“You know, you’re a very sarcastic person.”
“It’s one of my better traits.”
I gave my phone the finger.
“Okay, Felix, you come up with a better plan.”
He sighed. “Alright, if you’re determined to get into Gisella’s room, I’ll meet you there in half an hour.”
“And exactly how will you get us in?”
“Trust me.” And he hung up.
Trust me – famous last words. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
If I’d had any better ideas, I might have exercised them. As it was, I finished my breakfast, grabbed my crutches and made my way to the elevators and up to room 1243. 
Felix was standing outside waiting, fresh pair of rumpled khakis on, his hair a little wet as if he’d just showered. 
“So?” I asked as I approached.
He flashed me a smile large enough to create dimples. Then held up a key card.
“No way!”
He nodded. “Yes way.”
He stuck the card in the slot above Gisella’s door handle. And, amazingly, the little light turned green.
“Okay, spill it, Tabloid Boy. How did you get the card?”
“It pays to be Lord Ackerman,” he said, opening the door.
“What about the dead woman, the press, all that? What, just because you’re Lord Ackerman, Andre gave you the keycard?”
“No, he gave it to me because I’m Lord Ackerman who told him that I was dating the deceased and had left a priceless family heirloom in the room the last time I’d been in here and didn’t trust the police not to make off with it.”
“And he bought that?”
Felix gave me a look. Then held up the card again.
I shook my head. Like I said, Felix may be one step above pond scum, but he knew how to think like a criminal. Which, in certain situations, like this, came in very handy.
I shut the door behind myself, flipping on the light switch and flooding the hotel room with florescent light. While the room was situated to get morning sun, the frilly yellow curtains were drawn tight, creating a tomb-like atmosphere that was downright creepy considering the circumstance. The bed was unmade, dozens of tiny pillows having fallen to the floor. Clothes covered the chaise, floor and arm chairs while numerous tubes of lipstick, eye shadows and concealer littered the top of the dresser.
Felix went immediately to said dresser, opening the top two drawers.
“So, what exactly are we looking for?” he asked.
“Evidence,” I replied, crouching down to look under the bed.
“Of what?”
“Well, I’m not going to be terribly picky at the moment. Anything that will clearly state to the police, ‘Maddie didn’t do this.’”
He paused and I could feel his eyes on me.
I straightened up. “What?”
He shrugged. “Nothing.”
“Oh, no. Not you, too. You know I didn’t stab her, Felix.”
He held his hands up in a defensive gesture. “I never said you did.”
“Yeah, but you gave me a look.”
“What look?”
“It was a look.”
He grinned. “Yes, I was looking at you. But I was merely thinking how cute you looked all crouched like a sand crab down there on the floor with your one giant foot.”
I narrowed my eyes at him and thought a really dirty word. 
“Maybe I’ll just go check the bathroom,” he said. Then called over his shoulder, “You might want to try the desk.”
“I’d already thought of that,” I lied. I awkwardly hobbled across the floor, my crutch catching on a discarded Wonderbra as I tackled the small writing desk by the window, hoping that whoever Mystery Man was, he’d left some trace of himself behind. 
Nothing but hotel stationary and a pen in the first drawer. The second held a mishmash of receipts, postcards, papers and a slim, silver camera. I picked the camera up and turned it over in my hands. It was one of those digital kind that could take either stills or video. I hit the power button and watched as the little screen came to life. I’ll admit, I’m not the most technologically clever person on the world. I can work my ipod and check my email, but beyond that, I’m pretty much clueless. So, it took me a few minutes of aimlessly pressing menu buttons before I came to a list of what looked like video files. They were all labeled with names. Rocco. Marcel. Charlie. Roberto. Ryan. Curiosity got the better of me. I scrolled down to the one marked “Roberto” and hit the play button. 
Instantly the sounds of moaning and panting filled the room as visions of naked body parts flashed across the small screen. I cringed, trying not to look as I searched for the stop button.
“What are you doing out there?” Felix called.
“Nothing!” 
“It doesn’t sound like nothing.
I pressed all the buttons, hoping one would work. Finally one did. Not only making the video disappear, but all the files as well. I stared at the little screen, the words “No Files Found” where Gisella Does Paris had just been. 
Felix poked his head through the door.
“What was that?”
“Just a camera.”
Felix raised an eyebrow. “Any pictures on it?”
“Nothing you want to see.” I hoped.
He shrugged, then popped back into the bathroom. 
I turned the camera off, but on the off chance the files could be retrieved, slipped it into my purse. Quite honestly, I wasn’t sure I’d recognize a guy again from the videos Gisella had shot unless I went around asking men to drop their pants. But, just for good measure, I pulled out the hotel stationary and wrote down the names of all her files before I forgot them. While I couldn’t remember the dates beside them, I did know they were all made in the last two months, with Ryan being the most recent, dated just two days before Gisella’s murder. Which could mean nothing, but at least it was a place to start.
I moved on to the piles of papers in the desk drawer. Most were receipts from taxicab rides, boutiques, restaurants. Almost all were written in French. And though I could clearly make out the amounts she spent, I was ashamed to admit, I didn’t have my Euros to dollars calculations memorized and they meant little to me. But from what I could make out of the boutiques she shopped at, Gisella had expensive taste. There were several shops in Paris whose names I recognized, as well as three top tier Italian designers. 
“Hey,” I called to Felix.
He popped his head back out again. 
“Check the closet, would you?”
“What am I looking for?” he asked, crossing the room and sliding back the mirrored doors.
“A de la Renta coat.”
Felix paused, flipping through her wardrobe. “And a de le Renta would look like…?”
“Fur.”
He rummaged around. “She has three furs.”
As much as I was against killing defenseless little animals for the sole purpose of looking cool, I felt my heart clench just a little. “Three?”
He nodded. 
I couldn’t help myself, I needed just one little look. I hobbled over to his side. Sure enough, one de la Renta, one Alta Moda, and one vintage Chanel. I ran my hand over the Chanel, making little moaning sounds that were strikingly like the ones I’d just heard on Gisella’s camera. “You have any idea how much this is worth?’
Felix was checking the pockets of the Alta Moda. He shook his head. “No. Tell me.”
I couldn’t. It was priceless. Woman had given their first born for less.
“I can tell you, however,” he said, his face breaking into a smirk, “how much this one is worth.”
I raised an eyebrow at him. “Oh really? All right, Mr. Fashion Knowledge. What’s it worth?”
Felix pulled his hand out of the pocket, then held it open. In the middle of his palm glittered a necklace, three perfectly cut diamonds suspended from a thick gold chain. “Exactly five hundred and thirty-three thousand, three hundred and two dollars. Last time I had it appraised.”
I sucked in a breath. “Your necklace?”
He nodded.
“Do you know what this means?”
“That I don’t have to deal with the insurance company?”
“That Gisella had the necklace all along. She really did misplace it.”
Felix stared down at the necklace, turning it over in his hands. “Or she’d planned on keeping it for herself.”
“You mean Gisella stole it?” I raised one eyebrow in his direction. Now there was something I hadn’t thought of. I was just about to ask him what prompted that train of thought when a sound outside the door made us both freeze.
“What was that?” I whispered.
Felix shook his head, shoving the necklace in his pocket. “I think that’s our cue to get out of h-”
But he didn’t get to finish, the sound of the door flying open cutting him off. Three policemen in blue uniforms came bursting into the room, practically filling it, guns drawn, arms straight out in front of them. 
The first one shouted something in French.
“What?” I asked.
He repeated his command.
“I’m sorry, I don’t speak French.”
He pointed his gun at me.
Yikes! Okay, that I did speak. I put my hands up in a surrender motion.
“Look, I can explain. This is Lord Ackerman and we were just here because he left a priceless family heirloom here last time he slept with Gisella.”
“I never said I slept with her,” Felix protested, doing a mirror image of my hands-in-the-air thing.
“Play along,” I whispered out the side of my mouth.
“Maddie, I don’t think…”
But again Felix was cut off as the second officer traded in his gun for a pair of handcuffs, which he promptly placed on Felix’s wrists, clasping them together behind his back. 
“Wait, no, you’re making a mistake,” I protested. “Okay, fine we’re not really here looking for a family heirloom. That was just a cover. We were looking for evidence that would clear my name. See, I’m the Couture Killer.”
Officer Number One raised an eyebrow at me.
“No, wait – I’m not really a killer. I mean, just in the press. But it’s not true. None of it’s true. I mean, yes, I am a designer, that part’s true. And I do love couture, in fact I’m actually even showing this year at the Le Croix-”
“Voler!” shouted Officer Number One.
“What?”
“He said we’re thieves,” Felix translated, as Officer Number Two patted him down. 
“No please, you’re getting this all wrong,” I protested. But I realized it was futile, as Officer Number One gestured toward me, prompting Officer Three to pull out a pair of handcuffs of his own. He grabbed my hands, snapping the cool metal around them. (Which, of course, made my crutches clatter to the ground at my feet.) However bad having my picture plastered on the news was, this was worse, much worse.
And then things got even better.
“Capitain!” Officer Number Two shouted to the first guy.
We all turned to face the second officer, holding Felix in one hand. And pulling the diamond necklace out of his pocket with the other. 
Officer Number One looked from Felix to me, a smug smile on his face. “Oui, voler.”
Felix and I looked at each other.
Oh. Shit.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
No matter what country you travel to, what culture you come from, or what language you speak, there is one almost universal truth about human beings – we don’t like to pee in front of each other. Which is why, as I sat on a wooden bench in the square ten-by-ten holding cell, I uncrossed then re-crossed my legs for the gazillionth time since Officers One, Two, and Three had brought me here in handcuffs. 
They’d spilt Felix and me into two separate cars and I had no idea where they’d taken him or even if he was in a cell of his own somewhere. Or, for that matter, where my cell was. Somewhere in Paris was about all I knew. I’d tried talking to Officer Number One on the car ride over, but either he didn’t speak English or he just didn’t want to talk to me. 
Luckily, the booking officer had spoken English and explained I was being charged with trespassing, breaking and entering, and burglary. All of which I protested vehemently as I’d been fingerprinted, photographed and shoved into a holding cell to wait. Oddly enough, if you traded in the donuts for croissants, the entire process had been eerily similar to the American one. (Don’t ask me how I know this. Let’s just say my karma really sucks.) 
And similar also was the lone toilet sitting in the middle of the room. I un-crossed my legs again and tried not to think of clear streams, faucets, or waterfalls as I checked out my cellmates. To my left was a short, brunette woman in spandex tights and a stained T-shirt. She was mumbling to herself and her hair looked like she’d attacked one side with a pair of safety scissors. Across the room sat two women in black jeans, flannel shirts and bandanas, looking like they’d walked straight out of Compton. And next to them a woman with stubble on her upper lip in a tube top and hot pants, with a red feather boa draped around her neck. 
I glanced at the toilet again, wondering how long I could wait.
I closed my eyes, wishing like anything that I hadn’t had the large latte that morning and wondered where Felix was. Surely he explained to the officers that the necklace was his. I mean, you couldn’t really be arrested for stealing something that already belonged to you, could you? 
Which made me wonder, had Gisella stolen the necklace? She hadn’t struck me as the sharpest crayon in the box when I’d met her, but I guess it didn’t take a whole lot of brains to pocket a piece of jewelry. I wondered. If she had stolen it, what did that have to do with her death? Had someone found out she was pocketing the jewelry? Maybe someone who’d seen her wear it at the party? Maybe Mystery Man. But that didn’t explain why they’d want to kill her. I mean, why not just turn her over to the police? Or Jean Luc? It still didn’t make sense. And I still wasn’t 100% convinced that Gisella hadn’t just shoved it into her pocket after one too any glasses of champagne and forgotten all about it.
“Bonjour.”
I opened my eyes. And did a little yelp. Miss Tube Top was sitting so close to me she was practically in my lap. 
“Uh, hi.” I scooted to the left.
“Ça va ?”
“Uh, sorry, I don’t speak French.”
She just looked at me. 
“I. Don’t. Speak. French,” I said again, louder and more slowly.
The woman grinned, showing off a row of slightly yellow teeth. Most of which were all still there. “I heard you the first time, my girl,” she said in perfect English. 
“Oh.”
She leaned in and I could smell her breakfast vodka on her breath. “Tell me, what’s a darling little thing like you doing in here?”
I heard myself gulp loudly as Tube Top gave me an up-and-down. Then licked her lips.
“Uh, a slight misunderstanding.”
She did a short bark of laughter. “Ha! Me, too, doll.” She reached over and laid a hand on my knee. “Wanna tell me about it?”
Suddenly peeing in public just got replaced as the worst thing about being in a holding cell by being groped by a prostitute of ambiguous gender.
“Springer?” A tall, thin officer with a crooked nose opened the cell door.
I popped up from the bench like a Jack in the Box, shoving my crutches under my armpits. “That’s me!”
Tube Top looked disappointed, but gave me a little one finger wave as the officer took me by the arm and escorted me down the hallway.
I breathed a sigh of relief. I had a feeling I’d been one knee grab away from being someone’s be-atch.
My relief was short lived, however, as the officer steered me around the corner and I spotted the man who had sprung me from the pokey. Arms crossed over his broad chest. Eyes dark and unreadable. Lips pursed into a fine white line. Jaw set into those hard granite angles of Bad Cop. 
Ramirez.
“Uh… hi.” I gave him a little wave. No reaction. “I see you made your flight.” Still nothing. “Nice to see you, honey?” I tried. Though it sounded more like a question. 
Ramirez ignored me, addressing the officer. “I’ll take it from here.” He put his signature down on the officer’s clipboard, then grabbed my upper arm in a vice grip and steered me down the length of the hallway.
“See, the proper response here would be, ‘Hi, nice to see you, too, Maddie,’” I said as I hopped to catch up to him. “Or maybe, ‘Are you okay? Wow, how traumatic this must have been for you.’” 
Ramirez paused just long enough to shoot me a death look, then propelled me past booking, the front desk, and the glass doors of the police station, outside onto a street that was busy with afternoon shoppers and sightseers. He walked me a full block in silence before backing me into an alleyway that smelled like urine and rotting fish and spinning me around to face him.
“What the hell were you thinking?” he growled, his voice doing a tightly restrained thing I knew could easily snap at any moment. 
“Look, it was all a misunderstanding. We just wanted to look around. Angelica said they’d been fighting.”
“Who?”
“Angelica. The friend who’s not a friend.”
Ramirez just stared at me. 
“Look, we were just looking for evidence that someone else did this. We were going to put everything back where we found it. Well, except maybe the necklace.”
Ramirez’s Bad Cop face didn’t give away any emotion. Though I could tell from the long, blue vein in his neck starting to bulge just a little that I wasn’t making any headway with him. 
“Didn’t I distinctly tell you,” he ground out between clenched teeth, “not to do anything stupid until I got here? I think this qualifies.”
I put a hand on my hip. “Yeah, about that-”
But he cut me off, shaking his head. “God, do you know how guilty this makes you look, Maddie? Being found pawing through the victim’s belongings?”
“I didn’t do anything wrong. You and I both know I’m innocent.”
He stared at me. Silently. 
For one horrible second doubt hit me as I looked into his unreadable eyes. 
“You do know I’m innocent, right? Jack?”
He rubbed a hand over his face. “Jesus, Maddie, of course I know that.”
I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “I’m sorry you got dragged down here. Thank you for getting me out.”
His eyes softened and he reached a hand out, running the tip of his fingers lightly along my cheeks. “What am I going to do with you?”
“Well,” I said tentatively, “you could start by giving me a kiss hello.”
His Bad Cop face cracked, the corner of his mouth lifting up into a deceptively boyish grin. He leaned in close and brushed his lips softly over mine. I tasted the mingled flavors of coffee and Dentyne and think I sighed out loud. 
“What about Felix?” I mumbled onto his lips.
He froze. “Felix?”
I nodded. “We were arrested together. Did he get bailed out, too?”
Ramirez pulled back, his eyes going dark and unreadable again. “I don’t know.”
“Well you have to find out.”
“Oh I do, do I?”
“Yes! Felix doesn’t belong in jail. He’s not a criminal.”
Ramirez planted his feet hip-width apart and crossed his arms over his chest. “He broke into her hotel room.”
“To look for evidence.”
“He was found with a half million in diamonds in his pocket, which he readily admits he took from the victim’s room.”
“But the diamond’s are his! She stole them first.”
“He carries a lock picking kit.”
Okay, he had me there. I never quite got a straight story out of Felix about his wild teenage days, but it wasn’t everyone that carried a lock picking kit around in their cargos.
“But he didn’t use it.” This time. “Look, I was with him the whole time. He didn’t do anything illegal.” I paused. “Well, not very illegal at least. Look, we just needed to search her place. You don’t understand, I have no alibi. They think I’m the Couture Killer. Moreau wants to lock me up.”
“He’s not out to get you, Maddie, he’s just doing his job.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re taking his side?”
“What are you talking about?”
“I should have known. It’s a cop thing, right?”
“Jesus, Maddie, I’m not taking sides.”
“So what happens if Moreau arrests me for murder, Jack? Is he still ‘just doing his job?’” I asked, doing air quotes with my fingers.
Ramirez looked to the sky as if asking for help from somewhere above. “Look, Moreau is investigating a crime. Which you are not making any easier.”
“Oh, so now I should be trying to make his job of building a case against me easier? Someone’s trying to frame me, Jack!”
“Which doesn’t give you license to break into the murdered woman’s hotel room.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. Which was not easy to do with crutches stuck in my armpits, but was worth the effect. “So what, you gonna lock me up?”
Ramirez breathed in deeply through his nose, nostrils flaring as that vein in his neck bulged in earnest now. “No. They’re letting you go into my custody. I convinced them it was a language barrier thing.”
“And Felix? I’m not leaving without him.”
Some indefinable emotion flitted across Ramirez’s face. “This guy really means that much to you, huh?”
“Of course not,” I said. A little too loudly. “He doesn’t mean anything to me. I just… it was my idea. He went along with it. I owe him.”
Ramirez bit the inside of his cheek, doing that stare down thing he usually reserved for criminals he was trying to intimidate a confession out of. I held my ground, still crossing my arms, jutting my chin out defiantly, trying to squeeze one more half inch of height out of my already stretched spine. 
“At the very least they’ll want him extradited back to England.”
“Hey, as long as he’s not rotting in jail, I don’t care where he goes.”
Ramirez made a sound halfway between a snort and a growl. Then turned around without a word and hailed a passing cab. He opened the back door.
“Get in,” he commanded.
“Where am I going?”
“Back to the hotel.”
“And you?”
His jaw went granite again. “To find out where they’re holding Felix.”
I dropped the defensive posture. “Thanks.” I stood on tip-toe (just one) and planted a kiss on his cheek.
“Hmm,” he grunted. Though, I thought I saw that vein in his neck relax just a little.
I got in the cab and watched his retreating form as he walked back to the police station. Okay, so maybe he wasn’t always the easiest guy to get along with. But he did bail me out of jail. Gotta love the man for that.
The ride to the hotel seemed to take forever, and by the time I’d fought my way through the paparazzi standing vigil outside, I was tired, hungry, and really, really needed to go to the bathroom. I took care of the latter first, before collapsing on the bed and dialing room service for the biggest order of crepes they had. I was just digging into it when the adjoining door to my room popped open.
“Maddie! There you are, where have you been?” Mom asked, bustling into the room with a handful of shopping bags. Mrs. Rosenblatt waddled along behind her, her bright blue muumuu accessorized with three strands of plastic yellow pearls. I swear I needed sunglasses around the woman’s wardrobe. Mom was more subdued today – white stretch pants under a black skirt with a stretchy black and white polka dotted top and her black high tops. Okay, so maybe “subdued” was a stretch. But this was Mom we were talking about.
“Where was I? Where have you two been? I tried to call you last night.” 
“Last night we dragged that Pierre fellow to the Eiffel Tower,” Mrs. R said.
“The tower?” I asked, my voice going high. Great – they went to the Eiffel Tower and I went to prison. 
Mom nodded. “Oh, Mads, you should see it at night, all lit up. It’s the most magical thing I’ve ever seen in my whole life. I have to come back here with Ralphie. It’s so romantic.”
Mrs. R let a frown settle between her draw-in brows. “Pierre didn’t think it was romantic. He didn’t even try to kiss me.”
Imagine that.
“So what have you been up to?” Mom asked.
“I had a little run in with the police.”
“Police?” Mom swayed in her high tops, falling back on the bed beside me. “Oh, my baby,” she said as she dove in for a patented rib crusher hug. This time, though, I let her. After spending the morning in a holding cell, I’ll admit, I could use a hug.
“What happened?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked. 
I filled them in on my adventures in the French criminal justice system while I devoured the plate full of crepes. By the time I was done, Mom was back to hugging me again.
“Mom, I’m fine. Really.” I wriggled out of her death grip. “So, what’s with all the shopping bags?”
“Well,” Mom said, straightening up. “Like I promised, we spent yesterday gathering info on Gisella.” She gestured to Mrs. R who pulled a sheaf of papers out of one the bags and handed it to me. “Did you know she was booked to do seven different shows this week?”
I shook my head. “No.” I thumbed through the papers. They were printouts of various fashion websites, online gossip columns, and industry blogs.
Mrs. R nodded. “Yep. The Le Croix was her only lead, but she was doing runway for six other designers. So, your mom and I figured we’d check ‘em out today.”
“We went undercover as Fashion Week tourists,” Mom said, her eyes shining.
I looked down at the bags. “Mom, you are tourists.”
“Anyway, you’ll never guess what we learned, Mads. That necklace you said went missing at the Le Croix show? Four of the other designers Gisella was working for said they’ve had pieces go missing as well. We asked, but only a couple of them had reported the thefts to the police. The others figured the pieces were just misplaced in the chaos of getting ready for the event and would turn up soon enough.”
“Just like Jean Luc.”
Mom nodded. “Interesting coincidence?”
As much as I was beginning to hate that word, I had to agree with her. I wished we’d had time to check the pockets of Gisella’s Chanel. I’d bet my ballet flats there were more than hankies in them. 
“All right, so let’s assume that Gisella was taking the jewelry. Then what? What did she intend to do with them?” I asked.
Mom shrugged. “Sell them?” 
“On the black market! She had to have someone fencing the jewels for her. A partner,” Mrs. R said. “My third husband, Alf, had a pawn shop for a while. They’re real particular about what they take. They don’t wanna get busted. It ain’t as easy as it looks to unload hot stuff.”
“So, assuming it was Gisella, who was unloading it for her?” I wondered out loud.
“Another model?” Mom offered. “Mystery boyfriend?”
“Maybe her agent?” Mrs. R piped up.
I thought about that. Angelica had said that Gisella called her agent numerous times a day. Maybe the calls hadn’t been about booking a cover after all, but about where to get rid of a half million dollars in stolen diamonds. “Did you find anything on who her agent is?” I asked, shuffling through the computer printouts.
“Here,” Mrs. R said, pointing to a printout of a website that read “Girardi Models” across the header. “Donata Girardi. She’s based in Milan, Gisella’s hometown.”
“Oh, I saw something about that,” Mom said, grabbing the stack from me. More shuffling. “Ah!” She pulled a gossip column out. “Donata Girardi is staying at the Hôtel de Crillon. She’s the one that threw the party where Gisella wore the necklace.”
I stared at the party photos. I wasn’t entirely convinced that Gisella was a master thief, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to have a conversation with her agent. 
“Okay, first thing tomorrow, we’ll question her.”
“Question who?”
Mom, Mrs. Rosenblatt and I snapped our heads up in unison, all eyes pointed at the adjoining doorway where Ramirez’s frame had suddenly appeared. 
“Who are you going to question?” he repeated, stepping into the room. 
“No one,” I said quickly. Then gave Mom and Mrs. R serious psychic vibes to ix-nay on the estions-quay. “We’re not questioning anyone.”
“Okay.” Ramirez narrowed his eyes. “Maybe I should rephrase. Who are we not questioning, then?” 
I planted my hands on my hips. “How did you even get in here?” I asked.
“The door next door was open. This,” he held up a red shopping bag with the word “Dior” on the side, “was wedged in the door jamb. And don’t change the subject.”
“Oops,” Mrs. R said, taking the bag from his hand. She looked from Ramirez’s narrowed eyes to my hands-on-hips. “Uh, maybe we ought to let you two alone.”
She gestured to Mom, who quickly dumped the printouts into a “Hermes” bag and followed Mrs. Rosenblatt to the door. She gave me a quick co-conspiratorial wink and mouthed the words “call me” behind Ramirez’s back as they slipped out.
Ramirez latched the door shut behind them before turning his cat-like slits of eyes on me. “Okay, you want to tell me what that was about now?”
I bit my lip. And shook my head.
Ramirez sat on the double bed beside me. Close beside me. 
Despite our little standoff, I was suddenly reminded of how much I’d missed him.
“Maddie, I’m serious,” he said. “You’ve got to let the police handle this.”
“But the police think I did it.”
He let out a long breath and rubbed at his temple. “I don’t want you questioning anyone.”
I opened my mouth to protest but he quickly put a hand over my lips and talked right over me.
“I don’t want you nosing through anyone’s stuff for some sort of non-existent evidence. I don’t want you following anyone, spying on anyone, or impersonating anyone.”
Wow. He knew me well.
“And most of all,” he said, leaning in until the scent of his aftershave settled over my senses like a mellow fog. “Most of all, I don’t want you anywhere near Felix Dunn again.” He pulled his hand away from my mouth. “That guy is bad news. Every time you’re around him, he gets you into trouble.”
“Well, technically it was me that got him into trouble this time.”
He gave me a look. “Promise me.”
I took a deep breath of Ramirez scented air. And nodded. 
He looked so relieved I almost felt guilty that I’d had my fingers crossed behind my back.
“Good,” he said. “Oh, and one more thing?”
I raised an eyebrow at him. “What now?”
His eyes crinkled at the corners, going all dark and warm as his face broke into a Big Bad Wolf grin – all teeth like he might eat me up at any second. “This.”
He dipped his lips in to meet mine, his stubble tickling my cheek as his tongue brushed against my lower lip. 
Instantly my mind went mush. The prison cell, Felix, Moreau, the whole mess the press was making of my life all disappeared as I leaned into his kiss, my lips melting under his. I closed my eyes as his arm wrapped around my middle, laying me back on the bed. In an instant, the hard planes of his body were covering mine. One hand dove into my hair, the other hiking up the hem of my skirt as his hips pressed into mine. I kissed him back. Hard. As I fumbled with the top button of his jeans. When I popped it open, he did a low growl thing in the back of his throat.
“It’s been too long,” he mumbled into my mouth.
“It’s only been a couple of days.”
He paused, then looked down at me, his eyes glazed over with a look that could only be described as pure lust. “Yeah, like I said, too long.” 
I laughed as he dove back in, his lips locking onto my throat, nibbling at my pulse in a way that made my body shiver from my head clear down to my toes. I wrapped one bare leg around his torso, navigating my gimp leg out of the way. 
Ramirez looked down. “Can you have sex in that thing?” he asked, gesturing to Wonder Boot.
I felt a devilish grin of my own sliding across my face. 
“We’re about to find out.”
Chapter Eight
 
 
I awoke to the sounds of room service carts being wheeled down the hallway outside my room. I gingerly opened one eye, then the next. It felt like I’d been asleep for days, my mouth full of that morning gym socks flavor. I turned over and looked at the digital numbers of the alarm clock. Seven fifteen. 
“Mmmm,” Ramirez moaned beside me. He rolled over, wrapping an arm round me and pulling me to him, spoon fashion. “Good morning, beautiful,” he mumbled into my hair.
I grinned, wiping the sleep out of my eyes. “Yes. Yes it is.”
“I had a dream about you last night,” he said. He rubbed his pelvis against my bare tush, leaving very little to the imagination as to just what kind of dream I’d awakened him from. 
“Was I good?” I joked.
“Oh yeah,” he growled, his breath tickling my ear. I ducked, giggling.
“And just where do you think you’re going?” he asked. He pulled me onto my back and sat up, straddling me. Then he slid one hand down my arm, twining his fingers with mine as he stared down at me.
“Police brutality,” I teased, wiggling beneath him. 
He just flashed me a wicked grin and raised his eyebrows suggestively. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.” He leaned in close, his eyes intent on my mouth.
“Halt!” I quickly covered my mouth with my free hand. “I have morning breath.”
He chuckled. “Me too. Who cares?” He zoned in again.
“Gross. You may be cute, but I am so not kissing you with morning breath,” I mumbled behind my hand.
He paused. “Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
He let out a deep sigh, then rolled back to his side of the bed. “I fly all the way to Paris just be denied by the morning breath.”
I swatted at him, throwing my one good leg over the side of the bed and hopping to the bathroom. “Give me five minutes.”
“Four!” he called as I shut the door.
I loaded my toothbrush with Crest and, figuring I might as well go all the way, turned on the shower and quickly did a shampoo and rinse. I towel-dried my hair into a fairly passable sexy-wet look and threw on a little make-up. Hey, just because we’d seen each other naked didn’t mean Ramirez had to see me without my eyeliner. By the time I emerged from the bathroom, a white hotel-issue towel wrapped around my midsection, Ramirez was propped up in bed, one hand behind his head as he watched a soccer match on TV. 
“That was one hell of a tooth brushing.”
I shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a hygienic sort of gal.”
He shook his head at me, the corner of his mouth twisting up until a dimple flashed in his left cheek. He curled an index finger at me. “Come ‘ere.”
I shook my head. “Uhn uh. Your turn.”
His grin faltered for a half a second before he conceded, sliding out of bed. “All right. But that towel better be history by the time I come out,” he warned.
I shot him my best come hither look as he brushed past me and into the bathroom. 
And as soon as he shut the door I sprang into action. I dropped the towel and threw on a denim skirt, pink baby T, and a deconstructed jacket to match my one black ballet flat. Thankfully, I still heard the water running as I grabbed my purse and crutches and bolted out the door.
I know. Totally dirty trick to play on Ramirez. Especially when he was being all cute. But there was no way I was going to question Gisella’s agent with Ramirez playing bodyguard. And, as much as I loved him, there was no way I was leaving this all to the police.
The thing about Ramirez was that he wasn’t a guy who did gray. Life was either black or white to him. Cops: good. Criminals: bad. Victims were victims and if you found yourself behind bars, there was probably a good reason for it. Which is why Ramirez and I spent 90% of our time together butting heads. Me – I was all about the gray stuff. Sometimes I wasn’t entirely sure Ramirez could handle a girlfriend who, once in awhile, found herself sitting in a holding cell. Or who, on the rare occasion, had been known to do a little B&E for a good cause. I wasn’t sure Ramirez could handle gray. And, on days like this, I wasn’t sure how much longer he’d continue trying to for my sake.
Especially when he found the hotel room empty. 
I tried to shrug that thought to the back of my mind as I grabbed a cab outside the hotel. As we pulled away from the curb, I glanced over my shoulder, afraid any second now Ramirez would come bolting out the front doors wearing nothing but his boxers. Luckily we were weaving our way into morning traffic before my cell rang, my own room number showing up on the caller ID. 
I bit my lip. Then hit the “ignore” button with a deep pang of Catholic guilt. 
Even if Moreau never formally charged me with Gisella’s killing, I could tell the press had already convicted me. Unless I found out who had really done this, my career as a designer was in the toilet. 
So, really, I was sure Ramirez would understand. I was just doing my job.
Fifteen minutes (and two more phone calls) later we pulled up to the Hôtel de Crillon. Thankfully, it was relatively paparazzi free, every news hound in town still haunting the Le Croix tent and the Plaza Atheneé. I stopped in the lobby only long enough to a) grab a cup of coffee and b) ask which room Donata Girardi was staying in. Of course the kid on duty, a short, chubby guy with bad acne, said it was against hotel policy to give out that information. Instead, he handed me a courtesy phone and dialed in Donata’s number for me. Luckily, she was in. And, after I briefly explained who I was, agreed to see me.
I downed my coffee and made for the elevators. With no small effort, I ignored the “William Tell Overture” ringing from my purse yet again as I knocked on Donata’s door. I heard movement on the other side, then it was opened by a slim woman in her fifties, with thick black hair, thick black lashes, and I suspected without the help of Nair, a thick black mustache. She wore a pale blue tailored suit with a cream colored scarf knotted at her neck and pointy-toed leather heels on her feet. Her eyes held a slightly squinty appearance, as if she’d had an aggressive facelift in the recent past, and her lips puckered in an unnatural way beneath her coral colored lipstick. Despite the obvious work, I could tell by her high cheekbones and heart shaped chin that she was once a very naturally beautiful woman. She was slim through the hips, with long legs, and had the faintest hint of a small, heart shaped birthmark just above her left cheek at the hairline. I immediately got the sense that, like so many other agents, Donata was a former model herself. An idea that was reinforced as she ushered me in and crossed the room with a grace I sorely coveted at the moment. I awkwardly hobbled in, setting my crutches down as I clumsily plopped into an armchair by the window.
“Your purse appears to be ringing,” she said, a soft Italian lilt coloring her voice.
I waved the comment off. “Voicemail will get it.”
“I see. So, you are one of Le Croix’s designers, sì?”
I nodded. “Yes, Maddie Springer. I’m doing the shoes for his collection.”
She nodded. “The black stiletto heel.”
I cringed. “Yes. And I want to express my sincere condolences. I’m sorry for what happened to Gisella.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You are sorry?”
“Yes. I mean, no, not that I’m sorry, like I’m apologizing. I mean, I’m sorry it happened, not I’m sorry I did it. Because I didn’t. I had nothing to do with it happening. This was just a coincidence.”
“I see.” Though I noticed she scooted her chair a fraction of an inch away from me. Clearly she wasn’t entirely convinced. 
Join the club.
“And, what is it I can do for you, Signorina Springer?” 
Tell me who was fencing stolen property for your client. But I figured the subtle approach was probably best. “I was wondering what you could tell me about Gisella’s social life?” 
Donata looked out the window. “Gisella was a very social girl. She loved parties.”
“Like the one you threw here in the hotel?”
Donata nodded. “Sì.” She clasped her hands in her lap but didn’t elaborate. I had the feeling she was a woman who had learned to play her hand close to her heart.
“Do know if Gisealla was seeing anyone?”
“Gieslla always had men around.”
“Anyone special?”
She shrugged, a barely detectable movement of her shoulders. 
“What about Ryan? Does that name ring a bell?” I asked, reciting the last file entry from Gisella’s camera.
Donata paused. “She mentioned a Ryan. I think they may have dated.”
“Did she happen to mention Ryan’s last name?”
She sucked in her cheeks. “Jones? Jeffries? One of those, I believe. He was English.”
My phone took that moment to chirp to life inside my purse again. I ignored it.
“Do you know if Ryan was here in Paris with Gisella?”
Donata looked down at my Kate Spade. “Are you not going to answer that?”
I shook my head. “Nope.”
She raised an eyebrow at me, but said nothing.
“So, was Ryan in Paris?”
She shrugged. “I could not tell you. Gisella and I, we were not so close that she would have informed me of her boyfriends’ whereabouts.”
“But you did talk often. Several times a day?”
She nodded. “Sì. For work.”
Hmm… modeling work or burglary? “When was the last time you saw Gisella?”
Donata’s lips twitched and I watched her throat bob up and down. She looked down at her hands to hide some emotion flitting across her eyes. Though whether it was guilt or genuine sorrow I’d be hard pressed to answer. 
“The night before she died. I went up to her room to fill her in on the next day’s fitting schedule. But I was there only a brief time. She said she was expecting company.”
I wondered if that company was Ryan Jones slash Jeffries. 
“Did Gisella bring Ryan with her to your party?”
Again, Donata shrugged her slim shoulders. “I did not notice. I was busy playing hostess. But I would not be surprised. Gisella was almost never unaccompanied by a man. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a client to meet with.” She rose and walked to the door, effectively ending the interview. I grabbed my crutches and followed her, though she already had the door open and waiting by the time I got there. I paused before stepping through the doorway. 
“Do you have any idea who could have killed Gisella?” I asked, starting to sound desperate now.
She didn’t answer, instead gave me a pointed look.
I rolled my eyes.
“Besides me.”
Donata slowly shook her head. “Her death is a tragedy. She will be missed,” she said, sounding like she was reading off a teleprompter. 
And with that she closed the door behind me. I stood in the hallway a moment, listening, hoping to catch some sort of sound on the other side. Nothing.
Great. I hadn’t really learned anything more about Donata and still wasn’t sure where the jewels fit in to all this. If they fit into it at all.
But, I did glean one little kernel of info from Donata. Ryan’s last name.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
I was heading through the Crillon’s lobby when my cell rang again. I almost didn’t even pull it out of my purse, but the odd stares I was getting hobbling across the marble tiles to the tune of “William Tell” finally made me slip it out. And I was glad I did. Dana’s number lit up my LCD.
“Hello?”
“Mads! Guess where I am?”
I shifted the phone to the other ear, trying not to drop it as I leaned on my crutches. “I give up.”
“Paris! I got the spot in the Le Croix show.”
Perfect timing. “Dana you are amazing. Where are you?”
“I’m still at the airport. My plane just landed. I’ll meet you at the Plaza in about half an hour.”
“Uh…” Visions of a pissed off Ramirez flitted through my head. “That might not be a good idea. How about meet me at the Hôtel de Crillon instead. I’ll be…” I paused, looking around the lobby. I spied a café across the street through the glass front doors. “…across the street at the café.”
“Cool. Just let me drop my bags and I’ll be right there.”
I shoved my cell back into my purse, feeling guilt gnaw at me again as I notice the “Three new messages” alert across the screen. Instead of dwelling on it, I hobbled across the street to the café where I ordered a large café au lait (a girl could get addicted to these things) and a pastry made of flaky, buttery crust and a sweet honey-like filling. 
While I waited, I tried Felix’s cell. Hey, I promised Ramirez I would stay away from him, not lose his number. And I was away. Besides, I wanted to make sure he had gotten out of police custody okay. 
Unfortunately, there as no answer. I left a voicemail, then dialed Jean Luc’s number to thank him for hiring Dana and see if there were any new developments at the tent. He informed me that the police still weren’t giving back the shoes, he was trying to find replacements that I could “add some touches to” and that he’d call me if anything new came up.
As soon as I hung up, my cell chirped to life again with Ramirez’s number. I hit ignore. I know, he was so gonna be pissed later, but what could I do? 
I finished my coffee instead while I waited for Dana.
Fifteen minutes later, she came through the doors wearing a pair of black stretch leggings, a black long sleeve with a picture of a tiny pink poodle on it and a jaunty black beret.
I looked her up and down and I’m pretty sure my expression betray my thoughts as she said, “What?”
“Poodles?”
“I’m in Paris! I’m doing French chic. You like?” She did a little spin and I couldn’t help but grin.
“It’s very French.”
“Thanks.” She sat down, depositing her purse on the empty chair beside her. “So, spill it. What’s the latest?”
I did, catching her up to date on the Googling twins and my chat with Donata. By the time I’d finished, my coffee was history and Dana was swirling the dregs of her herbal tea in her cup, her strawberry blonde brows drawn together in thought. 
“Okay, so putting aside the whole jewel thief thing for a moment, this Ryan guy was likely the last person to see her alive?”
“Right. Well, before the killer. If he isn’t the killer, that is.”
“So, what do we know about him? Just that his name is Jones or Jeffries?”
“And that he’s English.”
“Do they have a yellow pages for England?”
I gave her my best “get real” face. “Yellow pages?”
“What?”
“I say we go talk to Angelica again. Who knows, maybe this was another stolen boyfriend?”
“Perfect! I told Jean Luc I’d check in with him today anyway. How freaking perfect is this, Maddie? Not only do I get to strut a designer runway, but ohmigod, I get to do it in the most romantic city on earth!”
“Speaking of romance, how goes the long distance thing with Ricky?” I asked, as we gathered our things and hailed a cab.
“Ugh! Don’t ask.”
“That good, huh?”
“I take it you haven’t seen the latest issues of the Informer?”
I shook my head. “I try to steer clear of Felix’s smut. Why?”
“Well, according to their sources, Ricky was seen kissing Natalie Portman outside the set.”
“According to their sources the Loch Ness Monster is the product of toxic dumping in Canada. You can’t believe a word they print.”
“You think?”
“I know. What does Ricky say?” I asked, as a taxi stopped at the curb and I tried to angle Wonder Boot in.
“He denies it, of course. I told that bastard I’d gone a whole month without sex for him. He damn well better not be kissing Natalie Portman.”
I craned around in my seat as the cab took off in the direction of the Louvre. 
“What are you looking for?” Dana asked.
“I’m trying to see the Eiffel Tower.”
“It’s that way.” Dana pointed out the other window. 
“How do you know?”
“I saw it on my way here from the airport.”
“You saw it?” I asked, jealousy washing over me. “I’ve been here three days and still haven’t seen it.”
“You should. It’s totally cool.” 
 
 
* * *
 
 
Ten minutes later we were back at the Le Croix tent. Any evidence that it had once been a crime scene was completely gone, the interior a hum of pre-show activity. The only difference was the runway being reconstructed by the coverall crew, the stained boards having been confiscated into evidence by Moreau and company. 
I introduced Dana to Jean Luc, who immediately whisked her away to the fitting rooms. I tagged along (Wonder Boot precluded any sort of whisking on my part) and spied Angelica being pinned into a pleated mini skirt at a back table. I hobbled my way over to her.
“Hi,” I said as I approached. “Remember me?”
She nodded. “The Couture Killer.”
The seamstress pinning Angelica snapped her head up.
“I didn’t do it,” I reassured her.
She looked from me to Angelica. Then got up and mumbled something about a measuring tape before backing quickly away.
“Wow, you’re popular,” Angelica observed.
No kidding. 
“Anyway,” I continued. “I wanted to ask you if you knew a man named Ryan Jones or possibly Jeffries?”
Angelica scrunched up her faces, squinting her brown eyes. “No, I’m sorry. Doesn’t ring a bell. Why?”
I felt my hope deflating. “It’s possible he was dating Gisella.” 
“I didn’t really keep track of her current boy toys.”
“Hmm, well how about these? Any of these names stand out?” I handed Angelica the list of names I’d gotten off Gisella’s camera. 
She stabbed a finger at the first one. “Oh, sure, I know Rocco. He was this Italian guy we met while doing a shoot in Venice. Total meathead, but really cute. Gisella took him back to her place after we wrapped, but it was just a one night kind of thing. This one,” she said, pointing to Roberto, “I think I met at a club in Milan. I think he’s working in New York now. But the others, no idea.”
“Thanks anyway.” I slipped the list back into my pocket as the seamstress returned, deeming it safe to approach Angelica again.
For lack of anything else to do, I hobbled to the back table to wait for Dana. I sat down beside my empty shoe rack and felt a lump forming in my throat.
Okay, being accused of murder was bad. It really, really sucked. But the thought of missing my one big chance to show at Fashion Week was enough to make my insides shrivel up and cry. I bit my lip to keep the tears at bay as I prayed Moreau was being nice to my babies.
“Maddie?”
I sniffed back an unshed tear and turned around to find Ann hovering over my table.
“Yes?”
“Angelica told me you were asking about Ryan Jeffries?”
I sniffed again, a little bubble of hope welling in my chest. “Do you know him?”
She nodded, her headset bobbing up and down. “He used to model for Ralph Lauren. A couple years ago I did a show with him. Why are you looking for him?” she asked. 
“I heard a rumor that he may have dated Gisella. Maybe even recently. Do you have any idea how I could get in touch with him?”
She pulled a BlackBerry from her pocket, punching in numbers. “Last I heard he was living in London,” she said, scrolling through numbers.
I waited, trying not to get too excited. As I nervously tapped my ballet flat against the floor, craning to see the numbers on Ann’s organizer, my purse started to ring again.
She looked down. “You’re ringing.”
“I know. I think it’s broken.”
Ann gave me a funny look but didn’t comment. “Okay, here it is.” She handed the device to me. I grabbed a scrap of tracing paper and quickly copied down the address and phone number.
“Thank you so much,” I gushed.
“No problem. Trust me, anything to get this behind us and on with the show. I think Jean Luc’s had four separate strokes today.” She tucked her BlackBerry back in her pocket just as her headset crackled to life. “See what I mean,” she said, then started talking into the headset as she walked off to deal with another crisis.
I stared down at Ryan’s number. I slipped my cell out and dialed. It rang four times, then clicked over to a machine where a very British sounding man told me to leave a message after the tone. I didn’t, instead hanging up.
I looked down at the address. It was indeed in London. 
Maybe had I not been sitting next to a completely empty rack of what were formerly my shoes, I wouldn’t have contemplated it. Maybe if I hadn’t thought the police were set against me, that a killer was out to frame me, and, hell, that even my own boyfriend wasn’t sure whose side he was on. Maybe had I not had to deal with all this while dragging around a giant Nerf toy on my foot, I might have been more patient. I might have tried Ryan’s number again. I might have left a polite message and waited to hear back from him.
But I didn’t. 
Instead, I picked up my cell and dialed the airline, booking two seats on the first flight to London Heathrow.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
I drummed my fingers on the wooden tabletop, waiting for Dana to finish her fitting. A skinny guy in tight jeans and a painted-on Polo shirt was pinning a dress around her frame, periodically pausing to tell her to keep still. Even as I waited, I couldn’t help the little puddle of drool forming at the side of my mouth as I took in the dress she’d be wearing down the runway. It was a pale green silk number, falling to mid-thigh, with a cross-cut back and a key-hole front. It was the kind of dress that you bought whether you had an occasion or not. 
And hoped some hot guy would end up tearing it off of you.
Finally the guy with the pins slipped it over Dana’s head and let her free. She came skipping over to me.
“Ohmigod, Maddie, did you see the dress?”
I wiped at my mouth to make sure the drool wasn’t showing. “No kidding. The sad thing is, I had the perfect pair of white pumps that would have gone with it. If they weren’t in an evidence locker.”
Dana frowned. “I’m so sorry, Mads.”
 “Me too. But, listen, you think you could get Jean Luc to let you off the hook tonight?”
Dana raised an eyebrow. “Why?”
I quickly filled her in on Ryan’s whereabouts and our reservations on the seven thirty flight into London. 
“We’re going to play Angels again!” Dana cried, jumping up and down.
For a brief moment, I had second thoughts. The first time Dana and I had played Charlie’s Angels she’d dressed me up as a hooker and we’d ended up getting shot at. Then there was the time we tried to outwit the mob, which had ended with Dana blowing a hole in some guy’s chest. And, last but not least, the time we’d gone undercover on a TV set and nearly ended up becoming the next victims of a Hollywood strangler. Suffice to say, the term “playing Angels” didn’t totally thrill me.
On the other hand, that dress had screamed for my white pumps and if there was any chance of me getting them out of Moreau’s evidence locker before the show day, someone had to be the crime fighting hotties. It might as well be us.
“Okay, but I get to be Farrah this time,” I told her.
Dana did a shoulder-shrug, nose-scrunching shriek thing, then promptly skipped (Yes, I swear she actually skipped. Wonder Boot and I were supremely jealous.) off to inform Jean Luc she would be back in the morning. 
We stopped off only long enough to grab a couple of tartines – open faced sandwiches - at a sidewalk café along the way (Dana’s a low-fat grilled veggie. Mine a ham and cheese loaded with mayo. Hey, hobbling around on Wonder Boot burned off a lot of calories.), before taking a cab to the airport.
Luckily, small commuter flights from Paris to London flew out of Paris’s Charles de Gaulle almost every other hour. We had two seats on the 7:30 flight, arriving in London one hour later. I briefly contemplated stopping at the hotel first to pack a couple of items, but considering that was where I’d most likely run into Mr. Pissed Off Voicemails, I decided to chance it and travel light. 
By the time we were flying over the famous London Eye and taxiing onto the runway at Heathrow, the sun had set, the city was a brilliant mosaic of twinkling lights, and, I’ll admit, that familiar Farrah excitement was starting to niggle at the back of my brain. Dana and I hailed the first cab we saw and gave the driver the address I’d written down. 
Which turned out to be a squat, brick building in a seemingly upper middle class looking neighborhood. Small trees lined the street, televisions flickered behind windows, and a guy in a checked cardigan sweater that looked like it came from a garage sale was walking a little terrier on a leash up the street. 
“Doesn’t exactly look like a jewel thief’s place,” Dana observed.
“Well, you don’t exactly look like Kate Jackson.”
“Hey, I thought I was Cheryl Ladd!”
“Come on,” I said, grabbing her by the sleeve as the cab driver gave us a funny look in his rear view mirror. 
I asked the driver to wait. He nodded then pulled out a copy of the London Times as Dana and I hopped out.
The front doors to the building were locked, four call buttons on the wall indicating the flats inside. I hit the one marked “Jeffries”. Unfortunately, nothing happened. I waited a beat, then tried again. No answer. Just for good measure, I whipped out my cell and keyed in the phone number again. After four rings the machine kicked in.
“Great. Now what?” Dana asked.
I glanced down the street as the guy in the cardigan stooped down to pick up a terrier dropping in a plastic baggie. 
“Let’s go talk to the neighbors.”
We crossed the small expanse of lawn in front of the building, the dog walker straightened as we approached, awkwardly fumbling with his baggie. “‘Evening,” he mumbled.
“Hi. I was wondering if I could ask you about your neighbor?” I said, indicating the brick building next door.
“Oh, uh, I’m sorry, I don’t really know them,” he stammered, tying a little twister around the top of his baggie.
“What a cute little doggie,” Dana said, crouching down to pet the terrier. It hopped up, putting his front paws on Dana’s knee to lick her face.
“Oh, my, Lady, don’t do that. Naughty dog, Lady.” He tugged on her leash, his face flushed with embarrassment.
“Oh, it’s okay. I love dogs,” Dana said, straightening.
Cardigan looked from Lady to the poodle on Dana’s shirt. He smiled, his stiff posture relaxing a little. “Yes, I can see that you do.”
“About your neighbor,” I prompted. “Ryan Jeffries?”
“Uh, right. Um, Ryan. He’s a model, I think.”
“So you do know him?” Dana asked, stooping down to pet Lady again. 
“Uh, well, just to say ‘hi’ to I suppose,” he said.
“We’ve been trying to get a hold of Ryan. Do you know where he might be?” I asked.
“No. Not really. I haven’t seen him much lately. I think he was out of town.”
My heart sped up. “Any idea where he went?”
“Paris, I think. Not sure. But I know he got back last night. Saw him hauling luggage up to his place.”
“Do you know where he might be now?” Dana asked.
He shook his head. “Sorry, wish I could be more help.” 
“Thanks anyway,” Dana said, giving Lady one last scratch behind the ears. 
“Hey, don’t I know you?” he asked.
Dana giggled. “Well, I have been in a couple of national commercials lately. Do you use Dove soap?”
“No.” Cardigan shook his head. “Not you, her.” He pointed at me.
“Who, me?”
He narrowed his eyes, nodding. “Yeah, your face looks really familiar.”
“Nope” I said, a little too quickly. “I guess I’ve just got one of those faces. Well, thanks, nice meeting you,” I said, dragging Dana back to the cab before Cardigan realized that, according to the latest tabloids, he was face to face with the Couture Killer. 
“Okay,” said Dana as we slid in to the back seat again, “so what now? Do we just wait here until Ryan shows up?”
I glanced up at the brick building. I had to admit, just sitting around waiting made me feel antsy. With the amount of messages piling up on my cell phone, I had a feeling I was working on borrowed time here. Sooner or later Ramirez was going to catch up to me. He was a detective, and a good one. It wouldn’t take him long to follow my trail – littered with breadcrumbs as it was. And once he did, I had a bad feeling there might be handcuffs involved. (And not in a good way.) No way was that man letting me out of his sight again. So, playing sitting duck wasn’t the most appealing of choices. 
Instead I leaned around, addressing our cab driver who was perusing the sports section.
“Excuse me,” I asked.
He looked up and I read his nametag. Mathew.
“Mathew, do you happen to know if there are any nightclubs in the area?”
Both Angelica and Donata had indicated that Gisella was a party girl. I crossed my fingers that the kind of guy she dated was a regular on the club circuit as well.
“Sure, there’s a couple,” he said, his working class accent thick. “You got the Midnight Bar down that way and Club Easy a couple blocks south of here. But, uh,” he gestured to Wonder Boot. “They’re both dance clubs. I can’t say as you’ll have much fun there, love.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t be dancing. You mind trying the Midnight Bar first?”
Mathew nodded, folding up the Times. “Suit yerself.”
Ten minutes later we were parked in front of a large yellowing building with a painted black and white sign that read “Midnight” sitting crookedly above the door. A pair of motorcycles were haphazardly parked along the front, and one window was covered with plywood where a fist or flying bottle had knocked out half the pane. All in all, it didn’t strike me as the type of place a jet-setting male model would spend his evenings. 
“Maybe we should try the other one,” I suggested.
Mathew shrugged. “Suit yerself.” Then put the car into gear.
Unlike Midnight, Easy was a larger place, freshly painted in a trendy beige with black trim, sporting a brightly lit exterior and a line to get in that spanned around the building. A steady techno rhythm pulsed from inside as a tall, red-haired bouncer stood sentry at the door, wielding a clipboard in one beefy hand. 
Now this was more like it.
I angled Wonder Boot out of the car and let Dana do the talking as we approached the bouncer.
“Hi there,” Dana said, giving the red haired guy a flirty little one finger wave. 
Big Red gave her a quick up and down. But, considering she was showing 50% less skin than half the girls in line, he shot back a predictable, “Back of the line.”
“Actually, we just wanted to ask you a couple of questions,” I piped up.
He crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at me. (And I do mean down – he was at least a foot and a half taller than I was.)
“What kind of questions?”
“We were wondering if you know a guy by the name of Ryan Jeffries? He lives in the area.”
He narrowed his eyes. “What about him?”
“So you do know him?”
He looked from Dana to me, as if trying to decide how much to tell us. Luckily, Dana jumped in before he could make up his mind. “We met him on a shoot in L.A. and he gave us his number. But he’s not answering now and we so wanted to party with him tonight before we have to go home.”
Big Red looked from Dana to me. “You’re models?”
“Uh huh.” Dana nodded, flipping her hair over one shoulder in a practiced hot-blonde move.
“Hmph.” Big Red glanced at my gimp leg, obviously not totally convinced.
“We’re gonna be so bummed if we miss Ryan, you know? Is he here?” Dana asked, standing on tip-toe to peer over his shoulder.
“No. Rye’s working tonight.”
“Working?” I asked. “As in modeling?”
He grinned again, showing off a crooked smile that had broken up one too many bar fights. “You could say that.”
“Do you know where?” Dana asked, twirling her hair around her index finger. 
“Club X. Not really sure it’s the kind of place for a couple of nice gals like you, though.”
“Oh, we’ll take our chances. Would you mind writing down the address for us?” I asked, pulling a gum wrapper and a pen from my purse.
He did. Then beneath it scrawled a phone number. He handed it to Dana with a wink.
“Just in case you’re not into the X scene,” he said. 
Dana giggled. I grabbed her by the arm and steered her back to the cab before Miss My-Boyfriend’s-Kissing-Natalie-Portman could get too friendly with the natives.
Once in the cab, I handed the gum wrapper to Mathew, who had moved on to the Local News section. 
“Do you know the place?” I asked. 
Mathew shook his head. “Sorry, love, can’t say as I do. But it’s not far, though.”
We rode in silence through the London streets, littered with club goers and all night pubs, the air starting to thicken with fog as we veered away from downtown and into an older part of the city. Finally Mathew pulled the car up to a dark, two story building at the end of an abandoned block. Above the door was a lone neon “X”. 
“You sure you girls want to go in there?” Mathew asked.
No. But we’d come this far. “Yep.”
Mathew shrugged, picking up his Times. “Suit yerself.”
Dana and I piled out of the car and up the walkway, pausing only briefly beneath the neon “X”, before slipping inside the club. 
The interior of the club was only slightly less dark than the outside. A few strategically placed bulbs gave off an eerie reddish glow, bathing the room in an almost otherworldly light. A room that was packed. Men and women doing the Goth chic thing filled the room, going back and forth between a tall iron staircase and a long wooden bar spanning the length of the room. Dark, bass driven music played from hidden speakers and the décor of choice seemed to be red velvet, covering the back wall as well as a smattering of low sofas and chairs along the room’s perimeter. 
A woman in black leather pants, black leather jacket, and a black leather riding crop attached to her belt walked past, giving us a once over.
“Gee, suddenly I feel underdressed,” Dana mumbled to me.
“Come on, let’s find Ryan.”
We threaded our way through the club patrons toward the bar where I relied on Dana’s double D’s to attract the bartender’s attention. Eventually, they worked their magic as he leaned in our way. 
“What can I get you?” he asked. He had black hair held back in a ponytail, a thick Cockney accent and about twelve visible piercings on his face, reminding me of an oversized porcupine. I cringed, watching the one in his lip bob up and down as he spoke.
“We’re actually looking for Ryan Jeffries. We were told he worked here?”
The bartender smiled, revealing piercing number thirteen in his tongue. “Sure. He’s upstairs. But he’s already doing a scene with someone. You’re gonna have to take a number, love.”
“Thanks,” I said, moving out of the way as the lady with the crop inched her way past me. 
“What’s that mean, ‘scene’?” I whispered to Dana as we threaded our way up the iron staircase to the second floor.
She shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe they’re doing a play.”
Though, as we reached the second story landing, I realized Shakespeare, it was not.
A crowd of people was gathered around a low platform, huddled two and three deep, all eyes on a woman in the center of the stage. She had jet black hair and wore a black leather corset and shiny black leather pants. Her eyes were heavily lined in black, her bright red lips the only accent of color on her. She held what looked like a leather paddle in one hand, in the other a leash. At the end of the leash was a man with pale blond hair, shirtless, crouched on all fours on the floor, wearing a pair of black leather chaps and a studded collar around his neck.
I blinked. Suddenly unsure if I wanted to watch or quickly look away. 
“Ohmigod, Dana,” I said, grabbing her arm. “I think this is one of those kind of clubs.”
Dana’s eyes were riveted to the paddle in Leather Lady’s hands. “Like a sex kind of club?”
“Like an S&M kind of club. I think she’s gonna spank him.”
No sooner had I gotten the words out than the paddle made a smacking sound and the crowd went wild, throwing up a cheer like Lady Leather had just scored a touchdown.
I covered my eyes. 
Okay, I’ll admit, I’m no sheltered virgin. But whips and chains were just a little out of my comfort zone. (And, yes, by “little” I do mean light years.) 
Dana on the other hand had a very large comfort zone.
“Oh, this I gotta see,” she said, moving forward
“Wait, Dana-” I protested. But it was too late. She was already fighting her way to the front of the crowd. I had two choices: stay here, alone, or follow her to the front row. I looked to my right. A guy in a spiked collar, leather chaps and little else gave me the eye.
“Wait for me!”
I wriggled my way forward, only hitting three people in the shins with my crutches, until I finally caught up with her. A long railing had been erected around the perimeter of the stage and I found Dana leaning both elbows onto it, her eyes kind of glazing over as she watched Lady Leather work her magic on Slave Boy.
“He’s kind of cute, huh?” she asked, pointing to Slave Boy. 
I wouldn’t know. I still had my hand covering my eyes. I gingerly peeked between my ring and pinky fingers. Of course, wouldn’t you know that would be the moment that Lady Leather chose to do away with Slave Boy’s leather pants. I felt myself blush all the way down to my blonde roots as I caught an unwanted glimpse of full frontal Slave Boy. 
I grabbed Dana’s arm. “Ohmigod,” I said.
Dana licked her lips. “I know. God, I miss Ricky.”
“No,” I shook my head. Not that Slave Boy didn’t have an impressive… uh, package. But what had me grabbing Dana’s arm like a vice grip was the fact that I recognized that package. It was the same one from Gisella’s camera. 
Slave Boy was Ryan Jeffries.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I left Dana upstairs to watch the rest of Ryan’s scene while I walked back to the bar like a fish swimming the wrong way downstream. I’m pretty sure 90% of Club X’s patrons would be going home with purple marks on their shins. I mumbled another, “Sorry,” as I whacked a girl in three inch stilettos, fishnets and a black bodice, and deposited myself on a red velvet sofa to wait for Dana. Fifteen minutes later she finally made an appearance, her eyes shining with an almost high look, one arm linked through Ryan’s. Thankfully, he’d put the chaps back on, but I still felt myself flush as he and Dana sat down beside me. 
“Maddie, you missed a great show,” Dana said.
“I’ll bet,” I mumbled, avoiding eye contact with Ryan.
“Ryan, this is Maddie, the girl I was telling you about.”
“Hi,” he said. Then cocked his head to the side. “Say, have we met before?” 
I shook my head. Nope, I was fairly certain this guy I would have remembered. 
He was tall, at least six feet, with pale blond hair and bright blue eyes. Now that he was fairly vertical it was obvious he had a lean, muscular model’s physique. I could easily envision him strutting down a runway in Calvin Kleins. I put his age in his late twenties to early thirties, probably a little old for the runway circuit now. Which might explain his latest place of employment.
“You sure?” he asked. “You look very familiar.”
I shook my head. “Nope.”
Then recognition dawned in his blue yes. “Wait, you’re that designer that stabbed Gisella!”
“I didn’t stab her. I swear. It’s just a tabloid rumor.”
He narrowed his eyes at me, not totally convinced.
“I swear, I would never hurt anyone!” I looked up at his collar. “Uh, I mean, I guess not that hurting someone is a bad thing. If they want to be hurt. Which clearly, you do. I mean, did. I mean, if you like that sort of thing. But I don’t. I mean, I didn’t. And definitely not Gisella and definitely not with a stiletto heel.” 
Ryan just looked at me.
I cleared my throat. “Um, do you mind if I ask you a few questions about Gisella?”
I could tell he still had his reservations about me, but he nodded. 
“Rumor has it you two were dating?”
“We were.”
“How long?”
“About three months.” 
“And you went to Paris with her for Fashion Week?”
Again, he nodded. “Yes. I thought it would be a good opportunity to make some new contacts. Since hitting thirty, things have dried up a little for me. I flew in with her last Friday and stayed until…” he trailed off, looking down at his hands. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know this must be hard on you.” When he didn’t say anything, I plowed ahead. “Can I ask, when was the last time you saw Gisella?”
He bit a lip, his eyes focusing on a point just beyond my head. “Four nights ago? At her agent’s party.”
I frowned. Angelica said she’d heard a male voiced the night after that. “Are you sure? You didn’t see her the following night?” I prompted.
He shook his head, a sad, faraway look in his eyes. “No. The party was the last time I saw her. She broke it off with me.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Did she say why?”
He did a little humorless laugh. “She’d met someone new. Someone higher up in the food chain. She brought him to the party. Can you believe that? First she invites me to Fashion Week, then she shoves this guy in my face. What kind of woman does that?”
Ryan’s volume climbed as he talked, his earlier grief quickly being replaced with anger. I wondered just how angry he’d been at the party. Angry enough to kill Gisella the following night? 
“Gisella was wearing a necklace at the party,” Dana piped up. “Did you see it?” 
I leaned in, squinting through the dim light to gauge his reaction. 
“Yes,” he said without hesitation. 
If he’d known Gisella had taken the necklace, he didn’t let on. 
“She said it was from Lord Ackerman’s private collection,” he said.
“It was stolen,” I said.
His only reaction was to raise an eyebrow. “Really? Who took it?”
I hesitated to share our model-turned-jewel thief theory with him. But on the other hand, if he’d been working with her, it wouldn’t be news to him. And if he was an innocent bystander in all this, what did we have to lose? 
“We think Gisella did. We think she may have even been stealing jewelry from other designers’ shows as well.”
He shook his head, eyes on that faraway point again. “Wow. I had no idea. I’m not surprised, though. Like I said, she wasn’t the most scrupulous person I’ve ever met.”
“We think she may have had a partner. Someone who sold the stolen items for her,” Dana said. “Any idea who that could be?”
He shrugged. “Sorry, I don’t know. She didn’t have any real close friends. Her agent and me were the only people she really spent much time with.”
“What about the new guy?” I asked. “Is it possible he was helping her?”
Again he shrugged. 
“You said you met him?” 
He nodded. “Yeah. At the party.”
“Did you happen to catch his name?”
He did a wry grin that held little humor. “Oh yeah. She made sure everyone at the party knew who she was there with. That wanker was a real feather in her cap, if you know what I mean.”
“Who was it?” I asked.
He snorted again. “Lord Ackerman.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
Felix? I think my heart stopped beating, the dark, tinted room swirling before my vision. Felix and Gisella?!
It had to be a mistake. She had to have been lying. Felix wouldn’t go for a girl like that. Felix’s type was… well it wasn’t her. 
I thought back. We’d been in her room together, we’d been searching for evidence of a boyfriend. And he hadn’t told me he was it! I tried to remember our conversation, but all my brain could focus on was the fact that Felix had been sleeping with a supermodel.
For some odd reason, that stomach flu hit me full force again.
“Excuse me,” I said, bolting up from the sofa. I made for the front doors as quickly as I could. Air. I needed air. I’m pretty sure I knocked into at least three people, spilling one woman’s drink all over her corset in my mad rush to get outside. 
Once there, I doubled over, leaning on my crutches as I took in big lungfuls of night air that smelled like car exhaust and rotting vegetables.
In a moment, Dana was at my side.
“Hey, you okay?” she asked, putting a hand on my back.
“Yeah. Sure. Fine.”
“You’re a terrible liar.”
Unlike some people.
Okay, so I guess I hadn’t ever asked Felix point blank if he’d been sleeping with the victim, but that was a hell of an omission. What else had he failed to mention? 
Then one terrible thought occurred to me. He’d been the one to find the diamond necklace in Gisella’s room. Had he known where it was all along? Had he been in on it with her? He had said it was insured. Collect once from the insurance company, a second time when he sold them on the black market? Would Felix stoop that low?
Problem was, I didn’t really know Felix’s stooping limit. Granted, his paper was single handedly to blame for ruining more than one celebrity marriage with their rumor mill, but that was a far cry from sticking a shoe in someone’s neck.
My shoe.
My stomach lurched again and I leaned over, fully expecting a repeat appearance by my ham and cheese. 
“Do you really think this could have been Felix?” Dana asked, voicing my thoughts.
I shook my head. “I don’t know.” I paused. “Maybe.” Another pause. “No, definitely not.” I bit my lip. “Probably not?”
He’d been in Paris the night of her murder, in the same hotel. The victim was his girlfriend, presumably stealing his jewels. 
“I’ve got to talk to Felix.” I pulled my cell out of my purse, dialing his number, my hands shaking harder than the Northridge quake. Unfortunately, it went straight to voicemail. Shit. I flipped it shut and threw it in my purse, taking my anxiety out on my Motorola.
“Hey,” I said, addressing Mathew, who was fully engrossed in an article in the World News section.
He waited a beat before looking up. When he did he blinked at me as if seeing me for the first time. He looked back to his paper. Then to me again. 
“It’s you!”
I looked down at the Times in his lap. Sure enough, there was my mug smiling back at me. Okay, so I wasn’t totally smiling. It was a candid shot taken outside the Plaza Atheneé as I’d tried to muscle my way through the paparazzi. From the look on my face, it was probably when one of the cameramen had knocked into Wonder Boot. I looked either constipated, pissed off, or in pain.
Or, as Mathew had interpreted it, dangerous.
“It’s not me.” 
He looked from the paper to me and back again. “It sure looks like you.”
I rolled my eyes. “Okay, yes, the picture is me. But I’m not the killer. I didn’t do it. I’m innocent. Which is why I’m here trying to clear my name.”
Mathew looked wary. “You sure?”
“Yes, of course I’m sure! Do I look like I could hurt someone?” 
Mathew looked me up and down. Then behind me at the S&M club he’d just taken me to.
“I didn’t do it,” I said again.
Finally he shrugged. “All right, if you say so. But if I hear of any dead bodies showin’ up at that there club tomorrow, I’m turning’ you in to the police, Missy.” He wagged a knobby finger at me.
“Fair enough. Listen, do you happen to know where a Lord Ackerman lives?”
He hunched his bushy eyebrows down. “Can’t say’s I do. He have a place around here?”
My turn to shrug. The problem was I had no idea where Felix stayed when he was in England. I knew he had an impressive home up in the Hollywood Hills, but as it was becoming clearly apparent, beyond the basics I didn’t know much about Felix’s life at all.
“Any idea where we could find an address for him?”
He shook his head. “Google?”
Luckily, I just happened to know a pair of Googling fiends.
I whipped out my cell, dialing Mom’s number. She picked up on the third ring and I could hear loud music in the background. 
“Hello?” she shouted. 
I held the phone away from my ear.
“Mom, it’s Maddie.”
“Hey, hon. Say, where are you? Ramirez has been tearing this place apart looking for you.”
I cringed. I was so gonna be on his shit list when I got back. But, if it got me off the front page, I’d say it was worth it.
“Dana and I are following a lead. Listen, I was wondering if you could do something for me?”
I heard a sound like a war whooping in the background. “What?” Mom yelled.
I resisted the urge to cover my ear. “Where are you?”
“Mrs. Rosenblatt and I dragged Pierre out to a champagne bar. Mrs. Rosenblatt’s on her second bottle and dancing the Cancan.”
I had a sudden unwelcome vision of Mrs. R’s muumuu hiked up to her knees, her thunder thighs kicking heavenward. I shuddered.
“Listen, could you do something for me when you get back to the hotel?” I yelled into the phone.
“Sure. Shoot, Mads.”
“I need Felix’s address.” I filled her on in all I’d learned at the club. (Okay, maybe not all I’d learned. I left out the parts about the leashes and paddles.) 
“Okay,” she said when I finished. “We’ll hit the business center as soon as we get back.”
I thanked her (though I wasn’t entirely sure she heard me over Mrs. Rosenblatt’s hollering) and hung up.
“Now what?” Dana asked.
It was late, I was tired and my stomach still felt wobbly thinking about Felix and the massive fast one he’d pulled over on me. “Let’s get a room somewhere.”
We piled back in the cab, and asked Mathew to take us to a hotel nearby, preferably one that wouldn’t make my Visa wince. Jean Luc had taken care of the travel expenses for the Paris trip, but they didn’t cover a detour into London. And, with my designs in police custody, I wasn’t entirely sure my bank account had any hope of growing beyond Hamburger Helper size in the near future. 
I leaned my head back on the vinyl seat, watching the dark London streets whiz past the window at a rate that sent nausea washing through me again. The more I thought about it, the more foolish I felt for ever trusting a guy like Felix. I’d been the one pleading with Ramirez to get him out of jail. What if it turned out he belonged there? I knew Felix had a moral compass that pointed just this side of North, but had he really offed his girlfriend? Even worse, would he have framed me for it?
I had to admit at that part my stomach clenched the worst. Not that I’d thought I meant anything to Felix. I didn’t. And he meant nothing to me. We weren’t even friends. More like acquaintances that sometimes bumped into each other. 
Lips first.


I closed my eyes, willing myself not to think about it.
Mathew pulled us up in front of the Queen’s Cozy Inn and let us out. He gave me one backward glance in his rearview mirror, eyes still wary, before collecting his fare and pulling away from the curb. I had a bad feeling that if Dana and I didn’t find the real killer soon, that was the kind of look I was doomed to for life. 
After handing over my credit card to the frizzy haired girl on duty behind the desk, Dana and I were shown to a room on the second floor. The bed was standard issue, the duvet a pastel floral print. A scarred dresser sat at one end, a tiny bathroom the other. A television set with rabbit ears sat on the dresser and above that hung a framed lithograph of Queen Elizabeth. The Ritz, it was not. But I didn’t care. All I wanted was sleep. Hopefully in the morning things would make more sense.
 
 
* * *
 
 
The room was dark. A single lamp gave off a dim red glow, bathing the room in a light eerily reminiscent of blood. I held my breath, searching through the darkness for him. I wasn’t sure who I was looking for, but I knew I had to find him. People were everywhere, bumping up against me, crowding in from all angles. Then I heard the crowd cheering, yelling, hollering. I fought my way through them, pushing and shoving, straining on tip-toe to see around them. He had to be here somewhere. I fought my way through the growing crowd to the front. And, there in the center of the room, standing under a bright red spotlight, was Mrs. Rosenblatt, wearing a leather corset and wielding a long, leather riding crop.
“Hey, Mads, wanna play?” she asked, flicking her wrist, the crop doing a menacing snap in the air. The crowd cheered again.
I turned, ready to run from the room.
When I saw him.
I froze. Unable to look away. Felix. He was watching me from the other side of the room. Staring me down. 
Suddenly Mrs. Rosenblatt and the rest of the crowd disappeared. It was just Felix and me. Eyes locked on each other. I tried to speak, but it was like I’d eaten too much peanut butter, my mouth sticky, refusing to open. 
Felix closed the distance between us, his eyes intent on mine, a little half smile playing on his lips like he knew a secret that I didn’t. He was coming closer, almost floating across the room in slow motion. I tried to speak, tried to move, but my feet were glued to the spot, my limbs too heavy to lift. 
Suddenly he was so close he was almost on top of me. “Maddie,” he whispered. 
He reached and grabbed my arm with one hand, the other lifting above his head, wielding a black stiletto heel.
Then I really did scream.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I sat up straight in bed, sweat pouring down my back, my breath coming out in German shepard pants. My eyes whipped around the room, searching for any remnants of the red light, the crowd, the black high heel. Nothing, just a TV, scarred dresser and photo of the queen. And Dana snoring beside me.
I slowly laid back, adrenalin coursing through my limbs, and closed my eyes. It was just a dream. 
One that, in light of yesterday’s revelations, seemed all too real. That was it. I had to talk to Felix.
I rolled over and looked at the clock. 7:15. With a groan, I slid out of bed and hopped into a lukewarm shower. I turned my panties inside out and redressed in yesterday’s clothes, digging in my purse for mascara and lip gloss. Since the hair dryer in the bathroom didn’t work, I twisted my wet hair into a French braid and figured I was halfway passable.
I emerged from the bathroom to find Dana yawning, flipping through channels on the television set. 
“You were on channel two,” she informed me.
“Swell.” I plopped down on the bed.
“And Jean Luc called. He said he needs me for a fitting at one. Sorry, Maddie, this Angel has to get back.”
I nodded. “I understand.” Not everyone’s career was in the toilet. “I’ll drop you at the airport. Oh, and by the way,” I added as she made for the bathroom, “there’s no hot water.”
I flipped off the TV as Dana shut the bathroom door and I heard water start to run. The last thing I wanted to encounter this early in the morning was another candid shot of myself.
Instead, I grabbed my cell and tried Felix’s number again. As before, it went straight to voicemail. I bit my lip, trying to tell my stomach to shut up. 
Instead, I bit the bullet and dialed Ramirez’s cell. I prayed hard to the saint of forgiving boyfriends as I listened to it ring once, then twice. On the third ring he picked up. 
“That was a dirty trick,” he said, his voice hard. 
“Sorry?” Only it came out more of a question.
“Where the hell are you, Maddie?”
“Um…” I looked around the room. The Queen stared back at me. “I’m safe.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“Listen, I just wanted to call to tell you that I’m okay, not to worry, and I’ll be back soon.”
“Where. Are. You.”
“I’m following a lead.”
There was silence. Then he muttered a curse in Spanish. “Maddie, detectives follow leads. The police follow leads. Fashion designers draw fluffy little shoes. What the hell are you doing?”
“I have to clear my name, Jack. Do you know I was in the London Times yesterday?”
“London?”
Oops. I slapped a hand over my mouth. “Or so I heard,” I added feebly. 
“Maddie, listen, you’ve got to have a little faith in the system. Moreau will get to the bottom of this. But you running around following your so called leads is just going to make things worse. This disappearing act doesn’t exactly make you look innocent.” 
As much as I loved him, it was the “so-called” thing that put me over the edge. 
“I’ll be back tonight,” I said. Then hung up, cutting Ramirez off mid curse.
Ramirez might have faith in Moreau, but the way he’d interrogated me, I certainly didn’t. And if I didn’t do it, someone else had. Someone that, as of right now, was not only ruining my life, but also getting away with murder.
I just hoped that someone wasn’t Felix.
 
 
* * *
 
 
After Dana got out of the shower, we both headed down to the Duck’s Head Pub on the corner where we ordered something called bangers and mash for breakfast. Which, when it arrived, turned out to be sausages and mashed potatoes. Personally, I thought it was pretty tasty. Dana, on the other hand, scrunched up her nose and asked the waitress if they had any grapefruit halves. The waitress gave her a funny look, then appeared with a mealy apple, saying it was the only fruit on premises. Dana ate the apple while I made yummy sounds all the way through my sausages. 
By the time Dana had hit core, my cell chirped to life in my purse. I pulled it out to see Mom’s number on the LCD screen.
“Hello?” I asked, around a bite of mashed potatoes and thick onion gravy. I’m telling you, these Europeans know how to eat.
“We got it.” Mom relayed an address she and Mrs. R had found off a peerage directory website. It was in Hertfordshire, which, once Mom pulled up a Yahoo map, she informed me was just north of London.
I thanked her and promised I’d call her later. She said to take my time. After the Cancan display last night, Pierre had warmed to Mrs. R and they were all going on a river cruise up the Seine. I wondered if Pierre had “warmed” or been coerced under influence of champagne. Either way, I told her I hoped she had fun and hung up.
Dana and I quickly finished eating, then paid our bill and asked the waitress the best way to get to Hertfordshire. She suggested renting a car and taking the M1 straight up. She gave us directions and pointed us toward a car rental down the block.
Half an hour later, we were squeezed into one of the smallest cars in existence, Dana’s knees practically touching her chin as I tried to figure out the gear shift. The thing handled like a tin can on wheels and every time we went around a corner, I yelled, “Lean,” to Dana for fear we’d tip over.
By the sheer grace of God I managed to drive her to the airport without hitting anything. Even though I forgot and pulled onto the wrong side of the street twice. 
After getting stuck for only fifteen minutes in the roundabout outside the terminal, I finally found my way to the motorway and headed out of the city, toward Hertfordshire. 
A drive that was actually surprisingly pleasant. Rolling green hills spanned either side of the roadway, groves of trees dotting the landscape and a low, thin fog covering it all like something out of a postcard or an Enya song. Overall it was an effect that, by the time I was passing a large wooden sign that indicated my turn off, had helped diminish the nerves of possibly driving toward a murderer’s home. 
I drove through a small, quaint village complete with stone chimneys and thatched roofs out of a Thomas Kincaid painting, and up a winding road that led to the address Mom had given me. I made a couple of wrong turns onto overgrown roads that had clearly seen better days, before finally finding the right one. I wound around a grove of trees until a large structure loomed in the distance. My jaw dropped open. It was a castle.
Felix lived in a freaking castle!?
When had my life become a twisted fairy tale?
Granted, it was small by castle standards. A brick structure with green moss growing along the sides. And I could clearly see modern additions had been made – double paned windows, paved driveway and car park, electric lights by the front door. But it still held two large brick turrets that I could easily see Rapunzel throwing a lock of hair from. 
I parked my midget car in the massive drive, near a row of green hedges, and approached a huge wooden door that screamed for an alligator-filled moat.
A modern doorbell sat beside the door and I rang it, hearing the sound echo inside. I waited a beat before the door was pulled open and I found myself face to face with dear “old” Auntie.
It took her a moment before recognition registered. 
“Maddie. What a surprise,” she said, looking behind me as if wondering where I’d come from. She was dressed today in a pair of slim, tailored slacks in a pale peach color that maximized her tan that, if the weather was any indication, was obviously fake. She paired the slacks with a short sleeved, white blouse, the sleeves cut on a bias that showed off the muscular curve of her upper arms. I silently wondered if the castle had a gym built in, too. 
“Hi, Charlene. I was wondering if Felix is in?”
A small frown settled between her blonde brows. “Yes. But, I thought you were in Paris?”
“I was. I…” I paused, not really sure how to voice the jumble of thoughts that had been circulating through my head all day. “I need to talk to Felix.”
She arched a slim eyebrow, but, ever the polite Brit, stepped back to allow me entry. “Please, come in.”
I did, my crutches squeaking against the polished hardwood floor as she shut the door behind me. Inside, the modern conversion of the castle was even more apparent than the outside. In fact, the foyer looked like it could have belonged to any home in Beverly Hills – light airy rugs, sweeping staircase to the right, dark wood side table, and a crystal chandelier hanging above us. 
“Felix is in the study,” Charlene said, leading the way down a wide hall. “He’s been on the phone with his lawyers all day. He was arrested in Paris, you know?” She paused, stopping to look at me. “Of course you know. You were there.”
I felt a guilty flush creep up my neck. 
“Anyway,” she continued, “I flew home with him, though I’m due back in Paris tomorrow. I never miss the Hermes show. Felix is trying to get this matter cleared up to travel with me.”
She stopped outside an open door to a large, dark room. “If you’d like to wait here, I’ll fetch him for you,” she said, flicking on a light for me.
“Sure. Thanks, Charlene.”
She nodded, that frown settling between her brows again as she turned. It was clear she wasn’t fond of me. But, thankfully, she was too polite to let on. Instead, she swayed those very un-doddering hips down the hall, disappearing to the right. 
I took a moment to look around the room she’d left me in. A massive stone fireplace taller than I was stood at one end. Above it were a pair of weapons – a stick thingie with a spiked metal ball at the end and some kind of sword. Very medieval looking. I shuddered. The same hardwood floors continued here, broken up with area rugs in deep burgundies and forest greens. Large, masculine furnishings filled the room, two sofas in dark leather, a pair of club chairs with ornate feet, a handful of end tables and an antique writing desk in the corner. I gingerly perched on the edge of one sofa, feeling like I’d entered a museum where some docent might pop out at any second and tell me to stay behind the ropes. 
“Maddie.”
My head whipped around so fast I feared whiplash.
“Felix,” I squeaked out. 
He was wearing his trademark white rumpled button down and khaki pants, a worn pair of sneakers on his feet. He leaned casually against the doorframe, his hands in his pockets. “What are you doing here?” he asked.
I licked my lips, my throat suddenly dry at the sight of him.
“I, uh, need to talk to you. Your phone was off.”
He frowned. “The battery died. What’s going on, are you all right?” He came into the room and sat down beside me. I immediately jumped up as if he’d shocked me. I licked my lips again as I wandered over near the fireplace. “Me? Yeah, uh, I’m fine.”
Again the frown. “What’s going on?”
I cleared my throat, not really sure what to say now that I was here. Being careful what I said around Felix was nothing new – let the wrong thing slip out and you were libel to be front page news next to Bigfoot. But being careful he didn’t stab me with my own pumps? That I was still trying to wrap my head around.
“Um, well, see, here’s the thing. I uh…” I took a deep breath. “Why didn’t you tell me you were dating Gisella?” I blurted out.
“Ah.” He rose from the sofa, taking a step toward me. 
Instinctively, I took one back. 
He frowned again, this one deep enough to create little lines between his eyebrows. “We went out a couple of times. Nothing serious. I didn’t think it relevant.”
“Relevant? Felix, she’s dead.”
His face became a blank. “Yes. I know.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you’d been in her hotel room before? That you were at the party? Why did you keep this from me?”
“I didn’t. When I got the room key, I told you I’d been seeing her.”
“You told me you tricked the front desk into thinking you were seeing her.”
“I never said ‘tricked.’”
“You could have told me you were with her at the party.”
“We had a few drinks, I walked her to her hotel room. That was it.”
“And that was the last time you saw her?”
He paused. Then shook his head. “No. I saw her the night she died.”
“The night she died?” I thought back to what Angelica had said about hearing a man in the next room. “Ohmigod, you’re Mystery Man?”
Felix cocked his head to the side. “Who?”
“You… you were in her room the night she died. You were fighting. You slept with her, then starting fighting.”
Felix looked down at the floor, the toe of his sneaker toying with an invisible spot on the rug. He said in a low voice, “Yes, we fought. She wanted me to accompany her to a party the next night. I said I didn’t think we should see each other anymore. She got angry.”
“Wait, you were dumping a supermodel?” I asked with a snort. “Why do I find that hard to believe?”
He looked up. “Some men are looking for more than a pair of long legs, Maddie.” 
I wasn’t certain, but I could have sworn his eyes flickered to my own short pair currently half encased in a foam Smurf boot. 
“So why sleep with her first if you knew you were going to dump her? That’s low even for you.”
He shook his head. “I didn’t sleep with her.”
“Angelica heard you. She was in the room right next door.”
Again that frown settled between his brows. “I didn’t sleep with her, Maddie.”
I let it go, focusing on the more important part. “So, you fought, then what?”
“Then I left her.”
“Alive?”
Felix took a step closer. 
I backed up again and bit my lip. When had his dimples and rumpled khakis suddenly become so menacing? 
He cocked his head to the side, an odd look coming over his features. “No, don’t tell me.”
“Tell you what?” I asked, my hands starting to sweat at my sides.
“Don’t tell me that you of all people think…?”
I threw my hands up in the air. “Well, what am I supposed to think? The necklace belongs to you, you were dating the dead woman. Hell, the story about the stiletto in the jugular was printed in your paper. That’s a lot of coincidence, don’t you think?”
“Ironic. You talking about coincidence.”
I squared my shoulders. “Tell me the truth. Did you kill her, Felix?”
He clenched his jaw, his eyes going dark as he took a step forward. “If I was a cold blooded killer,” he said, his voice suddenly growing a hard edge, “do you really think I’d confess it to you?”
I gulped, my heart rate increasing tenfold.
He shook his head, a slight movement, his eyes saturated with some unreadable emotion. “I can’t believe you’d doubt me. Not after all we’ve been through together.” His voice went low, almost a whisper. “After you kissed me.”
So he hadn’t forgotten.
“That was an accident,” I said, wiping my sweaty hands on my dress. 
Felix raised an eyebrow at me. “An accident?”
I nodded, taking another step backward.
Felix took two forward. “Is that what you think?”
I nodded again. “Look, you don’t think I meant to kiss you? I mean, I’m with Ramirez.”
“Actually…” He took two more steps forward. “…it looks like you’re here. With me.”
I gulped, my back coming up against the massive stone fireplace. 
“Kinda,” I squeaked out.
Felix took one more step forward, until he was standing directly in front of me, his body inches from mine. I could feel the heat coming off his skin, the scent of coffee on his breath.
“W-what are you doing?” I asked, silently checking his person for anything that looked like a weapon. Specifically a stiletto heel. 
None that I could see. Or feel. His white rumpled shirt lay carelessly over a frame that felt a lot more solid than I’d ever imagined. 
“Being deliberate,” he said, his voice deep and barely louder than a whisper. 
I held my breath.
“D-deliberate?”
But he didn’t answer. Instead, he leaned in, his body pressing into mine. Despite the fear tickling my spine, my body instantly responded. My heart sped up, heat pooling in my stomach as my lungs suddenly couldn’t get enough air. I felt his belly rising and falling against mine, in sync with his warm breath on my cheek. 
He paused there, his blue eyes never leaving me.
Then he slowly closed the gap between us, his lips moving closer until they hovered a breath away. I tasted coffee and toothpaste, felt his lips brush mine. 
I closed my eyes in anticipation of what came next.
His tongue flicked out and tasted my lips, so lightly I wasn’t even totally sure it happened, before his mouth covered mine in a soft, slow movement. Nibbling, tasting, nipping. Before I knew what happened, I was returning it, doing a little tasting and nibbling of my own. I must have liked what I sampled, because all on its own my body let out a sigh, sinking into his. His hand slid down my side, resting possessively at my waist as he leaned in, pressing his hips closer.
For a half second, the rest of the world disappeared as I went warm in all the right places. All the twisted thoughts running circles through my mind the past twenty-four hours melted away. All I cared about right now were his lips, surprisingly soft, capturing mine, his hands, warm and oddly tender, holding me. The fact that despite his annoying habit of pasting my head on Pamela Anderson’s body, I just might be able to forgive a guy that was this good a kisser.
A damned good kisser.
Then somewhere through the fog of hormones shrouding me, a tiny voice in the back of my head piped up. What the hell are you doing, girl? This was a potential murderer. A creep. A tabloid reporter. Felix!
I twisted away, breaking the kiss and sucking in large gulps of air.
“What was that?” I asked Felix. 
Only it wasn’t Felix’s voice that answered.
“My question exactly.”
I looked past Felix. 
And froze.
Filling the doorway, a death look on his granite features, stood Ramirez. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
My life flashed before my eyes as I looked from Felix, his lips still wet and swollen looking, to Ramirez, his eyes flashing fire, his fists clenching and unclenching at his sides.
“I… we…” I stuttered, taking one giant step away from Felix. 
Ramirez did a low growl and I suddenly feared another murder might take place soon. Very soon.
“It’s not what it looks like,” I blurted out. “I didn’t even kiss him back!” Much.
Ramirez looked from me to Felix, his unreadable cop face slipping into place.
“Jack?” I said feebly.
But it was too late. I could see all emotion draining from his eyes, being replaced with that dead Cop Face look I’d come to know and dread. Then, before I could stop him, he turned around and stalked out the door.
“Shit.” I hobbled after him, my crutches slipping on the over-polished floor. I fumbled with them, then ditched them altogether as I turned the corner, throwing them clattering to the floor in the hallway. “Wait,” I called desperately, half hopping half running after him. “Please, Jack, wait,” I begged. I was rushing after him so quickly I plunged right into him when he stopped abruptly and turned around.
“Uhn.” 
He immediately pushed me away, as if suddenly my touch repulsed him. Tears instantly stung my eyes. 
“Please, Jack,” I pleaded, sure I was two seconds away from a total girly cry-fest melt down if he didn’t at least look at me. 
“What.” He didn’t phrase it as a question. And he didn’t meet my eyes.
“Look, I am so, so sorry. You weren’t supposed to walk in on that.”
“Obviously.”
“No, wait, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant that I didn’t expect you. You weren’t supposed to be here. What are you doing here?”
“I was worried about you, Maddie. I made your mother tell me where you were. I thought you were in trouble.” He spit the words out, his voice rough and void of all emotion. He looked past my head down the hallway. “Apparently you were getting along just fine.”
“No, I’m not. I mean, I am, but it’s not what it looks like.”
“Oh, so you weren’t kissing him?”
“Well, yes, but he kissed me this time!”
Ramirez raised one eyebrow, that vein in his neck pulsing like a Latin conga dancer. “This time?”
Oh. Shit. 
I bit my lip. “Uh, yeah. I mean, last time was totally an accident. He turned his head.”
Ramirez held up his hands. “You know what? I don’t even want to hear it. It doesn’t matter.”
A lead weight dropped into my belly. “It doesn’t?”
“No.” And from the flat, dead tone in his voice I had a sinking feeling it really didn’t. I had a feeling, as he turned and walked purposefully down the hall, his footsteps echoing, that nothing I did was going to matter to Ramirez anymore. That I could beg, plead, promise six ways till Sunday that I hadn’t meant to kiss Felix, that no matter how much I promised I had no idea how what had started out as interrogation had ended with his lips locked on mine, Ramirez wasn’t going to forgive me. This was it. The end. 
And all because of Felix.
I didn’t go back in the room. I couldn’t face Felix again. Instead, I scooped my crutches up and prayed he didn’t come after me as I quickly hobbled to the front door and out to my mini car, shoving Wonder Boot in through a thin veil of tears.
He didn’t. 
And as I put the car in gear and pulled away from Felix’s castle, I prayed I never saw him again. Ramirez was right. Felix brought nothing but trouble into my life. Kidnapping, gunshots, arrest, it was all Felix’s fault. Hell, he probably had offed Gisella just to screw up my chance at being a designer.
And now he’d screwed my chances with Ramirez too. 
The tears felled in big fat drops down my cheeks as I sped way too fast through the village and back to the M1. As if to match my mood, the fog thickened into menacing rain clouds, a down pour to match my own sobs hitting the tinny roof of the little car, drowning out my hiccupping and keeping me company all the way back to London.
By the time I returned the rental and hobbled back to the Queen’s Cozy I was drenched, shivering, and didn’t have a tear left in me. I staggered through the door, stripping off my wet clothes, and took a long, almost warm shower. After which I wrapped myself in a towel and collapsed onto the bed. 
I stared at the picture of the Queen. 
“Your cousin’s an asshole,” I told her. She didn’t respond. I closed my eyes, and contemplated calling Ramirez. But I didn’t even know what I’d say. I’d already apologized. Sorry just didn’t seem adequate. And, quite frankly, I didn’t even know if he’d pick up. He needed some space, right? Just some time. To either forgive me or… well, I didn’t even want to think about the “or”. The “or” made tears I didn’t know I had left well up behind my eyes again.
My love life was seriously in the toilet, my career was virtually over, and I was one DNA test away from being locked up in a Paris prison. I was pretty sure my life could not get any worse.
At the moment, there was nothing I could do about my love life, and unless a miracle occurred and Moreau gave back my shoes, the career thing was pretty dismal as well. But, I could at least try to keep my butt out of jail. 
I rolled over and grabbed a pad of hotel stationary and a pen from my purse. 
As much as I absolutely loathed Felix right now, I had to admit that I still wasn’t convinced he’d killed Gisella. Not really. Lying, yes. Cheating, yes. Printing vulgar pictures by the truckload, of course. But stabbing her with a stiletto seemed a stretch. 
So if it wasn’t me and it wasn’t Felix, who did that leave? 
I clicked open my pen and wrote “Suspects” at the top of the page. Only I wasn’t sure what to write next. Assuming Gisella was actually stealing jewelry from the shows, obviously her accomplice was my first choice for her killer. Maybe he or she had wanted a larger portion of the proceeds. Maybe they thought Gisella was getting sloppy and they’d be found out. Maybe they just plain didn’t like her. 
I wrote the word “Accomplice” down under “Suspects”. The only problem was, I had no idea who the accomplice was. So, I put a big question mark next to that one. 
Okay, so who did I know that might have had a grudge against Gisella? Her agent? Suppose Donata was the accomplice. To be any kind of agent, she had to have had lots of contacts all over Europe. And it was the agent that had booked Gisella in the Jean Luc show in the first place. I was beginning to like this theory. 
Of course, there was always the angry, jealous boyfriend theory, too. I wrote Ryan’s name down next to Donata’s. Unrequited love, jealousy – both classic reasons for wanting someone dead. And didn’t they always say on Law & Order that it’s usually the boyfriend?
And, while we were talking jealousy, how about Angelica? I added her name to the list. We only had her word for it that she hadn’t gone in to see Gisella after Felix left. It would have been easy for Angelica to slip out of her room and lure Gisella to the tent unnoticed. 
I paused, my pen hovering in mid air. Why the tent, I wondered. What had Gisalla been doing there so early? Was she meeting someone there?
Then a terrible thought occurred to me. When I’d walked into the tent, she hadn’t been alone. Jean Luc had been there, too. I’d assumed at the time that Jean Luc had come in just before I had. But what if he’d been there all along? What if he’d been the one to stab Gisella? Why, I couldn’t imagine, but he had both ample opportunity and means. I wondered just how well Jean Luc had known Gisella and what kind of history lay between the two. He had mentioned how difficult she was to work with. Had he just meant this show, or were there others? 
Reluctantly I wrote his name down, too. Then stared at my list. 
One thing was certain. It was time to go back to Paris.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
It was dark by the time my plane landed again at Charles De Gaulle. I took a cab to the hotel and let myself into my room. A small part of me had hoped a pissed off cop might be waiting for me there, but that was dashed quickly enough as I entered the dark, empty room. Ramirez’s bags were gone. No note. No sign he’d even been there except for the lingering scent of his aftershave in the bathroom. I inhaled deeply, telling myself I was not going to cry again. Instead, I pulled off my dress and changed in to a pair of black capris and a black long sleeved DKNY logo T. I slipped on a silver ballet flat and added an extra layer of eyeliner to my eyes to compensate for the slightly red, puffy look. I took a blow dryer to my hair, but even that didn’t help the French braid plus rainwater thing I had going on, so instead I pulled it back in a messy ponytail before grabbing my crutches and heading out to Le Carrousel du Louvre.
The first person I saw when I arrived back on the site was Dana. She was sitting with a group of the other models outside the tent, sipping Perrier through a straw. 
“Mads!” She jumped up and dragged me to the side, just out of earshot. “What happened?” she asked, her voice low. “Did Felix do it? Did you confront him?”
I felt that lump form in my throat again, but quickly pushed it back down and filled Dana in. She was such a good friend that when I was finished I thought I saw tears in her eyes.
“Oh, Mads, I’m so sorry.” She leaned in and gave me a long hug. “Don’t worry. I’m sure Ramirez will come around. That man is nuts about you.”
I wasn’t so sure. But somehow, it was comforting to pretend. “Yeah?”
Dana nodded. “Of course. Just give him a little time.”
“Right. Thanks. I’m fine. Really.” I sniffed back tears - so not convincing. “Is Jean Luc around?” 
Dana nodded. “He’s in the workroom. He got a case of plain black pumps that he’s trying to convince himself will work for the show.”
I cringed. 
It must have been visible because Dana said, “I know. So lame. I tried them on with my silk dress and ohmigod, total clash. I think Jean Luc’s about to slit his wrists.”
“I’ll go see what I can do.”
I left her sipping her bubbly water and ducked inside.
Jean Luc was, as Dana said, about one Xanax away from suicidal. He was pacing the room, a pump in each hand, shouting in French to poor Ann who was furiously dialing up numbers on her BlackBerry. He stopped when he saw me, throwing his hands in the air. 
“Maddie, thank God you’re here. These are all I could get on short notice.” He held up a pair of black pumps with pointy toes. “Hideous, aren’t they?”
I bit my lip. “Um, well, I guess they’re not that bad.”
“Please tell me you can do something with them, darling? If not, I may be forced to swan dive from the top of a very tall bridge.”
“I can try,” I hedged. 
“We’ll get you anything you need. Just please make these knockoffs into something that doesn’t scream ‘off the rack’ when my girls wear them down the runway. I’ll be the laughing stock of Fashion Week!”
I took one pump from him, turning it over in my hands Already ideas started to brew about how to embellish it for Angelica’s outfit in the finale. Granted, they were a far cry from what I’d originally planned, but they beat barefoot.
“Jean Luc, I was actually wondering if I could speak to you for a moment?”
He put up one finger. “Un moment.” He turned to Ann and barked out a quick stream of orders in French. Ann nodded and I could mentally see her ticking items off a checklist before she scurried off to fulfill Jean Luc’s every demand. 
Once she was gone, he turned to me again. “Not only do we have to find shoes, but now Becca is scared to go on, worried someone will commit random violence on her, too. Models,” he said shaking his head. 
I hesitated, wondering if I should share just how un-random I suspected Gisella’s death was. “You know, it’s possible that Gisella wasn’t just an innocent victim. We think she may have had something to do with the necklace going missing,” I said slowly, watching Jean Luc’s reaction.
He nodded. “Oui. She was much too careless.”
“I meant, she may have had something to do with it that goes beyond careless.” 
“Oh?” He raised an eyebrow. “But I thought the police found the necklace in one of her coat pockets?”
“Yes,” I conceded, “but I’m not sure it was put there by mistake.”
Jean Luc blanched, pulling out a fresh roll of antacids. “Please don’t tell me I hired a thief.”
“How well did you know Gisella?”
Jean Luc shrugged. “How well does anyone know anybody these days? We worked together. I certainly didn’t socialize with the girl.” 
“Had you worked with her before?”
“Once. Gisella has been on the circuit for quite a while now. I had always heard nasty things about her temperament, but, once Donata took her on last year, she starting hitting some of the bigger campaigns and making a name for herself. Honestly, I would have been a fool not to jump when I had the chance to book her. She was in Cannes when I was doing a photo shoot, so Donata asked if I’d like to have her for the day.”
“Out of curiosity, anything go missing from the site that time?”
His forehead wrinkled like a Shar Pei as he tried to think. “Not that I remember. But then again, it was a swimsuit shoot. Not a lot of accessories involved.”
I nodded. “You said she didn’t start booking real jobs until she started with Donata. What do you know about her?” 
“Donata? She’s very well respected. I think she used to be a model herself, but I don’t know the details. Of course that was eons ago,” he said, rolling his eyes. “But she’s done well as an agent. She has a good stock of girls. I’ve used a few. I believe Angelica’s with her, as well.”
“Really?” Small world. And something Angelica had failed to mention when she’d said Gisella was burning up her cell minutes hounding her agent for a cover. If Donata was sending Gisella out to jobs instead of Angelica, I saw another mark in the motive column for Angelica to want Gisella out of the way. 
“Do you have any idea what Gisella was doing out at the tent that morning?” I asked. 
Jean Luc shook his head slowly. “Gisella was never early. Not a morning person, as they say. I have no idea.”
“So, you didn’t call her in?”
“Who, me? No, I know better than to wake her before noon. Besides, Ann usually sets the models’ schedules. She takes care of those kinds of details.”
I made a mental note to ask Ann about Gisella’s schedule that morning. 
“When did you leave the night before?”
“Late. It was past midnight.”
Considering Jean Luc was in essence my employer, I worded my next question carefully. “And when, exactly, did you arrive on site the next morning?”
Jena Luc’s eyebrows headed toward his hairline. “Why, just before you did of course.”
I nodded. “Of course.” 
“And before you ask, yes, I was alone.” He did a wry smile. “I suppose I don’t have an alibi either.”
“Join the club.”
“But Ann can tell you that I was with her until almost two that night. We were going over the lineup and couldn’t agree on where to put Bella’s third outfit. It seemed to clash with everything but was just too stunning on her to leave out.” 
“I guess you didn’t sleep much that night.”
“Of course not,” Jean Luc responded, popping an antacid into his mouth. “It’s Fashion Week.”
Of course.
“Speaking of which…” He trailed off, pointing to the pump still in my hand. “We have fifteen of those. And I know if anyone can make a plain pump sparkle, it’s you, Maddie.”
Then a seamstress pinning an empire waisted baby doll dress near the door caught his attention and he was off, with a “No, no, no, dahling, it’s a loose drape.”
I stared down at the pump in my hands. Well, at least someone had faith in me. 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
I spent the rest of the day doing what I could to turn plain black pumps into designer worthy creations. Little embellishments here and there helped, but the more I looked at them, the more they looked like plain black pumps that someone had tried to embellish. It was a depressing thought that these were what would go down the runway with my name attached to them.
By the time I finally finished the last one, I was beat. Dana and I shared a cab back to the Plaza where I hobbled up to my room and promptly collapsed, fully clothed, onto the bed, spilling half a dozen pillows onto the floor in the process. 
Only, tired as I was, as I closed my eyes, I couldn’t sleep. Part of me kept listening for my phone to ring, silently willing Ramirez to call. Wondering what I’d say when he did. That is, if he ever did. 
I had almost convinced myself to pick up the phone and dial his number, pleading for the zillionth time for forgiveness, when the door to my room flew open.
“Maddie, I’m so glad you’re back,” Mom cried, plopping down on the bed beside me. “We need your advice.”
I groaned into my pillow as I felt Mrs. Rosenblatt sit on the other side of the bed, her weight causing me to roll toward her. “I’m kind of tired, Mom. It’s been a long day.”
“I got me a hot date with Pierre tonight,” Mrs. R said, completely ignoring me, “and I can’t decide what to wear.”
I peeked my head up. Then let out an involuntary, “Eek!” as I took in Mrs. Rosenblatt’s outfit.
She was dressed in a muumuu, of course, this time in a shocking green color with pink hibiscus flowers printed haphazardly across the front. Her Lucille Ball red hair was piled on top of her head in a frizzing lump that looked like blue birds should be nesting in it, and a pair of pink and green plastic palm tree earrings hung from her ears. She’d followed Mom’s more-is-always-better philosophy of eye shadow application, drawing a thick green line from her eyelashes all the way up to her eyebrows, and, if I wasn’t mistaken, a fake little mole made of black eyeliner pencil sat on her upper lip. All in all, she made an excellent drag queen.
“I like the green dress,” Mom continued, pointing to Mrs. R’s current outfit, “but she’s afraid it’s a little too subtle.”
I raised an eyebrow. Compared to what? A neon sign? “Where’s he taking you?” I asked instead, propping myself up on my elbows.
“Some fancy schmancy place on the Champs Elysees. He says they got the best authentic French cuisine in Paris. Though, I told him there’s no way I’m eating a snail. I got them suckers in my garden back home. They are not food.”
I had to agree with that one.
“So can you help?” Mom asked.
I looked down at Mrs. R’s outfit again, suddenly wishing I had a pair of sunglasses handy. “How much time have you got?”
“I’m meeting him at nine.”
I looked at the digital clock by my bedside. 8:40.
“Then we better get moving.”
I followed Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt through the adjoining door back to their room, filling them both in on my latest discoveries about Felix as I instructed Mrs. R to go wash off the make-up (over my mother’s protests). 
“Oh, we have news, too!” Mom said, sitting up straight on the bed as I rummaged in the closet for something a little less “subtle” to wear. Unfortunately, this was Mrs. Rosenblatt we were talking about and it was slim pickings. 
“You’ll never guess what Pierre told us last night. Apparently, after they found Felix and the necklace in Gisella’s room, the police searched the place from top to bottom. They found three other pieces of jewelry stuffed into pockets.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
The theory of Gisella the jewel thief was becoming more plausible. “You had said that four designers besides Jean Luc reported missing pieces. Did they find the fourth?”
Mom shrugged. “Not as far as Pierre knew.”
Mrs. R piped up from the bathroom. “I’ll bet she passed ‘em along to her fence already. They’re probably circulating the black market right now.”
While Mrs. Rosenblatt tended toward overly dramatic language, I couldn’t help thinking she might be right. This time.
“If so, that means her partner has to be someone in Paris. Gisella wouldn’t have had time to fly them somewhere else without Jean Luc noticing she was gone,” I said, flipping through muumuu after muumuu. 
“Which brings us back to her accomplice being someone she knew here,” Mom said, even as I started mentally going down my suspect list. I had to admit, her agent still seemed the most likely candidate. 
“How about this one?” I held up a red and orange printed muumuu that could almost pass for tropical chic as Mrs. Rosenblatt came out of the bathroom, her cheeks a freshly scrubbed pink.
She made a face. “You sure that’s better than the green one?”
I nodded. “I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life.”
I paired the dress with a red leather belt that gave Mrs. R’s Pillsbury Doughboy figure some semblance of a waist, and a red cardigan borrowed from Mom’s side of the closet. Granted, Mrs. R had about a hundred pounds and several inches on Mom, so the sweater didn’t exactly close in front, but it was stretchy enough that she could fit her arms into it and it broke up the floral some. After trading in Mrs. R’s palm trees for a pair of tasteful ruby dew drops from my own wardrobe and applying a thin swipe of dusty beige shadow over her eyes (just to the brow bone), she looked pretty darn good, even if I did say so myself. Except for the Birkenstocks on her feet. There wasn’t much I could do about those. Luckily, as long as she didn’t lift up her skirt and bust out with the Cancan, the muumuu was almost long enough to cover them up. 
“Well, what do we think?” she asked, twirling in front of the full-length closet mirror. 
Mom clapped her hands, giving her sign of approval. “It’s lovely. Maddie, you are a lifesaver.”
“If this doesn’t get me laid tonight, I don’t know what will.”
I cringed. Big time TMI.
I left Mom and Mrs. R putting the finishing touches on her hair – hairdresser I was not, she was so on her own there – and dragged my tired self back to my room. Where I stripped off my clothes, threw on my ducky jammies, and crawled into bed, visions of jewel thieves, murderers, and unfortunately, post-menopausal women in muumuus getting lucky, all sloshing together in my brain as I fell into a restless sleep. 
Somewhere around midnight I awoke from a dream of Ramirez’s granite features invading my sleep. At two a.m. it was Felix’s lips that jostled me awake. Three-thirty had pink and green palm tress dancing through my subconscious. And by the time I dreamed of myself, on my knees, pleading with Ramirez not to walk away from me again, I woke up to find it was five-fifteen and I didn’t have the energy to dream anymore. 
Instead, I reluctantly dragged myself out of bed and into a long hot shower. I did a blow dry and hairspray thing, adding an extra layer of mascara afterward in hopes of disguising the sleepless night bagging under my eyes. I did a swipe of Raspberry Perfection along my lips and threw on a pair of jeans, a stretchy black knit top and a low black wedge heeled sandal. A wedge didn’t really count as a heel, right? It was more of a platform.
I ordered a pot of coffee and a brioche from room service and made myself wait until 8:30 before hopping into a cab and making my way the few block to the Hôtel de Crillon, where I promptly took the elevator to the fourth floor and knocked on Donata’s door. I paused, listening for any sign of movement from the other side. None. I waited a beat, then knocked again. Still nothing.
I looked down the hall and spied a maid’s cart three doors down. I hobbled over to the open door of the room, where a young, dark haired woman in a pink starched uniform stretched to its limit over her ample derrière was making the bed. I cleared my throat and knocked on the doorframe to get her attention.
“Excuse me,” I called. 
She looked up and said something in French.
“I’m sorry, I don’t speak French,” I said, doing an apologetic, palms up thing.
The woman nodded, then smiled and responded in heavily accented English. “I said there are extra soaps on the cart. Take all you like.”
“Oh, thanks. But actually I was wondering if I could ask you a question about room 405.” 
She scrunched up her nose, shaking a pillowcase out. “I suppose.”
“Have you cleaned that room yet this morning?” I asked, wondering if maybe Donata was an early riser.
She shook her head. “I did not need to. No one had slept in it last night.”
“Why not?”
She shrugged. “I believe the woman checked out.”
I mentally banged my head against the wall. “Checked out? Do you know when?”
“Yesterday sometime.”
“I don’t suppose you happen to know where she went?”
She shook her head, grabbing a clean set of sheets from her cart. “No. Sorry.”
Rats.
I thanked the maid, ducking back out into the hallway. 
Okay, time to try Plan B. 
I pulled my cell out of my purse and dialed the Plaza’s main number as I rode the elevator back down to the lobby. I asked for Angelica’s room and, after a moment, the woman at the switchboard put me through and I heard the number ringing. Four rings into it, Angelica’s sleepy voice answered.
“Bon jour?”
“Hi, Angelica, it’s Maddie.”
There was a pause on the other end as if the name didn’t register this early in the morning. “Maddie?’
“The shoe designer for Jean Luc’s show.”
“Oh. Right. The killer.”
I rolled my eyes. “Listen, I was wondering if you knew where Donata went? She checked out of her hotel room yesterday.”
I heard Angelica yawn on the other end. “She flew back to Milan. She said she had some urgent business to take care of and that she’d be back in time for the show. Why?”
“I just wanted to ask her something about Gisella,” I hedged. “Speaking of which, why didn’t you tell me that you and Gisella shared an agent?”
She was quiet for a moment. “Look, I know it looks like I was jealous of Gisella,” she said. “But I wasn’t. I mean, yeah she and I were always competing, but I thrived on it. I didn’t mind. It kept me on my toes, you know?” she said, throwing another Americanism out.
“It never became a problem? Donata sending Gisella out to jobs instead of you?” I asked, crossing the lobby and stepping outside.
Again she paused, as if choosing her words carefully. And I wondered if there wasn’t more than a translation issue going on there. “It pissed me off a little, yeah. Last month I wanted to do a shoot for Corbett Winston, but Donata wouldn’t even set up a go-see. She said it was Gisella’s project.” 
Corbett Winston. The jeweler. I perked up. “Did she say why?”
I could hear Angelica’s shrug in her voice. “No. Just that she knew Gisella was perfect for that job. Though, I guess it turned out to be a good thing I didn’t get it in the end.”
“Why is that?”
“Well, right after the shoot, someone broke in and stole the diamond necklace Gisella was modeling. Winston didn’t want the theft publicized, so the ad campaign never ran. A lot of work for nothing, if you ask me.”
Alarm bells were going off in my head left and right. “Was Gisella upset?”
“Actually, she didn’t really seem to care. She said she got paid the same either way.”
I’ll bet. A diamond necklace was a handsome payoff for a few hours work in front of a camera. 
“Thanks, Angelica,” I said. 
She yawned again. “No problem,” she replied, then hung up. 
I flipped my phone shut and hailed a cab, directing him back to the Plaza Atheneé as I digested this bit of information, a clearer picture of Gisella’s role in all this forming. Supposing Gisella had taken the job at Winston, just to get a lay of the land, so to speak. Then, she’d gone in afterwards to steal the necklace. Or perhaps the partner had? Either way, like the designer showing at Fashion Week, Gisella must have known Winston wouldn’t want the media attention of publicly announcing the theft. Instead, they probably filed a very quiet claim with their insurance company and swept the whole thing under the rug. Meanwhile, Gisella and her partner sell the necklace and pocket the profits. 
I had to admit, it was looking more and more likely that Donata had something to do with it. That fact that she refused to send Angelica out on the job seemed proof enough. Either Donata was being bribed by Gisella and company to target specific jobs for Gisella, or she was the mastermind behind the whole thing, orchestrating Gisella’s movements like a puppeteer.
Suddenly I wondered what kind of “urgent business” had called Donata away.
I flipped my cell back open as the cab dropped me off in front of the Plaza and hit number one on my speed dial. Before I was even through the lobby, Dana picked up.
“Hello?”
“Hey, it’s me. Listen, what’s on your schedule for today?”
“I’m being fitted at eight for a second outfit. But after that I’m pretty much free. Why?”
“How do you feel about Milan?”
 
 
* * *
 
 
While Dana went to her fitting, I prayed my Visa hadn’t hit its limit as I booked us two seats on a flight to Milan for that afternoon, then went to the hotel business center to research everything I could about the Corbett Winston theft online. Which wasn’t much. As Angelica had said, they hadn’t wanted to publicize the theft, so only a few small articles had run in the local papers, buried in the back of the style section. According to the reports, the theft had occurred about six weeks ago. A thirty-carat diamond and sapphire necklace had been taken from their showroom. Generally the necklace was kept in the back vault, but since it had been out for a photo shoot the day before, it was temporarily being housed in the less secure glass case at their main showroom. No mention of Gisella, though the article had said the value of the stolen necklace was an estimated 220,000 Euros. After calling up a currency conversion site, I learned that was roughly the equivalent of 300,000 American dollars. I did a low whistle. I was so in the wrong business. I wondered if it was too late to learn jewelry design.
I printed out everything I’d learned and quickly went upstairs. I stopped in briefly at Mom and Mrs. R’s room, but no one was in. Instead, I left the print outs on Mom’s bed with a little note: Gisella strikes again? Then went next door to pack an overnight bag (I learned my lesson with the inside-out panties the first night) before picking up Dana.
As I was throwing my hair dryer into the bag (lesson number two – travel with your own appliances to foreign countries) my cell rang, displaying an unfamiliar number. My heart did a little leap, praying it was Ramirez.
“Hello?” I asked, suddenly breathless.
“Maddie, it’s Felix.”
“Oh.” I felt my entire body slump with disappointment.
“Well, don’t sound so thrilled.”
“Sorry, I was expecting… someone else.”
“He still hasn’t called, huh?”
I narrowed my eyes at the phone. “How do you even know who I was expecting?”
He sighed. “Maddie, I saw the look on his face. And believe me, if I’d been your boyfriend and walked in on that scene, I’m not sure I would have called either.”
“Gee, thanks. I feel much better now.”
“Where are you?”
“In my room. Packing. I’m going to Milan to see Gisella’s agent. As if it’s any of your business,” I couldn’t help adding.
“You’re still upset about yesterday.” 
“What tipped you off?”
Again with the sigh. “Look, that’s actually why I called. I wanted to apologize.”
I raised an eyebrow at the phone. Felix apologizing? Unheard of. 
“Go on,” I prompted.
“I was out of line yesterday. I certainly didn’t mean to bust things up between you and… him.”
Wow. That had actually sounded sincere. “Thanks,” I said, so shocked I didn’t even have a snide comeback ready for him.
“But, I hope you’ll forgive me for saying that you could do a lot better.”
And then he had to go and ruin it. 
“Excuse me?” 
“He’s a bit on the caveman side, isn’t he, love? I mean the whole protect the little woman thing.”
I put one hand on my hip. “He cares. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“Yes. So much so that you have to sneak off while he threatens to lock you up. Are you his girlfriend or his ward?”
“He happens to worry about me,” I said, my volume rising. Maybe I wouldn’t have been so defensive if a tiny part of me didn’t almost agree with Felix. “That’s what people who love each other do. They protect each other.”
“But does he trust you? Isn’t that a part of loving someone?”
I opened my mouth to speak but realized I didn’t have a response for that. Dammit, why did Felix have to start making sense now?
“Look, my love life has nothing to do with you,” I shot back instead.
He was quiet a moment. Then in a low, almost sad voice said, “No. No, I suppose it doesn’t.” 
“And for your information, Ramirez happens to be just my type. I happen to like the caveman thing, okay?”
“If you say so.”
“Yes, I say so!” I yelled into the phone. 
He was quiet. The only sound the panting of my own worked-up breath. 
“Are you done apologizing?” I shouted.
I thought I heard Felix do a little chuckle on the other end. “I think that about sums up my apology, yes.”
“Good. I have to go.” I hit the off button, not waiting for Felix’s response, and threw my phone on the bed. 
I hated to admit just how much the call had gotten to me. What I’d said was true – I knew Ramirez cared about me, worried about me. And most of the time, when he wasn’t infuriating the heck out of me, I appreciated it. Who didn’t want someone to care about them, right?
But Felix was right. Ramirez didn’t trust me. He never had. Ever since we’d met, I’d always been the cute, slightly ditzy blonde who needed his protection. As much as I’d tried to convince him otherwise in the time we’d known each other, I had a bad feeling that was how he still saw me. Granted, I did have an uncanny ability to shove my heel-clad foot firmly in my mouth, and, I’ll admit, I did seem to be a magnet for trouble at times. So, I could see why he didn’t always have complete faith in my abilities.
But a little trust might be nice now and then.
Only as I stared at my phone sitting silently on the floral duvet, I realized that I didn’t trust him either. He asked me to trust in the legal system, to trust Moreau, to trust that, with Ramirez here, I wouldn’t end up in jail. And what had I done? Gone off to London on a wild goose chase that had ended in me lip-locked with Felix, of all people. 
No wonder he wasn’t calling.
As if on cue, my cell chirped to life. 
I dove for it, hitting the on button without even looking at the readout.
“Jack?” I asked, my heart leaping into my throat.
“He still hasn’t called, huh?” Dana’s voice answered.
I gulped down my disappointment. “No.”
“Sorry, hon. But, give him a little time. I’m sure he will.”
If only I was as sure.
“Anyway, I just wanted to let you know I’m done with my fitting and on my way to the hotel. Give me ten minutes to pack a bag and I’m ready to go.”
I nodded at the phone. “Okay, meet you in the lobby in twenty.”
I hung up, flopping back onto the bed. I looked at the silent phone in my hands. Closed my eyes and willed it to ring. Come on, Jack. Please, please, please…
I opened them. Nothing. Still silent.
I took a deep breath and scrolled through the numbers in my address book until Ramirez’s showed on the screen. I stared at the entry. So hard that the numbers started swimming in front of my vision. My finger hovered over the call button. 
I hit it, holding my breath as it rang on the other end. Once, twice, then to voicemail. My heart bottomed out. He wasn’t calling and he still wasn’t taking my calls.
“Hey, it’s me again. I just wanted to let you know I’m going to Milan,” I told his voicemail, making good on my promise to keep him informed. “And I… I’m still sorry.”
I hung up, then flipped my phone shut and stared at the dark LCD screen. 
Dana was right. He just needed some time. He’d call. Eventually.
I hoped. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Those who know me well know that I am a bit of a celebrity junkie. I never miss a night watching the Emmys, Oscars, or SAG awards, and I’d have to say that my favorite all time awards show moment was when Roberto Benigni won the Oscar for his film Life Is Beautiful. In true expressive Italian fashion he jumped up and down, kissing everyone in sight, running down the aisles like a little kid at Christmas. You couldn’t help but laugh, cry, and feel your heart beat a little faster right along with him.
Milan was a city full of Benignis. As soon as our plane landed, Dana and I trudged our way through the airport amidst boisterous Italians hugging, laughing, and gesturing with their arms in an aerobic fashion. And kissing. Kissing seemed to be the national sport of Italy. Everywhere we went, men kissing each other on both cheeks, women kissing everyone on both cheeks, and children being kissed in all directions by everyone. In Italy, everyone kissed. 
By the time we hailed a cab and were on our way to the address Mom and Mrs. R had Googled for the Girardi Agency, I was seriously contemplating a disinfectant wipe for my cheeks, though I couldn’t help the grin that had spread across my face. The Benigni-esque atmosphere was infecting.
“I like it here,” Dana said, waving to a friendly group of soccer players waiting at the curb. I was pretty sure at least one of them had slipped her his number.
“Do you know where this address is?” I asked our driver, handing him the print out.
“Sì, sì,” he said, nodding his head. “I take you pretty signoras there.” He gave Dana a wink in the rearview mirror. Dana giggled.
“Heard from Ricky lately?” I asked, nudging her in the ribs.
Immediately the smile left her face. “Oh yeah. The cheating bastard.”
“Uh oh. Trouble in Croatia?”
“I guess you haven’t seen the latest edition of the Informer?”
I shook my head. Considering there was a ninety percent chance of seeing my own picture splayed across their pages, I was trying to stay clear. “What did they say this time?”
“There was a picture, Maddie. Of Ricky and Natalie Portman on a beach. She was in a bikini and he was rubbing sunscreen all over her back. Her bare back.” 
“So he’s concerned about skin cancer?” 
“So he’s definitely doing her.”
“You don’t know that. For all you know, they pasted Ricky and Natalie’s faces on Brad and Angelina’s bodies. They do that, you know.”
Dana made a disbelieving “hmph” sound.
“Have you asked him about it?”
She nodded. “He’s still denying it. He told me they’re ‘just friends,’” she said, doing air quotes with her fingers. 
“So, maybe they are.”
“Yeah, right.”
“Look, maybe he has a perfectly good explanation for it all. Maybe he didn’t mean to rub sunscreen on her, maybe he was tricked, coerced. Maybe it was just a moment of weakness. Maybe he’s really, really sorry and really, really wishes you’d just call and forgive him.”
Dana gave me a look. “Um, we’re not still talking about Ricky are we?” she asked.
I bit my lip. “No.”
She patted my arm. “Don’t worry. He’ll call.”
While I appreciated the sentiment, I was beginning to believe that less and less.
The ride from the airport to the Girardi Agency was, thankfully, a short one. Even with the packed city streets, we pulled up in front of the tall, modern glass building in less than twenty minutes. It was in a densely urban part of the city, which, unless you looked closely, could have resembled any part of L.A. Tall office buildings, parking garages, small coffee shops tucked on every corner, and men and women wearing everything from business attire to Bohemian peasant skirts and backpacks rushing to and fro on the sidewalks. 
Dana and I paid the driver, then got out and entered the lobby of the cool air-conditioned building. After consulting the directory, we hopped in the elevator and rode it to the twenty-first floor where the agency’s offices were housed. 
The frosted glass doors simply read “Girardi” in black letters. The reception area beyond was a cool, sophisticated example of modern Italian design. Bright bold area rugs covered the floors, low chairs and tables in sleek chrome and colorful upholstery lined the waiting area. On the tables, a range of fashion magazines, most, I would assume, featuring the agency clientele. The walls were a soft cream color, punctuated with abstract art in a variety of bold geometric shapes, and the kidney shaped desk in the center featured a range of sleek, streamlined computers and other office machines I’d be afraid to touch for fear of pushing the wrong button. 
Behind the desk sat an Asian woman, a headset glued to one ear, her fingers clacking noisily over a keyboard. 
“Excuse me, we’re here to see-” I started, but she didn’t let me finish, giving the universal one finger “wait” signal as we approached.
“Sì,” she said into the headset, her Italian tinged with a Brooklyn accent as she rattled off a string of phrases. Finally one came through that I understood. “No, dispiaci, no commento.” Then she clicked off.
“I’m sorry,” she said, addressing us. “The press has been calling non-stop lately. I’m about to pull the phone out of the wall.”
Been there. Done that. 
“Anyway, how can I help you?” she asked, breaking into a pleasant smile.
“We’re here to see Miss Girardi,” I informed her.
A little frown settled between her brows. “Oh. Do you have an appointment?”
“Uh, not exactly,” I hedged. 
“I’m sorry, Miss Girardi isn’t in. She went home early today, she said she had some personal business to take care of. Maybe I can help? I’m her assistant, Debbie. What is this regarding?”
I bit my lip. Regarding the fact that your employer might be part of a ring of jewel thieves didn’t seem like a kosher message to leave with the friendly assistant. I was still trying to come up with an alternative when Dana piped up beside me.
“I’m seeking representation,” she said, flipping her hair over one shoulder.
“Oh?” Debbie asked. “Are you a model?”
Dana nodded. “Yes, I’ll be walking in the Le Croix show later this week in Paris.”
“Yes, we have a couple of models doing that show.” Again her features creased into a frown. “Or, we did anyway.”
“I heard about Gisella,” I said, leaping in. “I’m so sorry.”
“Thanks.” She did a tight smile. “But I honestly didn’t really know her. I just started working here a couple of weeks ago. The last girl apparently left quite suddenly.”
“Oh?” I asked raising eyebrow. “Any idea why?”
She shrugged. “I’m not really sure. One of the interns told me that Donata caught her last assistant in her private office one day and fired her on the spot. Tough break for her, but really lucky for me. I’d just moved from New York, where I was studying fashion design, so the timing was perfect. I’ve made tons of great contacts already.”
The phone rang and she let out an exasperated sigh. “Except for the press. If you’ll excuse me a minute?”
I nodded as she hit a button on her computer and began talking into the headset again. 
Honestly, my mind was still rolling over the “fired assistant” thing. Had the former receptionist stumbled onto something she wasn’t supposed to? Was there evidence of a crime in Donata’s office? Maybe that was where she’d hidden the jewels? I looked beyond the kidney shaped desk, toward the long expanse of hallway on either side, itching to take a look. Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt had said only three of the missing pieces from Fashion Week had been recovered. Maybe that was the “business” Donata had come to Milan to take care of. Maybe she was whisking the fourth away to Milan before Moreau and his crew could get their hands on it.
“No, we’re not inclined to comment at this time. I’m sorry,” Debbie said into the headset. She rolled her eyes as she hung up. “Sorry, where were we?”
“I was wondering when Miss Girardi would be in?” Dana reminded her. 
“Right. Well, I’m not sure she’s expected back today,” Debbie said, checking her watch, “but if you have a contact sheet with you, I’d be happy to hand it to her.”
Dana bit her lip. “Oh, well, this was kind of impromptu. We were just in the neighborhood, see? I don’t really have anything with me.”
“Well, here,” Debbie said, pushing a piece of paper at Dana. “Why don’t you leave your contact info and I’ll let Miss Girardi know that you stopped by. If you’re doing the Le Croix show, I’m sure she’d be interested to meet you.”
As Dana took the paper, I looked down the hallway again toward Donata’s private office. I bit my lip, feeling my chance to do some snoop – I mean investigating – quickly slipping away. I glanced at Debbie, now fielding another call from a Felix clone. I leaned in close to Dana. 
“Cover me, Farrah,” I whispered. 
Dana immediately got that Angels shine in her eyes and nodded. 
“Excuse me,” I said as Debbie repeated her no-comment spiel into the phone. “But is there a restroom, back there?” I asked, indicating the hallway.
“Oh sure, first door on your left.”
I shot her a big smile. “Thanks.” 
Dana gave me a sly wink as I hobbled down the hallway. I mentally crossed my fingers that Farrah didn’t get too carried away. 
Instead of turning left, I did a quick glance over my shoulder before swiftly turning to the right and hobbling as stealthily as I could past the restroom and to a door marked “Donata Girardi”. I paused outside, listening for any sign of life beyond, before turning the knob and quickly stepping inside.
I shut the door behind me with a little click, my heart hammering as I calculated that I had, at most, a five minute window before Debbie would start getting suspicious. My eyes whipped around the room for a place to start.
Like the reception area, Donata’s office held a tasteful mix of contemporary furnishings – a long desk in light woods with chrome accents, flat paneled file cabinets, a sleek sofa in a bold print next to a low glass coffee table, a big white clock on the far wall, and two tall, slim bookshelves filled with binders and photographs. 
I dismissed the bookshelves right away, instead heading for the file cabinets. I tried the top one. Locked. Well, what did I expect? If I were hiding stolen diamonds in my office, I’d keep them locked too. 
I quickly turned to the desk, opening drawers and scanning the contents for anything that looked like a key. I came across three – one marked with the word “prowiste”, the other two smaller and slimmer. I took the small ones to the files cabinet and tried the first one. No luck. It fit in the keyhole but didn’t turn. I glance at the clock. Three minutes had gone by. Starting to get that antsy feeling the pit of my stomach, I slipped the second key in. Again it fit, but didn’t turn. Damn. Where was Felix’s lock picking kit when I needed it? Just for good measure I tried the prowiste key, but it wouldn’t even go in the hole. 
I frantically searched around the room for another place to hide a key. If it was in Donata’s purse, I was sunk. 
My eyes roved the shelves. Framed head shots, books, binders, bits of camera equipment. Finally my eyes landed on a camera case next to a headshot of Gisella in a skimpy bathing suit on a no doubt exotic beach location. Out of sheer desperation, I opened it up. Inside was an old Nikon camera, a roll of thirty-five millimeter film. And a key. I stared at the little silver thing, wondering if maybe my karma was turning around.
I didn’t waste time. With one quick glance at the clock (one minute left) I fit the key into the lock and turned it with a little click. My hands were shaking as I opened the top drawer. 
If I’d been expecting to find a cache of jewels in a box marked “Stolen” I was sorely disappointed. The only things in the drawer were files. I felt my heart sink. Though, I figured since I was here I might as well be thorough. 
There were several files marked with the names of models, all of which contained pictures, but nothing that seemed out of the ordinary. A few of the files held handwritten notes in Italian that could have said anything from details of their last go-see to Donata’s grocery list for all I could tell. I made a mental note that if I was going to do any more foreign snoop – investigating - I was going to have to bring a translator with me. 
I glanced up. I’d been there seven minutes. I didn’t know how much longer Dana could keep Debbie occupied. 
I was just about to give up when I saw one file that appeared to be unmarked. With one more backward glance at the office door, still shut (for now), I pulled the file out and thumbed through.
It contained only pictures. They were all 8X10 shots of the same young, male model. From the styles he was wearing, I’d say they were taken sometime in the seventies. One picture showed the man strutting down a runway, another was of him emerging from the surf in designer swimwear. I paused on one that looked like a candid, a full face shot that appeared to be minus any airbrush touches. Something about him seemed familiar. I cocked my head to the side, taking in his wide hazel eyes, thick dark hair, thick dark eyebrows. 
And then I saw it. I squinted down at the photograph and there, tiny as could be, was a heart shaped birthmark just at his hairline that even the best plastic surgery couldn’t completely get rid of. 
I was looking at Donata.
I felt my breath catch in my throat, time standing still for a full two seconds, as I flipped the picture over. Scrawled in neat handwriting on the back was a name. “Donatello Gardini.” It was too close to be a coincidence. 
Checking the clock, I quickly shoved the picture back in the file, re-locked it in the file drawer, and shoved the key back in the camera case, my hands shaking. I paused only briefly at the door to make sure no one was lurking on the other side before slipping back out of the office and down the hallway, my mind reeling.
Everyone had speculated Donata was a former model, but no one seemed to know the details of her past career. Could that be because Donata was a male model? I thought about the amount of obvious plastic surgery she’d gone through. At the time I’d assumed it was because the years have been unkind to her. Now I realized it was a different kind of surgery altogether.
I was sure my breath was still coming out in quick, tell-tale pants as I entered the lobby, but Debbie didn’t seem to notice, deep in conversation with Dana about the merits of New York sushi bars versus L.A. ones.
“Ready?” I asked, hoping my voice didn’t betray the erratic thumping of my heart against my rib cage.
Dana nodded. “Yep. Thanks again, Debbie.”
“No problem,” she called after us. “I hope to see you again.” She flashed us a big smile before her headset rang, and she fielded another hopeful call from the paparazzi.
I waited until we’d cleared reception and were in the elevator before blurting out my finding to Dana.
“No freakin way!” she shrieked.
“Way!” I assured her. 
“But if she was trying to hide her past, why keep the photos around all these years?” Dana asked.
I thought about the unmarked file. The photos hadn’t looked aged at all. In fact, they looked like they’d been freshly printed. “Maybe she didn’t. Maybe someone else sent them to her.”
“Who would do that?”
“How about this,” I said as the elevator doors slid open and we crossed the air-conditioned lobby again. “What if someone found out about her past and sent her those pictures?”
“Like, blackmail?”
I nodded. “Maybe that was how Gisella was getting all the right jobs. Maybe someone was blackmailing Donata.”
Dana nodded. “I like it.”
I grinned. So did I. 
“But, there’s only one problem,” she said.
“What?”
“Proving it to Moreau.”
I frowned. “I think it’s time we had a little chat with Donata.”
As Dana hailed us a cab, I pulled out my cell, dialing Ann’s number. I had a feeling everyone who was anyone had their addresses stored in her BlackBerry. I hoped that Donata’s was among them.
“Yes?” Ann answered in a clipped tone.
“Hi, Ann. It’s Maddie.”
“Yes?” she repeated. Obviously she had no time for pleasantries. I could hear Jean Luc in the background shouting something and could almost picture the pinched look on poor Ann’s face.
“I was wondering if you have Donata Girardi’s home address?”
There was a pause. “Why?”
Good question. I bit my lip, willing my overtaxed brain to think fast. “I feel terrible about what happened to Gisella. I wanted to send her agent a sympathy card.” I cringed. That excuse sounded thinner than Kate Moss even to my own ears. 
Luckily, Ann had about fifteen million other things on her mind and didn’t question me. “Hold on,” she said instead, and I could hear her shuffling her phone around. “Okay, here it is.” She quickly read off the street to me as I motioned to Dana for a pen. She produced one from her purse and I wrote the address on my palm. 
“Thanks, Ann!”
“Sure. Oh, and don’t forget, Jean Luc wants you here tomorrow for the final fitting.”
The final fitting. My stomach clenched as I realized the show was less than 48 hours away. If I couldn’t convince Moreau of my innocence by then, I could kiss my chances of a big Fashion Week debut good-bye. 
I tried not to dwell on that, instead pushing it to the back of my mind as I assured Ann I’d be there and hung up.
Considering it was closing in on rush hour in Milan, it took us a few minutes to catch the attention of a cab (Which was finally achieved only through the very kind assistance of a man in a pinstriped business suit who gave Dana no less than three kisses on each cheek before seeing us off). Once in, I repeated the address that Ann had given me to the driver, who nodded and said he knew that area of town well.
We slowly inched along the busy streets as I watched the sun sinking lower over the gorgeous old buildings. By the time we finally pulled up to Donata’s apartment, the sky was a dusty pink and orange, prefect for a picture postcard of Milan. I paused on the sidewalk a moment taking it in, realizing I’d been to three European countries in as many days and had failed to take one photograph. Granted, I wasn’t exactly on a typical tourist vacation, but I made a mental note to buy a disposable camera next time I was in an airport. As sordid as our reason for being here was, the beauty of the city was inescapable.
And Donata’s building was no exception. Unlike her office, it was the picture of classic Italian architecture. A tall, narrow structure, rimmed in detailed moldings from centuries past, set back from the street by ornate iron fence work. As our cab pulled away from the curb, we climbed the stone steps to an intricately carved wood door and knocked.
Only no one answered. Instead, the door swung open all on its own.
Dana and I looked at each other. We’d both watched enough horror movies to know that when a door swung open on its own, it was never a good idea for the blonde to go inside unarmed.
“Hello?’ I called instead, my eyes scanning the foyer for any sign of life. Marble floor, antique sideboard, a tall, curving staircase to one side. No sign of Donata.
“Maybe she’s upstairs,” Dana whispered.
“Maybe she’s not here.”
“Maybe we should come back another time.”
And had Ann not just reminded me of the ticking clock on my career’s life span, I might have agreed with her. As it was, I ignored all the warning signs and stepped into the foyer, the sound of my crutches echoing on the marble floor. “Miss Girardi?” I called. “Donata?”
“Maddie,” Dana said, grabbing my arm. She pointed toward a doorway to our right. A glass of red wine sat on an end table, just near the entrance as if someone had set it down in a hurry. 
“Miss Girardi?” I called again, peeking into the room, Dana one step behind me.
We did a simultaneous gasp as we took in the scene. And for once I was infinitely glad to have my crutches to lean on. Because had they not been there, I’m pretty sure I would have crumpled to the ground like a sack of potatoes as I stared at the scene before me.
Laying in the middle of an impeccably decorated room, filled with clearly priceless antiques, was Donata Girardi. Face up on a Persian rug, eyes staring lifelessly at the ceiling.
A slim, black, stiletto heel protruding from her neck. 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
The room swayed, my stomach clenched, my lungs suddenly unable to drag in a full breath. 
“Ohmigod,” Dana said beside me, her face draining of all color. “Is she…?”
I looked down at the stiletto, buried mid heel, surrounded by a pool of sticky red stuff. I gulped back the taste of bile in the back of my throat. “Uh huh.”
“Ohmigod, ohmigod,” Dana started shaking her hands and jogging in place as if to shake off the dead person cooties.
“I think I’m going to be sick,” I croaked out, and swung around so fast one of my crutches hit the end table by the door, jostling the wine glass to the floor where it broke, spilling red wine all over the marble tiles.
“Shit.” I bent down, automatically picking up the shattered pieces. 
 “Ohmigod, Maddie, what do we do?” Dana asked, still jogging.
I stood up, closed my eyes, and took a couple of deep breaths. “We call the police.”
“Right.” Dana stopped hopping up and down. She dug in her purse and pulled out her cell, her hands shaking so badly she dropped it on the marble tile with a clatter. Scooping it back up, she paused, her fingers hovering over the keys. “How do we call the police?”
Good question. 
I scanned the foyer, looking for a landline. None was visible, so I squeaked my crutches down a dark hallway to the right, Dana one step behind me. I peeked in the open doors until I found a room that looked like it doubled as an office. On the mahogany desk sat a cordless. I picked it up and hit the “0”, hoping for an operator. Luckily, I got one. Unluckily she spoke Italian.
“Desidera?”
“Uh, I need help. I have a dead woman.”
“Come?”
“Uh,” I looked to Dana. “How do you say ‘dead’ in Italian?”
Dana shrugged. 
“Uh, dead-o. Molto, molto dead-o. Si?”
There was silence on the other end. Then finally, “Polizia?”
“Yes! Polizia. Lots of polizia. Pronto!” 
The woman busted out with another string of Italian, which I hoped meant, “We’ll be right there,” then I hung up. 
“Come on,” I said to Dana, who was still doing her Casper impression, “let’s wait outside.”
She nodded. “Yeah. Good idea.”
We walked back down the hall, careful not to touch anything else, lest we disturb the crime scene. We both looked straight forward as if we were wearing blinders as we passed the room where Donata had enjoyed her last glass of wine, and did a collective slump once we made it outside, sitting down on the stone steps in silence. 
The sky was a pale blue now, the first glimmer of stars shining above us. A cool wind had picked up, whipping my hair against my cheeks. I inhaled deeply, dragging slow, deliberate breaths into my lungs. After a few beats, Dana’s cheeks started to return to their normal color and I almost had the sickening smell of blood out of my nostrils.
“She was killed with a shoe, Maddie,” Dana said quietly.
“I noticed that.” A fact that made me want to run and hide, quick, before the polizia arrived and pulled out their handcuffs. But I knew that would just make me look even more guilty than Moreau already thought I was. Instead, I took Dana’s hand and squeezed, waiting silently for the police to arrive.
What felt like an eternity later, they did, two blue and white cars rounding the corner, their lights blazing. Four officers emerged in starched blue uniforms, all advancing on Dana and me, waving their arms and shouting in Italian. 
I just shook my head. “I have no idea what you’re saying.”
Dana pointed toward the house. “Dead woman. In there.”
The officers looked at each other. Then at us. Finally one went in while the other three stayed on the porch. He emerged quickly enough and the wild gesturing started again, this time accompanied by the first officer shouting into his walkie talkie, then motioning for a second guy, a tall skinny man with a long beak of a nose, to take charge of Dana and me. He did, shoving us in the back of a squad car, where we remained until the rest of the posse arrived.
By the time the sky had turned pitch black, the street was crawling with cop cars, crime scene investigation teams, and the Italian equivalent to a coroners van. Finally a female officer who looked eerily like James Gandolfini in a wig approached our car and wrenched the door open.
“You are the girls what found the body, sì?” she asked in heavily accented English.
I nodded. “Yes.”
“I interpret for you. Down at the station.”
“But we-” I tried to protest, but she’d already slammed the door shut and gestured to Beak Nose to take us away.
I felt desperation bubble up in my throat as the car pulled away from Donata’s house to God knows where. French prison hadn’t been any fun. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like Italian prison any better. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
While the brick facades and high archways on the outside of the police station resembled a museum more than the utilitarian government buildings in L.A., the interior looked like an almost exact replica of the squad room on NYPD Blue. Prompting me to wonder if maybe someone hadn’t been watching a few too many reruns from American television. A tiny reception area was gated off from the main room, a woman in gray polyester manning the desk. Beyond her were rows of gunmetal gray desks and behind those sat a row of closed doors. 
The first thing the officers did when we got inside was separate Dana and me. I watched as Beak Nose took her through one door, handing me off to the interpreter, who escorted me to another. 
The room we entered was a small, six-by-six affair with a plain metal table in the center and four folding chairs. A big, round guy straining his uniform at the gut was waiting for us, seated in one of the chairs. Miss Gandolfini gestured for me to sit opposite him, then placed herself at my side. 
I sat, twisting my hands in my lap beneath the table.
The big guy said something in Italian, then the interpreter turned to me. 
“You find the victim, sì?” she asked me.
I nodded. “Yes.” I looked to the big guy. “Yes. I found the victim.”
More Italian. I turned to Miss Gandolfini.
“He asks, ‘You are friend of the victim?’”
“Well,” I shifted in my seat. “Not exactly. I’d met her. In Paris.”
Miss Gandolfini raised a pair of bushy, black eyebrows. Then relayed my answer to the big guy. He grunted, then shot back a reply.
“But she is in Italy,” she said.
“Yes, she is now. But she wasn’t. She was in Paris, with Gisella.”
We went through the interpretation dance again, until she came back with, “Gisella? Is this the friend you find the body with?”
I shook my head, feeling a headache brewing behind my eyes. “No. That’s Dana. Gisella’s a model. Well, I guess Dana’s a model now too, but that’s only because Gisella is dead.”
There went those eyebrows again. But she relayed my answer, resulting in big guy leaning in close, speaking more excitedly.
“I thought the victim is Donata?” Gandolfini’s twin sister said.
“Yes. This one. The other one was Gisella. You see, I’m the Couture Killer.”
She stifled a gasp. Then interpreted for big guy. He threw his hands up, shouting something in Italian.
“Wait, no! I mean, I didn’t really kill anyone. I’m just… the press, they… I mean, it’s all a misunderstanding, you see… ” I gave up. It was clear neither of them had any idea what I was talking about. To be honest, I’m not even sure I knew anymore.
The door opened and Beak Nose said something in Italian to the big guy and my so-called interpreter. They shared a look, then both quickly got up from the table. I stood as well, but as the two of them filed out of the room, Beak Nose motioned for me to stay, then shut the door again.
I bit my lip, fully aware that I’d been doing that so much today, I’d eaten off any trace of Raspberry Perfection that might have been lingering, as I wondered what had cut my interview short.
I didn’t have to wonder long, as the door popped open again. 
And there stood Moreau.
Again he was dressed in a suit that was clearly made for someone two sizes larger, the cuffs hanging over his hands as he walked into the room and sat down opposite me. His scraggly little mustache twitched as he scrutinized me. 
“You found another body, Mademoiselle Springer?”
I opened my mouth to speak. But nothing came out. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Yes,” I croaked out. “Dana and I did.”
“This is Dana?” he asked. “She is a model with the show, no?
I nodded. “Yes.”
“And you two were here because…?” He raised an eyebrow at me.
I hesitated, wondering just how much to divulge. He must have noticed because he leaned forward a fraction of an inch in his chair, his mustache twitching ever so slightly. 
“We had a hunch Donata might be involved in the jewel thefts. We were going to confront her.”
“I see.” He leaned his elbow on the table, steepling his fingers. “And what happened? Things got out of hand?”
“Yes.” I paused. “Wait, no. I mean we never confronted her.” 
“You killed her instead.”
“No! I didn’t kill anyone. She was… like that when we got there.”
“I see. Anyone see you arrive?”
“We came in a cab. You can ask the driver.”
“His name would be?” Moreau asked, extracting his trusty notepad from an oversized pocket.
“Arturo. Antonio. Something like that.”
Moreau gave me a look. Then put the pad back in his pocket. “I see.”
“No, no I don’t think you do see. I didn’t kill Donata. She was dead when we got here. The front door was open, and she was lying on the floor.”
“The door was open.”
“Yes.”
“So, you went inside?”
“Yes.”
“Where?”
“Into the foyer. And the room we found her in.”
“That is all?”
“Yes.” I paused. “Wait, no.”
“You keep changing your story.”
“No, it’s the same story. I just remember we went into the office, too. To use the phone.”
“The cordless?” he clarified.
“Yes.”
“And this was the only thing you touched, oui?”
“Yes.”
He leaned in, his eyes intent on mine. “Then why are your prints all over the wine glass in Miss Girardi’s foyer?”
Shit. 
“I forgot. I touched that, too.”
“You seem to do a lot of forgetting.”
“Look, I knocked it over when we found the body and I cleaned up the pieces of broken glass.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You see a dead woman, yet before you call the police, you stop to do a little housekeeping?”
“No. Yes. I, I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I was panicked.”
“Because you had just killed a woman?’
“Because I’d just found a dead woman.”
“Hmmmm.” He narrowed his eyes at me, pursing his lips in a way that made his mustache dance. “Where were you this afternoon?”
“At Donata’s office. Dana was with me the whole time,” I said quickly. “I have an alibi.”
“This time,” he added, skeptically.
I didn’t say anything, crossing my arms over my chest.
“What were you doing at Donata’s office?” he asked. 
“Looking for her. She wasn’t there, so I got her home address and we came here. Look, you can ask Donata’s assistant, Debbie.”
“She is being questioned now.”
Wow, he was quick.
“Good,” I said, defiantly.
“We also have a team going though Donata’s office. Care to know what they have found so far?”
I froze. Uh oh. He looked a little too pleased with himself.
Only, he didn’t wait for me to answer. “Your fingerprints. All over the file cabinets in Mademoiselle Girardi’s private office.” He did a little smirk. “I supposed you forgot to mention that, too?”
I bit my lip. Shit. 
“Look, I didn’t take anything. I… I was just looking.”
“For?”
“Evidence.”
“Of?”
“Her involvement in the jewel heists.”
“Find any?”
“Well, not exactly. But, did you know that Donata used to be a man? She was a male model in the seventies and someone found out and they sent her some pictures of her as a him and I think they were blackmailing her into sending Gisella on all the good jobs where she could get her hands on the jewelry. Or her partner could. Like the Corbett Winston account, because Angelica said that Donata wouldn’t even let her go on a go-see, so I’m pretty sure that Donata was involved and that’s why she got killed. Not by me.”
Moreau blinked at me. His mustache twitched. 
But he didn’t get a chance to answer as the door opened again and Beak Nose said something to Moreau in Italian. Moreau answered back, then shot a pointed look at me before disappearing through the door.
I thunked my head down on the table. Could life get any worse?
I’m not sure how long I sat like that, but by the time the door opened again, my forehead made a little suction sound when I lifted it up.
Beak Nose stood in the doorway again. “Okay,” he said in broken English. “You can go now.”
“I can go?” I asked.
He nodded, holding the door open for me.
I stepped out, wondering what had changed. Two minutes ago Moreau had seemed ready to read me my rights. Now I was free to go. 
And then I saw what had changed. 
Ramirez. 
He looked tired, his eyes bloodshot, his posture tilting slightly forward. A generous dusting of five o’clock shadow covered his jaw, making his cheeks look hollow, like he hadn’t slept. My heart clenched in my chest and all I wanted to do was give him a hug. 
Beside him stood Moreau, the two of them deep in conversation. 
As if he could feel me watching him, Ramirez suddenly straightened his spine, spinning around, his gaze traveling my way. Our eyes locked for a full two seconds. 
Then he turned away.
He muttered a brief something to Moreau, before walking past the gate and through the dinky reception area.
“Wait!” I called.
Moreau looked up, as did several of the other officers, all eyes turning my way. 
But not Ramirez. In an instant, he was out the door and gone.
I felt my heart sink, my stomach doing a hollow, empty thing that had nothing to do with the fact I hadn’t eaten. And everything to do with the fact that I wasn’t sure how many more times Ramirez would walk away from me before he stopped coming back. 
I felt tears well behind my eyes, but bravely sniffed them back, instead hobbling over to where Moreau stood waiting for me.
“You are free to go,” he said, slowly. Then added, “For now.”
I nodded, still staring at the doorway Ramirez had disappeared through.
“And Dana?”
“Your friend is waiting for you downstairs. I have a car ready to take you both back to the airport.”
I nodded again. 
“I expect you will inform me if you feel the urge to travel out of France again?” he asked. Though I could tell that wasn’t exactly a question.
I nodded meekly, all the fight having drained out of me the second I’d seen Ramirez.
“Good.” Moreau signaled to Beak Nose, who led me down a flight of stairs to where Dana was waiting for me at the bottom. 
She gave me a fierce hug. “I hope I did the right thing calling Ramirez?” she asked.
I nodded. Even as tears welled behind my eyes at the sound of his name.
We both piled into the waiting blue and white, riding to the airport in silence. Needless to say, there were no kisses on the cheek from Beak Nose as he saw us onto our flight. 
I tried to sleep on the brief plane ride back to Paris, but it was nearly impossible. Images of Ramirez, Moreau, Felix, and Donata all mixed together, making my head hurt so badly I begged the flight attendant for an aspirin. 
By the time we’d landed and caught a cab back to the Plaza Atheneé, I was beat. I crawled into bed, fully clothed and collapsed, just as the sun was coming up.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
I wasn’t sure how long I slept, but the sounds of room service carts woke me several hours later. I rolled over, looking at the clock. It was past noon. I felt like I’d been asleep for days. I stripped off my clothes, hopped in the shower and attempted to wash the previous day’s events off of me while trying to keep Wonder Boot dry. The hot water helped, and I was feeling almost human again by the time I stepped into a clean denim skirt, white tank, and cropped black collarless jacket. And much as I would have liked to don my red heel again, Doctor Ponytail had been right, my leg throbbed today after running around Europe in one heel. Instead, I slipped on a black ballet flat and added an extra swipe of lip gloss as a concession.
I ordered room service in and dialed Dana’s number while I waited for my waffles and eggs to appear.
“Hello?” she croaked out.
“Are you up?”
“I am now.”
“I ordered waffles.”
She groaned. 
“And a grapefruit half for you.”
“I’ll be right over.”
Ten minutes later I opened the door and let her in. She was still in her pajama bottoms, pink with leopard print, and a rumpled T-shirt that read “Aerobics Instructors Do It In Step”. She flopped onto my bed, staring up at the ceiling.
“Get much sleep?” I asked.
“Some.” She yawned. “Not enough.”
Ditto.
Luckily, when sleep escapes me, sugar and caffeine are readily available substitutes. Both of which I indulged in, as room service arrived with a big plate of waffles and maple syrup and two carafes of coffee – decaf for Dana, regular with loads of cream for me. 
I slathered the syrup on, my mouth watering as I watched it make little pools in the waffle squares. I took one bite. Heaven.
Dana scrunched up her nose and dug into her grapefruit. “So, any thoughts about Donata’s killer this morning?” she asked, covering her breakfast with one hand to avoid grapefruit-juice-in-the-eye.
I shook my head. “Nope. And here’s what’s been bothering me,” I said, shoveling a forkful of waffle into my mouth. “Why kill Donata? I mean, assuming Gisella was working with a partner, it seemed like they had the perfect set-up. Why ruin that?”
Dana shook her head. “Good question. Okay, let’s say the partner offed Gisella for a bigger piece of the profits. Or, maybe Gisella was getting sloppy and the partner was worried about someone finding out.”
“The last one seems more likely to me,” I said. “If he was just greedy, he’d want to keep Gisella around, right? Without her, the scam is over. On the other hand, Gisella was risking a lot by hitting four designers in one Fashion Week. Someone was bound to start putting it together sooner or later.”
“Okay, so the partner’s worried about being found out, so he kills Gisella. Lucky for him, you’re in town and he can throw suspicion on you with the stiletto thing.”
“Lucky him,’ I mumbled, pouring more syrup on my waffles. 
“So – why Donata? I mean, it doesn’t seem likely she’d go to the police, does it? Not when she had a secret of her own to protect.”
I shook my head. “No. It doesn’t.” I took another bite, chewing thoughtfully. “Dana, who did you tell that we were going to Milan?”
She paused, grapefruit wedge halfway to her lips. “Just Jean Luc. Why?”
“Maybe the killer was afraid Donata would let something slip to us?”
“You think?”
I shrugged. “Either way, the killer must have known we’d be in Milan. Otherwise, there’d be no point in doing the stiletto thing again. He couldn’t very well point the finger at me if I’d been in Paris with an iron-clad alibi at the time of the murder. He had to have known I’d be in Milan.”
Dana put her spoon down. “Wow. You’re totally right. Okay, who knew you were going? Jean Luc. Who else?”
I bit my lip. “No one. I mean, I called Ann for Donata’s address. I didn’t exactly tell her I was going to Milan, but I guess she could have found out if she tried. And I did ask Angelica about Donata. She could have easily followed me there, I suppose. But the only person I really told was…” I trailed off. 
“Who?”
“Felix.”
Dana paused. “Maddie, there is a chance that he actually did it.”
I shook my head. “No. I mean…” I thought about it. Then shook my head. “No. He couldn’t have.” 
“Maddie, I know you like him-”
“I do not like him. I loathe him.”
She shot me a “get real” look, completely ignoring my protests. “-but all the clues point to him. And, if he did, that means he must have been the one blackmailing Donata about her past in the first place.” 
“Which is completely ridiculous. You’ve seen Felix. He knows nothing about fashion. There’s no way he’d know about a seventies male model.”
“He works at a newspaper. He has all kinds of access.”
I bit my lip. “True,” I said slowly. “But what would tip him off? I mean, it isn’t the type of thing that you’d go looking for unless you knew it was there.”
“What about his aunt? You said she never misses Fashion Week. I’m sure she knows all the designers and models. Maybe he saw some old fashion magazines of hers. Maybe she said something that had him putting two and two together.”
I felt my brow pucker. “I don’t know, Dana. I mean, it’s Felix.”
Dana gave me a look. “Right. And how much do you really know about this guy?”
I stabbed at a bite of waffle. She had a point. He’d kept a peerage secret and hid his relationship with a murdered model. I suppose it was possible that he had other skeletons lurking in his closet.
“Maddie, don’t let one little kiss cloud your judgment.”
My head snapped up. “I am not-”
But she shot me down with the “get real” look again.
I shut my mouth. “Fine. Finish your grapefruit,” I said. “We’ll go visit Auntie Charlene.”
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
I finished my waffle, then picked up my crutches and headed down to the front desk, Dana in tow. Back at the castle, Charlene had mentioned that she was coming back into Paris to attend a show today. I crossed my fingers she’d come back to the same hotel. 
Pierre, aka Andres, was on duty as I approached. He ducked behind the counter as soon as he saw me.
I looked at Dana, then shrugged. I stood on tippy-toe and peeked my head over the counter.
“Uh, Pie- I mean, Andres?”
“Is she with you?” he whispered, crouching on the ground.
“Who?”
“The loud one. Mademoiselle Rosenblatt?”
I shook my head. “Nope.”
He did an audible sigh of relief, then stood up, brushing invisible lint off his jacket. “Thank the gods.”
“I take it the date did not go well?”
He shook his head. “That woman, she is… how do you say… too much to handle. All she want to do is kiss me. I am not machine. I am man, with feelings!”
I tried to hide the grin tugging at my lips. “I see. Uh, listen, I was wondering if you could check if someone is a guest here. Charlene…” I paused, trying to recall Auntie’s last name. “Fellows?” I finished. 
“Oui, I will check. Uh, you have not seen the Mademoiselle Rosenblatt today?” he asked, still warily glancing over my shoulder as if she might appear from behind one of the decorative white, marble columns.
“No, I haven’t.” Which, now that I thought about it, was odd. Surely news of my arrest must have reached Mom. I’d honestly expected her to come bursting into my room with a rib-crusher hug last night, demanding to know what had happened to “her baby”. Suddenly I felt a little neglected.
“Ah,” Pierre said, his fingers flying over his keyboard. “We have one Mademoiselle Charlene Dunn, checked in last night. You wish to call her room, oui?” he asked.
I nodded. “Please.”
Pierre pulled a phone out from behind the desk and set it on the counter, dialing the room number. He handed the receiver to me just as it was starting to ring. 
On the third one Charlene’s voice came through. 
“Hello?”
“Hi, Charlene. It’s Maddie Springer,” I told her.
There a slight pause on the other end. “Yes? What can I do for you, Maddie?”
“I was wondering if I could come up and talk to you for a moment?”
Again with the pause. “Well, I was just on my way out. I’m due at the Hermes show today.”
“Please,” I said, appealing to that famous British etiquette. “I’ll just be a moment. It’s about Felix.”
“Oh.” I heard her breathe deeply into the receiver. “Alright, I supposed I could spare a moment. I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
“Thank you.”
I hung up, handing the phone back to Pierre.
“Thank you, Pierre,” I said. Then looked down at his nametag. “Sorry, I mean, Andres.”
He shrugged. “As long as you keep the Rosenblatt away from me, you may call me anything you like.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Dana and I settled into a pair of cream colored chairs situated around a dark, cherry end table in the lobby to wait for Auntie Charlene. 
“This is ridiculous,” I said. “There is no way Felix killed two women. It just isn’t like him.”
“Maddie, just because he’s a good kisser-”
“I never said he was good!”
Dana shot me a look. “You didn’t have to. You blush like a virgin every time I mention it.”
Dammit if I didn’t feel my cheeks go red. I crossed my arms over my chest, trying my best to hang onto some shred of dignity. 
“And your point?” I said.
“My point is let’s talk to his Auntie.” 
I didn’t respond. Mostly because I knew she was right. Not about the kissing thing, but about the possibility that Felix could have a hand in this. Not that I actually thought he’d kill two women. Even a slug like Felix had his limits. But that maybe, somehow, he was inadvertently mixed up in all this. 
We didn’t have to wait long, as a few minutes later Charlene stepped off the elevator, dressed in a light, cream colored pantsuit, a soft peach blouse underneath. A tiny frown of concern etched her features, settling between her pale blue eyes. “Sorry, to keep you waiting,” she said, her lightly accented voice as evenly modulated as ever. 
“No problem. Charlene, this is my friend, Dana. Dana, Felix’s Aunt Charlene.”
Dana raised an eyebrow at me. Then leaned in and whispered, “This is dear ‘old’ Auntie?”
No kidding.
“Hello, lovely to meet you.” Charlene extended a hand in Dana’s direction. 
She shook it as Charlene perched straight backed on the edge of an armchair facing us. 
“So, what is it I can do for you today, Maddie?” Charlene asked. 
“I wanted to ask you about Felix.”
“So you said on the telephone.”
“Specifically…” I looked to Dana, not sure how to broach the subject in the face of Charlene’s very prim and proper demeanor. 
Dana rolled her eyes at me. “We were wondering if he’s shown any special interest in fashion lately?”
Charlene raised one perfectly plucked eyebrow. “I think everyone in Paris has this week, don’t you?”
“I mean, maybe less recently than that. In the last few months,” I said, thinking back to when Angelica said Gisella had signed on at Donata’s agency.
The little frown lines deepened and I steeled myself against warning her that she was going to have to Botox that out if she kept it up. 
“I’m not really sure I know what you’re getting at. As I’m sure you know, Felix doesn’t really, uh, dress to trends,” she said. A kind way to describe his fashion sense.
“Let me ask you something else,” I decided. “Have you ever heard of the model Donatello Gardini?”
“Yes.”
I sat up straighter, suddenly on high alert. “You have?”
Charlene nodded slowly. “He was quite well known in Europe in the seventies. One of the first male models to catch the public’s attention, I believe. Though, I’ll admit, it’s not a name I’ve heard much talk about.”
“You haven’t?” I shot Dana an I-told-you-so look. 
“No, as you’d expect he’s long gone from the scene, by now.”
“So, no one has, say, been asking you questions about him?” Dana asked.
She shook her. Then gave a small smile. “Just you.”
“Not, say, Felix?” Dana pressed.
She cocked her head to the side, blonde hair falling over one shoulder. “No,” she said slowly. “Why would he?”
Dana shrugged. “Well… I thought perhaps he might be an… acquaintance of Felix’s.”
“Not as far as I know. Donatello has been long gone from the fashion scene. You have to remember, this was before anyone really paid attention to male models. From what I understand, he was hot for a season or two, then faded into relative obscurity.”
Or so Donata would have liked people to believe.
“So, you don’t happen to have any of his magazines or photos do you?”
“But, of course.”
Dana nudged me in the ribs and shot me an I-told-you-so look of her own. “You do?”
She shrugged. “I’ll admit, I’m a bit of a fashion groupie. I’ve got back issues of Vogue since 1963. Donatello is in quite a few of the early issues.”
“Where are these magazines?” I asked.
“Back at the castle. I’m sorry, I really don’t understand what this has to do with anything,” Charlene said, standing up. “And, I don’t mean to be rude, but I really must be going or I’ll be late for the Hermes show.”
“Of course,” I said, gathering my crutches and rising. “I don’t want to take up any more of your time. Thanks so much.”
Once she had crossed the lobby, her backside swaying Marilyn Monroe-esque in her tight skirt, Dana rounded on me. “See! I told you Felix knew about Donatello!”
I shook my head. “Just because his aunt has fashion magazines with the guy’s picture in them doesn’t mean Felix was blackmailing Donata.”
“No, but he could have been.”
I bit my lip. “Okay, fine. He could have been.” I paused. “But you heard what Charlene said. If Donatello was really such a big deal way back when, anyone with some time on their hands could have dug up those old pictures. And any one of the people on our suspects list knows more about fashion and the industry than Felix.”
Dana let out a long sigh. “Yeah. You’re right. Which I guess brings us back to square one.” She looked down at her watch. “Listen, I have to get down to the tents for my final fitting. I’ll see you there later?”
I nodded. “I told Jean Luc I’d be in at three.”
Dana and I split, her catching a cab and me heading for the elevators back up to my room. I stopped at Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt’s first, but no one was in. I was beginning to wonder about those two. I briefly contemplated calling Mom’s cell, but I knew that meant explaining the whole arrest thing and honestly, I just didn’t have the energy for that at the moment.
Instead, I walked across the hall to my own room, threw open the door, and lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling.
I closed my eyes.
Obviously Gisella was the key to all this. Why had she been killed in the first place? She had taken an awful risk stealing so many jewels this week. And Jean Luc had been in a tizzy about the necklace. Sooner or later, he would have realized it was stolen. Sooner or later one of the designers would have called the police in. Considering this, it had been especially bold of Gisella to wear it out to a party the night before pocketing it.
The party. Had that been the catalyst? Had the killer seen her wearing it and realized she was getting too reckless?
So, who’d been at the party?
Felix, of course, I reluctantly admitted. Angelica. Ryan. Donata, though by her current deceased status, she obviously wasn’t the killer. 
I went over the conversation that I’d had with Felix about Gisella and his last night with her. I’d been a little preoccupied with Ramirez walking into the room at the time, but something had bugged me about Felix’s story even then. Felix had readily admitted to arguing with Gisella, but he’d sworn he hadn’t slept with her. And, oddly enough, I was inclined to believe him. (And no, not because he was a good kisser. Not that I was even admitting that he was. He wasn’t. At least, not that good.) What reason would he have to lie about it now? So, unless Angelica was making things up, someone else had been in Gisella’s room before Felix. 
I got up and grabbed my purse, rummaging around until I found the camera and the list of names I’d pulled from it. I turned the camera on, hoping that maybe the files would have miraculously reappeared. Not such luck. I hit a few buttons and pulled up a couple of beautiful pictures Gisella had taken of the Eiffel Tower that made me sigh with envy, but no video files. I mentally thunked my head against the wall. The best evidence we’d had of her accomplice and I’d erased it. Some days, I swore I really was blonde.
In lieu of actual video, I pulled out the list of file names I’d written down. Had one of these guys been the Mystery Man in her room that night? What if he was her partner? They’d had sex, he’d left, then told her to meet him at the tents early that morning. Where he’d killed her. 
Rocco. Marcel. Charlie. Roberto. Ryan. 
I’d already met Ryan. And while he wasn’t totally cleared as a suspect, the way Gisella had dumped him for Felix didn’t speak of a continuing criminal partnership to me. Angelica had said Rocco was a one night stand and Roberto was in New York. Both unlikely candidates. That left Marcel and Charlie. 
I took my list and went downstairs to the business center and booted up a computer. Going on the assumption that Gisella’s partner in crime had ties to the fashion industry, I figured I would see what I could dig up on the two names. I had to admit, I felt slightly awkward at the unfamiliar terminal. I wished Mom and Mrs. R were around to do this for me, as I tried to punch in Google keywords to narrow my search.
An hour later I was cross-eyed from reading tiny print on the screen and not a whole lot closer to finding Gisella’s last lover.
There were more Charlie’s in fashion than I could count – a handful of young, beautiful models as well as three designers who were showing at Fashion Week and countless booking agents. And those were just the ones I found. I set that name aside and tried Marcel instead.
That list was considerably smaller and, once I whittled it down to only those currently in Paris for Fashion Week, I had three Marcels to choose from. A makeup artist (who I dismissed as soon as I read that he was seen at a party with his boyfriend the night before), a style reporter for the TV entertainment show Paris Spectacle and a male model currently living just outside the city.
I found Paris Spectacle’s webpage and, after calling up the site directory, a contact page listing the telephone number of a Marcel Dubois, Style Reporter. 
I slipped my cell out and dialed, waiting while it rang on the other end. Finally, five rings into it, a man picked up.
“Bon jour, ce Dubois?” he answered.
“Uh, English?” I asked, crossing my fingers.
“Oui, how may I help you?”
I did a sigh of relief. “Hi, my name is Maddie Springer and I’m a-”
But I didn’t get any further as I heard him suck in a quick breath. “The Couture Killer?”
I gritted my teeth. I was really beginning to hate that nickname.
“Yes. I mean, no, I’m not a killer but, yes, that’s what the press is currently calling me.” I paused. 
“You prefer to be called something else?” he asked.
I rolled my eyes. “I prefer not to be called anything! I didn’t do it.”
“No, no, of course not,” he said, his voice laced with a Spanish accent. “So, you are denying the current allegations?” he asked, and I could here him scrambling for a pen and paper in the background. 
I bit my lip. Obviously Marcel thought I was calling him for an exclusive. But, for the moment, I decided to play along.
“Yes, I am denying them. I had nothing to do with Gisella’s death. Or Donata’s,” I added as an afterthought. “I’ve been…” I cringed, borrowing a phrase from Mrs. Rosenblatt said, “Set up.”
“I see.” I heard the sound of furious scribbling. “By whom?”
“The real killer.”
“Ah! The real killer,” he repeated as he jotted down my comments. “And did you know the deceased?”
“I’d met her.” I paused. “Did you know her?’
“Me? Uh…” he trailed off, not prepared to be the one questioned. “Yes, of course I knew who she was. Gisella Rossi. Everyone knows her.”
“That’s not what I meant. Did you know her personally?”
“Uh, I met her once or twice. But I am deeply saddened by her death. Which is why I promise a very tasteful segment. Now, the police say you have no alibi for the night of the murder, is this true?”
I bit my lip. “Yes. I was alone at the time of her death. Uh… how about you?’
“Me?” Clearly this was not how most of his interviews went.
“Yes, you.”
“Well, I was here. Working.”
“And other people saw you there?”
“Oui. But as soon as I heard, I was at the tent. I am very thorough in my investigations. I promise, I will not leave any details out. Anything you want to share with me, I will report.”
“Hmmmm.” I was beginning to think I was on the wrong track with this guy. If he’d really been working that night, and had witnesses, there was no way he was Gisella’s partner. But, just for good measure, I had to ask. “Did you ever sleep with Gisella Rossi?”
“Eh… no.” he answered, taken aback. “Why?” he asked, a devilish tint creeping into his voice. “Did you?’
Oh brother. “No. And I have no further comment at this time.”
“Wait I-” he said.
But I hung up. Clearly he was not my mystery man. That left one more Marcel. The male model, Marcel Bertrand. 
I looked up at the clock. Two thirty. I was due back at the tent in half an hour, anyway, I might was well go talk to Miss Everyone Who’s Anyone and see if her BlackBerry could spit out a number for Mr. Bertrand.
I popped by Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt’s room one more time (still empty) before grabbing my shoulder bag and heading down to the lobby. 
Though as soon as I got off the elevators, I froze. 
He was standing at the front desk, his back to me as he spoke with Pierre. From the back, his worn-in-the-right places jeans clung to his frame so tightly that every woman in the lobby gave a second (and sometimes third) glance his way. His black T-shirt was just a little too tight across his biceps, and a growth of stubble across his chin that looked like he hadn’t slept or shaved in days. And his dark hair curled at the nape of his neck, like he was a week past a decent haircut. 
Ramirez.
A black duffel bag sat at his feet and he slid a keycard across the counter to Pierre. Clearly he was checking out.
My heart caught in my throat and I quickly crossed the lobby to him. 
Okay, fine, I tried to quickly cross the lobby. But thanks to Wonder Boot I didn’t do anything quickly anymore. I saw him thank Pierre, grab the duffel and turn to go.
“Jack!” I called. 
He spun around, his jaw immediately tensing at the sight of me.
I hobbled toward him, double time. But if there are three things that don’t mix, they’re a freshly waxed marble floor, a pair of crutches, and a blonde in a hurry. My eyes intent on Ramirez’s frame, I moved one crutch a little ahead of the other, then felt it slide out from under me. As if in slow motion, crutch one went left, crutch two went right, and I slid down squarely in the middle, my arms flailing as my face planted firmly onto the floor. 
I heard Ramirez mutter a “Jesus,” under his breath, then he was suddenly at my side.
“Are you okay?” he asked, lifting me up by my armpits. 
“I think so,” I replied. Only it came out more like, “I ink ow” as my lip was already rapidly swelling.
Ramirez looked at me, his eyes doing a quick assessment of my person. He reached one hand out and ran the pad of his thumb lightly along my injured lip. 
My breath caught in my throat.
“Jack,” I whispered.
His dark eyes met mine. 
And he quickly pulled his hand away, clearing his throat. He turned and swiftly picked up his duffel bag from the floor.
“I never got to thank you for bailing me out in Italy,” I said. 
No response.
“Thank you. 
“So, you’re leaving?” I asked. Though the answer to that was pretty obvious.
He nodded. “Captain called. They’ve got a double homicide in Brentwood.” 
I bit my lip to keep from protesting that there was a double homicide here. Because, sadly, between his captain and me, I already knew who’d win out.
“My flight leaves in two hours,” he continued, making for the door.
“Wait,” I called, gathering up my crutches and hobbling after him. “Please, just let me explain.”
He shook his head. “You don’t need to.”
“I want to.”
He didn’t stop, if anything his pace picking up as he stalked purposefully toward the front doors. 
“It didn’t mean anything,” I said, trailing after him. “You have to trust me, this was all just a big mistake.”
He stopped just short of the front doors, then turned, his face inches from mine. 
“Please don’t go like this,” I said.
He took a deep breath, shaking his head as he blew it out. “Like what, Maddie?”
I swallowed. “Mad.”
He gave me his best Bad Cop stare. “I’m not mad.”
“You look mad.”
“No.” He paused. “I’m disappointed.”
I bit my lip. Wow. Somehow that was even worse. “In me?” I squeaked out.
He looked at a spot just over my head as if searching for the right words there. Finally he seemed to find them, giving me a long stare. “In us.”
Again, worse. “Look, I don’t know how many times I can say, it, Jack. I’m sorry. It was mistake. We all make mistakes.”
He shot me a look.
“Okay, fine, some of us make more than others,” I conceded. “But, come on. Nobody’s perfect. You have to trust me when I say that this meant nothing.”
“Trust you?” he said, throwing his arms up in the air. “Trust you? Right, the way I trusted you to still be in the room when I finished brushing my teeth?”
I bit my lip. “Okay, that was a dirty trick.”
“Damn straight,” he ground out through clenched teeth.
“But I only played it because you didn’t trust me. It goes both ways you know. Trust is a 50/50 street.”
He narrowed his eyes and growled deep in his throat.
“Okay, 60/40.”
He stared at me for a long moment. Then shook his head. “Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll miss my flight.”
“So that’s it?” I asked, feeling tears back up in my throat. “You’re just leaving?”
He shot me a look. Almost sad. Almost regretful. Totally final. “Yes, Maddie. That’s it.”
And then he walked out the door. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
I didn’t have the heart to watch Ramirez’s cab drive away. Instead I ducked into the café and ordered myself a decadent hot chocolate. A large. With whipped cream. And a chocolate pastry. It was shaping up to be that kind of day.
And the thing that upset me most as I dug into my chocolate indulgence was that even though it was me that had screwed up this time, Ramirez had been far from Mr. Perfect up until now. Hadn’t I forgiven him when the captain had called interrupting our evening at the Venice pier last month, even when Jack had promised he’d take me on the giant Ferris wheel? I’d been bummed, but I’d understood. I’d forgiven him. 
And when we’d planned a weekend getaway to Palm Springs and then at the last minute he’d had to cancel because of a murder/suicide by the Hollywood Bowl. All our plans, ruined. Our first vacation together. The non-refundable deposit on the time share condo, the brand new bikini that I’d shopped all day for to find just the right cut that made my legs look long, my tummy look flat, and my barely B’s into something that resembled cleavage. But had I complained? Okay, fine I’d complained a little. I mean, it was a rocking bikini gone to waste. But I’d been understanding. I’d known that when he said he was really, really sorry about canceling, he’d meant it. I hadn’t stalked off to sulk (much) and I certainly hadn’t gotten on the first flight out of the country to avoid him. 
I’d said I was sorry. I’d told him the kiss didn’t mean anything. If he couldn’t get past it… well, maybe he didn’t deserve someone as understanding as me anyway. Besides, it’s not like Ramirez had any claim on me. It’s not like we were married or anything. I was a single girl. I could kiss whomever I wanted. Not that I wanted to kiss Felix, but, well, if I did I could. And I shouldn’t have to grovel at Ramirez’s feet for forgiveness. 
Deciding that anger was a much more appealing emotion than grief I continued this train of thought all the way though the lobby and out to a waiting cab. By the time I arrived at the Carrousel de Louvre, I’d worked myself into a pretty nice indignant rage, even if I did say so myself. I hobbled out of the cab, making angry little divots in the grass with my crutches as I passed the tents, hobbled across the courtyard and into the workroom. 
If Jean Luc had seemed stressed before, he was a stressed guy on crack now. He paced the length of the workroom, arms waving above his head, French, Italian and English all jumbled together as he spoke, antacids popping into his mouth one after another. 
I slipped into the room, trying to get Ann’s attention before Jean Luc drafted me to fit models.
“Pssst,” I whispered in Ann’s direction. She was standing next to Angelica, instructing the seamstress on just how high the hem was supposed to go on the leg. I noticed, with a pang of regret, that Angelica was already dressed in her makeshift replacement pumps. I’d done a key-hole design along the front and sprayed the heels a gold color to match the rim of her skirt. They were passable. But certainly nothing to write home about.
Or mention in your style column as the next best thing to hit feet since Jimmy Choos.
“Ann,” I whispered again, waving my hand to get her attention. She finally looked up and saw me, clomping to the door in her clogs. 
“You’re early. Great. You can help with the girls in the back. We’ve got Polaroids of each outfit, if you can help get them on.”
I nodded. “Sure. But, I was wondering if I could ask you something first?”
Her face puckered as if questions weren’t on the schedule today, but she didn’t say no.
“I was wondering if you had contact information for a Marcel Bertrand? He’s a model in the area.” 
Her forehead puckered. “We don’t do menswear again until spring.”
“I know. I just…” I paused, racking my little brain for a plausible reason for calling him. Unfortunately, what with the dead bodies, dead career and dead relationship, my little brain had been through too much lately. “I, uh, think he’s kinda cute.” I cringed. 
Ann cocked her head to the side. “Cute?”
I decided to run with it. “Uh huh. Do you know if he’s already seeing anyone?” I asked. Like Maybe Gisella?
She shrugged. “Yeah, like I can keep up with their love lives, too. Hang on.” She pulled out the BlackBerry. “What was his last name?”
“Bertrand,” I repeated, looking over her shoulder. She scrolled through numbers until she got to the “B”s. “No direct number but his agent is David Callabra.” She showed me the screen and I pulled out a pen and wrote down the agent’s cell number on my hand. 
“Thanks, Ann,” I said, ducking back out the door.
“Hey!”
I froze. “Yeah?”
“What about the fitting?’
Oh yeah. “Uh, I’ll be right back.
I slipped outside before she could protest, stepping a few feet away before pulling out my cell and making the call to Marcel’s agent. It rang three times before he picked up and I could hear the steady pulse of loud techno music in the background
“Bonjour?” he answered.
“Hi, I’m with Le Croix designs,” I said, fibbing only a little. “We’re looking to book a male model next week for a shoot. I heard you represented Marcel Bertrand?”
“Oui, uh, un moment.” I heard him cover the mouthpiece. When he came back on the music had faded some. “Pardon, Le Croix designs, did you say?”
“Yes. Marcel came highly recommended to us by Gisella Rossi.” 
There was a pause on the other end. “Gisella Rossi?”
“Marcel did know Gisella, didn’t he?” I asked, crossing my fingers.
“Oui,” Callabra said slowly. “But I’m surprised she would recommend him.”
“Oh? Why is that?”
“Uh, why don’t we talk about this in person? I am at the Gaultier show right now.”
“Perfect, I’ll meet you there in ten minutes.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
Gaultier was showing in a large venue in the Rue Saint-Martin. Unlike New York’s Bryant Park, Paris’s Fashion Week is spread between a variety of historically rich and architecturally gorgeous sites within a few blocks radius, with top tier designers showing throughout the week. When I arrived at the Rue Saint-Martin it was packed. We’re talking Nordstrom’s semi-annual clearance sale packed. My cab circled the block twice before double parking and letting me out at the curb, amidst the angry horns of the other drivers.
I threaded my way through a solid wall of photographers, columnists, and general fashionistas until I heard the tell-tale pulsating music of the Gaultier show. 
I ducked my head in, not actually getting any further without a ticket. But even from there I could see that the folding chairs two and three rows deep were already long filled. The show was standing room only and I craned to see the last few models strut their stuff down the runway. I slipped between two guys wielding cameras for a better position and caught a glimpse of a long legged woman in a streamlined wool jacket and thigh high books doing a pose at the end of the runway before strutting away. Despite my reasons for being here, my heart gave a little leap at being among the very first to see the season’s hot items.
Especially when the next model stopped and posed in a gorgeous off the shoulder, white, mid thigh dress with butterfly cutouts in the back. I had to have one of those.
By the time the last model had made her journey up and down the sleek, black runway and Jean Paul himself came out to the sounds of thunderous applause, I was right there clapping along with everyone else, and completely caught up in the infectious excitement of Fashion Week. 
So caught up that I jumped when someone tapped me on the shoulder.
“Maddie?”
I spun around to face a short, balding man with a pointed goatee that looked like it was modeled after Beelzebub himself. He was dressed in all black – slacks, sweater, and pointy toed shoes. Which matched his pointy features, a sharp nose, small, calculating eyes. In fact the only thing not pointy about him was his round little head, balding and gleaming under the still blaring show lights.
“Yes?” I asked tentatively.
“David Callabra,” he said, sticking out his hand. “We spoke on the phone.”
I nodded. “Oh, right.” I cleared my throat. “Uh, how did you know who I was?’
He did a wry grin. “Your face has been all over the news, Maddie. Everyone in Paris knows who you are.”
At any other time everyone in the fashion world knowing my name might have been a good thing. Today, it made my stomach hurt.
“Right.” I paused. “I didn’t do it, by the way.”
He waved me off. “Guilty, innocent, I do not care. As long as the pay is right, I am willing to chance it, as they say.” He grinned. And I had the feeling he was at least half kidding.
“So,” he said, leading the way outside, “you said you had a job for Marcel?”
I cleared my throat, “Right. Uh, Gisella had recommended him.”
He shook his head. “Like I say, I can hardly believe that.”
I froze. Uh oh. Was the jig up? And here I’d thought it was such a good jig.
“From what I heard, Marcel was hardly Gisella’s favorite person. They parted on hardly the best of terms the last time they worked together.”
“Oh,” I said, relived he hadn’t seen through my cover. “What happened?”
“Her allegations were completely fabricated,” he said. 
Allegations? This sounded promising. “Go on,” I said as we threaded our way through the mass of people milling around the street, comparing notes from the show. 
“Well, they were working together in Cannes and Gisella accused Marcel of stealing something from her.”
“Stealing?” An ironic accusation coming from Gisella.
“It was a silly misunderstanding. Gisella was wearing a tennis bracelet in the shoot and afterward, it went missing. Gisella accused Marcel of taking it.”
“He didn’t?”
“No, of course not. But that didn’t stop them from searching his things. Of course he came up clean, but it left a taint on his name.”
I knew how that felt. “Was the bracelet ever recovered?”
“I assume so. I really do not know. After they searched his belongings, Marcel left the set. The whole thing put a, uh… as you say, bad taste in his mouth. Especially considering his relationship with Gisella.”
“Relationship? So they were dating?”
“Oui. Were, past tense. Like I said, they did not have anything to do with each other after that. Though, I’m glad to hear that there were no hard feelings on Gisella’s part. Ah, when did you say you needed Marcel by?”
“What?” I was still digesting this information. Another item of jewelry gone missing in Gisella’s presence. The girl had balls, I’ll say that. Especially to accuse Marcel. Though, it didn’t seem likely that if Marcel were her partner, she’d have thrown suspicion on him that way.
“When is the shoot?” David repeated.
“Oh. Uh, next week.”
Callabra clicked his tongue. “A pity. Marcel’s in Spain. He has been doing a calendar shoot there for the past week and he is not scheduled back until the end of the month.”
And unlikely just became impossible. How was it everyone had an alibi but me?
“I do have another young man who might interest you.” Callabra reached into his briefcase and pulled out a photo of a twenty-something guy in a tiny Speedo laying on a beach. He had dark hair, dark eyes, and a set of abs that looked chiseled from stone. 
I lifted my hand to the corner of my mouth, surreptitiously checking for drool.
“Wow.”
“Attractive, oui?” he said. “Marcel has been on three covers so far and he was featured as the daily fix four times last year on Playgirl dot com. He is very hot right now.”
No kidding. With some difficulty, I tore my gaze away from the picture. “He’s very nice looking.” Understatement alert. “But, we really just wanted Marcel.”
His face fell as he put the pictures back in his pocket. “Oh. Sorry. But,” he said, pulling a card out of his wallet. “Let me know if you change your mind.”
As he walked away I slipped the card into my purse and mentally crossed Marcel’s name off the list. That just left one identity for Mystery Man.
Charlie.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
I fought my way back toward the curb in search of a cab, which, due to the mass of people leaving the Gaultier show, took another twenty minutes before I finally ended up sharing one with a reporter from the Metropole who kept sending me sidelong glances until I finally gave him a pointed, “Yes, I’m the Couture Killer and no, I have no comment.” 
After that he kept his eyes focused out the window the rest of the ride back to Le Carousel de Louvre. 
Even with all the changes, pinning and sewing that had gone on with Jean Luc’s creations over the past week, there were still a multitude of last minute adjustments that needed to be made. A seam tripped here, something puckering there, a model who had eaten too big a lunch. (Which, in their world, I supposed consisted of two Tic Tacs instead of one.)
I set up at a table in the back, filling in wherever Ann needed me. And trying not to look at the empty shoe rack where my first tastes of fashion fame were supposed to be sitting. Yeah. I know. I didn’t try too hard. Every time I caught a glimpse of it out of the corner of my eyes, Moreau moved up that much higher on my shit list. Having him take the stiletto that had killed Gisella into evidence, that I could understand. But holding all of my creations hostage – now that was just mean. I made a mental note not to donate to the policemen’s fund next time they came knocking on my door.
The only upside of the day was that as each model made her way to my station for last minute adjustments, I had an opportunity to quiz her about Gisella and her possible beau slash accomplice, the mysterious Mr. Charlie. The first two drew blanks saying they hadn’t even known Gisella when they’d signed onto the Le Croix show. The next one, a girl from Northern California, vaguely remembered Gisella talking about some guy, but had no idea what his name was. And from the description (“a dude hecka into handcuffs”) I’d venture to guess she’d been talking about Ryan and not our elusive Charlie.
Half a dozen models later and the most I had garnered was that a) Gisella had flaunted all her previous boyfriends to anyone who would listen and b) no one really paid much attention to what she said. 
All in all a rather unproductive afternoon.
Though, one girl I spoke with, a long-legged brunette from South Africa, said that she had ridden the elevator up to the 14th floor the night Gisella was killed with a guy in khakis and a rumpled white shirt. She remembered the time exactly because she’d been late to meet a friend for drinks and, according to the timetable I’d gotten out of Angelica, it served to confirm Felix’s story. It had been too late in the evening for him to have been her Mr. Roll-in-the-hay. Good to know, but hardly a step closer to finding our Mystery Man. 
By the time Jean Luc yelled for a dinner break, I was beginning to feel desperation kick in that we might never find him. 
“Hey,” Dana said, approaching my table. “You hungry?”
I nodded. Even though for perhaps the first time in my life, food held no appeal at all. 
Dana must have sensed my mood. She cocked her head to the side. “What’s wrong?”
I gestured behind me to the empty shoes rack.
She laid a hand on my arm.
“Honey, I’m so sorry.”
“And I yelled at Ramirez.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“And, I can’t find Charlie.”
“Charlie?”
I nodded, then quickly filled her in on my afternoon’s activities.
“Well, someone must have known this guy. I mean, especially if he’s here at fashion week.”
“I know,” I nodded. “But I can’t find anyone who heard Gisella talk about him.”
“Maddie,” Ann called, walking by my table, her headset already squawking at her about something. “Jean Luc wanted me to reassure you that he’s still putting your name in the billing as the shoe designer. Even though…” she trailed off, gesturing to the empty rack behind me.
“Thanks,” I said. Then cringed at just what my name would be attached to. “I think.”
“Hey, Ann,” Dana asked, grabbing her arm as she moved to walk away. 
“Yes?” Ann gave her a look like human contact was not in her realm of comfort.
“Do you know a guy named Charlie?”
Ann crunched up her nose. “Be more specific.”
“Do you know anyone here in Paris at Fashion Week named Charlie? That Gisella might have known?”
Ann paused a moment. Then shook her head. “I’m sorry, the name isn’t ringing any bells.”
My shoulders sagged. “Thanks anyway,” I called after her as she broke from Dana’s grasp.
Dana puckered her forehead. “You know that in itself is a little odd.”
“What?”
“The fact that Ann doesn’t know him. Ann knows everyone.”
I shrugged. “Let’s get some food.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
Instead of going all the way back to the hotel, Dana and I walked two blocks south and found a cute little bistro that had an even cuter little waiter. We took a spot on the outside patio, next to a pair of tall heaters, and both ordered large pasta dishes with creamy sauces that would make Jenny Craig drool. Okay, fine, I ordered pasta with a decadent cream sauce. Dana ordered a salad and a small platter of pasta in light virgin olive oil. 
As Cutie Waiter brought out our food, he was sure to ask Dana’s chest if there was anything more she needed. 
“He’s kinda cute, huh?” Dana asked, licking her lips as she bit into her salad, her eyes riveted to his retreating tush. 
“Uh huh. Heard anything from Ricky lately?” I asked.
“Who?” her eyes snapped back to me.
“Your boyfriend?”
“Oh.” Dana instantly became engrossed in her meal. “Um, yeah, sorta. He called.”
“And?”
“He said he would be home in a couple of weeks.”
“And?”
She sighed. “And that the Natalie Portman thing was totally made up by the press. Maddie, I feel so bad for not trusting him. But, I mean, do you think I can trust him? Damn, this monogamy thing is so hard.”
Tell me about it. “If he says she doesn’t mean anything to him, then she doesn’t.”
 “But what if she does?”
I was about to give the 50/50 trust speech for the second time today when my cell rang from the depth of my purse. I fished around and looked down at the readout. Mom.
“Where have you been?” I asked, hitting the on button. 
Only there was no response. Just breathing. 
“Mom?”
More breathing. 
I rolled my eyes and hit the off button. Love my mom as I do, she was not the most technologically advanced person on the planet. When she’d first gotten her cell last year, she’d insisted on shouting every conversation through it. I wouldn’t be surprised if a compact in her purse had hit the speed dial.
I waited a beat, then called her number back. It rang four times, then went to a recording. 
“Hi this is Betty. I’m either not available or screening my calls and you didn’t make the cut.”
I rolled my eyes.
“Please leave a message.”
A loud beep sounded in my ear and I did, informing her that her purse had just called me, then hung up.
Wherever she was I hoped she as having a better day than I was. 
A completely futile wish, as I was about to find out. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
After dinner, I went back to the workroom where Jean Luc ran everyone ragged until long after the sun had set. At which point Dana and I took a cab back to the hotel, dragging ourselves through the lobby. It was sparsely populated at this time of night, but I noticed Pierre on duty still.
“Don’t they ever let you sleep?” I asked.
Though he didn’t seem to mind being on duty again. He wore a big smile across his features and his eyes held a look that could only be called a twinkle. Even his bald head seemed to shine extra brightly this evening.
He turned and gave me a smile that was all teeth. “Ah, Mademoiselle Springer. What a lovely evening, no?” 
Honestly, I’d had better. 
“You’re in a good mood,” I answered instead.
He did a deep, contented sigh. “Oui. It was a Rosenblatt free day today.” His smiled widened.
I felt a frown settling between my brows. “Mrs. Rosenblatt isn’t in yet?” I asked.
He shook his head. “I have not seen her.” Another big grin.
I admit, I was beginning to get worried. It wasn’t like Mom to just disappear like that. 
My concern must have shown on my face, because Pierre asked, “You want me to call their room, oui?”
I shook my head. “No, no I’ll call later. Listen, I was wondering if you could tell me if you have a Charlie registered as a guest here?” I asked. I know there were a dozen hotels in a two block radius he could have been staying at, but I was beginning to get desperate. 
Pierre hit a button on his keyboard. “But of course. This Charlie’s last name?” he asked, his fingers poised expectantly.
“Well, that’s kind of part of the problem. I don’t exactly know.”
A frown puckered his features. “Oh.”
“See, he was a friend of the murdered girl, Gisella.”
“Ah. Well, I’m sorry, but our database is arranged according to last name. There’s no way to tell if Charlie is registered or not without a last name.”
Damn. So much for my last resort. “Thanks anyway for looking.”
“Any time,” he said, waving as I walked off. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I rode the elevator up to the seventh floor alone, then paused outside Mom’s door. I knocked. No answer. I opened it, then peeked my head inside.
“Hello?” I asked.
No response. I flipped on a light and walked in. It was impossible to tell how long they’d been gone, the beds made with military precision by housekeeping. Though, I noticed that both Mom’s clunky old orange Samsonite and Mrs. R’s pink polka dotted suitcase were still in the room. They hadn’t packed for a long trip. I ducked into the bathroom and saw the multitude of moisturizers, eye rebuilding creams and anti wrinkle serums Mom used every night still sitting on the counter. There was no way Mom would go anywhere overnight without those things.
Maybe we’d just been missing each other?
I sat down on the bed and called her number again. Straight to voicemail this time. I left a message saying I was starting to worry, could she please call me back. 
Sadly, I think I was starting to sound a little like my mother.
I tried to think back to when the last time I’d seen her was. It had been… yesterday? Before Dana and I had gone to Milan. I glanced around the room again, trying to find any clue that Mom and Mrs. R had been here since then. But, thanks to fastidious housekeepers, if there had been a clue, it was gone now. 
With an uneasy feeling, I switched off the light and left the room, trying to tell myself that Mom was a big girl. She could take care of her self. More than likely, she and Mrs. R were just having the time of their lives exploring Paris. Probably they’d found some French karaoke club. Who knows, maybe Mrs. R had even found some nice French guy who liked muumuus. 
I shut the door behind myself, promising that I’d check in again first thing in the morning, and went next door to my own room. I took a long, hot shower and popped two pain pills in my mouth, the effects of the day taking its toll on my leg. 
But as I lay in bed, my wet hair wrapped up in a towel, I couldn’t sleep. Maybe because I’d slept past noon that day, or maybe because of the anxiety of the next day’s coming show, or the hollow disappointment of not having my own shoes to show.
I rolled over and looked at the phone beside my bed. 
I wondered if Ramirez was back home in L.A. yet. Maybe still on a plane somewhere over the Atlantic? Was he thinking about me? Wondering what I was doing? Did he even care what I was doing anymore?
I bit my lip and picked up the phone in the darkness. I dialed the first three digits of his cell number.
Then hung up.
No. I was not calling. I had done all I could. I had apologized, explained. I’d laid it all out there. Now it was his turn. I was not going to be the one to make contact first.
Only, what if he never made contact?
I stared at the phone again. What if he was waiting for me to call? What if he wasn’t sure I wanted him to call? I had been a little mad this afternoon. Maybe I should call just to let him know that it was okay for him to call?
I lifted the receiver again, and this time got all the way through his number and heard it ring twice before hanging up.
I scrunched my eyes shut, rubbing my balled fists into them. Damn. I was such a chicken! 
And, worse than that, I realized his cell would show a missed call from me. Great. He’d see I’d called and hadn’t left a message. What kind of message would that send? 
I figured I’d better call back and at least explain the hang up. You know, so he didn’t think I’d dialed, then chickened out and hung up. (Never mind that was exactly what I’d done.)
I picked up the phone a third time and dialed his number. It rang three times, then went to voicemail. 
“Hi. Uh, it’s me.” I cleared my throat. “Uh, Maddie me. You know, in case you were wondering which me. ‘Cause, you know, I’m sure you know a lot of mes.” I cringed. “Yeah, anyway, uh, I just wanted to let you know that I just called you, but I didn’t leave a message and it wasn’t because I chickened out or anything, I, uh, I just had a bad connection. Yep, connections really suck here in France. So, yeah, just wanted to clear that up, that I wasn’t not calling you. Which, I guess is pretty clear by the fact that I am calling you. Right now even. Which clearly you already know if you’re listening to this. Which, I hope you are. So, um, bye.”
I hung up. And doubled over, cringing all the way down to my toes. Oh. My. God. I had sounded like a nutcase! He was going to listen to that and thank his lucky stars he got away from me when he did. That was like the worst phone message ever. 
I sat down on the bed. I took a few deep breaths. Okay, Maddie, it’s alright. You can fix this, girl.
I picked up the phone again and dialed Ramirez’s number.
“Hi. It’s me again. Maddie me. Listen, I just wanted to apologize for that obviously bad message I just left you. I’m, uh, I just took some pain pills and I think they’re going to my head.” I bit my lip. “Yeah, I, uh, just can’t really think when I take them. Anyway, I really just wanted to apologize again for the whole-”
But I didn’t get to finish as a loud beep sounded in my ear and a mechanical voice came on the line. “This mailbox is full,” it informed me. “Thank you for calling.”
Then it hung up on me.
I stared at the receiver in my hand.
“No!” I shook my head. “No, no, no, no.”
I dialed Ramirez’s home number. After the third ring, his voicemail kicked in. 
“Hey, it’s me.” I paused. “Maddie me. Listen, I just left you a message on your cell, but the inbox filled up before I could finish. And I just wanted to say that I am sorry. Amazingly sorry for everything that happened. And even though I’ve been very understanding, and you’re not being very understanding at all, I’m willing to go 70/30 and apologize again. Twice. Three times. As many times at it takes. Okay? So, um, I guess I just wanted to let you know that if you wanted to call me I’d definitely want you to call me and I’d be here. Picking up. Not letting it go to voicemail.” I paused again. “Not that I’m blaming you for me getting your voicemail. I’m just… here.”
I hung up. Then flopped my head back on the pillows.
That’s it, I seriously needed help. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I was on the runway, spotlights blaring down at me, flashbulbs going off everywhere I looked. Too bright. So bright I could hardly see where I was going. I squinted my eyes, trying to make out the runway beneath my feet. Only it seemed long – way too long. I kept walking and walking and felt as thought I’d never reach the end of it. And the more I walked, the more the white noise of reporters chattering, people clapping, the ever present cameras going off all blended together into one loud roar. 
Until suddenly a voice shouted from the crowd. 
“Murderer!”
I turned toward the voice’s direction, but I still couldn’t see anything. I blinked against the bright glare, shielding my eyes with my hand to make out anything. 
“Murderer!” he shouted again. And suddenly the spotlight dimmed, shining instead on the voice.
It was Moreau. He was standing up on a folding chair, his head towering over the crowd. He was wearing a long black gown and a white wig, reminding me of an English barrister. He had one long finger pointed squarely at me, his dead squirrel mustache twitching like mad on his scowling face.
“She did it! I tell you, she killed them all!”
The photographers flashed more pictures, the entire crowd chanting the word, “Murderer.”
“But I’m innocent!” I tried to tell them. Only my voice was soft, so quiet it was almost a whisper. I tried again to shout, but it came out hardly louder than a sigh.
I turned to run away, but suddenly Moreau was there. I turned again and again, there he was. Everywhere I went Moreau seemed to be there, pointing at me with his long, bony finger. 
I closed my eyes, putting my fingers in my ears to silence the accusations.
And when I finally blinked my lids open again, there he was. 
Ramirez. 
Stony faced, his hands in his pockets, that panther trailing dangerously down his arm. 
“Tell them I didn’t do it,” I pleaded with him. “Tell them I’m not a killer.”
But he just looked at me. Then slowly turned and walked away.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
My eyes shot open, my breath catching in my throat as I squinted against the sudden onslaught of light. For a moment, I had the terrifying feeling I was still dreaming. Until I blinked and realized it was sunlight, not spotlights, coming through the ruffled yellow curtains. I turned and looked at the digital alarm clock numbers. 7:15 a.m. I shut my eyes and let my head fall back on the pillows
It was show day.
I took in a deep breath, washing the nightmare out of my system as bittersweet feelings set in. 
Ever since I’d been a little girl and playing mix and match with my Barbie fashion plates, I’d dreamed of being in a real live fashion show. Obviously my just-above-Tom-Cruise height killed my dreams of modeling haut couture, but as a designer, those dreams had shifted. Showing my own collection had become my holy grail all through college. And knowing how close I’d come to that dream here in Paris, only to be let down again, formed a small lump in my throat as I stared up at the ceiling. 
I’d had a small hope that maybe Moreau would release my shoes in time to show today. But I realized now it had been in vain. As long as I was still his suspect numero uno, there as no way he was letting those babies go. I took a deep breath, forcing back the serious case of feeling-sorry-for-myself. 
No, the Maddie Springer who had fought her way to the top of the class at the Academy of Art College did not feel sorry for herself. The woman who had designed Beverly Hills most sought after line of shoes since Manolo did not feel sorry for herself. And the new designer that Jean Luc Le Croix himself had personally requested outfit all his models did not feel sorry for herself. I’d had enough. No paparazzi, no snooty French police officer and no damned Nerf Wonder Boot were going to stand in my way any more. 
I rolled myself out of bed and jumped into the shower, dressing in a pair of tight, black jeans, rolled at the ankles, and a black tank top with little rhinestone studs along the neckline. Throwing caution to the wind I put on a three inch, strappy red stiletto. Screw Wonder Boot. 
Okay, fine. I’ll admit, the extra height was a little awkward with Wonder Boot, but after I adjusted the crutches a couple inches higher, it was manageable. And it felt good.
I suddenly felt like myself again. I was calm. I was in control. 
And I had a plan. 
I grabbed my cell and dialed Marcel Debois’s number at the Paris Spectacle. After three rings he picked up with a, “Bonjour, ce Debois?”
“Hi. I called yesterday, Maddie Springer.”
“Oui, oui!” He sounded like I’d just told him he’d won the lottery. Which, I guess, journalistically speaking, he kind of had. “Mademoiselle Springer, of course. Lovely to speak with you again.”
If only everyone was so happy to get my phone calls. 
“Listen, I’ve decided I want to give you that exclusive after all.” 
I sincerely hoped Felix would forgive me for this. An exclusive to the competition was tantamount to severing a limb. But, on the itty bitty off chance that maybe Felix was involved, how ever inadvertently, in all this, I could hardly pull this off if he was the one I was giving my information to. So, I plowed ahead.
“That is, if you’re still interested?”
“In an exclusive?” Debois’s voice went high and I could hear him shuffling papers in the background. “Oui, of course. That would be wonderful, fantastic. Uh, where can we meet? I would love to interview you in person.”
I shook my head. “I’m sorry I don’t have time until after the Le Croix show today,” I said.
I could almost hear his shoulders sag over the phone.
“But, I do have something you can run with now.”
“Oh?” And just like that he was back. “Oui, go ahead?”
I took a deep breath, crossed my fingers, and prayed to the saint of little white lies. 
“I have incontrovertible evidence that I did not kill Gisella.”
This piqued his interest enough that I actually heard him gasp. “What kind of evidence?” he asked, his voice breathless.
“A camera. It belonged to Gisella Rossi. And, it contains proof that not only was she stealing jewelry from her employers, but also that she had an accomplice. An accomplice who most likely killed her.”
He was silent a moment, digesting this information.
“What kind of proof?”
“Video files. Gisella tapped her… exploits.” 
“And you currently have this camera in your possession?”
“I do,” I said. Which wasn’t a complete lie. I did have the camera. It just didn’t contain squat. But the killer didn’t know that. And, if my bluff worked, he would do whatever it took to make sure that file didn’t get out. 
“And you will release this evidence to me after the show?”
I nodded at the phone. “Absolutely. On one condition.”
“Oui?” he said. Though I was ninety nine percent sure he’d do anything to get his hands on a story like this. 
“I want you to go on the air now letting the public know that I have this evidence, it’s secure in the safe in my hotel room, and that I’ll be talking to you and making the evidence public immediately after the Le Croix show.”
I could hear his frown through the phone. “Why?”
Because I had a plan to catch the killer red-handed trying to steal the camera. But I figured that was a little too direct. Instead I told him, “Those are my terms. Take it or leave it.”
He paused for a moment. “Oui, I will do it.”
I grinned. Then arranged to meet him in the hotel lobby after the show.
I slipped Gisella’s camera out of my purse and opened the closet doors, exposing the little floor safe in the corner. I crouched down and opened it, sliding the camera inside before shutting it and securing the door with a click. 
Phase one, complete. 
Now, all I needed was a way to catch the thief in the act.
 
 
 
 
* * *
 
 
I made a quick stop in Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt’s room (still empty – where the hell where those two?) before riding the elevator back down to the lobby. Luckily I caught Andre slash Pierre at the front desk.
“Good morning,” I said doing an awkward one heel one boot hobble. 
“Bon jour, Mademoiselle Springer,” he responded. He glanced behind me. “Eh, no Rosenblatt?” he whispered.
I shook my head. “No. No Rosenblatt.”
He visibly relaxed. “What can I do for you this fine morning then?”
“I wanted to ask if you have security cameras in the hotel?”
He nodded. “Oui, oui. Our guests’ safety is of the utmost importance to us. Why do you ask, mademoiselle? You are worried about intruders?”
“Um, sort of. I was wondering…” I paused, unsure how much of my plan to share with him. “I was wondering if there is a camera in the hallway outside my room.”
Pierre nodded. “All the hallways are monitored.”
“I have a feeling…” I paused again.
“Oui? A feeling?”
“A feeling that someone may try to break into my room today. During the Le Croix show.”
His eyebrows shot north. “You have received a threat?”
“Uh, well, no.”
“A warning?”
“Not exactly.”
He narrowed his eyes. “That Mademoiselle Rosenblatt and her mumbo-jumbo premonitions?”
“Um, no. I just… well, had a feeling.”
“Hmm.” He thought about that. “Okay, then. We should inform the police, oui?”
“No!” 
Pierre jumped.
“Uh, I mean, no. No police. It’s, uh, probably just a prank, right? No point in bringing the authorities in for nothing. I just wanted to make sure that should I report a theft later, there would be visual evidence of someone breaking into my room. Should they try to break in.”
Pierre sucked in his cheeks, contemplating me. Finally he said, “I will make sure the security team has a camera on your door.”
I grinned. “Thank you, Pierre!” I slapped a palm over my mouth. “I mean, Andres.”
“Hmph,” he said again.
I grabbed my crutches and hobbled across the marble floor (slowly this time, one embarrassing face plant per vacation was enough for me) toward the glass front doors, where the doorman hailed me a cab. 
I slid into the seat and gave the driver the address of Le Carrousel du Louvre, before pulling out my cell and dialing Dana’s number. She picked up on the second ring. 
“Hello?”
“Hey, it’s me. Where are you?”
“I’m at the tent already. I had a six a.m. fitting. You?”
“I’m on my way there now. I’ll see you in a few minutes. And, Dana?”
“Yeah?”
I couldn’t help a grin. “We’re catching a killer today.”
Dana did a little squeal of excitement in my ear, before hanging up. 
I settled back down into my seat, crossing my fingers I wouldn’t live to regret this as a mix of anticipation, fear, and excitement churned in my stomach. No matter what else happened today, one thing was for sure.
The show must go on.


 

Chapter Eighteen
 
 
The ride to Le Carrousel du Louvre took longer than normal, as the streets were packed once we neared the Le Croix tent. I finally had the driver drop me off down the block and hopped along on my crutches to get through the milling crowds. At the entrance I was stopped by two security guards who looked like Popeye clones – both sporting crew cuts and forearms larger than most model’s thighs. They went through my shoulder bag and did a cursory pat down before allowing me entry. Which, I honestly found a little ridiculous, considering both Gisella and Donata had been killed by shoes, not handguns or switchblades. Though, I’m pretty sure they knew if they laid a hand on the guests’ footwear, there’d be mutiny.
Once I passed inspection, I hobbled through the tent, toward the backstage area. The newly constructed runway gleamed under the spotlights, three rows of white folding chairs lining either side. Two of Le Croix’s assistants were making their way down the aisles, placing programs on the chairs as Ann looked on, talking into her headset to someone about there being too many red hues in the lighting setup. 
I passed her with a cursory wave (which she was too busy to return) as I rounded the runway and went through the curtains separating the staging area.
Whereas the runway was in a state of quiet anticipation the backstage area was already bordering on manic chaos. Hair being teased, makeup applied with quick practiced strokes by a team of professional artists, and last minute adjustments being made to sew, pin, and tape the girls into their first outfit.
I spied Dana in a director’s chair in front of a mirror, getting bright green eyeshadow swiped along her lids. Huh, what do you know? Maybe Mom and high fashion weren’t that far off from each other.
“Hey,” I said, coming up behind her. 
She opened one eye. “There you are. Hey, Jean Luc’s looking for you. He said he heard on TV that you were doing an interview after the show?”
Wow, news traveled fast. On the upside that meant Marcel had kept up his side of the bargain. While I’d fibbed to him about my motives for getting the story out, I sincerely hoped that I did have the exclusive of a lifetime to give him once this was all over. I mentally crossed my fingers that Pierre’s cameras were rolling as I filled Dana in on my plan.
By the time I got to the end, her eyes were shadowed in a dramatic sweeping green and Jean Luc was shouting for “the shoe girl”. I gave Dana’s arm a squeeze and told her to break a leg while I went off to fit my makeshift footwear on the models.
The rest of the morning went by in a blur of clothing, shoes, accessories, and a myriad of last minute crises, each one prompting Jean Luc to pop antacids as if he were growing a garden of ulcers in his gut. By the time I heard the sounds of people filtering into the tent, taking their seats in anticipation of the big show, I was a nervous wreck. Not only due to Jean Luc’s infectious anxiety, but even more so, to what lay ahead afterward. And who might, at that very moment, be breaking into my hotel room to steal decoy evidence. 
Which is probably why I jumped about a mile into the air when he came up behind me.
“Maddie.”
I turned quickly. 
Felix stood behind me. Close behind me. Instinctively I took a step back. I hadn’t seen him since the incident at the castle and my cheeks instantly flooded with heat at the sight of him now.
He was dressed in his usual khakis paired with a white button down. Though I supposed as a concession to the fashion vibes crackling through the air, he’d slipped a dark brown blazer over the top and traded in his Sketchers for a pair of dress shoes. Overall, the effect was a casual sophistication that, I had to admit, he pulled off well.
“You look a little flushed.”
My hands immediately went up to my fire-filled cheeks.
“Me? Oh, uh, well, Jean Luc’s had us running around all day.”
Felix nodded. Then handed me a bottle of water. “You look like you could use this.”
I took it, making a conscious effort not to skim his hand as I did. “What are you doing here?”
He raised an eyebrow. “Jean Luc invited me. A sort of peace offering for the mess with the necklace.”
“A mess you started. Did Jean Luc know you were dating Gisella?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.
Felix looked heavenward. “We’re not going to let that one go are we, love?”
“No we’re not.”
“Look, I told you, we went out a few times. It was nothing serious.”
I unscrewed the top from the bottle. “You never did say why you broke it off.”
Felix paused. “No, I didn’t.”
“Well? Come on. For a guy who makes his living prying in other people’s private lives, you’re nuts if you think I’m gonna let you clam up now.”
He gave me a long hard look. Then, “There was someone else.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You’re quite the ladies man. Another model?”
“No.”
“Actress?”
“No.”
“Come on, who is she? How long have you been seeing each other?”
Felix’s gaze didn’t waiver, his entire body suddenly rigid, at attention, focused entirely on me. “Perhaps I worded that incorrectly. I wasn’t seeing someone else. There was just… the hope of someone else.”
I cocked my head to the side. “The hope?”
“She…” he faltered. Then cleared his throat. “I suppose I’m destined to admire her from afar. But, as long as I am, it’s hardly fair to lead anyone else on.”
A bad feeling churned in my stomach, one that warned I never should have started this conversation. I looked left and right, searching for any way out of it.
But before I could find one, Felix did a short humorless laugh. “You really don’t know, do you?”
I bit my lip. “Felix, I don’t think-”
He didn’t let me finish, instead taking a step forward, his voice low and laced with emotion. “And here I thought I was being pretty obvious.” His eyes finally broke their unnerving contact with my own, lowering, settling on my lips.
I sucked in a breath.
Oh. Hell. 
I instinctively licked my lips, my throat suddenly drier than my mother’s elbows in January. I tried to take a big breath of much needed oxygen, but my lungs suddenly felt two sizes too small. Especially with Felix standing so close. It suddenly felt like he was everywhere, closing in on me, suffocating me. I opened my mouth to speak. But only a little squeaking sound came out, like I’d swallowed a mouse. I wet my lips again.
“Stop doing that,” Felix whispered.
“What?” I squeaked again.
“Moving your tongue along your lips.”
“I…” I trailed off. I had no response for that.
“A man only has so much self control, Maddie.”
The mouse in my throat piped up again.
Felix’s eyes went dark and heavy, his breath coming faster. “Maddie, I-”
“Maddie, dahling, there you are!”
I gave myself a mental shake, Jean Luc’s voice breaking the way-too-intimate moment Felix and I were having in the middle of a crowded room. 
Disappointment welled in Felix’s eyes, though he covered it well, taking a step back and casually running a hand through his ever-disheveled hair. 
“Maddie, sweets, love, darling, we have got a problem. We are talking show stopper here, honey.”
I cleared my throat, willing my cheeks to stop burning. “Yes?” I asked, addressing Jean Luc.
What little hair the man had was standing on end, a sheen of perspiration covering his forehead, his pupils dilated to an unhealthy size. “It’s Angelica. She broke a heel. Damned cheap pumps! You’ve got to do something, now! She goes on in ten minutes, God help us all.” He paused, spotting Felix for the first time. “Oh, hello Lord Ackerman, I trust you are enjoying the circus, no?” he said, gesturing around himself.
Felix gave Jean Luc a curt nod, his eyes still on me. 
“I’m on it,” I promised.
“You are a lifesaver. I swear if I can get through this day without killing myself, I will die a happy man. Now, go, go, go!” he shooed me. 
I went, capping my water bottle again as I tried not to meet Felix’s penetrating gaze. I wasn’t sure what he’d been about to say, but I was certain I didn’t know how to respond. He had to be joking, right? I mean, this was one of his sick jokes. He was teasing. He was just playing with me. He was…
I turned around. He was still standing in the same place, his eyes on me, hands shoved in his pockets, a look in his eyes that was surprisingly vulnerable, making his boyish good looks that much more endearing. I’d never seen Tabloid Boy like this. Teasing, yes. Playful, yes. Even infuriatingly selfish, self absorbed, preoccupied. But never laid this bare. 
I snapped my head back around. This was all too much. 
I took a sip from the water bottle in my hands, my mouth going Sahara on me as I threaded my way through the makeup chairs, wardrobe racks and general chaos to where Angelica was holding a broken heel in one hand and trying to zip up a black baby-doll dress with the other. 
“Heel emergency?” I asked.
Angelica nodded. “Sorry. I tripped over a makeup case.”
I pulled a tube of superglue from my pocket. “No problem.” I applied a thin layer to the heel, sticking it back in place. Were she going on a day trip to the mall, no way would this hold. But, for a two minute strut down a runway, it would do. 
“Love the outfit,” I said, gesturing to the dress. It featured a high, empire waist and a flowing bell shape, al la vintage Audrey Hepburn. Totally sixties chic. 
“Thanks. It would have been better if we’d had a real necklace to go with it,” she said, adjusting the piece of costume jewelry around her neck that Jean Luc had found as a last minute replacement for the real deal, still squirreled away in Moreau’s evidence vault along with two dozen pairs of my very best work.
A thought I shoved to the back of my mind, lest I break out in tears right then and there.
“Damned, Gisella. Even dead she’s still screwing me over,” Angelica mumbled to herself.
“Well at least she can’t steal any more boyfriends away,” I reasoned.
Angelica cocked her head at me, her red curls flopping to the side. “What?”
“Like she did with your boyfriend, Sam.”
She grinned at me, showing off a row of ultra-white teeth. “I never said Sam was a man. Samantha was my girlfriend.”
Mental forehead smack. 
“Oops. My bad. I guess I just thought…” I trailed off. Considering the type of files on Gisella’s camera, I’d just assumed that we were talking about a guy here. I never guessed Gisella might be stealing a woman away from Angelica. I guess I assumed Gisella only swung one way. Something I supposed I shouldn’t have.
But in my defense, “Sam” wasn’t exactly the most feminine name. Had she said “Sally,” I so would have been right there with her. 
Angelica waved me off. “No biggie,” she said, doing another of her Eastern European Americanisms. 
 “Angelica, you’re on,” Jean Luc shouted, grabbing her by the shoulders and propelling her into the wings where Ann shifted her into line.
I watched her go, taking another sip from my water bottle. Sam was a woman. Somehow that new bit of information seemed like it should be significant. But I wasn’t quite sure how.
As the swell of music filled the air, cheers erupted from the tent. Ann gave Angelica the silent, “Go,” and Angelica took her first step out onto the runway, instantly barraged by flashbulbs. The steady pulse of music continued as bits and pieces of information that I’d collected over the past week turned over each other in my head, like puzzle pieces that didn’t quite fit together. I took another sip of water. 
I watched Jean Luc herd models into line, Ann shouting into her headset, giving each model a, “Go,” on cue. Dana fidgeted in line, looking nervous, but gorgeous in her teal silk number. She turned and I gave her a reassuring “thumbs up” as Ann shoved her onto the runway. I couldn’t help the little swell of pride as I heard the crowd “oooo” and “ahhh” over my best friend.
Model after model began returning from the runway, their stoic expressions transforming to panic the second they emerged backstage, quickly stripping off their outfits and shoving their long limbs into the next look. They were each immediately attacked by a waiting team, hair was teased, clothes flew, shoes shoved on tired feet, all to the loud, steady bass beat of the music pumping through the hidden speakers. 
I took another sip of water. The chaos of the room, not to mention the last week, was getting to me. I felt my hands starting to sweat, my heart beating a little faster.
And then there was Felix. He was standing off to one side, his back to the runway as he leaned casually against the wall. His hands were still shoved in his pockets, his eyes watchful, taking the scene in, no doubt trying to mentally come up with a sensationalized slant to the whole thing to run in tomorrow’s paper. Typical Tabloid Boy. 
So why were my cheeks flushing again? I bit my lip, the loud music, the crowded room, Felix’s revelation, all suddenly feeling like they were closing in on me. I was getting seriously claustrophobic. I took another sip of my water. 
I took a deep breath, in and out, trying to get the flush under control as I watched Auntie Charlene appear at Felix’s side. He turned and gave her a smile, his adorable Hugh Grant dimples punctuating his cheeks. 
I shook my head. Adorable? Where had that come from?
Charlene leaned in close, whispering something in Felix’s ear. A frown creased his features, then he glanced my way. 
Immediately, my eyes hit the ground, loath to be caught staring at him. I took another sip from my water, then peeked back up at him through my lashes. Only he was gone. Charlene stood in his place. Staring straight at me. Her pale blue eyes almost looking as if she were watching me. 
I closed my eyes, the warm flush turning into an all out sweat. When I opened them again, the room started to spin, models dancing before my vision, Jean Luc’s anxious form fuzzy and in triplicate. I tried to take deep, steadying breaths and took another drag from my bottle. 
And still Charlene continued to focus my direction. Eyes watchful. Pale features placid. Body rigid with tension. Charlene. Charlene…
And then the last piece fell into place in my brain with an almost audible click. Charlie. Charlie hadn’t been a man, Charlie was a woman. 
I felt myself sway on my feet as my crutches slipped out from under me.
“Easy there, Maddie.”
I blinked hard, my vision blurred like I was looking at the world through a sheet of waxed paper. I saw Charlene’s face hovering just above mine.
“You?” I asked, my voice sounding a million miles away to my own ears. “You and Gisella… that night… the necklace…”
“You look a little flushed, Maddie,” she said, her voice echoing in that infuriatingly polite British tone. 
I blinked again, trying to control the double visions hitting me harder than a vodka martini on an empty stomach. I looked down at the water bottle still in my hand. 
The water. 
I let the bottle drop, the contents splashing onto my toes as sweat broke out on my brow. What was in the water?
Felix. Felix had given me the bottle… He and Charlene… It couldn’t be. 
The room began to spin again as I whipped my head back and forth, scanning the backstage area for Felix. What had he done to me?
“Easy, now, Maddie,” Charlene said, her blue eyes flat as she stared down at me, her manicured claws digging into my arm to hold me up. “Don’t you worry, love.” 
I watched a slow wicked smile spread across her features as the room closed in on me.
“I’m going to take good care of you.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but I was suddenly too weak to move my lips. The best I could do was let out a pathetic, strangled sound in the back of my throat.
Just before everything went black.
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
I have had the misfortune in my life to be knocked over the head, shot, whacked unconscious, and, last but not least, nearly strangled. (What can I say? Mrs. Rosenblatt is right. My karma really sucks.) But drugged was a new one even for me.
And as I slowly blinked my eyes open, one painful movement at a time, not an experience, I decided, that I ever wanted to repeat. My mouth felt like I’d been eating cotton balls, my eyelids almost too heavy to lift. And my head pounded louder than a heavy metal drummer. I groaned. Bad idea. The sound vibrated through my skull, causing stabs of pain to slice through my brain. 
“Maddie?”
I froze at the sound of the familiar voice calling my name. I took a breath and forced my eyes open. They moved as if under water, slowly, blinking a few times before the person who’d spoke came into focus.
“Mom?” I croaked out.
“Oh, thank God, Maddie, you’re alive.”
I did some more blinking, trying to get my bearings as the drummer quickened his pace. I was in a hotel room, which looked a lot like mine except for the fact that the color scheme was a dusty rose instead of my sunshine yellow. A pair of matching Vuitton suitcases were lined up by the door, the closets conspicuously empty. 
I looked down and saw I was propped up in a bed, my back to a bedpost. Tied to the opposite post, amidst a sea of tiny pillows, sat Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt, back to back, their limbs taped down with a length of gray duct tape, a bed post between them. Mrs. Rosenblatt had a piece of tape firmly covering her mouth. Mom’s was hanging down on one side, exposing a pair of raw looking lips. That I realized were still moving.
“…and then she just dumped you there and I had no idea if you were dead or alive or breathing. I swear, I thought she’d killed you Maddie. Oh, honey, I’m so glad you’re okay!”
I wasn’t sure that “okay” accurately described my current condition, but, as I wiggled my fingers and toes, I realized I was alive. Though, as I moved on to moving arms and legs, I realized I also had been given the duct tape treatment. A thick band of it cut through my middle, inhibiting much more movement than a slight wiggle. Someone had also wrapped duct tape around my ankles, securing my one good leg to Wonder Boot.
“I’m okay, Mom,” I said. Only it came out more like. “Mumph, mum, mmmmm,” considering my lips were taped shut, too. 
“Mmmm, mmmm,” Mrs. Rosenblatt replied, shrugging her shoulders.
“Here, Mads, see if you can inch over here, maybe I can get the tape loose.”
I did, wiggling as far as I could, to no avail. I felt pain starting to work its way up my spine as tears clouded behind my eyes.
“Okay, okay, don’t panic,” Mom said. Though her freaked expression completely matched mine. “Look, maybe I can get it loose with my toe.” 
My first thought as I looked down at Mom’s bright red pedicure was “Eww!” But the second was that it actually might work. And a little toe in the face was a lot better than whatever Charlene had planned for us when she got back.
I leaned my head forward, jutting my chin out as far as I could. Mom scooched her butt forward, doing a yoga worthy stretch in my direction. Still a good six inches away. 
Mrs. Rosenblatt moved closer, giving Mom a little more leeway, and she tried again. This time her toe touched my cheek. A couple more rounds of this and she finally had a corner loose. I moved my mouth across my shoulder, catching the tape in my tank top and rubbing back and forth until it finally came loose enough to speak.
“Oh, Mom, you’re a genius. God bless Faux Dad’s pedicures.”
“Mmmm, mmm,” Mrs. R said, jutting her chin toward me. 
She and Mom rotated places, and I did a repeat performance of Mom’s acrobatics, slipping off my red heel and running my toe along the side of Mrs. R’s cheek until a tiny corner of tape came loose.
“My God, I think that’s the longest time I’ve ever gone without speaking,” she said, finally wiggling it off on the strap of her muumuu. 
I was almost sure of it. 
“Mom, what happened? How did you two get in here?”
“It was Charlene,” Mom said, even though I’d suspected as much. “Maddie, she was the one working with Gisella. And I think she killed her.”
At the moment, I had to agree.
“How did you get here?” I asked. “How long have you been here?”
“Well, after we saw the printouts you left us on that Corbett Winston theft, we thought we’d go check it out. At first no one there wanted to talk to us,” Mom said.
“And then your mother got this brilliant idea that we’d pretend we was with the FBI. We told ‘em that we was looking into a ring of international jewel thieves.”
I rolled my eyes. “And they bought that?”
Mrs. R shrugged. 
“Anyway,” Mom continued, “finally the manager of Corbett Winston spoke with us and when we asked about Gisella, he said that she’d come in with a companion. A woman Gisella had introduced as her manager.”
“Only we hadn’t heard of Gisella having any manager,” Mrs. R said.
“So, we asked the guy to describe the woman and he told us about this blonde British woman.”
“So, we figured that Felix guy was British, maybe he’d have some idea who she was. We came back to the hotel to talk to him.”
“Only Pierre rang his room and he wasn’t in,” Mom said. 
“But his Auntie was.”
“So we came up to her room and told her what we’d found and that we were hoping Felix could help us figure out who this lady was.”
“She ordered tea from room service and we all sat down to wait it out for Felix,” Mrs. Rosenblatt said.
“Only she must have slipped something into it when we weren’t looking because the next thing I knew the room was doing a shimmy in front of me and we woke up like this.”
“When was this?” I asked.
Mom shook her head. “Yesterday, the day before. It’s all a little fuzzy. She keeps giving us tea.”
“I’ve decided I hate tea,” Mrs. R said. 
I didn’t blame her.
“We tried to call you a couple of times, Maddie.”
“But that was before your mom got her tape off.”
“You just kept saying, ‘hello?’”
Mental forehead smack. Well, I guess that tells you not to call me in a crisis. 
“How long has she been gone?” I asked, staring at the closed door. The matching luggage next to it made me nervous. Charlene had had two middle aged women hostage for over 48 hours. She wasn’t likely to just let them go home to identify her to the police. Charlene had already killed two women. What were a few more?
“I don’t know,” Mom said. “Maybe half an hour.”
I bit my lip. Then, remembering how Angelica had said the walls of the hotel were thin, cried out, “Help!” as loudly as the metal drummer in my head would allow me. 
Mom and Mrs. R followed suit, screaming at the top of their lungs.
Fifteen minutes later we were still alone and our voices were hoarse. It was no use. Everyone was either at the shows or had taken our cries for a bad police drama on the television. 
I tried a different tactic, leaning down and biting at the length of tape around my arms. Which didn’t do much. It was amazingly strong. There was a reason that lazy dads the world over used this stuff to fix anything and everything. It held. I continued gnawing at it as Mom and Mrs. R did the same.
Apparently Mrs. R’s teeth were pointier than mine as I finally heard a rip from her direction and her arms flapped free. She didn’t waste any time, quickly ripping at first Mom’s bonds, then mine. A few seconds later we were all jumping off the bed, lengths of duct tape stuck to us at comical angles, making for the door.
But of course, nothing is ever that easy.
Just as we reached it, it swung open.
The three of us froze, our eyes ping-ponging between the figure in the doorway and the three of us. On any other day, we might have charged her and probably made it. Unfortunately on this particular day she held a shiny silver gun in her hand. 
“Where do you think you’re going?”
I opened my mouth to speak, but she shoved the gun in my direction. “Shut up.”
Apparently it was a rhetorical question.
Charlene edged into the room, letting the door fall shut behind her. “The maid said she heard the television on in my room. Couldn’t have been you loudmouths, could it?” she asked.
This time I kept my mouth shut. Definitely rhetorical. 
As she moved into the room, her cool blue silk pantsuit perfectly matched her pale blue eyes, giving her an icy edge. Granted, the fact that she’d drugged me then tied me up might have colored that assessment just a little.
“You two,” she said, waving the gun at Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt. “Into the bathroom.”
Mom looked at me. I did a slight shrug. Since she had the gun and we didn’t, I didn’t think we were really in a place to argue.
Mom slowly moved to the right, inching into the bathroom, her hands up in a surrender motion. Mrs. R followed, waddling awkwardly through the tiny doorway. 
“Maddie?” Mom said tentatively.
“I’ll be okay,” I said with a false assurance I certainly didn’t feel. Especially when Charlene shut the door behind them, barricading it with a chair underneath.
“I guess it’s just you and me now,” she said, a slow smile spreading across her features.
Oh boy.
“I believe you have something that belongs to me,” she said advancing on me. 
“I do?” Instinctively, I took a step back.
“The camera. Hand it over.”
“You know, technically, it doesn’t actually belong to you, it belongs to Gisella. Who is dead, but I guess you’d know that because you killed her. But really, I think the camera is the rightful property of her heirs. So, unless you’re in her will-” 
“Shut up!” She pointed the gun at my nose.
I shut up.
“Felix was right. You do have a big mouth.”
Hey! “Felix said that about me?”
She barked out a short laugh. “Of course not. The man worships the ground you walk on.”
“He does not,” I protested. 
“Oh, yes he does. Maddie this, Maddie that, you’re all he talks about. It’s disgusting.”
I paused. “So… he’s not working with you?”
She scoffed. “Felix? Please. You think he’d be man enough to follow through with something like this?”
Hey! Felix may be many things, but he wasn’t a chicken. But, instead I said, “But the water. He handed it to me.”
She grinned. “I asked him to. Said you looked a little flushed. Heaven forbid his Maddie should be dehydrated.” 
“His Maddie?” My cheeks flooded with heat.
“Oh, don’t be flattered. Felix has the brain of a fruit fly.”
“Hey!” 
She scowled at me. 
Oops, I’d said that one out loud.
She narrowed her pale eyes at me. “I have had to deal with that man’s bullshit my whole life. I’ve sat by as he was handed everything that I had to struggle for. Do you know what it’s like being the adopted child of the trophy wife? After dear old Dad died, Felix got everything, the title, the land, the money. And what did I get? Nothing. He never had to work a day in his life. All the while I had to grow up dirt poor going to visit my titled relations in the castle that should have been mine. Felix doesn’t even like England! Running off to L.A. to live in the land of bimbos and write for that silly paper.”
She was getting so worked up an unattractive glob of spittle was forming at the corners of her mouth, reminding me of a rabid dog. I cringed, involuntarily ducking to avoiding being the victim of an over enunciated “P”. 
“But all that was going to change,” she said, her eyes gleaming. “Once I got him to marry me.”
“But he’s your nephew,” I said getting just a little squicked out.
“Adopted. We’re not blood relations, remember. As my dear old dad delighted in pointing out at every turn.”
“You really think he’ll marry a killer?”
“You really think he’ll find out?” she asked. 
“All the signs that pointed to Felix being the killer… they easily pointed to you as well,” I reasoned, stalling for time. I heard Mom and Mrs. R shuffling in the bathroom, a thud falling against the closed door. “It was you that found out about Donatello, wasn’t it?” 
“You mean Donata?” She smirked. “Yes. The moment I met her I knew there was something familiar about her. Then Angelica told me she’d been a model in the past. Of course, I looked through my old magazines and what do you know, she had. As a he. Fashion may be an open minded sort of business, but there are limits. And Donata and I both knew that a transsexual agent was pushing them a little too far.”
“So you and Gisella hatched a plan.”
“I hatched a plan,” she corrected me. “Gisella had the brains of a canary. Gisella was all about Gisella. Which worked out fine. She did the strutting and while all eyes were on her, I orchestrated the rest.”
“You blackmailed Donata.”
She nodded. “That part was easy. Donata was happy to comply with our requests. Especially once Gisella started booking things on her own. Donata made plenty of money off Gisella. She had no reason to complain.”
“And Gisella?”
She shrugged. “Gisella was happy as long as she was kept in furs and heels.”
I heard Mom and Mrs. R make another run at the door. The chair beneath the knob wiggled a little. If I could just keep Charlene talking…
“And you two were lovers?” I asked, trying not to glance at the bathroom door. 
She narrowed her eyes at me. “What makes you say that?’
“I saw the camera. The videos she took.”
For a moment Charlene faltered. “She took video of us?”
I nodded. “You didn’t know?”
She shook her head. “So that’s your evidence, huh? A torrid lesbian affair?” She snorted. “Hardly as conclusive as the television said.”
“But…” I said, watching her reactions. “Enough to make Felix wonder.”
She clenched her jaw, the truth of my words sinking it. “Well, you can’t very well hand it over to the press now, can you?”
“Uh, it’s in my room. Come with me, we’ll go get it,” I said stalling for time.
“Right. And let the cameras in the hallway catch me with a gun on you? I don’t think so, Maddie. No, I’ll just wait until we’re through here and retrieve it myself, thank you very much.”
Crap. 
“Speaking of which,” she said, pointing the gun at me and taking a step forward.
“Okay, I bluffed,” I blurted out.
Charlene stopped advancing. “What?”
“I bluffed. I don’t have any video footage.”
“Bullshit! The television said you were turning it over after the show.”
“Because that’s what I told them. It was all a bluff to smoke Charlie out of hiding.”
She looked at me. Her face going white. Finally she spit out a word. “Shit.”
Very unladylike. Dear old Dad wouldn’t approve.
She straight-armed the gun at me. “You mean you don’t even have it?! You mean you were lying this whole time?”
“No, there was video footage. I just… erased it. On accident.”
Suddenly the rage drained from her face and she threw her head back and laughed.
“You erased it?”
I nodded. “Um, yeah.”
“You and Felix really are made for each other. A couple of nitwits.”
Mom thudded against the door again, inching the chair forward. 
“So, um, what now?” I asked. Not that I really wanted to know. But the longer I kept her talking the less she was shooting.
Charlene took a step forward, going nose to nose with me. I could smell Listerine on her breath.
“Now, I hop a flight back to England, I live like a queen on my proceeds until I can convince my dear nephew to marry me, and live happily ever after. The end,” she said. 
I took a shallow breath. “And what happens to me?”
She narrowed her eyes. “The end.”
I gulped. “And Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt?”
That wicked grin spread across her features again. “Oh, I’m not going to do anything to them. You’re going to do it all. You are, after all, the Couture Killer.”
I felt a knot form in my stomach. “What do you mean?’
Charlene took a step back and unzipped one of the suitcases. She pulled out a pair of black stiletto heels. “One for each of them,” she said, gesturing toward the bathroom door. 
“There’s no way anyone would believe that,” I said. Even as I doubted the truth of the words. People already believed me to be a killer, this would just be confirmation. 
“Oh yes, they will. Especially when they read your suicide note.”
“Suicide note?” I asked, my voice going small.
She nodded. “You couldn’t handle the guilt. The pressure of Fashion Week was too much for you. You snapped. You killed Gisella, Donata, and then the people closest to you. Then took your own life.”
I felt all the color draining from my cheeks. This chick was seriously whacked.
She took two quick steps forward, grabbing a handful of my hair and hopped me over to the little writing desk, shoving me into the seat, banging Wonder Boot against the side in the process. 
I winced, a sharp pain shooting up my leg, but she didn’t notice, instead shoving a pad of paper and pen at me. The cool metal barrel of the gun came up against my temple.
“Write,” she instructed. 
I gulped, grabbing the pen in my shaky hand.
“I, Maddie Springer,” she dictated.
I stared down at the pages. Okay, fine. I would write. At least it would buy me a little time. I vaguely heard the sounds of Mom and Mrs. R still trying to break down the bathroom door behind me. 
In a shaky hand I wrote: I Maddie Springer.
“Leave this note as my last confession.”
I looked up at her. 
She shoved the gun at me hard, twisting my head to the side. I felt tears well up behind my eyes.
I wrote what she said, deliberately making slow loops with my letters. 
“I killed Gisella,” she said, still dictating. “I also killed Donata Girardi. It was too much for me, the pressure of Fashion Week. I’m sorry.”
I continued writing, willing someone, anyone to hear us. Where was housekeeping when you needed them?”
“Sign it,” Charlene demanded.
I did. My signature trailing off at the end as I realized this was it. I was officially out of time. 
I took a deep breath as I felt Charlene stiffen behind me. She knew it too. 
“Now,” she said, her voice oddly flat. “Stand up.”
I did, on one shaky leg. I could hear Mom and Mrs. R thumping against the bathroom door, but the chair was firmly still in place. I was on my own.
It was now or never.
“Ow, my leg,” I moaned, shifting my weight to Wonder Boot.
Obviously Charlene didn’t care if I was in pain. Obviously, Charlene wanted to shoot me. But it distracted her long enough that she glanced down at my foam-clad foot.
That was all I needed. In one swift movement, I kicked my good foot up, my red three inch slingback flying up toward her face. Instinctively, she staggered back to avoid a heel to the head and I lunged forward, head down, arms out, doing the best imitation of a linebacker a girl who only watches football for the tight pants can. 
Charlene did an unladylike “oof,” as I connected with her midsection and went tumbling backwards, the gun in her hand going off and taking out a chunk of the ceiling.
“What’s going on out there?” Mrs. Rosenblatt yelled from the bathroom.
“Maddie! Are you okay?” I heard Mom screech. 
But I was a little too preoccupied to answer at the moment. I had one hand on Charlene’s wrist trying to point the barrel of the gun somewhere other than at my person, balancing on one foot. Charlene grabbed a handful of my hair, ripping backwards.
My head went with it, my eyes rolling back in their sockets.
“I think they’re fighting,” I heard Mrs. Rosenblatt yell.
“Maddie, are you winning, honey?” Mom called.
It was hard to say.
I may have had the element of surprise, but Charlene had about five inches on me and liked the gym way better than I did. She twisted her wrist, pointing the gun at my ribs. I moved at the last minute and it went off, shattering a lamp by the bedside.
I leaned my head down (no small task with her hands firmly grabbing ny hair) and bit her on the wrist.
“Sonofabitch!” she screamed. I guess being in a fight to the death excused one from good manners.
She dropped the gun, which thankfully fell to the floor, sliding under the bed.
“You bitch!” she cried, diving for the gun. 
My turn to grab a handful of hair. I yanked on her blonde roots for all I was worth, and was rewarded with a high pitched screech as she twisted on the floor, her longs legs sweeping my one good one and taking me down with her.
She sat up, then did a WWF wrestler full body slam. 
I felt the air rush out of my lungs in one big whoosh.
“Maddie? Baby, are you okay?”
“Claw her eyes out, bubbee!” I heard Mrs. R yell.
Hey, not a bad idea.
I reached up, my manicured fingers digging for her eyes. Only I missed, drawing a long red scratch down her cheeks instead. But it didn’t even phase her. She’d tipped over that edge of crazy where she only had one objective. Her lips curled back from her teeth, her pupils wild and dilated, her gaze locked on mine. She reached up and wrapped her fingers around my throat, squeezing with all her might. 
I made a strangled sound in the back of my throat, my hands instantly going to my neck, trying to pry her manicured claws from me. 
“You are so going to pay,” she said. “Felix‘s girly little whore.”
“Hey, he kissed me,” I breathed out. Then kneed her in the pelvis. 
She grunted, rolling over and loosening her grip on my throat.
“Right. The second time.”
“The first one was an accident.”
“Accident my arse. He told me you spent the night.” She elbowed me in the face, and I swear I actually saw stars. Huh, who knew that wasn’t just an expression?
“In the guest room. I spent the night in the guest room.”
She snorted. “So you say.”
“Look, I am not - N-O-T,” I spelled out as I slapped her across the face, “Involved with Felix. He’s so not my type.”
“Rich,” she said, raking her fingernails across my cheek. “Titled.” She grabbed a handful of hair and pulled. “Tight ass. Not your type?”
I tried to shake my head, but her grip on my hair was too strong. Instead, I wrapped my one good leg around her middle and pinned her to the ground. “No.”
“Oh really?” She wiggled, twisting out from under me. “Then what is?”
My mind instantly flashed on a dark stubbled jaw, a sleek panther trailing down one thick bicep, and a pair of dark espresso eyes. 
But instead of answering, I rolled to the right, twisting Wonder Boot under me and pinning her beneath its bulk. I grabbed both her hands and sat on her chest. 
“Ha! Who’s girly now, huh?” I asked.
She narrowed her eyes at me. Then looked to her right. 
We’d rolled along the floor until we were right next to the bed. And the gun. 
Oh shit.
In one swift movement she reached up and had the gun in both hands.
A wicked grin overtook her features. Made all the more creepy looking by the fact that our tussle on the floor had her white blonde hair sticking up like an Edgar Winter Mohawk. 
“Get off me,” she seethed between clenched teeth. 
I put my hands up in a surrender motion and slowly stood up.
“What’s going on out there. Who won?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked from the bathroom.
“Shut up!” Charlene yelled. Punctuating this by shooting at the bathroom door.
I thought I heard Mom’s voice shout a “Holy shit,” but my mother never swore. 
“You,” Charlene said, straight-arming the gun at me. “You have been more trouble than you’re worth. Up against the wall.”
I complied, my hands still up, backing up until I felt my back hit the wallpaper.
“Just tell me one thing,” I said, doing a silent prayer that someone – anyone – had heard the gunshots.
She narrowed her eyes at me. “A dying request?”
“Why kill Gisella? Was it because she was getting sloppy?”
She shook her head. “Gisella was always sloppy. She was so obvious no one would have ever suspected her.”
“So then why kill her?”
Her eyes went cold. “Because of Felix. I killed her because she was dating Felix. Felix was mine! He wasn’t supposed to marry her. There was no way I could let that greedy little stick figure ruin everything. Felix belongs to me. That castle belongs to me!” She paused, reigning in her volume. “And, so, I had to put an end to our business arrangement.”
She took a step forward, the gun pointed at my chest. “Just like I’m putting an end to this farce. Goodbye – Maddie,” she said, her voice low, her eyes flat. 
Chicken that I am, I closed my eyes. I know. Silly. But if my brains were going to be splattered all over this lovely Parisian hotel room, that wasn’t the last thing I wanted to see. 
I held my breath and felt tears well up. 
And my last irrational thought as I stood there was that I was sorry. So amazingly sorry for dragging Mom and Mrs. Rosenblatt into this. Sorry that I’d ever thought the killer could be Felix. And most of all, sorry that I’d hurt Ramirez. A picture of his face as he’d stared at me through the doorway of Felix’s room haunted me as the tears fell down my cheeks in wet, hot streams. I would never, ever be able to forgive myself for hurting him. I hoped though that maybe, some day, he might forgive me.
I did a little hiccup sob as I heard the chamber of Charlene‘s gun cock, time seeming to stand still.
I held my breath, turned my head in anticipation.
But the next sound I heard was not the report of gunfire ripping into me, but the sound of a door bursting open.
I peeked one eye open.
“Freeze!” a voice yelled.
I froze. Willing myself not to pee my pants.
Until I realize the command was not directed at me – but at Charlene.
Only she wasn’t quite as compliant as I was. She turned her gun on the voice, shooting off two rounds.
“What’s going on out there!” Mrs. R cried from the bathroom.
“Duck, Betty,” she told my mom.
The voice returned fire, hitting Charlene once in the shoulder and again in the kneecap. She screamed, dropping her gun and falling to the floor like a sack of potatoes. Then three armed officers wearing bullet proof vests ran into the room, converging on Charlene. One applied pressure to her gunshot wounds while another stuck handcuffs at her back and yet a third kept a gun trained on her.
I blinked, the air rushing out of me, the tears flowing freely again, but for a whole different reason as I looked up and saw the fourth guy walk into the room.
Moreau.
I shook my head, my mouth moving but no words coming out. Finally I managed one. “How…?”
Moreau smiled. “You didn’t really think I suspected you, did you?”
My shoulders sagged and I crumpled to the ground.
Among cries from the bathroom of, “What the hell is going on out there?!”
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
I’m not sure how long I was crumpled like that on the floor, but at some point a uniformed officer scooped me up and moved me across the hall to another hotel room full of police scanners, walkie talkies, and other electronic devices I couldn’t begin to guess the functions of. He sat me on the edge of the bed and a man in a white uniform with a red cross on it asked me a bunch of questions in French, to which I just shook my head, more tears falling. Finally he gave up, pulling out a first aid kit and checking me from head to toe. I had a few bruises, and very sore roots, but other than that I think he gave me a clean bill of health. I think, as he did it all in French. Though my leg throbbed like crazy under Wonder Boot. I guess fighting off a homicidal maniac was putting a little more pressure on it than Doctor Ponytail would advise.
I don’t know long my exam took, but a few minutes later, Mom and Mrs. Rosneblatt were ushered across the hall, as well. I jumped up, giving them both a hug. For a second we kind of stuck to each other from the duct tape residue, but I didn’t care. I’d never been so happy to see anybody in my life.
“I’ve never been so happy to see you in my life,” Mom said, voicing my exact thoughts. “Oh, honey, are you okay?”
She finally pulled back a moment to look at me. I’m pretty sure I had long, horror movie streaks of mascara running down my cheeks, but at least I was minus gunshot wounds.
Which was more than I could say for Charlene. I could still hear her howling across the hallway as more guys in white stabilized her.
The man with the red cross did a repeat of his head-to-toe with Mom and Mrs. R, checking their persons. Mrs. R said the guy got a little fresh, but I’m pretty sure that was just wishful thinking on her part. Finally they were pronounced fine. A little dehydrated and hungry from being locked up and given drugged tea for two days. But a meal and some fluids and they’d be okay.
Which prompted another round of sticky hugging and grateful tears all around. 
Finally, the guy with the first aid kit left and Moreau walked into the room. 
“Madame Springer, Mademoiselle Rosenblatt,” he said, nodding in Mom and Mrs. R’s directions. Then his eyes settled on me. “Mademoiselle Springer. We meet again.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Yes we do. And I think it’s you who has some explaining to do this time. What did you mean back there about not suspecting me?”
The dead squirrel on Moreau’s upper lip shifted and I think it might have been his attempt at a smile. He sat down on an armchair opposite the bed.
“I’m sorry to have kept you in the dark, but I knew as long as the killer thought you were the prime suspect, she wouldn’t flee.”
“You used my daughter as bait?” Mom asked, doing a twin crossed arms thing.
“Uh…” Moreau looked from Mom to me, clearly feeling outnumbered. “No. Not exactly. But we felt as long as the killer thought her job of framing Mademoiselle Springer was working, she would feel safe enough to stay in Paris.” 
“So, you knew it was Charlene all along?”
He paused. “I’ll admit, at first you were the focus of our investigations. It was impossible to overlook the similarities in the current deaths and your past, no?”
I shrugged. “I suppose.”
“But,” he went on, “as soon as we saw your DNA did not match the hairs found at the crime scene, you were cleared.”
I’d forgotten all about the DNA sample I’d given up. “What about Charlene? What made you suspect her?” I asked.
He spread his hands out wide. “It was a simple matter of finances. She had recently made some large deposits which were unaccounted for. We did some digging into her life and found she had a record of petty thievery as a teenager. We were in the process of obtaining a warrant for a DNA sample from her when we were informed that you might be here with her.”
I cocked my head to the side. “Informed?”
“Eh…” he paused. “How do you Americans say… a tip-off?”
“Who?”
He paused. His mustache twitching. “I’m sorry, I cannot say.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Cannot or will not.”
He looked down at the ground, up at the ceiling, everywhere but at my eyes. 
I cleared my throat. “Look, I think after letting the press brand me as the Couture Killer to the entire free world, you owe me. Who was it?”
He did a little sigh, his mustache blowing north. “Detective Ramirez.”
I felt my breath catch in my throat. “Ramirez?”
He nodded. “We got a call from the airport this morning. Apparently he was going back to the U.S., but apparently he missed his flight. He had to wait until this morning. Then he said he saw a news program and heard about your evidence and the interview scheduled for after the Le Croix show. He called, saying he smelled a… how did he put it… ‘harebrained scheme?’”
For once I wasn’t even peeved at the term. All I cared about was that he’d called! Okay, so he hadn’t exactly called me, but he’d called someone about me. That was close, right? 
I realized Moreau was still talking. 
“…so, he changed his mind. He said he called his captain to tell him someone in Paris needed him more.”
I blinked, unsure I had heard him right. Ramirez had blown off his captain for me? I felt my heart swell and those tears welled behind my eyes again as I dared to hope. 
“Is… is he here?” I craned my neck toward the door. 
“Uh…” Moreau looked away again, not meeting my eyes. “No. He left.”
Just like that the hope crashed and burned. 
“He left?”
Moreau nodded. “As soon as he knew you were safe.”
“Oh,” I said, my voice suddenly very, very small. 
He was gone. Again. Okay, so he didn’t want me to become maimed by some British nutcase. But he also didn’t want to see me.
Moreau continued, “Detective Ramirez said he felt it best if we handled the situation. When he saw the news program, he warned me that we should keep an eye on you. That it was likely you would try to engage the killer. So, we put surveillance on you at the show. A good thing too, oui?” he asked, gesturing across the hall.
“Oui, oui!” Mrs. Rosenblatt piped up.
“You know, you could have come in a little sooner,” I said, rubbing at my bruised neck.
Moreau shrugged. “We needed to hear her confession first. You did a fine job getting it out of her. You did wonderful!” He clapped his hands in front of him.
“Gee. Swell.” 
“Say,” Mrs. R said, “if you know Maddie didn’t do it, how come you took all her shoes?”
“We had to make it look as though we suspected her.”
I narrowed my eyes at him.
Moreau’s expression softened. “I’m sorry, Maddie. I know you wanted to show at Fashion Week.”
I had. And, at the time, it had meant the world to me. But just now, knowing Mom and Mrs. R were safe, I could care less where my shoes were.
“So, I get them back now?”
Okay, fine, maybe a teeny tiny part of me cared a little.
He grinned, that dead squirrel on his upper lip twitching. “Yes. You may have your shoes back.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
Two hours and many, many blue uniformed officers later, Mom, Mrs. R and I were all escorted back to our rooms. It was past midnight before we finally said goodnight in the hallway, promising to meet in the morning for breakfast. I closed the door to my room, the sudden silence after the night’s chaos almost unreal. I stripped off my jeans and tank in the dark and crawled into bed. I closed my eyes and, willing myself not to dream, fell into a much needed sleep.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I’m not sure how many hours I slept, but by the time I cracked my eyes open my hotel room was filled with sunshine and there wasn’t a part of my body that wasn’t sore. I rolled over and groaned, looking at the clock. Noon. I couldn’t believe I’d slept that long. I slowly got out of bed, flexing my limbs, and dragged myself into the bathroom. Bruises covered my upper arms, a nice shiner on my left eye where Charlene’s elbow had connected and my leg throbbed almost as badly as the day I’d been hit. And my hair looked like it belonged on a troll doll. 
I turned away, figuring mirrors were not my friends at the moment. Instead, I took a long hot shower, probably using up half the hotel’s hot water supply, and did the best I could with concealer to hide the majority of my bruises. I slipped into a comfortable pair of white capris and a pink T with rhinestones that spelled the word “Princess” on it and one pink flat. 
I called Mom’s room but she and Mrs. R still had the do not disturb on their phone. Instead, I dialed room service, ordering croissants, brioche, jams, cheese, orange juice, coffee, and one grapefruit half (no need to go overbaord). 
No sooner had I hung up than a knock sounded at the door. I checked the little peep hole and saw Dana standing in the hallway. 
I opened the door and barely got out a, “hi” before she was grabbing me in a bear hug.
“Ohmigod, Maddie! I’m so glad you’re okay. I like totally couldn’t find you after the show and then you weren’t at the after party either and then I came back to the hotel and there were, like, these policemen everywhere and I tried to go see you, but they wouldn’t let me through and then finally that detective guy said you were okay but that you’d gone to sleep and I’ve been like totally waiting to come wake you up. And ohmigod, I can’t believe it was Charlene!”
“Dana, I can’t breathe.”
“Oh.” She let go of my midsection. “Sorry.”
I ushered her into the room and we sat on the bed as I filled her in on the previous evening’s events. Ending with the good news that Moreau had promised my shoe collection would be placed back at the Le Croix tent this morning.
“Oh, that reminds me,” Dana said, grabbing her purse. “Have you seen this morning’s Informer?”
I shook my head. I figured even with the news of Charlene’s arrest, it may be a while before tabloids were my friends again. 
Dana pulled the folded paper out of her purse. “Okay, good news first, better news second. Check out page seven.”
I grabbed the paper from her, open to page seven. And saw a picture of Ricky and Natalie Portman. They were outside a restaurant, stuck together in a lip lock.
“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry,” I said. Then paused as I looked up and saw Dana beaming from ear to ear. “Uh, I don’t get it. You’re happy Ricky is kissing some movie star?”
She giggled. Then pointed to Ricky’s left hand, zoning in on Natalie’s boobs. “Look,” she instructed. “He had a little mole right by his thumb.”
“Uh huh.”
“Well, Ricky doesn’t have a mole! Don’t you see, they totally pasted his head on someone else’s body. My boyfriend is totally not kissing Natalie Portman.” She sat back, a smug smile on her face. 
I couldn’t help but grin back. “Congratulations.”
“Thanks,” she said, taking the paper. “Okay, now for the better news, ready?” she asked, flipping to the front page.
“Always ready for good news.”
She slid the paper across the bed to me. 
The headline read: Couture Killer Cleared. But the part that immediately caught my eye were the photographs. Somehow they had gotten pictures of every single one of my shoes that were supposed to have been in the Le Croix show and blown them up on the front page. Okay, so it wasn’t quite the same as showing in Paris, but you couldn’t buy this kind of publicity. I quickly scanned down to the byline. Sure enough, it read: Felix Dunn.
I bit my lip, suddenly all the more sorry I’d ever suspected him of having anything to do with the deaths, let alone his crazy aunt drugging me.
“Wow,” I said. “I can’t believe he did this for me.”
“Believe it, girl,” Dana said. Then added with a smirk, “So, tell me again what a terrible kisser he is?” 
I snapped my head up. 
But I didn’t get to answer as a knock sounded at the door. I padded over and looked out the little peep hole. Only all I could see were flowers.
I opened the door.
“Mademoiselle Springer?” asked a voice. Only I wasn’t sure whose, as the guy’s face was completely covered by a huge bouquet of red roses.
“Yes?” I asked tentatively.
The guy lowered the flowers and a pimply kid with a shock of red hair appeared. “A flower delivery for you.”
“Who are they from?” 
He shrugged. “There is a card. Please sign here, Mademoiselle,” he said, shoving a clipboard at me. I awkwardly balanced the roses in one hand while I took his pen in the other and signed his form.
“Merci,” he said, before turning down the hallway.
I looked at the roses. I sniffed them. I couldn’t help a little lift at the corners of my mouth. 
“Whoa! Who are those from?” Dana asked as I came back into the room.
I shrugged. “I don’t know.” I sat down on the bed and fished a little white envelope from a plastic fork shaped thing at the top of the bouquet. 
The outside simply said: Maddie.
I opened it and felt my heart speed up as I read the card. “We need to talk. Meet me tonight. 6pm. The top of the Eiffel Tower.”
I flipped the card over. It wasn’t signed. I bit my lip. The Eiffel Tower. The most romantic place in all the world.
But who was I meeting?
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
“My money’s on Felix,” Dana said, digging into my grapefruit twenty minutes later as we devoured the last of my room service breakfast. I’d put the mystery roses in water in the hotel issue ice bucket on the dresser and couldn’t help staring at them every ten seconds.
“Felix?” I scrunched up my nose. “Why?”
“Well,” Dana said, a frown settling between her strawberry blonde brows. “First the article. Now flowers. I mean, has Ramirez ever sent you flowers?”
I paused. Then shook my head.
“So it has to be Felix.”
“But Felix hasn’t sent me flowers before either.” 
“Yeah, but does Ramirez seem like the roses kind of guy?”
I had to admit, she had a point.
“What do you think Felix wants to talk about?” I asked, thinking back to our last interrupted conversation at the show.
Dana shrugged. “Maybe how he’s madly in love with you.”
“He is not!” 
Dana sent me a get real look.
“Okay, so maybe he likes me a little.”
“And you like him.”
“I do n-”
Dana shot me that look again.
“Okay. Fine. He’s a good kisser.” I paused, sniffing the roses again. “But so is Ramirez. Very good.”
Dana shrugged. “Okay, so maybe Ramirez sent them.” She popped a bite of muffin in her mouth.
I absently shoved a piece of croissant in my mouth. “You think?”
Dana nodded. “Sure. He said you needed to talk. I mean, you guys really have unresolved issues.”
I nodded. “But then again, so do Felix and I. He was about to tell me something at the show, but he was interrupted.”
“Okay, so we’re back to Felix again?” Dana asked, the frown increasing.
I shrugged. “Or Ramirez.”
“Maddie,” she said setting down her spoon and leaning in close. “Who do you want it to be?”
I bit my lip. And stared at her. But I didn’t say anything.
Because I had no idea.
 
 
* * *
 
 
The rest of the day moved in slow motion. After Mom and Mrs. R got up we went down to the police station to give Moreau our official statements. Then Jean Luc called, saying my shoes had arrived – most of them minus fingerprint dust - and he was having them sent to the hotel. Marcel called, wanting to know when he’d get his interview, and Ann left a message saying she was booking the next Le Croix photo shoot and could they use my designs? But I couldn’t concentrate on any of it. All I could think about was the Eiffel Tower at six o’ clock as I watched the time crawl by.
Finally at quarter past five, I threw on a black, form fitting dress with a high neck (to cover my bruises), a short hemline (to give my legs the illusion of length – or at least the one good one) and a low scoop in the back (to make the boys drool). I went heavy on the mascara, light on the eyeliner, and puckered up for a swipe of Raspberry Perfection lip gloss, then pulled my hair up into a flattering French twist. I slipped on one black, strappy, two inch pump, and, while there was nothing I could do to dress Wonder Boot up, I had to admit, I looked pretty damn hot.
On instinct, I grabbed one of the roses from the bouquet to take with me, holding it to my nose as I made my way down the elevators and across the lobby.
I took a cab to the Eiffel Tower, my stomach doing the dancing butterflies thing as my palms grew sweatier the closer we got. As we drove through the city, the sky just starting to turn a dusky pink, the setting sun illuminated the old architecture and captured the light off the fountains spurting along the plazas. 
And then I saw it.
The cab rounded a bend and suddenly there it stood in front of me, in all its glory. The Eiffel Tower. I sucked in a breath, the beautiful pink hued sky behind it breathtaking. 
By the time the cab pulled up in front, I was lucky I could walk, my stomach was wobbling so badly. I paid my fare with shaky hands and took a ticket, riding the elevator all the way up to the top of the tower. I awkwardly hobbled out on Wonder Boot, taking a spot in the center of the platform, just a little scared to stand too close to the edge this high up. 
Though I had to admit, the view was amazing, the entire city of Paris spread out before me, the air clear and cool. I inhaled deeply, trying to steady my nerves. 
And watched the elevators.
Group after group came up, families with cameras around their necks, students toting backpacks, all speaking a variety of languages. People snapped photos, laughing and pointing down below us. And I stood, twisting my hands together. Two words tumbling over and over in my mind. Ramirez. Felix. Ramirez. Felix. I had no idea who would come off those elevators next. 
And then another carriage arrived. The doors slid open. Three teenagers and a family of four from Japan filed out. 
And him.
I sucked in a breath, not realizing until that moment just how very badly I’d wanted it to be him. I felt tears well behind my eyes and let out a long breath as he approached.
“Maddie,” he said.
I took a deep breath. “Jack.”
His dark eyes looked down at me and even though they were rimmed in sleepless circles, they were the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. His stubble covered jaw flexed, some emotion flitting across his face that I couldn’t read. But I didn’t care. He was here. And that was all that mattered.
“Oh God, Jack, I’m so sorry. I’m so glad you’re here, but I’m so sorry about everything. I don’t know how I always seem to make such a mess of everything, but I promise, I’m going to be the best girlfriend ever from now on. I just-”
“I can’t do this.”
I paused mid-sentence. “What?”
His eyes took on a sad look. “Maddie, I asked you to meet me here because I needed to talk to you. I’m sorry, but I just can’t do this anymore.”
My heart froze. “W-what do you mean you can’t…?”
Ramirez shook his head, his dark hair falling across his forehead in a way that made me itch to brush it with my fingertips. Instead, I clasped my hands tightly together around the flower stem, hoping the death grip on the rose would somehow help me get a grip on reality. 
“All we do is fight, Maddie. We’re butting heads. Me, I’m a straightforward kind of guy. What you see is what you get. And you…” He paused, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know if I’ll ever figure you out. Hell, you drive me nuts.”
I felt tears welling behind my eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to drive you nuts.”
“I know,” he said, his voice soft. Almost as if he didn’t want to say the words any more than I wanted to hear them. “I know you don’t. But I swear you’ve taken ten years off my life since I’ve known you. I don’t know how trouble finds you, but it does. I don’t want to do this anymore, stay up nights wondering where you are, not knowing if you’re safe, if you’re in danger, if you’re…” He trailed off and I could mentally see the scene at Felix’s playing out in his head.
“I’m sorry,” I squeaked out again, at a loss for anything else to say.
He took a deep breath, staring out over the roofs of Paris. “I just can’t do this anymore. I don’t want you to be my girlfriend.”
The tears started blurring my vision and I fought to keep them back. If he was breaking up with me, the last thing I wanted to do was cry and beg for him to stay. I did a loud, unladylike sniff. The sweet scents of roses and the cool Paris air oddly incongruent with the hollow, gnawing feeling in my stomach. 
“So, what are you saying, Jack?”
He took another deep breath, his nostrils flaring, his jaw set at a determined angle. Then he turned and looked me squarely in the eye. It wasn’t his Bad Cop look. It wasn’t his lustful Big Bad Wolf look. Just him and me. It was the most real I had ever seen him. Like suddenly he was letting me in to see the real guy behind everything else. 
And then he bent down on one knee. 
His hands reached into the pocket of his jacket, and out came a little blue, velvet covered box.
A ring box. 
I blinked and I dropped the flower.
My heart stopped beating, my breath doing short little gasps, my eyes going big and round. The tears couldn’t be held back any longer, wet lines streaming down my face even as I felt my lips curve up into a smile.
“You’re shitting me!” I said. I know, not the most romantic thing in the world. But I seriously couldn’t believe me eyes. A ring? It was like I’d stepped into the end of a Meg Ryan movie.
Ramirez’s gaze didn’t waiver, his eyes steady on mine. Though a small corner of his lips twitched. “Jesus, Maddie, don’t cry.” He reached one hand up and gently wiped my cheek with the pad of his thumb. “At least wait until you see the ring.”
He opened the box and the most brilliant emerald cut, sparkling two carat diamond winked back at me. The tears gushed like Niagara Falls and I think I actually laughed out loud. Okay, so it wasn’t Tiffany, and it wasn’t the biggest thing I’d ever seen. But it was the most beautiful. 
It was from Jack.
Ramirez’ Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, his eyes suddenly vulnerable, his breath coming fast and hard. One of his large hands covered mine in a warm embrace.
“Maddie, I don’t want you to be my girlfriend. I want you to be my wife,” he said, his voice shaky but his dark eyes steady on mine. “Maddison Louise Springer, will you marry me?”
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Chapter One
 
 
There’s just something about weddings. Something about tulle and lace being spun into fairy tales. Something about friends and family gathering to welcome a new member. Something about gawdy bridesmaid dresses, embossed invitations, and five dozen lilies in strategically placed crystal vases that make grown women turn into squealy second-graders, men have nightmares of chains wrapped around their ankles, and mothers get misty eyed at the slightest provocation.
“Mom, you’re crying again,” I said, pulling a tissue from my purse and handing it to my mother, lest her caked-on black mascara streak down her cheeks for the third time in as many minutes.
“I can’t help it, Maddie. They’re all just so beautiful.”
I looked down at the array of place cards on the slick, black conference table at L’Amore Wedding Planners. 
“They’re place cards.”
Mom nodded, her eyes shining. “I know. Aren’t they lovely?”
I looked down again, chewing on a piece of Doublemint as I narrowed my eyes at the squares of paper. Personally, I was having a hard time telling the difference between the white, linen, embossed cards and the snow, woven, stamped cards. 
“They are… nice.”
“Oh, Maddie, they’re breathtaking!” Mom squeaked out, holding the tissue to her face.
“Honestly, I don’t know that we even need place cards, Mom. Jack and I want to keep things small. Intimate.”
“And what’s more intimate than hand-stamped place cards at each guest’s spot?” asked Gigi Van Doren, the proprietor of L’Amore and grand dame of all things wedding. Her pen hovered just above her ever-present clipboard, eagerly awaiting the go-ahead to order several dozen. 
I put Gigi anywhere from her early forties to late fifties – one of those women who seemed to defy time and age altogether. Pale blonde hair pulled back from her face in an artful French twist, cool blue eyes steady beneath a pair of rimless glasses, tailored suit fitting a body that spoke of regular pilgrimages to the gym. Or the plastic surgeon. But what had endeared me to her right from the first were the pointy toed, four-inch, black leather pumps on her feet. Prada. The woman knew style.
Still…
“What do you think, Dana?” I asked my best friend.
Dana pinched her strawberry blonde brows together, staring at the array as if she were taking a calculus test. “They are nice. Can I see the ivory-edged ones again?”
“But of course.” Gigi signaled to her assistant, Allie, a blonde, blue-eyed twenty-something, who produced another indistinguishably whitish square of paper from her case, sliding it across the table. 
Dana picked it up and let out a wistful sigh. “Oh, these are so romantic.” She held the square up to the light, gazing at it like it might turn into Prince Charming on the spot. 
“That one’s my favorite,” Allie agreed.
“We can watermark it with anything you like – the date, hearts, even your photograph. Very intimate,” Gigi assured me.
Hmmm.
“Exactly how much are these intimate water-marked cards going to cost?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at Gigi as I snapped my gum between my teeth. 
She shrugged. “Inconsequential. Hardly anything. Besides, how can you put a price on a beautiful occasion like your wedding day?”
“She’s right, Maddie,” Mom chimed in, dabbing at her eyes. “It’s your wedding day. You can’t put a price on that.”
Maybe I couldn’t. But I was pretty sure my groom would have something to say about it.
Six months ago Jack Ramirez, L.A.P.D. detective and the last person in the world I expected to believe in happily ever after, proposed to me atop the Eiffel Tower in Paris. It was the single most romantic thing that had ever happened to me. Or, I ventured to guess, anyone outside of a Meg Ryan movie. He’d picked out the most gorgeous ring on the planet, and, once I’d given him my tearful “yes,” we’d spent three days of bliss in Paris, wrapped up in each other’s arms, floating down the Seine, feeding each other chocolate éclairs, holding hands under the most romantic sunsets in the world. 
But, like all good Meg Ryan movies, it had to come to an end sometime. Once we’d gotten home the reality of being engaged had started to sink in. 
Ramirez works homicide, carries a very big gun, has a very big tattoo, and a very big… well, let’s just say I’m really looking forward to the honeymoon. He’s not your typical family man, and the whole commitment thing is a new gig for him. For that matter, it was a pretty foreign concept for me, too. So far the biggest commitment I’d jumped into was a ficus tree. And that was plastic. 
But when I’d shown my newly adorned left ring finger to Mom and Faux Dad, as I affectionately called my stepfather, reality didn’t so much sink in as hit me like a cheap pair of loafers to the gut. Saying the word “wedding” to my mother was like saying “Häagen-Dazs” to a Weight Watcher. She was foaming at the mouth within seconds, planning a ceremony to top all ceremonies, appropriately scheduled for this coming Valentine’s Day. Suddenly the romantic moments Ramirez and I had stolen in Paris were turned into a whirlwind of reception halls, bridesmaid dresses, honeymoon packages to Tahiti, gardens versus churches, lilies versus roses, prime rib versus chicken kiev. And currently, white, snow, or ivory watermarked place cards. 
“I don’t know…” I hedged, looking down again at the squares. “Exactly what is the dollar amount of inconsequential?”
Gigi shot me an annoyed look, her mouth puckering up like she was sucking on a lemon drop. “Well, that all depends on how many people are coming.”
“Just friends and close family,” I said. Then repeated my wedding mantra, “Small and intimate.”
“Right,” Mom agreed, bobbing her coiffed hair up and down. “Just four hundred.”
I swallowed my gum with a hiccup. “Four hundred? As in people?”
Mom gave me a blank stare. Then nodded. “Didn’t you look at the guest list? I emailed the final version to you last night.”
I shook my head. “I didn’t have time to print it out before I left. But I didn’t realize it went on for fifty pages. What happened to small and intimate?”
Mom blinked her heavily lined eyes at me. “Honey, I did the best I could to pare it down.”
“We can easily accommodate four hundred,” Gigi told me, her annoyance being replaced by what I could only interpret as glee. 
“Exactly, that’s why we chose an outdoor venue. The Beverly Garden Hotel said they could seat four-fifty, so I figured we were fine.” Mom gave me an innocent look that I didn’t buy for a minute.
“Wait.” I held up a hand. “Hold the phone. I don’t even know four hundred people.”
“Yes, you do. Honey, don’t you want people to come to your wedding?”
“People, yes. Strangers, no.”
“These are not strangers.”
“Four hundred, Mom? I have four hundred close friends and family?”
“Oh, honey, we simply couldn’t leave anyone out.”
Was I not enunciating clearly enough? “Smaaall. In-ti-mate.”
Mom cocked her head to the side. “But, honey, it’s your wedding. It’s your special day.”
I clenched down so hard I bit my tongue. “Yes, my wedding day. One day. There is no way I can feel good about spending a mint on one day. It can be special without declaring bankruptcy over it.” 
Dana’s eyes ping-ponged back and forth between us. Mom puckered her forehead. Gigi narrowed her eyes at me like I’d just spoken blasphemy.
“Well,” Mom hedged, “not everyone has RSVPed yet…” She reached into her gargantuan purse and pulled out a leather-bound book, laying it out on the conference table.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“The guest list.”
I took a deep meditative breath. Then opened the book and started scanning names.
“Who is Amber White?”
“Oh, honey,” Mom said, smacking my arm. “You remember Amber. She’s that woman who did your hair that time for the recital.”
“Recital?”
“You know, when you were Little Red Riding Hood?”
I blinked at her. “Mom, I was six.”
“And you looked adorable.”
“You did not invite a woman I haven’t seen since I was six to my wedding.” I hiccupped again, that gum lodging in my throat.
“Well, she took such an interest in you.”
“Mom!”
She pursed her lips, an argument on the tip of her tongue. But, lucky for me, she bit it back. “Okay. Fine. Amber’s out.”
“Thank you.” Now we were getting somewhere. “What about her?” I asked, stabbing my finger at a name halfway down the page.
“Dolly Schlottskowitz?”
“Yeah. Who is she?”
“Oh, surely you remember Dolly Schlottskowitz? You know, Megan Schlottskowitz’s mom?”
“Seriously? Megan the cheerleader from high school? Mom, I haven’t seen her in ten years. And we weren’t even friends then!” I grabbed Gigi’s pen and crossed Mrs. Schlottskowitz’s name off the list.
“I remember Megan,” Dana piped up. “I heard she got really fat after high school.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”
Dana nodded, her blonde shag bouncing up and down. “Oh yeah. I ran into Karen Olsen at Starbucks one day and she said she saw Megan going into the Lane Bryant at the Burbank mall. And,” she said, leaning in with a pseudo whisper, “she’s been divorced.” Dana help up two fingers. “Twice.”
“Reeeeally?” I said, drawing out the word. I put Mrs. Schlottskowitz back on. So I wanted to show off for the former cheerleader. So sue me.
“This looks like it may take some time,” Gigi said, eyeing the list. She glanced down at the gold watch adorning her slim wrist. “Why don’t we adjourn for now? You can get back to me with headcount tomorrow when we do the final cake tasting at…” Gigi looked to Allie who whipped out an electronic organizer thingie, quickly consulting it.
“One,” she said.
“One,” Gigi repeated. “Sound good?”
Mom clapped her hands together. “Perfect. Maddie, we’ll go over it this afternoon, yes?”
I nodded reluctantly. I’d hoped to meet Ramirez for lunch, but unless I wanted my mom’s neighbor’s second cousin’s milkman attending my special day, it looked like an afternoon with The List was in order. 
“But let’s at least decide on the place card design,” Mom insisted.
I sighed. “Do we really need them?” I looked to Dana for help.
She shrugged. “They are nice, Maddie.”
Three against one. I didn’t stand a chance. “Okay, fine. Let’s do the ivory linen one.”
Mom clapped her hands with delight. Gigi’s eyes lit up with that dollar sign look again. 
I sincerely hoped Ramirez didn’t mind working overtime.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Five hours - and a mere thirty-five pages worth of people I barely knew - later, I pulled my little red Jeep up to my studio apartment in Santa Monica. Just blocks from the ocean and sandwiched in between rows of eclectic buildings that conformed to L.A.’s hodge-podge school of architecture, it was my little slice of heaven. Little being the operative word here. A fold-out futon and a sketch table, and I was at max capacity. Which is why Ramirez and I had decided that I would move into his place after the wedding. Unlike me, he had an actual house. With an actual bedroom. And closets. Oh man, did he have closets. Little did he know they’d all soon be filled with shoes. 
But I had to admit, a part of me was going to miss my little studio. It might be small, but it was cozy, quaint, and I’d come to love it. 
I fit my key in the lock and shoved the door open. 
“Hey, honey, I’m home,” Ramirez said, grinning at me as he flipped channels on my TV.
I couldn’t help it. My hormones did that little happy “squee!” they always did when I saw him. He had that tall, dark and handsome thing down to a science, his broad shoulders tapering to a compact frame. Black hair, just a little too long, curled around his ears. Dark eyes, a square jaw, and a paper-thin white scar cutting through his left eyebrow all gave him a slightly dangerous air that made women swoon and men lock up their daughters. 
Luckily, my father lived two hundred miles away.
“What are you doing here?” I asked, dropping my purse on the kitchen counter and leaning in for a hello kiss.
“Mmmm… hello,” he murmured against my lips, wrapping both arms around me. 
I swear it was almost enough to make my afternoon with The List melt away.
“My cable was out,” he said, when we finally came up for air. “Thought I’d come watch the game here. I ordered pizza, too. Should be here any minute.”
“Pepperoni?”
He grinned. “With extra cheese.”
The man was a god.
“So, how was your day?” he asked, settling himself on the futon as tall guys in expensive sneakers filled the TV screen. 
“Ugh!” I plopped down next to him. “Don’t ask. Did you know that my fourth-grade teacher is coming to our wedding?”
“Okay. Cool.”
“No, not cool. I haven’t seen her since I was ten! And then there’s my uncle Charlie’s first wife who lives in Belize, my grandmother’s third cousin from Oklahoma, and the guy who sold Mom her minivan!”
Ramirez raised an eyebrow at me. “Sounds like a lot of people.”
“Four hundred.”
“Damn. What happened to small and intimate?”
“That’s what I’d like to know,” I mumbled, grabbing for the remote as a Budweiser commercial flickered across the screen. “And we’re getting ivory linen place cards.”
“I’m watching that.”
I flipped to the news, checking the weather for tomorrow. I had this new pair of suede boots I was dying to wear, but not if there was even the slightest chance of rain. “Just a sec.”
“Darlin’, if I miss tip-off, I’m gonna cry.”
I gave him a playful smack. But gave in, flipping back once I saw we were all sunshine for the next week. Gotta love L.A.
“So,” I said, relinquishing the remote and leaning my head against Ramirez’s chest, “we’re doing the final cake tasting tomorrow. One o’clock.”
Ramirez threw an arm around me. “We?”
“As in, you and me.”
A groan rumbled beneath my ear. 
“What?”
“Didn’t we already pick a cake months ago?”
“Yes, but this is the final sampling to make sure everything if perfect.”
Another groan. “Do I really have to be there?”
I felt a frown settle between my brows. “You should want to be there.”
He leaned back, narrowing his eyes at me. “What exactly does that mean?”
“It means, this is our wedding.”
“I know. I’m just not a real wedding-y kind of guy. Can’t you just taste it?”
“Alone? Come on, don’t you want to have a say in the cake? Don’t you want to have any input into the most memorable day of our lives? Don’t you care what color the flowers are or what kind of place cards we have?”
He cocked his head to the side. “Is this a trick question?”
I threw my hands up. “This is our wedding, Jack. Not just mine. I want it to be special for you, too.”
“And I’m sure the flavor of cake will make all the difference.”
“Now you’re just being sarcastic, aren’t you?”
“A little.” 
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Not the way to win points, pal.”
He sighed. A big, full bodied thing that said he was wondering if he shouldn’t have just stayed at home and listened to the game on the radio instead.
“Okay, if it will make you happy, I’ll go sample cake tomorrow.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“Thank you. I’ll pick you up at 12:30. But-” I held up one finger. “-you’re not doing it to make me happy. You’re doing it because you want to. Right?”
He shook his head at me, a hint of a smile playing at his lips. “Sure. I want to spend my afternoon stuffing my face with buttercream icing.”
The sarcasm was thicker than my mom’s mascara, but I decided to let it go, instead nestling back into the crook of his arm. 
“So…” Ramirez’s fingers began kneading the nape of my neck. “If we’re previewing the cake, does that mean we get to preview other things, too?”
I leaned my head back and met a pair of dark eyes, simmering with that bad boy look that had me smitten from the start.
“What did you have in mind?” I asked, as his fingers kneaded lower, slipping inside my blouse and toying with my bra strap.
“The honeymoon.”
I grinned, going instantly warm in all the right places.
“What about the game?” I asked, gesturing to the TV.
A wicked smile slid across his face, his lips leaning in toward mine as his eyes went from hunger to pure lust.
“What game?”
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
I took one step up, my thighs burning in protest, my breath coming out in short, quick puffs. Then I stepped back down. Then back up again as sweat trailed in unattractive beads down the sides of my face.
“That’s it, you’re doing great!” Dana shouted from the front of the room. Twenty-odd stepping, sweating, groaning people (including yours truly) filled the studio, following her lead, marching to her every command like a bunch of bootcampers. Of course, Dana’s was the only sweat-free forehead. Not even a ladylike glisten, every hair on her pretty blonde head in place, her cute little red work-out tank (and I do mean little—Dana subscribes to the ‘less is more’ school of fashion), not the slightest bit damp under the arms even though my actress-slash-aerobics instructor best friend had been leading the Step and Burn class for the last forty-five minutes. Me – I was sweating and grunting like a linebacker as I went up, then back down the two bright orange plastic steps in front of me. 
“Three more to go. You can do it!” 
I glared at my cheerleader-esque friend. I’d swear that’s what she said three step routines ago. 
I did the up and down thing again, my Nikes squeaking on the freshly polished gym floor as I tried (in vain) to keep up. 
I’m not exactly what you’d call a health nut. I’m more of a chocolate toffee-covered-macadamia nut. On top of a mound of ice cream. Served with a brownie. While Dana was the reigning Aerobics Queen of the West Side, the only times I ever actually used my membership to the Sunset Gym were on those ninety-plus-degree days of summer when the lure of the two Olympic-sized swimming pools won out over my inherent aversion to physical activity. And even then I mostly doggy paddled. 
Not that I wasn’t figure conscious. In fact, at one point in my life I’d had visions of being a sleek, svelte runway model, strutting the catwalks of Milan and Paris in the most haute of couture creations. However, when my last adolescent growth spurt topped me out at 5’1 ½”, those dreams faded faster than a pair of acid-washed jeans. Instead, I’d turned my passion for fashion to design. Specifically, designing shoes. After a rocky start in the business, I was finally starting to come into my own. Okay, so I wasn’t Michael Kors. But, I did have my very own line being stocked in chic boutiques throughout Beverly and the West Side. And, there was even a rumor that a certain unnamed mega-actress might be considering wearing a Maddie Springer original to the Oscars this year. (Okay, it’s Angelina Jolie. How cool is that, huh?!)
So, while I was about as fashion forward as a girl could hope to be, I generally left the whole kill-yourself-at-the-gym thing to Dana. My philosophy: if the heels are high enough, everyone looks like they have runner’s calves, right? 
But with the Big Day looming in the not too distant future, Dana had worn me down. Especially when she’d accompanied me to the last dress fitting, where my heavenly white satin corset number had clung a little more “snugly” to my hips than I might have liked. (read: squished into the dress until I looked like pale pork sausage.) While the willowy stick-figure fitter had assured me she could make a few “adjustments” to the dress, Dana’s idea of making a few trips to the gym instead had sounded like a better plan. That, of course, was before I was sweating like a hog in heat and stepping endlessly to nowhere. 
“That’s it! Now turn to your right!”
I turned, almost colliding with a guy in short-shorts and a headband a la Richard Simmons. “Sorry,” I mumbled between gasps. 
“Now throw those hands up! Whoo! You’re doing great!” Dana demonstrated, shooting both hands in the air and shaking them like she was at a holy revival meeting. “That’s it. Feel that burn! Isn’t it great?”
I could think of a few other adjectives to describe it. I raised my hands almost to head level, wincing in pain as muscles I didn’t know I owned protested. I glanced up at the clock. Ten more minutes. If I survived that long, I was so rewarding myself with a mocha frappuccino when this was all over. With lots of whipped cream. I was pretty sure I was burning off a gazillion calories. I swiped an arm across my brow. Hell, with sweat alone, I’d probably lost three pounds.
“And, one more time. Let’s really sprint now. Double time!” If she wasn’t my best friend, I might have killed her. Dana flashed her perkiest smile, bobbing up and down like an energizer bunny on wheat grass-laced speed as she quickstepped up and down her orange stairs.
I tried to keep up, willing my feet to move as fast as they could. Up, down, left, right. I was almost in a rhythm when I slipped (probably on a drop of my own perspiration) and tipped to the right, knocking into Richard Simmons. Who was midstep and was thrown so off balance his arms flailed wildly in the air, swatting a woman in purple stretch pants in the face. Stretch Pants let out a yelp louder than a Lakers fan watching a free throw.
“That’s it! Let it out. Wooo!” Dana encouraged.
I rolled my eyes, mumbling apologies to Richard Simmons as I scooted my stairs to the back of the room and ducked out the door. One midstep collision a day was enough for me. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
After ten minutes in the sauna and a long, hot shower, I was beginning to feel human again. I was just stepping out of the shower, towel drying my hair in the ladies’ locker room, when my cell chirped to life, displaying Ramirez’s number. I flipped it open.
“Hey, you,” I said.
“Hey. Listen, I’ve got a ton of stuff to do today.”
I narrowed my eyes at the phone. “Stuff?” 
“Yeah. I had to hit the shooting range this morning, and a buddy of mine called and asked if I’d help him paint his rec room.”
“Paint a rec room?”
“Yeah.” I heard traffic sounds in the background, cars honking and the tell-tale rumble of eighteen-wheelers. 
“Where are you right now?” I asked, frowning into the phone.
“I’m on the 60. Running that guestbook for the reception out to my mom’s.” 
I looked up at the utilitarian clock hanging on the tiled wall. 12:15. Uh oh. 
“You better not be trying to bail on me, mister.” 
There was a short pause. Then, “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
“Hmmm.” I made a noncommittal sound in the back of my throat. 
“But, I am running a few minutes late,” he said. “Why don’t we just meet at the studio?”
“You are going to show up, right?”
“Of course!”
Only the way his voice rose half an octave didn’t reassure me any. “Jack…”
“I’ll be there. I promise. I’m looking forward to it. I want to be involved in our wedding and I can’t wait to sample the cake.”
“You’re so full of shit.”
“Yeah, I know. But I’m showing up anyway. See you at one.”
And with that, he disconnected. 
I stared down at the phone, still feeling my forehead do a Botox-worthy wrinkle between my brows. 
As much as I got Ramirez’s whole guy-aversion to white lace and buttercream, it left me with a distinctly unsettled feeling somewhere in the pit of my stomach. I know, I know, it’s normal, right? I mean, he’s a guy, and a cop guy at that. Weddings are about as girly as things come. But the fact that I had to nearly twist his arm into a pretzel to get him to even taste cake (seriously, it’s cake, how bad did he think it would be?) made a small part of me worry that maybe the aversion wasn’t solely wedding related. That maybe it carried over into being married related. I mean, he had proposed kind of suddenly. It wasn’t like we’d ever discussed marriage, we’d just sort of jumped into it. Headfirst. In the shallow end. And I wondered if maybe now that the rosy glow of Paris and stolen café au lait-flavored kisses had turned into the reality of mile-long guest lists, meeting wedding planners, and running a guestbook out to his mother’s in midday traffic, maybe he was regretting that leap. 
“Hey, got time for lunch?” Dana asked, jogging into the locker room, still fresh faced as ever. 
I’m woman enough to admit it. I hated her just a tiny bit. 
“I do now.” I shoved my phone back in my purse, trying to shove doubts about Ramirez and wedding bells to the back of my mind. 
“Great. I’ve got a reading at one for that new DreamWorks cartoon, but I’m free till then. And there’s this new vegan café down the street I’ve been dying to try. They’ve got a whole menu full of negative-calorie foods.”
I threw on a black sweater tank and pair of dark denim jeans, visions of my mocha frappuccino fading like a mirage. “Negative-calorie foods?”
“Ohmigod, they’re so cool. Like, they contain less calories than your body uses to digest them. You can eat them all day and actually be losing weight.”
Hey, that didn’t sound so bad. “Are cheese doodles by any chance negative calorie?”
Dana scrunched her ski-jump nose at me. “Get real. Anyway, what do you say? You game for vegan today? My treat?”
I thought about begging off, but, thanks to Ramirez’s “running behind,” it wasn’t like I had anything better to do. And besides, who was I to turn down free food?
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
After making my way through a bowl full of lawn (Sure, Dana had said it was exotic sautéed greens, but it smelled like the grass in Griffith Park to me.), a cold purée of squash soup (Cold. Squash. Two words that should never be thrown together in the same recipe.), and a platter of seared kelp (I’m sorry, anything that washes up onto the beach is not considered food in my world.), I pulled up in front of L’Amore, tired, sore, and still hungry. I parked at the curb, feeding the meter a handful of quarters and scanned the street for Ramirez’s black SUV. Not surprisingly, it was absent. 
I narrowed my eyes, looking down at the readout on my cell. 1:03. He was late. I did a silent curse, swearing that if he didn’t show, I was going to disconnect the cable through all of March Madness. 
I contemplated going in alone, but facing Gigi minus backup was like going into a military zone with only a pop-gun for protection. I was liable to be assaulted with centerpieces, wedding singers, and four-foot ice sculptures of nuzzling swans before Ramirez even showed up. 
If he showed up. 
I tried to shake that disconcerting thought, instead leaning against my Jeep and letting the wisps of winter sun warm my face as I counted off the seconds, tapping one suede boot-clad foot anxiously against the pavement. 
He’d show. I had faith. I mean, he had promised. I’d never known him to break a promise to me. 
Well, except if his captain called. 
Or if he was on an important case. 
Or if some new homicide cropped up that needed his attention. 
Okay, fine. He broke promises all the time. They were like fine china in a bullring to him. Sure, I knew he meant well, but following through was a lot harder in his world. Not that I totally blamed him. Before I came along, homicide was his life. He’d been lucky to remember to eat, let alone make time for a girlfriend. He was trying. I knew that. Deep down, I was sure Ramirez loved and wanted to be with me. 
It was the surface stuff that was still a little murky. 
I looked down at my cell readout again. 1:11. He was officially very late. 
As much as I tired to tell myself he’d show, Panic starting flirting with my gut as the seconds ticked by. I let out a long sigh at the thought of braving iced rosettes, raspberry cream filling and matching bride and groom cake toppers alone. A sigh that ended in a loud hiccup. 
And another. 
I took a deep, calming breath… ending in a hiccup. Crap. I did another deep breath and held it, slowly counting to twenty before letting it out. Nothing. I did a sigh of relief.
Ending in a hiccup.
“Shit.”
All right, fine. I tilted my head back, closed my eyes, held my nose, and sucked in my diaphragm as hard as I could. I stood like that until I felt my cheeks turning red and my ears start to pop. Then held it ten seconds longer.
“What are you doing?”
I opened my eyes and let out a long whoosh of air to find Ramirez standing in front of me, a look of amusement quirking one eyebrow north.
I bent over at the middle, sucking in long breaths. “Hiccups.”
“Ah.” Though his mouth twitched in a grin.
“What? How do you get rid of them?”
“Water.”
“I’ll remember that.”
I straightened up, getting my breathing back to normal, and fixed my hair in the reflection from my passenger side window.
“You okay?” he asked.
“Dandy. You’re late.”
“Traffic.”
“Uh huh.”
Ramirez spun me to face him, the grin taking over his whole face this time. “You didn’t think I’d show, did you?”
“Of course I did!” I protested. Only it came out more like, “Of c-ourse I d-id,” punctuated with two loud, yelping hiccups.
The grin broke, letting a chuckle flow out as Ramirez shook his head at me. “Come on,” he said, steering me by the elbow toward L’Amore. “Let’s get you that glass of water.”
I would have protested, but the hiccups were too strong.
Instead, I followed Ramirez through the glass front doors of Gigi’s studio, hearing the little bell chime above the door as we walked in.
“Hell-(hiccup)-o?” I called. The place was dark, the only light coming in from the two back windows as the sun struggled to maintain its precarious hold on the weather. All the overhead lights were switched off. “Gigi?” I tried again, scanning the interior of the studio for any sign of her.
“Maybe she’s late?” Ramirez suggested.
“Ha! Obviously you haven’t met Gigi yet. Precision is her middle name.”
Ramirez shrugged. Then nodded toward the conference room. “Maybe she’s in there already?”
I followed his lead, crossing to the room.
But only got as far as the doorway.
That’s where I froze, my boots suddenly encased in cement, refusing to move. I opened my mouth, but the only sound that came out was a sort of strangled cry in the back of my throat. I felt Ramirez’s arm go around my waist. A good thing. Because, at the moment, my legs were doing their Jell-O imitation, threatening to crumple into a heap on the floor as I took in the scene before me. 
Sitting at the sleek black conference table in the middle of the studio, surrounded by thick tulle, embossed invitations, and centerpieces made of delicate baby’s breath, was Gigi. Facedown in the buttercream frosting of a carefully sculpted wedding cake. 
A knife sticking out of her back.
 
 
 

Chapter Three
 
 
It’s a terrible thing for a girl to have to admit, but the fact was this wasn’t the first time I’d ever found a dead body. 
Not by a long shot. 
In the months since Ramirez and I had first met, I’d been, as he put it, a bit of a magnet for trouble. (Okay, he’d used stronger language than that, but I put it down to stress.) In fact, that’s how Ramirez and I had originally met, when he’d been investigating the disappearance of my last boyfriend, which had ended in a double homicide and my ex behind bars. 
And that proposal in Paris? It had come right after I’d landed myself in a wee bit of trouble with a homicidal European fashionista. And that was right after I’d been involved with a Hollywood strangler. Which was right after getting mixed up with a group of Prada smuggling drag queens and the Vegas mob. (You can see where Ramirez’s stress comes from.) 
So, I guess you could say death was something I’d become more acquainted with in the last few years than I’d ever thought possible. And, after bearing witness to victims of drowning, falling off buildings, strangulation, gunshot wounds, and, most recently, stabbing by stiletto heel, you’d think I was immune to the sight of another dead body.
You’d think.
Despite Ramirez’s arm around my waist, I felt myself going limp as he pulled me back outside. He gently lowered me to the sidewalk as he grabbed for his cell, shouting codes at the dispatcher and calling for backup.
I dragged in deep breaths, scented with car exhaust and pepperoni from the pizza joint across the street. I willed my lawn lunch not to make a repeat appearance as tears of hysteria backed up behind my eyes. Instead, I tucked my knees up close to my chest, hugging them to me for warmth, despite the sunshine beating down on my bare shoulders.
“You okay?” Ramirez asked, flipping his cell shut.
I nodded.
“You sure?”
I nodded again, bobbing my blonde hair up and down. Which would have been a whole lot more convincing if a pair of tears hadn’t picked that moment to slide down my cheeks, probably taking a generous helping of mascara with them. 
“Come ‘ere.” Ramirez crouched down next to me, running the pad of his thumb along my wet face. “You look a little pale.”
“Uh huh.”
“You’re shaking.”
“Uh huh.”
“You gonna throw up?”
“Uh huh.”
Ramirez shook his head, hauling me to my feet. “Come on. Let’s walk for a minute, you’ll be all right.” 
He slipped an arm around me, propelling me forward as I continued the deep breathing thing. A few steps to the right, and then we turned around and stepped back to the left. The whole time Ramirez keeping a close eye on the door to L’Amore. After a few paces, feeling started to seep back into my limbs and my stomach stopped rolling like a Six Flags coaster. I took in a deep, shuddering breath.
“Better?” he asked, loosening his hold on me to brush an errant strand of hair from my forehead. “You gonna be okay?”
I put on my best brave face. “Eventually.”
Apparently it wasn’t that brave, as he pulled me in tight again. Not that I minded. The solid warmth of his chest was settling my stomach better than any antacid could.
“Was she…” I trailed off, not wanting to put the obvious into words but needing to know all the same.
I felt Ramirez nod. “No question. DOA.”
I pulled back, looking up at him. He was in full-on cop mode. His eyes scanning the street for possible evidence, his body tense with nervous energy, itching to get at the crime scene, his face set into those grim, unreadable lines that betrayed nothing of his thoughts. 
“Jack, our wedding planner is dead.”
He looked down at me, attempting (poorly) a smile. “Well, at least I got out of cake tasting.”
I kicked him in the shin. “Not funny.”
I knew he was just trying to make me feel better, but at the moment nothing about this was going to feel good. A woman I’d just spoken to yesterday was dead, her entire life over in one brief moment, leaving a lifeless heap where her sharp-as-a-tack personality had just been.
I shivered again, wrapping my arms around my sides as I heard the distant wail of sirens approaching. 
As soon as the boys in blue got there, Ramirez handed me off to a uniformed officer whose nametag read “Hobbs” and told him to take me home. I started to protest, but as much as I wanted to know what happened to land Gigi facedown in my bridal cake, I really didn’t have the energy to stick around and watch them wheel the human Hefty bag that was her final legacy out the front door. Besides, the press vultures were already starting to circle and the last thing I wanted was my mascara streaked face on the 5 o’clock news. Thanks to one tabloid reporter in particular, I had a distinct love-hate (mostly hate) relationship with the press. Instead, I let Hobbs follow my little red Jeep home, making sure I got all the way up the stairs to my studio before his cruiser took off down the street. 
Once inside, I immediately flipped on the TV. So far the death of Beverly Hills’ most prominent wedding planner had yet to make the airwaves. But I knew it was only a matter of time. A story like this didn’t chill for long. Obviously Gigi hadn’t expired from natural causes. And last I checked, it was pretty hard to stab one’s self in the back. That only left murder. Murder in a Beverly Hills wedding studio! The paparazzi would have a field day with this one.
And here I was, smack in the middle of it. Again.
I fought another round of nausea at that disconcerting thought as a knock sounded at my front door.
I flipped off the TV and crossed the room to open it. Only to be attacked in a rib-crusher hug that knocked the air out of me.
“Oh, baby,” Mom said, squeezing me like a boa constrictor. “It’s just too awful. I can’t believe this is happening to you.”
“Karma. Karma’s a nasty bitch sometimes,” said the large, muumuu-clad woman wedging her way into my apartment behind Mom. Mrs. Rosenblatt.
Mrs. Rosenblatt was a three hundred-pound, five-time Jewish divorcee, who read tarot cards and talked to the dead. Eccentric didn’t even begin to cover Mrs. Rosenblatt. 90% of the time, she could be found wearing either Birkenstocks or Crocs, and the only thing louder than her Lucille Ball hair color was her muumuus. Today’s was no exception. Hot pink with neon blue polka dots all over. 
Next to her, Mom’s outfit almost seemed subdued.
“Mom, can’t breathe,” I choked out, my face squished up against her boobs.
Mom eased up and stood back. “Baby, I’m so sorry. I don’t know how this could happen but-” 
I held up a hand. “Wait. Before you say anything else, let me just assure you that this was totally not my fault. I was just minding my own business, going to taste cake and then Ramirez was late, and then I was worried he wouldn’t show, but he did, but I already had the hiccups by then, and when we tried to go inside to get a glass of water, there she was with a knife in her back.” 
Mom blinked. Then her face drained of all color, going a shade of pale even Casper couldn’t attain. “Knife?” She swayed on her feet, leaning on the back of my futon for support. “What do you mean, ‘knife’?”
Oh hell. “Uh… exactly why were you so sorry a minute ago?”
Mrs. Rosenblatt put a steadying hand at Mom’s elbow. “We were sorry that the restaurant we booked for the rehearsal dinner cancelled. Said the health inspector came in and found a roach in the kitchen, shut the whole place down. So, we gotta have it someplace else.”
“Oh.” If I ever learned to shut my big mouth, it would be a miracle.
“What knife?” Mom persisted, grabbing my arm in a death clutch. 
I bit my lip. Well, if the cat was out of the bag, I couldn’t very well stuff it back in clawing and screaming. Reluctantly, I filled Mom and Mrs. R in on the events of the afternoon. Even though I tried to gloss of the more gory details, Mom’s eyes were still dilated to an unhealthy size by the time I was finished and Mrs. Rosenblatt’s mouth was hanging open, showing off her lipstick stained teeth. 
“Oy, your karma really sucks, bubbee. You musta been Hitler in a former life or something.”
“Great. Thanks.”
“Oh my stars, I can’t imagine how awful it would be to find her like that,” Mom said, a hand going to her heart.
I cringed as the all-too-fresh memory of Gigi’s limp body knotted up in my stomach. “It wasn’t the best day ever. But Ramirez was with me,” I added.
Which seemed to calm her a little.
“Oh my poor, poor baby. Why do these things always happen to my baby? I tried to raise you right. You had a good home, went to a good school. Granted, I might have been a little lenient with bedtime and maybe let you have one too many sweets now and then, but I did my best. So why, oh why, is it my daughter who always finds the dead bodies?”
Okay, a very little.
“Look, Mom, I’m okay.” Mostly. “Ramirez is handling the case, everything’s fine.”
“You’re sure you’re okay?” she asked again.
“Yes.” And, actually, the more I said it, the more I started to almost believe it myself.
“In that case, we’ll handle the rehearsal dinner,” Mrs. Rosenblatt piped up. “Now that I think about it, I seem to remember my second husband, Carl, had a cousin who works in a place just down the street from the Beverly Garden. Italian joint. Has a live accordion player and everything. Classy.”
While accordion didn’t exactly scream “classy” to me, I let it go. In light of a dead wedding planner, the details of ambient music at my rehearsal dinner took a backseat.
“Call me if you need anything,” Mom said as she and Mrs. R made for the door. “I mean it. Anything.”
“Thanks.” I gave her another hug, glad to see a little color returning to her cheeks. 
As soon as the door closed behind them, I dug into my purse and pulled out my cell, speed dialing number one.
Three rings later, Dana’s breathless voice answered.
“Hello?”
“Hey, it’s me. And have I had a hell of an afternoon.”
“Oh, man, tell me about it,” she shouted. “I just finished that cartoon reading and my throat is so raw! You would not believe the high, squealy voice they wanted me to do. I mean, please, do flamingos even talk that way?”
“Listen,” I said, “I need pedi therapy. Want to meet me at Fernando’s in twenty?”
“God, yes.”
 
* * *
 
 
Fifteen minutes later I pulled my car down Beverly and parked on the street, a block south of Fernando’s Salon. 
Mom met Faux Dad a couple years ago when, after twenty some years of being a single mother, she’d decided to reenter the dating scene with a whole new look. She’d gone to Fernando’s where Faux Dad had used his cut and color talents to not only give her a stylish makeover, but to win her heart as well. Mere months later, they’d exchanged vows in a beautiful ceremony with yours truly as the maid of honor. Which shocked the hell out of me, let me tell you, since at that point I’d been 99% sure Faux Dad was gay. But, as dads go, he’s been stellar. Mom glows like a teenager, her roots have never looked better, and I get all the free pedis I want. What more could a girl ask for?
As I pushed through the glass front doors of Fernando’s, I saw that this season’s theme was Rock ‘n’ Roll retro. Think Happy Days and the Fonze. 
In addition to Faux Dad’s talents with a blow dryer, he was also a bit of an amateur interior decorator. (See what I mean? For a straight guy, he totally had the queer eye.) He’d painted the walls in alternating vibrant pinks and blues, with a smattering of old vinyl records tacked up along the ceiling. The reception desk was a chrome and formica piece that looked straight out of a ‘50s diner, and the stylist stations were each adorned with cardboard cut outs of Marilyn Monroe and James Dean. From somewhere doo wop was being pumped into unseen speakers, and the front chairs had been upholstered to look like they were wearing giant poodle skirts. I suddenly had the urge to order a double malted, Daddy-o.
“Mads!” 
Faux Dad’s receptionist, Marco, came gliding in from the back. Marco was slim, Hispanic, and wore enough eyeliner to single handedly keep Maybelline in business. 
In keeping with the theme, he was wearing skintight blue jeans, ending a good two inches above his white socks, a white T-shirt and a black leather jacket, a la West Side Story. His jet black hair was slicked back from his forehead and on his feet were – I kid you not – roller skates. He skidded to a stop just inches from me, leaning on the reception desk for balance.
“Dahling, it’s been ages since you’ve been in. Color touch up?” he asked, eyeing my roots.
Self-consciously, I fluffed my hair. “No. Actually, I wanted to see if you could get Dana and me in for pedis.”
Marco frowned. “You know it messes up my whole schedule when you drop in like this, Maddie.” He consulted his big black book.
“Pretty please, Marco. I need comfort today.”
“Oh?” He lifted one drawn-in eyebrow. “Do tell, honey.”
Marco was the current frontrunner for biggest gossip in all of L.A. County. I knew if I told him, within minutes it would be on every blog, Yahoo! loop, and MySpace bulletin in cyberspace. But, since the press would be running with it soon enough anyway, I figured I’d give him the pleasure of breaking this particular story. 
“It’s Gigi Van Doren.”
“She’s your wedding planner, right?”
“Was.”
“Was?” There went the other eyebrow. “What happened?”
“Someone killed her.”
Marco took in a shocked breath, his hands flying to his mouth. “No!”
“Yes. This morning. Ramirez and I walked in to taste the cake and found her there.”
“Heart attack?” he asked.
I shook my head. “Not unless it was brought on by a knife in her back.”
“Oh, my God, the poor thing!” Though Marco’s eyes were shining like he’d just won the gossip lottery. 
“Ramirez is with her now. So… a pedi-worthy emergency?”
“Good, God, yes! I’ll fit you both right in. Come on, come soak and tell Auntie Marco all the gory details.”
Ten minutes later my toes were encased in a lavender-scented foot bath and Marco was on gossip overload, his eyes glazing over like he was high. He was just beginning to look truly feverish when Dana walked into the salon and plopped down in the pedi chair next to me. 
“God, what an afternoon. I swear I’m going to be hoarse for the next week.”
I turned to look at her. And blinked. Twice.
She was clad in a pink leotard covered in feathers that started at her throat and ended just above her derriere. Hot pink stockings and pink boots covered her legs, while her arms were encased in long, loose sleeves that seemed to be molting pink feathers all over the black and white checkered floor.
“Hey, Big Bird,” Marco said.
Dana looked down at her outfit. “Very funny. I had a reading.”
“A voice over reading,” I reminded her,
“Right. I’m playing a flamingo.”
“For a cartoon. You do realize that they usually draw cartoons right?”
Dana waved me off. “Ricky says the best way to know a character is to live like that character. We’re taking this new method acting class together. It’s at the Uta Hagen studio.”
Ricky was Dana’s boyfriend of the past year and star of the prime-time soap Magnolia Lane. Ricky had recently won a People’s Choice Award for his portrayal of the hunky gardener on the show, after which Dana had vowed to follow any and all advice he had for her own acting career (such as it were). I hesitated to point out that Ricky’s popularity probably had more to do with the fact that he took his shirt off in every episode than it did his amazing acting skills. But I had to admit, Uta Hagen was the premier acting coach to have. Though… 
“Wait, I thought Uta Hagen passed away?” 
“Oh, she did. It’s being taught by one of her student’s cousin’s coaches. Bernie Sholpenstein. But it’s so her method.”
“Ah.” I’m proud to say, I totally didn’t roll my eyes here. See what a good friend I am? 
“Anyway, what’s the pedi emergency?” she asked, slipping off her boots and letting her toes settle into a bath of hot bubbly water. 
Marco and I quickly filled her in. (Okay, mostly Marco. He was already embellishing the scene with blood spatter, ominous music in the background, and a feeling of foreboding creeping up my spine as I walked into the studio. Needless to say, I didn’t even try to hide the eye roll this time.) When we were finished, Dana’s eyes were as big as two round ostrich eggs.
“How traumatic! Maddie, are you okay?” she asked.
I nodded. And here in the bubbly, warm, lavender-scented comfort of Fernando’s, it was almost true. Seriously, there was something magical about pedis. I swear if more people took time out for their toes, we’d have altogether less war and crime in the world. 
“So, who do you think killed her?” she asked.
I shrugged. “I dunno.”
“I bet it was one of her clients,” Marco said. “You know she did the Spears wedding last spring.”
“Britney?”
“No, Hank. Britney’s cousin. But it was all over the Us Weekly special. Very tasteful.”
“No,” Dana said, shaking her head (prompting pink feathers to molt into her pedi tub). “No, why would her clients want her dead? I mean, without her, there’s no wedding, right?”
Marco gasped, his hands flying to his face again. “Maddie, does this mean the wedding’s off?”
I’d been so freaked out by encountering the dead body I hadn’t even thought of that. Was I a bad person that for a brief moment I was relieved I wouldn’t have to order four hundred linen place cards after all?
“No, no way,” Dana protested. “No, the wedding will go on. It’s too late to cancel.”
“But it’s too late to book another A-list planner. Honey, those gals book moooooonths in advance,” Marco said, drawing out the word and punctuating it with a sharp snap of his wrist.
“You know what? It’s fine,” I said. “We don’t need a planner. I mean, we really wanted something small and intimate anyway. We’ll just scale it down a little-”
“Oh!” Dana said, cutting me off as she popped up from her chair. “I know. We’ll plan it ourselves!”
“Uh… we?”
“Marco and I.”
I looked from Marco’s roller skates to Dana’s flamingo feathers. “Um, I don’t know…”
“That is the most fabulous idea ever conceived!” Marco shouted, slipping forward in his excitement and grabbing the arm of my pedi chair to keep from skating away. “Surely most of the heavy work has already been done. The wedding venue, the minister, the caterer, all booked right?”
Reluctantly I nodded. “Yeeees. But…”
“So all we have to do is decorate, organize, and deal with the last-minute stuff.”
“I totally know how to do this,” Dana chimed in. “I’ve played a bride three times on the Lifetime channel. Oh, and I even auditioned for that J Lo movie about the wedding planner. I totally know weddings.”
“Me too!” Marco squealed. “Oh, I saw this special on the Home and Garden Network about these tulle rose bouquets as gifts for your guests. They were daaaaaahling! We must do those!”
“Um, guys, I’m not sure…”
“Perfect! Oh, and I know one of Ricky’s friends that has this band that’s totally off the hook. Usually they do bar mitzvahs, but I’m sure they can do weddings, too.”
I felt dread curling up from my pruney toes all the way to the tips of my fingers. “Guys, really, I don’t think I need all this. I mean, the wedding’s pretty planned already. We’re good. Really.”
“Oh, yeah?” Dana challenged. “When are the flowers arriving?”
“Uh…”
“And the limo?”
“What do I need a limo for?”
“The photography arrangements, the tux rentals,” she said ticking items off on her fingers, “the makeup artist. Do you even know who’s doing your makeup for the event?”
“Um… me?”
Marco and Dana gave me twin stares. Both said I was totally outnumbered. Again.
I threw my hands up. “Okay, fine. You two can plan my wedding.”
“Eeek!” Dana said, engulfing me in a hug that sent feathers up my nose. “I’m so excited, this is going to be the best wedding ever. First thing is to sit down with you and Ramirez and pick a color scheme.”
I snorted. “Fat chance of that.”
Dana turned her head around. “What does that mean?”
I shook my head. The sad truth was that if I’d thought it was hard to get Ramirez involved before, it was going to be downright impossible now that a homicide was thrown into the mix. When it came to a case, he was like a pit bull with a big meaty bone – focused to a fault. As I voiced my concerns to my friends, I pictured his cop face earlier that day and had a horrible vision of me standing at the altar, staring down an empty aisle. Forget cake tasting, it would be a miracle if he remembered to show to the wedding at all. 
“Surely he’s not that bad,” Dana said. “He’ll show.” 
“Right. Remember my birthday? How I waited outside the opera for a full hour for him.”
Marco clucked his tongue. “And they were such good seats.”
“Double homicide in the West Hills wins out over La Traviata every time,” I sighed. 
“But this is his wedding,” Dana protested. 
I know she was trying to make me feel better. But I had a sinking feeling that tuxedos, slow dancing, and being barraged by four hundred well wishes while surrounded by delicate flowered centerpieces rated even lower on Ramirez’s wish list than a night of listening to the fat lady sing. As he’d so aptly put it, he wasn’t really a wedding-y guy. 
“Well, we’ll just have to make sure the case is closed by then,” Marco said.
“He’s right,” Dana said, nodding. “If the death was solved, Ramirez would be free to focus on the wedding”
I bit my lip. “I guess.”
“Good, then it’s settled,” Marco said, his eyes taking on a dangerous twinkle. “Oh, I just love it when we play Charlie’s Angels!”
“Me too!” Dana squealed, molting more feathers as she clapped her wings together.
“Wait!” I held up both hands. If there was one thing in this world I had learned to fear it was when my friends used the term ‘Charlie’s Angels.’ Ninety percent of the time it resulted in bodily injury. 
Usually to me. 
“Listen, as much as I appreciate the help, guys, there’s nothing we can do that Ramirez and his crime scene buddies can’t.” 
Dana put her hands on her hips. “Really? Tell me, exactly what did Ramirez say when you told him you were going cake tasting today?”
I felt my cheeks go hot. “He turned on a basketball game.”
“Of course he did, because all men hate weddings.”
Marc opened his mouth to protest.
“Present company excluded, of course.”
He shut it, giving her a nod. 
“My point is,” she continued, “Ramirez doesn’t know the first thing about weddings or wedding planning. He wouldn’t even know where to begin looking for Gigi’s killer. Maddie, we totally have the advantage over him.”
I looked from Marco’s beaming face to Dana’s smug smile. 
Oh boy. 
For a brief moment, I almost felt sorry for Gigi’s killer. The poor man had no idea what he’d gotten himself into. 
 

 

Chapter Four
 
 
Once our toes were passion pink and ruby rendezvous, respectively, Dana and I settled down on the poodle skirt sofas in the front of the salon while Marco skated back and forth in front of us with a pad of lined yellow paper, outlining our strategy.
“So, where do we start?” Dana asked.
“With centerpieces! We must have floral centerpieces at each reception table. Roses? Carnations?” Marco asked, pen poised.
“Actually, I meant where do we start looking for Gigi’s killer?” Dana pointed out.
Marco stuck his lower lip out in a pout. “Oh.”
“Roses,” I said. 
Marco perked up immediately, making a note on his pad. 
“What about the husband?” Dana asked.
“Ramirez?” Marco cocked his head to the side. “You think he’d rather have carnations?”
Dana rolled her eyes. “No, Gigi’s husband. The husband is always the first suspect on Law & Order.”
“You do know that’s a fictional show, right?” I pointed out.
“She might be right, though,” Marco added. “I’d look at the husband first. Marriage drives people crazy. I mean, you spend that much time with someone, odds are you’re gonna want to kill them at some point.”
Dana shot a wary glance at me, then stuck a foot out and kicked Marco in the shin as he skated past. 
“Ow!” He looked at me. “Oh.” Marco’s face went red. “Oh, right, well, I totally didn’t mean your marriage, Maddie.”
“Uh huh. Sure. Thanks.” 
“Back to Gigi,” Dana said, clearing her throat loudly. “Do we know if she was married?”
I shrugged. I had to admit, I didn’t know much about Gigi except that she didn’t understand the word ‘understated.’ 
“Leave it to me, dahlings,” Marco said, skating around his desk to the slim, black computer behind it. He pulled up a Google screen and typed in the name “Gigi Van Doren.” 
As Marco scrolled through pages of hits, we learned that Gigi was on the alumni committee at UCLA, had signed an online petition to save the polar bears, and had an aunt named Eloise who’d recently died of lung cancer in Poughkeepsie. Finally we hit jackpot as Marco pulled up the online presence of the L.A. Informer. 
An article about Gigi Van Doren separating from her husband of two years hit the front page last July, the reporter cruelly pointing out the irony of Beverly Hills’ hottest wedding planner not being able to keep a marriage together herself. 
“So much for the husband theory,” Marco said.
“Well, an ex-husband is even better than a husband. Alimony is a great reason to want someone dead,” Dana pointed out.
“Does it list his name?” I asked.
Marco scrolled down. “Seth Summerville. Says he’s a real estate developer.” He opened a new window, bringing up a yellow pages site, then typed the name into the search engine. A page of Summervilles popped up, ranging from dry cleaners to attorneys. Marco scrolled until he hit on “Summerville Development” in downtown L.A. He clicked the link, printing the address out on a giant printer hidden under a Styrofoam jukebox. 
“Perfect, let’s go pay the ex Mr. Gigi Van Doren a visit,” Dana said, clapping her hands. And molting a few more feathers.
“Uh, maybe you’d like to change first there, Daisy Duck?”
Dana looked down. “Oh. Right. K, we’ll stop by my place first, yeah?”
“Definitely.”
“Call me the moment you know something!” Marco called out after us as we pushed through the front doors.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
Half an hour later, Dana had ditched the poultry look and was dressed in leather mini and ankle boots, once again looking human. I took the 101 south from her Studio City duplex into downtown, then wound down Figueroa until I hit the address on Marco’s printout. It was a big chrome and glass building looming over the street, shimmering in the afternoon light as if to say it was way more important than the other office buildings vying for space in the few short power blocks of downtown. 
I circled the structure and parked my little red Jeep in the garage at the end of the block. After clubbing my steering wheel, Dana and I made our way down the street, passing two Starbucks (one on each side of the street, because heaven forbid you’d have to cross) and one Jamba Juice before hitting the Summerville building. 
Yeah, he owned the whole building. 
“Wow, I hope she had a good prenup,” Dana said, as we pushed though the glass front doors into a spacious air-conditioned lobby. “This guy’s loaded.”
“No kidding.” Though from Gigi’s designer shoes and nip-tucked appearance, I figured she hadn’t made out too poorly. 
“How about you, Mads?” Dana asked, consulting the directory by the elevator. “You and Ramirez signed a prenup yet?”
“A what?” I asked, giving her a get-real look. 
“A prenup. Have you signed one yet?”
“Me? Um. No. God, no. I mean, why would Ramirez have me sign a prenup?” While Ramirez did own a cozy little two-bedroom in West L.A., it was far from an entire building with his name on it. And his cop salary was at least a few zeroes short of Richie Rich. 
“Not him. You,” Dana emphasized. “Maddie, you’ve got to protect yourself.”
I choked back a laugh as we stepped into the marble tiled elevator. 
“Me? Seriously? Have you seen my studio?”
“Mads, your designs, girl.”
“What about them?”
“Well, what are they worth?”
I bit my lip. I guess my career had been looking up a bit lately. But I was still a far cry from a wealthy mogul. “Dana, I really don’t think I need to worry about that yet.”
“Oh, please, Maddie, everyone gets a prenup these days. You’ve got to protect yourself girl.”
“From Ramirez?”
Dana turned to face me, a frown settling between her strawberry blonde brows. “Maddie, California is a community property state. Did you know that half of any design you create while married to Ramirez will belong to him?”
I paused. “Seriously?” I hadn’t actually thought about it before. 
“Seriously. This screenwriter friend of mine, his wife was always bitching at him to go out and get a real job. Eventually she left him. He sold the script two months later and, guess what? She got half his royalties. Turns out since the script was written while they lived together, it was technically a marital asset. Talk about irony, huh?”
“Ouch.”
Dana nodded vigorously, her bangs bobbing up and down as the elevator doors slid open at the seventh floor. “When you’re married, Ramirez will own half of everything you have. Split down the middle. Even half of your tampons will belong to him.”
I opened my mouth to protest just how ridiculous that was. 
But only a hiccup came out.
“Think about it, Maddie,” Dana said as she pushed through the glass doors with the word “Summerville” stenciled in curvy script. “Everyone who’s anyone gets a prenup these days.”
I clamped my lips together. No doubt that I loved Ramirez. But I hadn’t actually given thought to the idea of sharing everything with him. Sure, he had his own shelf in my medicine cabinet, but it had taken me months to get used to even that.
I tried to shove those disconcerting thoughts to the back of my mind and calm my jumping diaphragm as I followed Dana across the posh reception area of Summerville’s front office. 
My heels clacked on the hardwood floor leading up to a massive wood desk so tall I feared my petite frame might not be visible behind it. The gargantu-desk was manned by a small, slim man in a pink dress shirt and bright green plaid sweater vest. A pair of wire rimmed glasses perched on the end of his nose as he talked into a headset glued to one ear. 
“Yes, Mr. Summerville will be at the planning commission on the third, but the groundbreaking in Tokyo will have to wait until he comes back from his trip to New York.
“Yes, thank you for calling Summerville, please hold. 
“I’ll transfer you to HR immediately. 
“May I help you?”
His speech was so rapid fire it took me a minute to realize he was talking to me. But his pointed “What?” look, one eyebrow cocked up, head tilted to the side finally clued me in. 
“Oh, uh, yes. I was wondering if we could speak with Seth Summerville?”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“Um, not exactly-” I started.
But Mr. Sweater Vest cut me off. “What is this in regards to?”
“Uh…”
Luckily Dana was faster on the draw. “Mr. Summerville wanted to talk with me about modeling for him in their next brochure. You know, for the project in Tokyo?”
Sweater Vest narrowed his eyes. “Hmm. Well, Mr. Summerville is indisposed at the moment. But if you’d like to make an appointment, I’m sure he’d be happy to see you.”
“Okay, I guess.” Not the immediate gratification I’d been looking for, but not a ‘no’ either. 
Sweater Vest opened a window on his computer and consulted the screen, all the while chatting away to his headset. 
“Summerville, please hold.
“Yes, I’ll transfer you to Mr. Peterman in accounts receivable.
“No, no the plans for the Fairfax building were messengered over Thursday.
“I have one opening on the twelfth.”
Sweater Vest looked at me expectantly.
“Oh, you’re talking to me?”
He cocked an eyebrow, tilted his head. Yep, he was talking to me. 
“Right, sure. The twelfth will be fine.” 
“Of April.”
I blinked. “April?” It was only February! 
“Mr. Summerville is a very busy man.”
I felt my heart bottom out my toes. So much for our prime suspect. But unless I was approaching him with a badge and a warrant, it looked like we were SOL.
“Are you sure he doesn’t have just a few minutes for us?” Dana asked.
Sweater Vest gave us a stern look that said he was positive. “Shall I pencil you in?’
I shrugged. “Yeah. Sure,” I said and gave him our names.
“Fine. See you on the twelfth.
“Yes, the offices are open until five today.
“Mr. Summerville will have to call you back after his conference call this afternoon.
“You’ll have to consult local zoning regulations.
“Are you still here?”
I jumped a little at his pointed gaze, realizing he meant us. “Right. Just leaving.”
Thusly dismissed, Dana and I marched back to the elevators.
“Well, that was a bust,” she said once we got back outside.
I looked up at the building. Then down the street at the twin Starbucks.
Hmm…
“You in the mood for a latte?” I asked Dana.
She shrugged. “Sure.”
I pulled out my cell, dialing Marco. 
“Yes, dahling?” he answered on the first ring.
“Hey, Farrah. The angels need you. Meet us at Summerville?”
Marco did a happy squeak. “I was just getting off. I’ll be right there.”
I flipped my phone shut and grabbed Dana by the arm, dragging her down the street to Starbucks number one. 
The barista behind the counter wore about fifteen different piercings, half of which were in her lower lip, silver rings jingling with each breath. I tried not to stare (much) as I ordered two grande lattes – one nonfat soy (for Dana), one extra whip (for moi) and three empty paper cups in a cardboard carrying case (for entry to Summerville).
Forty minutes later Dana and I were appropriately caffeinated and waiting again in the lobby of the Summerville building, when Marco showed up. While he was still in his greaser chic garb, I was relieved to see he’d traded in his roller skates for a pair of sensible loafers. Well, as sensible as Marco got. They were iridescent silver with red velvet hearts on the top. 
I handed him the three empty cups and quickly filled him in on my plan to get past Sweater Vest as we rode the elevator back up to the seventh floor. 
Marco strode through the glass doors, Dana and I hanging back. We waited through a five-Mississippi count, then followed, crouching low as we pushed through the doors, then crab walked across the hardwood floor, ducking below the desk. 
“Are you sure Jennifer Moss doesn’t work here?” I heard Marco saying. “I swear she said to bring the lattes to the conference room on the seventh floor. You know how much trouble I’m gonna be in if she isn’t here?” 
Sweater Vest let out a loud sigh. “I’m sorry, but she doesn’t work here.”
“Maybe she’s new?”
Another sigh. This one even louder. “I’ll check again, but I can almost guarantee you’ve got the wrong building.”
The sound of fingers clacking on the keyboard sounded above, and Marco glanced down to give me a wink.
While Sweater Vest had his full attention engaged with the names on his computer screen, Dana and I continued our crabwalk around the right side of the desk, slipping down a hallway and to the left before straightening up to our full height. 
Wow. It worked. Whatta ya know?
I glanced around the hallway, getting my bearings. It was punctuated by offices on either side, each filled with men and women in tailored suits talking into Bluetooth sets. I gingerly peeked my head around each doorframe, checking out the nameplates on the doors until we hit a large one in the corner with the words “Seth Summerville” stenciled in flowing script. 
I stuck my head in. Seth Summerville had his back to me, his full attention on the floor to ceiling glass windows overlooking bumper-to-bumper traffic on the 110 freeway as he shouted into his headset.
“No, go low. We want to cut off their assets at the ankles, Bob. We can’t have this coming back to bite us in the ass with the fourth-quarter returns.”
Dana squared her shoulders beside me and, before I could stop her, knocked loudly on the doorframe.
Seth Summerville spun around, and I got a good look at him. Salt-and-pepper hair, a long face, pointed nose, sharp eyes to match his sharp features. I put him in his mid-fifties, that age when men start becoming “distinguished” and women start going away for weeks at a time to have stuff “done.” He wore a white button down over navy slacks, a matching blazer carelessly thrown over the back of an enormous leather desk chair. He had a broad, solid build and an aura about him that said he was used to getting his way, positively reeking of power in a manner that was more than a little intimidating. I suddenly felt about twelve in my jeans and tank. Like I was playing at being a grownup, but this guy was the real deal.
Luckily, Dana didn’t intimidate that easily.
“Mr. Summerville?” she asked.
His brows hunched together. “Call you back in five, Bob,” he told his Bluetooth. Then directed his attention toward us. “Can I help you?”
“Hi, my name’s Dana Dashel and this is my colleague, Maddie Springer.”
Colleague? I raised one eyebrow at her as Seth waited for the punchline.
“We’re looking into the death of your ex-wife, Gigi Van Doren. We’re working with the police,” she added with a solemn nod.
Oh brother.
And Seth didn’t seem to buy it either, taking in my high-heeled boots and Dana’s micro mini with a pair of narrowed eyes. 
“Any statement you need from me can be obtained through my lawyer.”
“Fine, then we’ll just come back with a warrant,” Dana countered.
“Uh,” I stepped forward, elbowing Dana in the ribs.
“Ow.”
“Ix-nay on the arrant-wa,” I whispered out the side of my mouth. “Actually, Mr. Summerville, we’re not actually police officers.”
“You don’t say.” Wow, the man had deadpan down to a science.
“No. I’m… well, I was a client of Gigi’s.”
“And good friend,” Dana piped up, stretching the truth just a tad again.
I was about to give her another elbow, but the friend bit seemed to soften Seth’s features.
“I was very sorry to hear of her passing,” he said. Though whether that was part of his press release or an actual sentiment I’d be hard pressed to say.
“We know you divorced last year. Had you seen Gigi lately?” I asked.
“No. No, I hadn’t. Not since we bumped into each other at a charity function a couple months ago. Uh, sit, will you?” he asked, gesturing to a pair of leather club chairs as he sank into the executive version behind his desk. 
Dana and I complied, her bare thighs making a little farting sound as she shifted on the leather.
“Had you had much contact with her?” I asked
“No. Our divorce wasn’t what you’d call a friendly one.”
This piqued my interested. “Oh?”
Seth frowned, looking out the massive window again as if searching back into a memory he’d just as soon forget. “No. It was… tumultuous to say the least.”
“You fought?”
“Constantly.”
“About?”
He drew in a deep breath. “Her health.”
Not the answer I had been expecting. I bit the inside of my cheek. “If you don’t mind me asking, what was wrong with Gigi?”
“Absolutely nothing. That was the problem. When I first met Gigi five years ago, things were wonderful. Life was like one long honeymoon. But a few months after we married, she started obsessing about her appearance. Her wrinkles, her hair, her pores, her skin. Every inch of her body was under constant scrutiny. Finally, I suggested she see a doctor if she was so worried. Huge mistake on my part.”
“Why is that?”
“She saw one all right. A plastic surgeon. At first, it was just a simple chemical peel. Then it turned into an eye lift, a brow lift, implants in her cheeks. She had so many procedures I can’t even remember them all. And after each one I had to watch her go though the agony of a painful recovery, just to hear her pick apart another body part the next month. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore.”
No wonder I’d had such a hard time determining her age. It sounded like Gigi had gone to the plastic surgeon like most people go the supermarket. 
“Exactly how old was Gigi?”
Seth shook his head. “Beats me.”
“Wait, you didn’t know how old your wife was?” 
“Like I told you, she was obsessed with being younger. She said there were some secrets women never tell. Frankly, it didn’t matter to me, so I dropped it.”
“Well, she must have had a good surgeon,” Dana piped up. “I never would have known she had all those procedures.”
“Oh, she did,” Seth said. “The best money could buy. The revenue from her little wedding business,” he said, flicking his wrist as if her million-dollar-a-year enterprise was nothing more than a blip on his radar, “every cent went into her looks. The woman was obsessed with staying young.”
“What about your money?”
“Ha!” He let out a sharp laugh. “No way. I had her sign an iron-clad prenup.”
I tried to ignore the I-told-you-so look Dana shot me.
“Gigi didn’t see a dime from me once the divorce papers were signed.”
So much for motive. The way he spoke of her, it was more like she was a minor annoyance, like a pesky mosquito that had buzzed through his life more than a passionate entanglement. Our husband theory was sinking faster than the Titanic. 
“Do you know if she was seeing anyone new?” I asked, totally fishing now.
He steepled his fingers under his chin. “She was with someone at the charity gala last fall.” He did a laugh slash snort thing. “Young guy, probably half her age. But I guess that’s why her plastic surgeon now drives a Bentley, right?”
“Any idea who he was?”
He shrugged. “She said he was a musician or something. I didn’t really pay attention. Attention was what she wanted, so that was the last thing I was willing to give her.”
Spoken like a true bitter ex. 
“Well, thanks very much for your time. And, again, sorry for your loss.”
A flicker of emotion passed across his features, and he mumbled a, “Thank you,” as Dana and I slipped out of his office. 
Once down the hallway, we power walked past Sweater Vest with our heads down. Luckily, since it sounded like he was simultaneously on four different calls, he didn’t even notice.
Marco was bouncing on his toes in the lobby waiting for us. We quickly filled him in on what Summerville had told us as we walked back to the parking garage.
“I still think he’s a possibility,” Marco said when we’d finished. 
“I don’t know.” Dana shook her head. “From what I heard on CSI, stabbing indicates a crime of passion. Summerville didn’t seem all that passionate.”
“You do know that the shows on TV are fiction, right?”
Dana waved me off. “It’s all art imitating life.” 
I shook my head. But I did have to agree that Summerville seemed about as over Gigi as a man could get. Which didn’t leave much in the way of motive.
“What about the new guy? The musician?” Marco asked.
“Maybe her assistant would know who he is?” I said, remembering the way Gigi’s right-hand gal had been the designated keeper of the schedule. 
“Any idea how to contact her?” Dana asked.
I shook my head. “Other than at the studio, no.” And considering that place was probably still crawling with real police officers, that was not an option. 
“Google to the rescue,” Marco piped up, pulling something from his pocket.
“You carry Google around in your pocket?” I asked. 
“iPhone. Hello, honey, who doesn’t have internet in their pocket these days?” 
I was ashamed to admit the only thing lurking in my pockets was likely lint and a stale sick of gum.
“What’s her last name?” Marco asked, already punching things into his touch screen.
I scrunched my nose up as I thought back to when Gigi had first introduced us. “Quick. Allie Quick.” 
I watched Marco’s lips move as he typed it into his phone, silently spelling the name out. A few clicks later, he hit pay dirt. “I’ve got a MySpace page for an Allie Quick in Glendale. This her?” 
Marco passed the phone forward and I squinted down at the photo on the screen. Sure enough, it was the same blue-eyed blonde who graced Gigi’s front office.
“That’s her! Can we call her?”
Marco snorted as he took his phone back. “Yeah, like she’d put her number on her page. We’ll friend her, then message her. What’s your username?”
“Username?” 
“Yeah, your MySpace name?”
“Um… I don’t have one?” I said. Though it sounded more like a question.
Marco rolled his eyes at me. 
“Geeze, Maddie. I bet you still dial 411 instead of doing Yahoo Local, too,” Dana said. 
I declined to answer. Mostly because I had no idea what Yahoo Local was. “I don’t do networking sites for twelve-year-olds, so sue me.”
“Well, you do now,” Marco informed me, stabbing at his phone with his index finger. “I just signed you up. You are now Maddie626 and your password is Manolo.”
“Swell,” I mumbled under my breath. I was now officially a member of the cyber age. 
“K, I messaged her-” He paused. Then enunciated very slowly as if he were talking to a two year old. “Which means sending her an email…”
I gave him the finger.
“…telling her that you need to speak with her as soon as possible.”
“Great. So, now what?”
“Actually,” Dana said, stealing a glance at her watch, “I’ve got to get home. Ricky and I have class tonight and I promised I’d go over our scene together first.”
She was right. It was getting late and, on the off chance Ramirez actually came over tonight, I wanted to be at my studio to pump him for information. 
“Okay, let’s wait till we hear back from Allie and go from there tomorrow,” I said
Marco agreed, hopping into his little day-glo yellow Miata with a promise to call me for updates tomorrow from the salon. I jumped on the 101 and dropped Dana back off in Studio City before pointing my Jeep toward the ocean. Of course, it being rush hour (meaning gridlock the entire way down the 405) it took me over an hour before I pulled my Jeep up to my own apartment. 
Where I almost hit my neighbor’s trashcan with a lurching halt. 
While I’d been expecting Ramirez’s SUV to fill the other half of the drive, the beat up blue Dodge Neon parked there instead had me swerving in surprise. 
As did the man lounging against the dented back fender. White button-down shirt, wrinkled khaki Dockers, shaggy rumpled blond hair, and a kill-all cocky grin that became ever so slightly bigger as I gaped at him.
Felix. 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
My fingers clenched the steering wheel so tight my knuckles went white. I took two deep breaths and steeled myself for what might happen when I got out of the car. 
Felix was the L.A. Informer’s star reporter, and we had what you might call a complicated history. 
My first contact with him had been after my ex-boyfriend went to the slammer and I’d caught a killer by popping her breast implant with a nail file. Admittedly, it was the kind of sensational story the Informer lived for. But that still didn’t excuse the fact that Felix had run the article with a photo of my head pasted on Pamela Anderson’s body and the headline, Double D’s Beware! 
He’d endeared himself to me even less when I’d had the pleasure of meeting him in person, this time while investigating the disappearance of my biological father, Larry. Felix and I had formed a reluctant alliance to outwit the mob, which had ended with us getting kidnapped and Dana blowing a hole through some thug’s chest. Again, not one of my finest hours. 
Recently, however, Felix had been conspicuously absent from my life. Probably due to the fact that a completely accidental kiss in Paris had prompted me to realize that Felix’s feelings might go a bit beyond friendly. Rumor had it he was even in love with me. 
I hadn’t seen Felix since we were backstage at the Jean Luc LeCroix show at fashion week. Right before someone had tried to kill me. (See what I mean? No exaggeration, I am a total trouble magnet.) Felix had been staring deep into my eyes, ready to confess his true feelings for me. It was a moment that was a little too honest, a little too intimate, and a little too fresh in my mind. One which should have made me feel icky, squeamish, and like washing my tonsils out with soap. Oddly enough, it didn’t. In fact, if he hadn’t been interrupted by a homicidal manic, I’m not sure how I would have responded to his confession. 
As it was, my feelings toward Felix were… well… complicated.
And what all that translated into now that I was engaged to Ramirez, I had no idea. Though the word “awkward” immediately came to mind.
A knock sounded on my car window and I jumped in my seat, giving off a little terrier-esque yelp.
“Hey.” Felix’s crooked smile and dimpled cheeks filled my vision. 
Willing my heart rate to return to normal, I cracked the window.
“Yeah?”
“You gonna come out?”
“I was thinking about it.”
His blue eyes crinkled at the corners, and I was pretty sure they were laughing at me. “Come to any conclusions yet?” 
I took a deep breath and shook off the part of me that wanted to put the car in reverse, pretend I’d never seen him, and drive straight to the nearest comforting Ben & Jerry’s ice cream parlor. I was being ridiculous. We were two grown adults. Well, I was grown. Sometime I wondered at Felix’s maturity level. He did work for a tabloid after all. 
I opened the door, sliding out of the car and planting my feet on the sun-warmed pavement with as much dignity as I could after being caught cowering in my driver’s seat.
“Felix,” I said by way of greeting.
“Maddie. Nice to see you again,” he responded in his impeccably articulated Hugh Grant accent. Then he gave me a slow up and down, taking in every inch of me from my swanky suede boots to my barely B’s hinting at the neckline of my sweater tank. 
I felt my cheeks flush, rethinking that whole getting out of the car thing. 
“You look good, Maddie.”
“You-” I started, but for some reason my voice stuck in my throat. I cleared it loudly, trying again. “You, uh, you look good, too.” 
Liar. He looked great. 
Despite his lived-in look, even I had to admit Felix had a certain charm about him. He was such a study in dichotomy you couldn’t help but be intrigued by him just a little. You’d never know from his appearance that he was an actual British Lord with his own castle and a distant relation to the Queen of England. Felix was what I called a cheap rich guy. He was sitting on a boatload of old family money from his father, yet inherited the penny-pinching gene from his Scottish mother. And by penny pinching, I don’t mean buying the small yacht. I mean the driving-a-ten-year-old-beat-up-car, wearing-the-same-pair-of-wrinkled-pants-for-a-week, drinking-watery-gas-station-coffee-instead-of-Starbucks cheap. No joke, I’d actually seen him tip a valet in nickels once. 
“So,” Felix said, “I hear we’ve had some excitement, yes?”
I guiltily looked down at my diamond-clad left ring finger. “Yeah, about that…” I trailed off, clearing my throat again.
“Yes? Care to fill me in?”
“Look, Felix, I was going to tell you. But it just all happened so fast. We were in Paris, and there was the Eiffel Tower, and it was all so romantic, and then there was the ring, and, well, I just kind of said yes without thinking. I mean, I wanted to say yes, I’m glad I said yes, but I didn’t really think about saying yes before I said yes, I just said it. And then, well, afterward, I didn’t really know what to say to you and, like I said, it all happened just so fast. It wasn’t like I’d planned it or thought about it or anything like that. It just kind of happened. Fast.”
I paused for a breath to find Felix chuckling softly, shaking his head at me. 
“What?”
He continued laughing, letting the question hang in the air just long enough for my cheeks to heat again before replying. 
“Actually, I meant Gigi’s murder.”
Oh. Great. 
What was it about men that made me instantly stick my size-seven pumps in my mouth?
“Right.”
“But congratulations on the upcoming nuptials. Sorry I won’t be able to attend. Got big plans that day.”
“Oh hell, don’t tell me my mother invited you too?”
“No. She didn’t.”
“Well, then who… Oh.” I blamed it on the effect of those two dimples still staring back at me from his grinning cheeks that I didn’t detect his sarcasm straight off. Felix was apparently the only person in L.A. County not on my guest list. Damn if I didn’t blush even harder. “Sorry. I was going to invite you, but, well, I wasn’t sure… I mean after… well, you know…”
Felix cut me off, his grin widening considerably at my discomfort. “You know you’re adorable when your face goes all red like that. Kind of like a choking victim.” 
The words every girl longs to hear.
I shook off my guilt and embarrassment, reminding myself that Felix was the kind of guy who made up stories about Bigfoot’s secret love child with the crocodile woman. He was a big boy. He could handle a little rejection. 
“Exactly what are you doing here, Felix?”
“I told you. Wanted to hear your big news.”
“Wanted to hear as in you’re a concerned friend, or a nosey reporter?”
Felix cocked his head to the side. “Oh, you know me better than that, Maddie, love.”
“Right. Just as I thought. Reporter.”
“Cute and smart. Ramirez really is a lucky guy.”
For a fraction of a second I could have sworn I saw real emotion flicker across his face. Something like regret mingled with envy mingled with just enough of a hint of unexplored lust to make me blush again.
But just as quickly as it came, it was gone, the teasing glint in his eyes returning so quickly it made me wonder if I hadn’t imagined the whole thing. 
“So, how about it, Maddie? Want to unburden your day on the Informer’s most sympathetic ear?”
“Hmm. Tempting.”
I brushed past him, heading up the flight of wooden stairs to my second story studio.
“Was that a note of sarcasm I detected in your voice?” he asked, following a step behind me.
“Oh, look who’s the clever one now.”
I fit my key in the lock, and before I could stop him, Felix slipped into the apartment behind me. 
“Just tell me one thing: is it true she was facedown in buttercream icing?”
I bit my lip, images of the scene that morning flooding my brain. I nodded.
Felix threw his head back and laughed. “Too delicious, the irony. What ultimate revenge for the lovelorn.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but something in Felix’s words sent the little hamster running on my mental wheel. Could this have been a case of revenge against the wedding planner? A jilted bride or groom? A ceremony gone terribly wrong? I made a mental note to look into that. Had aborted wedding plans resulted in someone with a grudge against Gigi?
“What color?”
“Excuse me?” I asked, Felix’s voice jolting me back to the present.
“What color icing?” His eyes were shining with the kind of glee usually reserved for a six-year-old with a shiny new Christmas bike.
“This is not some joke, Felix. A woman is dead.”
“It most certainly is not a joke. Do you know how many copies the Informer will sell once this story breaks?”
“Okay, we’re done here. Out.” I pointed, straight-armed at the door. “I’m feeling sleazier just being in the same room with you.”
“Flatterer. I see why Ramirez scooped you up.”
“Oh, please. You were seconds from trying to scoop me yourself.”
The moment it was out of my mouth I regretted it, clamping one hand over my lips as if to stave off any further verbal diarrhea. 
But before I had the chance to apologize, Felix threw his head back and laughed out loud again. “Wow, we do think rather highly of ourselves, don’t we, Maddie? Every man’s madly in love with you, eh?”
I bit my lip. “No! That’s not what I meant. I mean… well, at the LeCroix show… it seemed like you were about to… I mean I thought you were going to say…”
Felix’s blue eyes twinkled at me, mischief dancing through them like a cat with a fresh ball of string. “You thought I was going to say what, Maddie? That I was madly in love with you? That I’d been secretly pining for you all this time? That I couldn’t possibly live another day without you?”
His mocking tone turned that blush into a full bodied thing. “No,” I mumbled. “Of course not. Don’t be silly.”
And listening to him talk now, it seemed just that. Silly. Maybe I’d imagined the whole thing in Paris. Maybe the romance of the city had done funny things to my perception. Maybe the way Felix looked at me was just what he said it was – lust over a juicy story. 
Talk about feeling ridiculous. I said a silent prayer that the floor would open up and swallow me whole.
“Don’t worry, Maddie,” Felix went on as I marinated in mortification. “I’m well aware that you prefer the tall, dark, and caveman type.”
Hey! “Ramirez is not a caveman!”
Felix quirked an eyebrow my way as if challenging that statement.
“All right, so he can be a little macho at times. But at least he doesn’t make a living exploiting innocent people. He’s one of the good guys.”
“And I suppose that makes me a bad guy?” Felix took a step forward. 
Instinctively, I took one back, my tush coming up against the cool tile of my kitchen counter. 
“In this case, yes.” 
He moved forward again, his smile taking on a decidedly wicked glint. “Goody. I always wanted to play the villain.”
Oh boy.
I licked my suddenly dry lips. “I-I think you should go now,” I squeaked, my voice coming out a full octave higher for some odd reason. 
“Do you want me to go?” he asked, emphasizing the one word I really didn’t want to explore.
I opened my mouth to respond… 
Only it wasn’t my voice I heard.
“Yes, she does.”
I whipped my gaze to the front door and found Ramirez’s broad shoulders filling the frame. His hand hovered just over the gun I knew he kept strapped under his jacket, his brows hunkering down in a way that made his dark eyes fairly growl with menace.
I did a dry gulp. Then put on my best innocent face and did a little one finger wave. “Hi, honey.”
But Ramirez ignored me, his gaze locked on Felix like a homing device. On a bomb. About to go off.
I can’t say I completely blamed him. As complicated as my history with Felix was, throw Ramirez into the mix and… well, let’s just say that the last time Ramirez and Felix were in the same room, Felix’s lips were on mine and Ramirez was dumping me. A memory that, as evidenced by the vein starting to bulge in Ramirez’s neck, hadn’t faded from his mind.
“Felix,” he hissed through clenched teeth.
“Jack, lovely to see you again,” Felix said breezily, as if the two were old friends meeting for a pint at the pub. He was doing an excellent impression of a man unfazed by a pissed-off cop, though how much was acting, I wasn’t sure.
He grabbed my left hand, holding up the two-carat rock resting there. “I hear congratulations are in order.”
Ramirez’s nostrils flared, his eyes shooting from Felix’s face to his hand holding mine, then narrowing. I had the distinct feeling if I squinted hard enough I could actually see the testosterone crackling in the air. 
I shook off Felix’s grip, lest he tempt Ramirez into actually using that gun. 
“Felix just dropped by to discuss Gigi’s death,” I said, trying to defuse the situation.
Ramirez tore his gaze from Felix’s smirk (with obvious difficulty) to me. 
“Of course, I told him I had nothing to add and that he’d have to go sniff out a link to the Loch Ness monster on his own.”
I gave Felix a pointed look. Now would be an excellent time to make an exit, pal.
But he seemed pleased as punch to remain in the line of fire, shoving his hands in his pockets and rocking back on his heels. 
“Oh, Maddie,” Felix said, “don’t you worry your pretty little head…”
Ramirez growled deep in his throat. Actually growled. 
I rolled my eyes.
“…one bit about it. I’ve always got a Nessie angle up my sleeve.”
“I’ll bet,” I mumbled. “Well, as fun as this has been, time to go, Tabloid Boy.”
I grabbed Felix’s sleeve and physically propelled him the three feet to the front door. All the while Ramirez staring him down as if he were a bug he’d like to put a boot to. They sidestepped past each other, and I held my breath, knowing just how easy it would be for Ramirez’s fist to accidentally shoot out and catch Felix in the jaw. 
Felix must have realized too, as, despite the cool grin still cracking his cheeks, he scuttled out double time.
“I’ll see you soon, Maddie,” he called over his shoulder. 
Prompting another growl from Caveman.
I shut the door, internally sighing with relief that we’d avoided bloodshed.
“Care to tell me what that was all about?” Ramirez ground out. 
I spun around to find his arms crossed over his chest, narrowed eyes now zeroing in on me.
“Oh no, pal. Don’t play mad with me. How about you tell me what this,” I said, gesturing between him and the closed door, “was all about?”
“What?”
“The silent pissing contest. ‘Grunt, grunt, hands off my woman.’”
He softened his stance, uncrossing his arms. “I didn’t grunt.”
I raised a challenging eyebrow.
“Much.”
Despite playing the hard-ass, I couldn’t help a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth.
“Thanks for not hitting him.”
“You’re welcome. But no promises about next time.”
“Fair enough.” The way Felix had taunted Ramirez, next time I might hit him myself. 
Ramirez sank down onto my futon and flipped on the TV, the tension leaking out of his shoulders and instantly being replaced by a look of fatigue. 
“How did it go at L’Amore after I left?” I asked, settling down beside him. 
“Fine.”
“Fine? Like, fine how? Anything interesting at the crime scene? Any witnesses crop up?” I asked, trying my best at casual curiosity.
Unfortunately, Ramirez knew me better than that.
“No way.”
“What?”
“There’s nothing I’m willing to share with a nosey blonde who hangs out with tabloid reporters.”
“Hey!” I stuck out my lower lip in a mock pout. “We don’t ‘hang out.’ I was ambushed.”
He grinned, tilting my chin up to face him. “You’re a lot of trouble, you know that, Springer?”
I nodded.
“Good thing you’re so cute.”
I couldn’t help my insides from doing a squealy girly thing. The hot guy thought I was cute. 
“So… how about cluing the cute girl in on your case?”
Ramirez shook his head, but the grin remained in place. “All right, I give in.”
My turn to grin.
“Cause of death was one stab wound to the back with a cake knife, wiped clean of prints. No defensive wounds, which indicates the killer was someone she knew and trusted. Time of death was approximately 10:32 am.”
“Wow, that’s a specific approximation.”
“Her watch stopped.”
I raised an eyebrow.
He shrugged. “Got clogged with buttercream.”
“What about DNA?” 
“Have to wait for lab techs to finish processing.”
“Okay. What else?”
“That’s it.”
“That’s it?”
“Yep.”
I sank back in my seat, suddenly thinking Dana and Marco were right. If that was all he had so far, Ramirez really did need our help. 
Having divulged all he knew, Ramirez focused on the TV. Me – I had no interest in guys in squeaky shoes putting a ball in a net. Instead I wandered over to my drawing table, picking up a sketch for a pair of ruby red slingbacks I’d been working on. On the floor next to my drawing table sat a brown package that I’d swear hadn’t been there this morning. 
“Where’d that come from?” I asked, nodding with my head.
“UPS brought it after you went to the gym. Looks like a wedding present.”
I dropped my sketch with a squeal. “We have unopened gifts in the house? Why didn’t you tell me?”
I didn’t wait for an answer, instead grabbing a pair of scissors from my drawing table and attacking the box. It was addressed to “the Future Mrs. Jack Ramirez” (which elicited another high-pitched squeal on my part) from Uncle Cal, my Mom’s oldest brother. In a flurry of packing peanuts and bubble wrap, I dug into the sucker, pulling out our very first wedding gift, the first thing that belonged to us as a couple. I felt anticipation building in my stomach, as I emerged with a crystal… um…
“What the hell is that?” Ramirez asked, staring at our first wedding gift. 
It was clear, angular, and… kinda shaped like a duck. With a spout coming out of its beak. And a handle made of crystal tail feathers. 
“Gravy boat?”
“It looks like a duck.”
“A duck-shaped gravy boat?”
Ramirez grinned. “Does this mean you’re gonna learn how to cook when we get married?”
I resisted the urge to throw the gravy boat at him (I threw a packing peanut instead), shoving our anticlimactic first gift back in the box.
“Tell you what,” I said. “I’ll learn to cook when you learn to scrub toilets.”
“Takeout it is.”
“So,” I said, joining him on the sofa. “Dana and Marco agreed to help plan the wedding now that Gigi’s… well, you know…” I trailed off, not able to actually make myself say the words.
Ramirez narrowed his eyes. “Marco? He’s the guy with the eyeliner?”
I nodded.
Ramirez shook his head. “God help us.”
“They promised they’d keep it tasteful. Small.”
He shot me a ‘yeah right’ look. 
I would have argued with him, but honestly I had my own doubts. 
“So… um, we still need to let the caterer know about the cake. I know we didn’t actually get to taste it, but, well, they still need to know what to make.”
Ramirez’s eyes took on that dark, hooded cop-face look. That unreadable gaze that left me forever guessing the emotion hiding behind them. 
“They left a message on my voicemail saying a sample would be ready at the bakery day after tomorrow. So, how about it?” 
“Look, Maddie, I can’t think about a wedding right now. Can’t you just… handle it?”
That squealy feeling faded instantly.
Our wedding was now something to be “handled.” 
Okay, I know he probably didn’t mean it that way, but right then I didn’t quite trust my voice. Instead, I just nodded, avoiding his gaze.
“Thanks.” He wrapped one arm around me, grabbing the TV remote with the other and flipping on some basketball game in progress. 
I closed my eyes and leaned against his chest, focusing on his steady heartbeat against my cheek and not the tiny bubble of anxiety those unreadable eyes had instigated in the pit of my stomach. 
Probably Ramirez was just tired. Probably he was preoccupied. Probably it was that he just didn’t have the energy to think about white organza-strewn aisles and not that he was having second thoughts about actually walking down them.
Probably.
But one thing was for certain - if I wanted my groom back, I was going to have to find Gigi’s killer.
And fast.
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
Organ music filled the air, echoing off walls peppered with bright red roses and delicate white baby’s breath. Silky ribbons knotted into intricate bows made a clear pathway down the aisle. I followed them, slowly walking forward, my feet moving as if through molasses. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me, watching me, waiting breathlessly. 
My hands began to sweat as I neared the end of the aisle. A line of bridesmaids in black stood to one side, their dresses somehow morbid against the white background, the bloodred roses in their bouquets suddenly appearing sinister. To the other side, a line of groomsmen, again in unrelieved black. One stood out from the rest, his back to me, apart from the other tuxedo clad-men. The groom.
I swallowed a nervous lump in my throat, my heart beating way too fast. Somehow the organ music had morphed from the wedding march to something out of a B-horror movie. Shadows seemed to gather along the walls, shifting the flowers and ribbons into grotesquely distorted shapes. I wanted to run, to leave, to get away as fast as I could. But I couldn’t make my feet respond. No matter how I tried to flee, they continued their steady forward motion toward the man waiting for me at the end of the aisle.
I watched in fascinated horror as he came closer and closer, until I was standing right behind him.
I held my breath as he turned around.
Only it wasn’t a him. 
It was Gigi, the front of her suit covered in sickly yellow buttercream, her lifeless eyes staring out at me as her lips mouthed the words, “Don’t forget to order place cards.” 
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
I shot bolt upright in bed, sweat trickling down my spine, breath coming out like a marathon runner’s. I whipped my head around the room. No organ, no blood red roses, no gory corpse groom.
I let out a deep breath, sinking back onto my pillow. 
Instinctively I rolled over toward Ramirez… only to find his side of the bed conspicuously empty. 
I opened my eyes, swallowing down a lump of disappointment. But what did I really expect? With an open homicide, he’d probably been strapping his gun on well before the sun had come up. 
I got up and padded into the kitchen to my Mr. Coffee, filled to the brim, giving off the heavenly aroma of freshly brewed French Roast. A yellow Post-it was stuck on the side.
Had to run. 

XO 
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Okay, so I didn’t get to wake up in his arms. But he had made me coffee. Gotta love the man for that. 
I downed a cup, then showered and dried my hair before stepping into a pair of cropped jeans, an Ed Hardy T-shirt with pink skulls and rose vines creeping over the shoulders, and a pair of cute pink wedge heels I was determined to wear despite the fact that spring was still a good month and a half off. 
Pouring myself a second cup of Ramirez’s caffeinated offering, I flipped open my laptop and booted it up. 
As I may have mentioned, I’m not what you’d call technology savvy. I’m an artist – give me a pad of paper and a set of drawing pencils and I’ll create you the most to-die-for designs you ever saw. But sit me in front of a computer and my IQ drops about twenty points. What makes a computer tick is a total mystery to me. Part of me still has this irrational fear I’ll push the wrong button and smoke will start coming out of my monitor. 
With no small difficulty, I’ve stumbled my way through learning the basics. I can check my email and order shoes from Zappos.com. And, I’m proud to say that, after a particularly frustrating afternoon with my laptop, I’d figured out how to make the songs on iTunes miraculously appear on my iPod. But download, upload—it was all gobbledygook to me. 
Needless to say, MySpace was way out of my league. 
I took a fortifying breath before typing the web address into my browser. It only took me two tries to realize that MySpace was all one word (Whatever you do, don’t put an underscore in there. Shudder. That was way more than I wanted to see of anyone before my second cup of coffee in the morning.), but finally a blue welcome screen came up. I typed in my email address and the password Marco had given me. 
My personal page came up next, along with the information that I had two friends. Some guy named Tom and Allie Quick. I clicked on the little link below my name that read “inbox” and saw Allie’s smiling face at the top of the queue. 
Look at me, navigating the internet like a pro! 
Feeling pretty darn proud of myself, I opened the message.
It was short and to the point, saying how horrified she was about what happened to Gigi and that she’d be happy to meet with me this morning. She suggested her apartment at 10:00 and gave me an address in Glendale. 
I glanced up at the clock above my drawing table. 9:30. I downed my coffee and I prayed traffic on the 5 was light.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
10:12 I pulled up in front of a two-story tan, stucco building hunkered against the side of a hill on Verdugo. It was one of those nondescript seventies buildings that conformed to the utilitarian shoebox school of architecture. Three units on the bottom, three on top, one set of rusted metal stairs climbing up the right side. On the left was a covered car park, where a pair of sedans squatted beneath the overhang. 
I parked at the curb and clubbed my Jeep, taking a cement walkway to the building through overgrown agapanthus and a lawn that was 90% crabgrass. The mingling scents of curry and onions wafted from beneath the first door, the distant wail of an unhappy toddler bellowing from the second before I reached unit F on the end. I gave a sharp rap, hoping Allie was still home. 
Two beats later Gigi’s former assistant opened the door. Her blue eyes were red and rimmed with dark circles that spoke of a sleepless night. She held a tissue in one hand. A pair of white cargo pants hung limply on her slim frame beneath a black Daughtry concert T-shirt that hugged her generous D cups in a way that made me wish I’d thrown on a Wonderbra this morning.
“Oh, Maddie, doesn’t this just suck?” she said, her voice threatening to crack.
I nodded sympathetically. “Thanks for seeing me. Do you mind if I come in?”
She nodded, sniffling loudly before stepping back to allow me entry. 
The inside of the apartment was as square and uninteresting as the outside, a small kitchen done in olive green tile and pealing linoleum to the right, a living room to the left and a single bedroom visible beyond that. While the gray shag carpeting and at-one-time-white vertical blinds were an eyesore, she’d tried to make the most of it with the furnishings. A colorful sheet covered the sofa on the far wall, red and yellow throw pillows adding a cheery feeling. A TV sat in one corner on a stand painted in white and yellow, a matching coffee table sitting in the center of the room, a vase full of bright pink daisies gracing its top. Someone was obviously making the most of a meager salary. 
Next to the flower vase sat a slim, silver phone with about a hundred more buttons than mine and a textbook, open to a page filled with equations that made my eyes cross just glancing at them. Algebra had never been my thing. Math was numbers as far as I was concerned. As soon as they started throwing letters in there, they’d lost me. 
“Taking a class?” I asked. 
Allie sank down onto the sofa, pulling one leg up underneath her as she nodded. “At UCLA. Algebra two.”
I suppressed a shudder as I took a seat beside her. “You’re ambitious.”
“It’s required. If I want to graduate this June, I have to suck it up and take math.”
“I didn’t know you were still in school.” Though it made sense. She looked about twelve today minus her makeup and tailored work clothes.
Allie nodded. “Working with Gigi was just a part-time gig. I’m actually majoring in journalism. I only worked at L’Amore on days I didn’t have class. Which is why I wasn’t there yesterday when…” She trailed off, her eyes filling with big fat tears.
“I’m so sorry,” I said, laying a sympathetic hand on her arm. “Had you worked for Gigi long?” 
Allie shook her head, blonde hair swaying against her cheeks. “Not really. I just started last quarter.”
“Do you have any idea who could have done this? Anyone have a grudge against Gigi?”
“No! No one.” Allie pressed the tissue to her lips. “I can’t think of a single person who’d want to harm Gigi. She was wonderful. The woman was an amazing artist.”
While I personally didn’t exactly see party planning as art, I bit my tongue, instead making more sympathetic noises.
“What about businesswise? Any debts she hasn’t paid, financial trouble?”
“Just the opposite. Business was booming lately. After she did that football player’s wedding to the pop star last month, she was featured everywhere. Entertainment Tonight, E!, even TMZ mentioned her by name. She couldn’t keep people away.”
“What about past clients?” I asked, not yet ready to give up my fishing expedition. “Any weddings gone awry? Anyone who might have blamed Gigi?” 
Allie shook her head. “No. The police asked me all this yesterday, too.”
“The police were already here?” Duh. Of course they would have been. Ramirez was a trained homicide investigator. I felt a tiny prickling in the back of my head that I was wasting my time. If Allie knew anything worth pursuing, chances were Ramirez was already pursuing it. 
“Yeah. They were really pushy, wanting to know if Gigi and I got along, where I was that morning, if anyone could verify it. It was almost like they were accusing me of something.”
“How awful,” I said, appropriately horrified. 
“They were. Except for the tall one. He was actually sorta nice. Kind of a hottie, too. Hispanic, tattoo on his bicep, nice butt.”
I narrowed my eyes. Hey, that was my hottie!
“Anyway,” she continued, “they wanted to know all about who Gigi did business with, who might have been angry at her. But, honestly, I can’t imagine anyone being angry at her, you know? She was just the most wonderfully sweet woman ever.”
While I was sorry to see Gigi gone, ‘sweet’ wasn’t exactly a word I would have used to describe Gigi. Efficient, yes. But sweet? I wondered if maybe we weren’t dealing with a minor case of hero worship here.
“Allie, Gigi’s ex-husband mentioned that she was seeing someone new. Do you happen to know who he is?”
Allie bit her lip, cocking her head to one side. “Gosh, I dunno. Gigi wasn’t real open about her private life.”
“He may have been in a band of some sort?” I prompted, mentally crossing my fingers.
Allie looked up at the ceiling, searching her memory. “Um, let’s see… well, I don’t know if it’s the person you’re looking for, but this one guy did come by the office a few weeks ago. Said he could get me tickets to his concert if I wanted.”
I felt myself sit up straighter. “What concert?”
“The Symmetric Zebras.”
I had to admit, I’d never heard of them. But, then again, the last time I’d aspired to be a groupie was when I was fifteen drooling over my Skid Row posters.
“Any idea how I can get hold of these Zebras?”
Allie shrugged. “Sorry, I’m not really a fan.”
I was about to press more, when Allie’s phone rang, vibrating across the coffee table. 
She picked it up, flipping open the top. “Sorry. Text,” she explained, reading the little screen. Then she did some fancy maneuver, flipping the screen sideways and turning the screen into a mini-keyboard. She quickly typed back some message using her thumbs with a speed that I’d swear rivaled the best receptionists in the known universe. 
“Wow, cool phone.” Even though it would take me a year to figure out how to use it. 
“Oh, thanks. Gigi gave it to me for Christmas. Same one she had. She said the bulk of her business was about organizing and timing. Double booking is like death to a wedding planner.” She paused, cringing at her own word choice. “Uh, anyway, she said I needed a way to keep track of everything on the go.”
“You don’t happen to have Gigi’s schedule on there as well, do you?” I asked, leaning forward to get a better look.
“Uh huh. Hang on a sec.” She slipped a stylus from the side and stabbed at the little screen. “Gigi wanted to make sure I avoided any conflicts, so I always kept a copy of her schedule.”
“Any idea what she had planned the morning she died?” I know, it was unlikely the killer had made an appointment to murder her. But it was possible someone she’d been meeting with had stabbed her in the heat of the moment. At the very least it might be worth questioning the people who’d last seen her.
“Let’s see,” Allie said, pursing her blonde brows together, “no clients that morning. But she had an appointment the afternoon before with Mitsy Kleinburg.” Off my blank face, she added, “You know, the daughter of that guy who directed Johnny Depp’s last movie? She’s marrying some stockbroker in June and the chick is a total nightmare. Changes her mind like every five seconds, then blames us when things get delayed.”
“Really?” I asked, making a mental note. So not everyone had been on hunky-dory terms with Gigi. I wondered just how nightmarish Mitsy could get. Enough to actually kill over a fouled-up table setting? 
Yes, I was reaching. But it was a start at least.
“I don’t suppose you have Ms. Kleinburg’s number, do you?”
Allie bit her lip, then looked up at me through her enviably long lashes. “I’m really not supposed to give it out,” she said. “A lot of Gigi’s clients are high-profile personalities. I had to sign a confidentially agreement and everything when I came to work for her.”
“Right.” So much for Bridezilla.
“Sorry,” Allie said, looking like she actually meant it. 
“Anything else? She didn’t have anything scheduled for that morning?”
Allie stabbed a little more with her stylus. “Just Paul.” 
“Another boyfriend?”
She laughed. “Hardly. Paul Fauston does all our wedding cakes. He was probably delivering the sample that morning that… ” She trailed off, her eyes going watery again as she left the rest unsaid.
I patted her arm awkwardly.
While I’d yet to actually meet Mr. Fauston, I recognized his name right away. Gigi had said he was the best in the business, creating virtual sculptures out of sugar and egg whites. I may have been iffy about place cards, but the cake was one place I was not skimping. We’d taken Gigi’s advice and ordered from him straight off. From what I remembered he had a bakery just a few blocks from Gigi’s studio.
“Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve got a test later,” Allie said, gesturing toward her algebra book, “and I didn’t get a whole lot of sleep last night.”


“Of course. Thanks for seeing me,” I said, rising from the sofa and crossing the tiny room to the doorway.
“If you think of anything else, here’s my number,” I said, slipping Allie my card. 
She took it with a sniff, then shut the door behind me.
Once back in my Jeep, I opened my purse, pulling out a notepad and pen. While Mystery Rocker Boyfriend was still my number-one suspect, I wrote down Paul Fauston’s name. I know. The baker visiting the wedding planner before a cake tasting was hardly in the arena of suspicion. But he’d likely been the last person to see her alive. And it was his cake knife that she’d been killed with. Which definitely bore looking into. Luckily, I had an appointment with him tomorrow to taste that cake sample, an excellent excuse to grill him. 
I felt a little pang in my gut that I’d be doing it alone this time instead of with Ramirez, but I shoved it down, telling myself I was a big girl. I could taste wedding cake alone. So what if Ramirez wasn’t interested in the minute details of our wedding? As long as he showed up, it would be fine.
I just prayed he’d show up.
Under Fauston’s name I wrote, Mitsy Kleinburg with a notation, bitchy bride.
If Mitsy had really been as bad as Allie said, maybe she and Gigi had had a falling out? Maybe Gigi had ordered the wrong hors d’oeuvres? Booked the wrong chapel? Maybe in a fit of bridal induced rage, Mitsy had offed Gigi? As I well knew, getting married was more than enough to stress a person out. Maybe Mitsy had just snapped? 
Allie may not be at liberty to divulge Mitsy’s number, but, thanks to my addiction to celebrity gossip magazines, I did know where to find Mitsy’s famous father. Al Kleinburg was wrapping up production on a period piece already being hailed as next season’s Oscar frontrunner. It was the angsty saga of one family’s fall from grace during the depression and, according to Access Hollywood’s Nancy O’Dell, was currently being shot on the Sunset Studio’s lot. 
With new purpose, I flipped a U-ey on Verdugo and hopped onto the 134 heading west. I was just merging at the 101 interchange when my cell chirped to life from the depths of my purse. Driving with one hand, I used the other to navigate around a tube of lipstick, a sheaf of credit cards, and some old mints until I finally laid hands on my phone, flipping it open just as it was about to go to voicemail.
“Hello?”
“Maddie?” Mom shouted on the other end. 
I cringed, pulling the phone away from my ear. “Hi, Mom.”
“What?”
“I said ‘hi.’”
“Speak up, baby, I can hardly hear you,” she shouted.
I rolled my eyes.
“I said ‘hi!’” I yelled.
“Oh. Hi, baby. Listen, where are you?
“I’m on the 101. Why?”
“Oh, thank God. I was worried with all that had happened you’d forgotten.” 
Oh. Shit. “Forgotten?”
“The fitting. You didn’t forget, did you?”
Mental forehead smack. The dress fitting. 
Four months ago Mom and I had spent three full weekends scouring every boutique in town for the perfect wedding dress. I’d tried off the shoulder, one shoulder, spaghetti strap, empire waisted, pleat waisted, long sleeved, puff sleeved, lace, beaded, satin, silk, and everything in between. For once in my life, I had to admit, I’d been shopped out. 
Finally, we’d found this new boutique started by none other than Austin Scarlett, one of Heidi Klum’s Project Runway cast-offs. The most gorgeous couture gowns you ever saw. On the very back rack, the last dress I tried on… I found my perfection. Never mind Ramirez, I was pretty sure that this dress was my soul mate. A slim, corset waist, cut low in the back with a full skirt and delicate beading around the hem in a lovely white satin that made my skin feel like it was indulging in a silky bubble bath every time I put it on. Only better. ‘Cause I got to wear a tiara with it. 
Today was the final fitting to check every nip, tuck, pin, and seam. As much as the last twenty-four hours had taken out of me, I felt my mood lifting just a little at the thought of putting it on.
“Right. The dress. Of course. Uh, what time is the fitting again?” I asked, glancing down at my dash clock. 
“It’s in half an hour. You didn’t forget, did you?”
“Me? Forget? Never,” I said, taking the next exit. “I’m on my way.”
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Austin Scarlett’s bridal salon was located in an unassuming white-stuccoed building off Beverly, sandwiched between a trendy French bistro with an outdoor patio and the Lucky Happy Time nail salon. The front window featured headless mannequins in gorgeous, flowing gowns of bright white satin holding large, foam geometric shapes in primary colors that looked like they should be in a preschool block bin. The contrast was striking, bold and oh-so-very high fashion. 
I pushed through the glass front doors and inhaled deeply the scent of fresh couture as my eyes scanned the small interior for my merry band of wedding misfits.
I spied Mom right away, her neon green stretch pants standing out like a sore off-the-rack thumb among the soft, beaded gowns. While I loved my mother dearly, I thanked the gods on a daily basis that I hadn’t inherited her fashion sense. Though I had to admit, lately she’d been trying. After experiencing Paris Fashion Week last year, Mom had finally seen the fun in fashion. She’d absorbed every outfit she’d seen go down the runway. Then had promptly come home and started downloading fashion shows from YouTube.
Unfortunately, she’d taken the outfits just a little too literally. Anyone who’s ever seen a runway show will know what I mean when I say the outfits are for show, not necessarily ready for the racks at Nordstrom. They’re a jumping off place for the wearables that hit stores that season. Not even models could get away with wearing show outfits around town for an afternoon of brunch and gossip with the gals without catching snickers and stares. 
And I could see Mom already eliciting a few from the other shop patrons.
She’d paired the neon stretch pants (because, as she’d told me, “Bold color is in this year, Maddie!”) with a long, billowy white shirt that was just a tad on the see-through side (“This spring is all about sheers!”) and a leopard print bra that was way too visible beneath (Apparently she hadn’t downloaded any lingerie shows yet.). A pair of iridescent silver boots covered her feet and long, dangling neon green earrings hung from her ear lobes. She’d capped the effort off with matching green eye shadow that went all the way from the line of her chunky mascara to her penciled-in eyebrows. 
I did an internal shudder, thankful she hadn’t been kicked out of the boutique by now.
“Mads!” she cried, rushing across the shop and enveloping me in a hug. “Oh, I’m so glad you made it. Almost on time, even.”
I generously let the comment slide.
“BillyJo just left,” she continued. “Her dress fits fine, and Marco’s helping Molly and Dana get dressed now.”
BillyJo, Molly, Dana, and Marco were the girls I’d convinced to be my bridesmaids. (Yes, I lumped Marco in with the girls. Trust me, he was thrilled.) BillyJo was Ramirez’s sister and, while I got the distinct impression she wasn’t all that fond of me, she’d seemed pleased to be included in the wedding party. Especially since all five hundred of Ramirez’s brothers and male cousins were groomsmen. 
Molly, or The Breeder, as I liked to call her, was my cousin. She’d popped out four rugrats in just under five years. I was pretty sure I didn’t have one recent photo of Molly where she didn’t either look like she was smuggling watermelons under her shirt or have a kid glued to one hip. Or both. After the last munchkin, Conner “The Terror”, had been born, Molly told her husband he had two choices – either he could make an appointment with their doctor to get a vasectomy or he’d have to sleep with one eye open and hide all the kitchen knives. ‘Cause one way or another, the guy was getting snipped. Wise man that he was, he made an appointment the next day.
“Come on, everyone’s in the back,” Mom said, leading me to a private section of the shop that opened up to three fitting room doors. I could see tiny feet beneath two of them. Beneath the third, pink loafers. On a plush sofa to the side sat The Terror, sucking on a Tootsie pop.
“Hey, Connor,” I said giving him a little wave.
He stuck his artificially grape colored tongue out at me. Connor wasn’t what you’d call a master conversationalist. 
“Mads, is that you, dahling?” Marco called.
“Yep. Almost on time, even,” I said, sending my mom a playful look.
“We’ll be out in a second. Wait until you see what Dana and I did to the bridesmaid outfits!”
Did? Uh oh.
“Um, they were kind of done already, weren’t they?” I called back, taking a seat on the sofa as far away from Connor’s sticky fingers as possible. 
I’d gone with simple yet flattering gowns for all three ladies. They were long, flowing white, with touches of red along the hem and sleeves. Dana had wanted to do spaghetti straps, but Molly had vetoed that, saying that after breastfeeding for five years straight her boobs hung somewhere around her belly button. Without her ultra industrial strength support bra she looked like a mutant. After we’d measured the width of said mega bra’s straps (two inches of the strongest spandex modern man could make) it was pretty clear spaghetti straps were out of the question. We’d gone with flirty little cap sleeves with a red trim instead, then dressed Marco in a white suit with a white shirt and red tie. 
All in all, simple, elegant, tasteful. 
Which is why a knot of dread was forming in my stomach now.
“What do you mean ‘what you did’ to the bridesmaid outfits?” I asked again.
“Weeeeell,” Marco said, drawing out the word, “we realized your wedding didn’t have a theme.”
“Theme?”
“Yes, a theme,” Mom piped up. Apparently she’d been in on this. 
“Oh, Mads!” Dana popped her head out of door number two. “You have to have a theme to your wedding.”
“She’s right,” Molly’s voice chimed in from behind door number one. “I read it in Good Housekeeping. Themed weddings are in. Boring traditional weddings are out.”
“Boring?” I asked, the dread growing. 
“Boring,” Dana repeated.
“You don’t want a boring wedding, Maddie,” Mom said, shaking her head.
“And since you’re taking your honeymoon in Tahiti…” Marco said.
“… island paradise…” Dana added.
“…so romantic…” Marco, said, popping his head out of door number three. 
“…we decided on a Romance in Paradise theme!”
“It’s perfect, dahling.”
“Tropical chic.”
“Do we love, or do we love?”
I blinked at the two of them doing their disembodied heads version of Abbot and Costello. 
“Tropical chic?” Suddenly visions of plastic grass skirts and coconut bras danced before my eyes. “Uh, I don’t know…”
“Oh, it’s going to be fab! We’ve already ordered the flower leis,” Marco informed me.
“And hula dancers.”
“And two giant tikki heads.”
“Tikki heads?” I asked. Only it sounded more like, “Ti-ikki h-eads,” as loud hiccups interrupted my speech. 
“Uh huh,” Dana nodded. “So, going with the new theme…”
“…we made a few changes to the bridesmaid outfits…” Marco said, fairly bursting as he danced on the tip toes of his loafers.
“You’re going to love them,” Dana clapped her hands together behind the door. “Ready, Molly?”
“One more zipper,” Molly huffed behind her door. “Okay, got it.”
As one, the three of them stepped out of their fitting rooms. 
“Ta-da!” Marco said, striking a Madonna Vogue-worthy pose.
My eyes ping-ponged from one of my “simple, elegant, tasteful” dresses to another.
Someone had glued tiny sea shells all along the red trim at the hem and sleeves. Fake red hibiscus flowers had been sewn all up and down the skirts and the necklines were now trimmed with braided hemp rope.
And Marco’s tuxedo was dyed red. Head to toe red. With a hula girl appliquéd on the tie. 
“Well, what do you think, Maddie?” Dana asked, rocking onto her toes. 
Luckily, I didn’t have to answer as a loud hiccup erupted from my mouth instead.
Connor giggled, grape-colored drool sliding down his chin.
“We made the changes ourselves. Total retro island girl, don’t you think?” Dana did a twirl. Prompting the tiny clam shells at the hem to clink together like a wind chime. “So romantic.” She sighed. “Just what I’d want at my wedding.”
“I think a hibiscus is caught on my bra,” Molly said, twisting in the mirror and tugging at an industrial strap. 
“Well? Say something,” Marco said. His eyebrows drew together and his Vogue started to fade.
I opened my mouth to speak.
But only a sort of strangled sound in the back of my throat came out.
Mom clapped her hands together with glee. “She’s speechless. Oh, we knew you’d like them. See, you’re not the only one with an eye for fashion.” She winked at me.
I hiccupped again.
“Mads, have you got the hiccups again? Dana asked, pointing out the obvious.
“Here, try holding your breath,” Marco said, pinching my nostrils together.
“Ow.”
“No, no, she has to tip her head back,” Molly instructed, elbowing her way toward me. She grabbed a generous handful of my hair and yanked backward.
I tried to protest, but only another hiccup came out.
“Someone get her a glass of water,” Mom instructed.
“Here, I’ve got a sports drink,” Dana said, reaching into her bag and pulling out a bottle of orange stuff with lots of lightning bolts on the label. 
Mom shoved it under my nose while Molly held my head back. 
“Hold your breath and drink as quickly as you can,” Mom said, pouring the bottle down my throat.
It tasted like liquid vitamins and I coughed, sputtering orange junk down my chin.
Connor wailed with glee, clapping his hands until his lollipop stuck to the sofa.
“I’m fine. Really,” I said, breaking free from the oh-so-helpful trio. “I’m f (hiccup) ine.” 
“Geeze, you really have them bad.” Dana cocked her head to one side, studying me. 
“No kidding.” I pulled a tissue from my purse, wiping sticky stuff from my chin.
“Hello?” a voice called from beyond the door. “Everyone decently clothed?”
I looked at Marco’s tie. That was debatable. 
But before I could answer, Austin Scarlett came striding flamboyantly into the room, a black garment bag over one arm. “There’s our blushing bride!” he cried, descending upon me with a pair of air kisses. 
Take every fashion industry cliché you can think of, roll it into one divalicious package, and you’d have Austin Scarlett. From his blonde bouffant, to his faint uppercrust accent, to his flared waistcoat and heeled boots, he was fashion with a capital F-A-B. 
Mr. Fashion’s eyes flickered to the horror that was my bridal court, but, like a true professional, he didn’t even roll his eyes, instead looking away before any snarky comments could slip out.
“Sweetie, you look divine today,” he said, draping his bag on the seat beside me. “We’re ready to try your dress, yes?”
I nodded, praying he hadn’t let the Theme Squad get their hands on it.
And, as he unzipped with the flourish of a true artist unveiling his latest masterpiece, I let out a sigh of relief that God was on my side today.
It was flawless. 
I felt my breath catch. Yeah, I know that’s what all brides say. But I seriously couldn’t breathe for a full two seconds. It was that beautiful. I reached one hand out and reverently stroked its silky smooth surface, all my childhood fantasies of Cinderella princess dresses suddenly realized in front of me.
In a magical whirlwind moment I will treasure for the rest of my life, my own clothes came off and the dress slipped over my head. I stared at my reflection in the three-way mirror and couldn’t help grinning like an idiot. All those session at the gym with Dana had paid off. The bodice fit perfectly, and I didn’t even have to suck in. (Much.) The skirt draped like a dream, the train flowed stunningly, the tiny accents of crystal beads shimmered in the light like diamonds.
“Oh, Maddie, it’s lovely,” Mom said, tears backing up behind her eyes.
Okay, so maybe I was getting married in a cheap version of the Disneyland Tikki room. Maybe my bridesmaids would look like they’d been attacked by a Tahitian craft fair. Maybe letting Dana and Marco plan the wedding wasn’t on the list of Maddie’s finest moments. 
But one thing was for sure.
The bride would look fabulous. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
By the time we completed all the last-minute tucking and pinning, I was starving. Dana suggested this smoothie bar she knew down the street. While my stomach was crying for a Big Mac and a large fries, the memory of how snugly the corset waist had fit prompted me to follow her lead and order a strawberry banana shake instead. Honestly it wasn’t all that bad. Could have used a generous helping of whipped cream on top, but not bad. 
“So,” Dana said, leaning back in her white plastic chair outside the smoothie bar, “get anything out of Ramirez last night?”
“Not much.” Other than a gut full of worry. But I quickly filled her in on my interview that morning with Allie.
“I wondered if you’ve heard of the band. The Symmetric Zebras?”
“Sure.” Dana sucked the last of her shake so that her straw made loud slurping sounds against the bottom of her plastic cup. “I went to a show of theirs a couple months ago at the House of Blues. Pretty cool, a little on the heavy side, but not bad melodies.”
“Know how I could get a hold of them? One of them may be our mystery boyfriend.”
Dana puckered up her brow. “I got the tickets from an ex-roommate who roadies for them.”
I perked up. For once Dana’s endless stream of roommates paid off.
Dana lived in a tiny place in Studio City I’d come to think of as the Actor’s Duplex,because it was home to a bevy of actors. Or, more precisely, actor-slash-waiters, actor- slash-valets, actor-slash-security guards… you get the picture. And since actors aren’t exactly known for their steady income, the place usually smelled of cheap Top Ramen and there was a constant turnover of roommates. Over the last couple of years Dana had lived with No Neck Guy, Stick Figure Girl, and, my personal favorite, Overweight Guy Who Lives on Subway Sandwiches. Lemme tell you, that guy ate enough of those suckers and he started sweating out pastrami. 
“Which one was this?” I asked. “Bandanna Guy?” 
Dana shook her strawberry blonde head. “Nope. That was the biker. This one was Smokes Dope All Day Guy.”
“Ah.” I didn’t remember much about him except the thick pungent cloud that wafted down the hall every time his bedroom door opened.
“Anyway, I’ll give him a call and see if he can put me in touch with the band. Cool?”
 “Very.”
In the meantime, I shared with her my plan to visit Mitsy’s father and have a chat with bridezilla.
“Do you have a pass?” Dana asked, tossing her cup into one of the nearby recycling bins.
“Pass?”
“You know, to get on the studio lot.”
Oh. I hadn’t thought of that. “No.”
Dana grinned. “Good thing you have me, then.”
I raised one eyebrow at her, begging explanation 
“Ricky shoots Magnolia Lane there, remember? He’s got me permanently on the guest list.”
“Dana, I love you.”
She grinned, showing off a tiny strawberry seed stuck between her front teeth. “What’s not to love?”
Ten minutes later we were in her tan Saturn, cruising down Sunset Boulevard until we hit the impressive iron gates that enclosed the Sunset Studios. We made a right and pulled into the drive at the main gate where the five hundred-year-old guy with a clipboard checked Dana’s ID against his list, then pushed a button allowing us entry onto the lot.
The best way I could describe Sunset Studios was like a giant playhouse. You were never quite sure if things were real or just made to show well on camera. Beyond the front gate, the lot opened up into a huge roundabout with a park in the center with tall oak trees (real) and large decorative rocks (fake). Off the roundabout were different roads that served as the main studio arteries leading to the stately executive offices (real), the filming studios (mostly real), and the famous Sunset Studios backlot (totally fake), a virtual city of hollowed out buildings made to look like New York, Boston, San Francisco, and, of course, a generic middle American suburb. 
Dana pulled off to the left where a large parking lot for actors, crew, and guests sat, then grabbed a golf cart (the preferred mode of lot transportation) and headed toward the rows of squat warehouses with the names of hit shows painted on the outside. Magnolia Lane shot in 6G, nestled between that new crime drama and the latest celebrity game show. A group of guys in headsets smoking cigarettes stood in front next to a guy in a chicken suit (I hoped he was with the game show and not the crime drama), while Wardrobe and Makeup filtered in and out of the side entrance.
Dana parked next to a craft services truck and motioned me to follow her inside.
The last time I’d been on the Magnolia Lane set, I was being chased by the Sunset Studios Strangler and running for dear life. Not exactly a memory lane I was dying to stroll down. But, as we walked onto set, I noticed not much had changed since then. A few of the actors had been changed out for new ones, most notably the show’s star Mia Carletto who’d been replaced by a newcomer with the hots for Ricky’s character. But, for the most part the sets (fake) and crew (real—well, as real as people got in L.A.) and general air of crazed creativity in the air was still the same. 
“Ricky!” Dana called, hailing a shirtless guy by the camera.
He turned, giving her a lopsided smile that would make any woman with a pulse melt. As much as I was a one-Ramirez kind of woman, I had to admit, Ricky was hot. Sizzling. He had to be, because his ratings banked on it. He played the hunky gardener, trimming the hedges of Magnolia’s Lane’s most desperate housewives as he preened and smiled his way into the hearts of middle America every Tuesday evening. With his heartthrob looks and boyish charm, he was hard to resist. 
And shirtless, well… let’s just say some of us didn’t resist.
Dana flung herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck as he picked her up in a full bodied hug.
I tried not to be jealous, shoving down the memory of my very empty bed that morning. 
“Hey, babe, what’s up?” Ricky said, setting Dana back down on the ground.
“Oh, I just missed you.” Dana twirled her hair around one finger. I wasn’t sure if it was cute or pathetic the way she instantly turned into a sixth-grader with a crush around Ricky.
“We’ve got a few more shots to get today,” he said. “But I’ll meet you at your place later?”
“Perfect!” Dana bit her lip and giggled. 
Ah, young love.
“But, in the meantime,” she said, “I was wondering if you know which studio Al Kleinburg is shooting in today?”
Ricky puckered his forehead. “Hey, Jay,” he yelled to a grip in a backwards ball cap. “You know where Kleinburg is today?”
“New York.”
“Thanks.” Ricky nodded at the guy, then turned his attention back to us. “He’s on the backlot. Why? You girls want his autograph?”
“Something like that,” I mumbled.
“Cool, well I’ll catch up with you later then,” he said, planting a kiss on Dana. That quickly turned from a peck into something you’d see on pay per view. 
I turned away, blushing. 
Once Dana had untangled her tongue from Ricky’s, we hopped back in the golf cart and sped through the maze of warehouses until it opened up onto the studio backlot. We parked behind a foam replica of a taxi cab in the New York section. (Conveniently located between Boston and Leave it to Beaver suburbia.) 
A large crane (real) was set up at one end of the street (fake) while a group of extras dressed in 1920s outfits mingled below, sipping bottled water and talking on their cell phones. Countless grips and production assistants ran back and forth, checking the lighting, the sound, and every other detail of the shot, their tool belts stuffed with duct tape and walkie-talkies jangling against their hips. 
Off to the side stood a bank of black monitors and fancy computer equipment. Behind it three guys in suits squinted at the playback. Beside them stood the director, Al Klienburg. 
I’d seen plenty of pictures and Access Hollywood footage of him attending premieres, but in person he was a lot smaller than I’d expected. I guess due to his high profile I was looking for a larger-than-life figure. In reality he was 5’5” if an inch, balding on top, growing paunchy in the middle, with a pair of wire-rimmed glasses perched on his oversized nose, giving him a slightly Mr. Magoo look. 
“Mr. Kleinburg?” I asked, gingerly stepping over a length of cable as we approached the monitors.
“Yes?” he asked, without tearing his gaze away from the scene on the screen. A man was being chased down the faux New York street by what looked like Al Capone’s gang. 
“I’m Maddie Springer.”
“Who?”
“Uh… the fashion designer,” I said.
Kleinburg turned to me, a perplexed look crossing his features. “Is there something wrong with wardrobe?”
“No, no. I, uh, I actually worked with Gigi Van Doren,” I said. Which was almost true. 
“Oh. Right.” Kleinburg adjusted his glasses, inspecting me more closely. I suddenly felt like I was auditioning for his time. “Yes. Tragic about that. What can I do for you Ms. Springer?”
“Actually I wanted to speak with you about your daughter, Mitsy. She was a client of Gigi’s?”
Kleinburg nodded, his bald spot gleaming in the sun. “Yes. Poor thing’s just completely distraught over it. You are going to find her another planner, right?” he asked.
“Me? Oh, well, we…”
“Of course,” Dana said, jumping in. 
I resisted the urge to elbow her in the ribs.
“That’s actually what we wanted to talk to her about,” I said. “I understand she didn’t get on well with Gigi?”
“Well, I wouldn’t go that far. Mitsy is a very strong-willed girl. Always has been. She knows exactly what she wants. Gigi sometimes had trouble delivering it, that’s all.”
“Had they argued over anything in particular lately?” I asked.
Kleinburg narrowed his myopic eyes at me. “Why do you ask?”
“Um… well…”
“We just want to make sure we pair her with the right planner this time around,” Dana said, jumping in again.
I nodded. Even though I was a little worried about promising a new planner to Mr. Hollywood’s finicky daughter. As Marco so aptly pointed out, these women booked months in advance. 
“I see. Thorough of you,” Kleinburg said, nodding. “Honestly, though, I don’t really know. I can’t keep track of all that wedding stuff. I just sign the checks. And let me tell you, there were plenty to sign. This wedding is costing me a fortune. You know I’ve spent more on flowers than I did on Mitsy’s entire college education? It was quite a racket Gigi was running there.”
I raised one eyebrow. “A racket?”
Kleinburg shook his head. “Every week Mitsy came back from that place with one more thing we just ‘had to have’ at her reception. A flutist, an ice sculpture, engraved stemware. I swear Gigi took one look at my daughter and saw dollar signs.”
I had to admit, I’d seen that look in her eyes, too. Fleetingly, I wondered how much Kleinburg might have resented it.
“Mitsy had an appointment with Gigi the day before she died. Do you know what they discussed?” 
Kleinburg shrugged. “You know, maybe you should speak to my daughter about this.” His eyes started to wander back toward the monitors where the gangster had just caught up with our hero. 
“Any idea where we could find Mitsy this afternoon?” I asked.
“Same place she is every afternoon. Shopping.”
I raised an eyebrow. Maybe Mitsy wasn’t so bad after all.
“She and her mother have been filling out that damned registry for months,” he went on. “You want to find her, check Bloomingdale’s. Century City Mall. Now if you’ll excuse me…” He gestured toward the dailies.
“Of course. Thanks for your help,” I called as he turned away.
“He’s a lot shorter than I thought he’d be,” Dana said as we walked back to our cart.
“Seriously.” I navigated around the foam taxi and slipped into the passenger side of the golf cart. “Though I’m liking the idea of Mitsy as the crazed homicidal bride more and more.” 
“So,” Dana said, doing a three point turn back toward the front gate. “I guess we’re going to the mall?”
I grinned. “It’s a tough job but someone’s got to do it.”
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
 
The Century City Mall was as close to my Mecca as you could get. Row upon row of funky one-of—a-kind stores mixed with the standard mall fare like Abercrombie and Banana Republic all in an outdoor setting that capitalized on our California surplus of sunshine. 
Dana and I parked in the structure and walked through the corridors sheltered by a canopy of white, wooden latticework toward the center flagship of the mall, Blooomingdale’s. I tried to put blinders on as we passed through accessories and handbags to the housewares section.
“I always wanted to register at Bloomie’s,” Dana said, her voice wistful as she eyed a pair of his and hers brandy snifters.
“Well, all you have to do is get some Hollywood mogul to adopt you and you’re set.”
She did a sigh, running her fingertips along a silver cake server.
“Come on, let’s find Mitsy.” Only, as the words left my mouth, I realized there was one fatal flaw in our plan. “Um, any idea what she looks like?” 
Dana shook her head. 
Shit.
I scanned the rows of crystal decanters, silverware patterns, and china plates for an expensively dressed girl who looked like she ‘knew exactly what she wanted.’ Unfortunately, that covered just about everyone. (We were, after all, in Bloomingdales.)
Then, near the back, I spotted a sign that read Bridal Registry.
Bingo. 
I grabbed Dana by the arm and steered her toward the sign. A short, older woman with wiry salt-and-pepper curls sat at a desk beneath it. She wore a pair of thick glasses on a beaded chain around her neck, and a nametag that read Beatrice was pinned to the lapel of her maroon suit. 
“May I help you?” she asked. 
“Yes, I’m purchasing a wedding gift for a friend,” I lied. “I’d like to see her registry.”
“Of course,” Beatrice said, turning to the computer station behind her and tapping her computer to life. “The name, please?”
“Mitsy Kleinburg.”
A frown settled between Beatrice’s brows. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry, but her registry isn’t complete yet.”
“Oh, really?” I asked in mock surprised. “Darn.”
“Actually,” she continued, “Mitsy’s out on the floor with her mother right now.”
“What a coincidence! Do you think you could point her out to me so I can congratulate her in person?”
Beatrice cocked her head at me. “You don’t know what she looks like?”
“Oh, we’re with the groom’s family,” I quickly covered.
“Right. Of course.” She turned to her keyboard again, tapping away until a screen with Mitsy’s name popped up. Beatrice lifted her glasses to her nose and squinted up at it. “The last item she logged was from the fine china department.” She stood up and gestured the opposite way we’d come in. “It’s through barware there and to the right. Mitsy’s the lovely young brunette. Long hair, and I believe she’s wearing pink today. She’s with her mother, in Chanel. You can’t miss them.”
“Thanks,” I said, as we followed her lead through rows of tinted martini glasses and fine champagne flutes. 
Just to the right were the displays of china plates, teacups with dainty saucers, and delicate little sugar bowls. All in various floral patterns – lilies, roses, green snaking vines. It was a veritable Eden of dinnerware. 
And smack in the middle were the Kleinburgs.
As Beatrice had promised, they were hard to miss. Not that a Chanel suit and a brunette stood out in Bloomingdales. But the volume of their conversation did. 
“Marion Lester has the Rose of India pattern. I will not have the same pattern as Marion Lester.”
“Well, this one is hideous. What will people say when you serve them on something so pedestrian?”
“Royal Rose is a modern pattern. I’m not serving dinner on some old lady ware. And certainly not the same one Marion Lester has!”
“Well, what about Ivy and Rose?”
“Snoozeville.”
“Ivy and Rose is a perfectly respectable china pattern.”
“For the near dead!”
“Um, Mitsy?” I asked, coming up behind the pair. 
Mitsy spun on me. “What?” she barked.
While her tone was abrasive enough to make me jump, there was no denying Mitsy was a lovely girl. Smooth skin touched with just the right amount of time in a tanning booth, lips any collagen devotee would die for, and long, sleek, brown hair that fell well past her shoulders in a perfectly layered cut that was both trendy and classic all at once. 
Maybe money couldn’t buy happiness, but, in this case, it could sure buy good looks.
“Hi, I’m Maddie.” I stuck a hand out toward her.
She gave it a bland so-what stare.
“I’m a fashion designer. I, uh,… worked with Gigi,” I said, sticking with the same story I’d spun her father.
Again with the so-what stare. Gee, a big talker, huh?
Luckily, her mom had the society manners thing down pat. “We were both just so shocked to hear about Gigi,” she said, putting a hand to her heart as if the very thought may make it beat right out of her chest. “What a horrible incident.”
Somehow the word ‘incident’ made the whole thing sound like a missed luncheon or quarrel with the dry cleaner over stubborn stain. It sanitized all emotion out of the equation. Which, I decided as I watched Mrs. Kleinburg, I’d bet is just what she meant for it to do. 
“Yes, horrible,” I echoed. “You were a client of hers?” I asked, turning to Mitsy again.
“I was. But I fired her,” she responded, sticking her chin up in the air.
“Oh?”
“Yes, she was impossible. I mean, she said she would give me my dream wedding. Those were her exact words. ‘Dream wedding.’ Then whenever I asked for something, she couldn’t deliver.”
“Really?” I asked. “Anything specific she didn’t deliver on?”
“God, everything!” Mitsy rolled her brown eyes toward the ceiling. “First she said we couldn’t change the flowers this close to the wedding, even though I pointed out that they would now clash with the new color we picked out for the bridesmaid dresses. Then she said the Italian pastry chef I wanted to do my cake wouldn’t fly in from Milan to bake it. Then there was the whole orchestra disaster.”
“Orchestra?” 
“Yeah, I wanted a nine-piece orchestra. Gigi said the reception hall we’d booked could only accommodate five. So, I told her to find a new place. Well, of course she went up in arms saying it was too late to book the size venue we needed. But the last straw was when I was supposed to meet with her at the church to discuss the ceremony arrangements and she totally blew me off. Canceled at the last minute.”
“When was this?”
“Saturday.”
“The day before she died?” Dana piped up.
“Yes. Why do you ask?” Mrs. Kleinburg stepped in, eyeing Dana and I. Apparently she wasn’t as open as Mitsy with her dirty laundry.
“Well… we just want to make sure that this sort of thing doesn’t happen again with your new planner.” I cringed. I was not the world’s best liar and I had a bad feeling the more fibs I told, the sooner they’d come back to bite me in the butt. But in for a penny, in for a pound. 
Mitsy nodded vigorously. “Thank you! I’ve gained two and a half pounds from the stress! I need someone who is way less pain in the ass.” 
“Mitsy. Language,” her mother said, visibly flinching.
“Had she ever missed an appointment with you before?” I asked. With the way Gigi had emphasized the importance of an organized schedule to her assistant, I had a hard time picturing her forgetting a client meeting. 
Mitsy shook her head. “Never. She told me something had come up at the last minute.”
“Hmm.” I wondered if that something had anything to do with her death the following morning. “She didn’t happen to say what had come up, did she?”
“No. She sent me a text, so she didn’t elaborate. Just, ‘unavoidable’ and ‘terribly sorry.’” Mitsy snorted as if she didn’t believe it. “Old hag probably needed an emergency Botox or something.”
“Mitsy,” her mother chided again.
“Anyway, I was so done with her after that,” she said
I made a mental note to ask Allie about it later. Maybe it was wrinkle related, but then again, maybe not. Unexplained absences the day before the victim’s death were the things those Law & Order guys salivated over. 
“Hey, which pattern do you like?” Mitsy asked, gesturing to a row of plates. “Royal Rose, Rose of India or Ivy and Rose?”
I looked down. All three plates had a yellow background spotted with red roses. I squinted hard, trying to see some difference among them. “Umm… Royal Rose?”
Mitsy gave her mother a smug I-told-you-so look. “See?”
Mrs. Kleinburg looked hardly convinced. “Well, it was lovely to meet you,” she said, clearly not meaning it at all. 
“Thanks. And same to you,” I said, giving a nod Mitsy’s direction. 
She shot me a wan smile, then turned back to her china.
As Dana and I made our way out of the breakables section I watched Mitsy from behind. While she was clearly a nightmare client, I had a hard time putting her in the role of murderer. She seemed more the type to hire out that sort of unpleasantness. Besides, if she had really fired Gigi on Saturday like she said, I didn’t see the motive in it.
Then again, I only had her word that Gigi had missed the appointment at all. I wondered if Allie could confirm it. While I’d asked her for Gigi’s schedule, I hadn’t thought at the time to ask if Gigi had actually kept to it. 
“Which pattern did you pick?” Dana asked, pulling me out of my thoughts as we stepped outside.
I shrugged. “Honestly, all those roses looked the same to me.”
“No, silly, not just now. I mean which china pattern did you and Ramirez pick out?”
“Oh. We didn’t.”
Dana stopped in her tracks as we passed The Gap, grabbing my arm in a vise grip. “Seriously? You didn’t pick a china pattern?”
“Um. No?”
“Well what are guests supposed to give you?”
“Um… regular plates?”
She shook her head, giving me a look like I’d just suggested Dixie cups. 
“Look, we’re not really the china type of people,” I explained. “I mean, it’s not like we’re giving Kleinburg style dinner parties. Most days it’s takeout pizza.”
“Maddie it’s not for you.”
“O-kaaaaay. Then it’s for…?”
Dana shook her head at me, silently giving off the ‘you’re hopeless’ vibe. “You’re supposed to pick out a china pattern when you get married so that everyone can buy you that stuff for your wedding, then you can put it in a curio, where your children will admire it their whole lives, and you can leave it to them when you die so they’ll always have that reminder of your wedding day.”
I stared. “Um. Right. That makes total sense now.”
Dana sighed. “Oh, well.” She linked her arm through mine and propelled me toward the parking garage. “At least there’s always your anniversary. You know, it’s never too early to start registering for that.”
Lord help me.
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
By the time I got back to my studio the sun was just starting to set over the water, creating one of those picture postcard perfect California moments as vibrant oranges and pinks melted into the deep aqua horizon. I wistfully sighed at the thought I’d soon be coming home to a nice little suburban pad instead of my ocean-side escape. Not that I was knocking living with Ramirez. The stay three-nights-at-my-house-then-I’ll-stay-three-nights-at-yours thing we’d been doing the last few months since returning from Paris was a pain in the butt. More than once I’d had the perfect outfit picked out only to realize I’d left that pair of shoes in his closet. 
But there was some tiny part of me that, despite how happy I was merging from a Me to an Us, was going to miss Me’s view.
I parked my Jeep in the drive and trudged up the flight of stairs, happy to see a light on under the door. Amazingly, Ramirez had beaten me home. I slipped my key in the lock, turning the handle to find my guy standing at the kitchen counter hunkered over a bowl of Frosted Flakes.
He raised his head, licking milk from his lower lip. “Hey.”
“Hey. You’re home early,” I said, planting a kiss at the corner of his mouth. Mmm. Kellogg’s flavored. Yum.
“Just came by to change my clothes.”
“Oh. Right.” I tried to hide my disappointment.
“You’re disappointed.”
Hey, I didn’t say I tried hard. 
“No, it’s fine,” I lied. “I understand.”
“Hmm,” he said. But let it go. “Another box came.” He gestured to the coffee table. A brown, rectangular package almost as long as the table itself. 
Despite feeling just a little frustrated that Ramirez’s plans for the evening didn’t include spooning with me while we watched American Idol, an unopened gift always lifted my spirits. 
I checked the return address. My grandmother. 
In a large Irish Catholic family there is no greater sin than being single. At every family gathering since I started menstruating, my grandmother regaled me with stories of how she’d had nine children before the age of thirty. As I marched through my twenties unmarried, the stories turned from tales of my ancestors to warnings that my ovaries were drying up like little barren prunes.
Which is why Grandmother had actually fallen to her knees, grabbed her rosary, and said a prayer of thanks when I’d shown her my engagement ring. Her last single grandchild was finally tying the knot. And to a good Catholic boy no less. (Okay, a Catholic boy at any rate. The jury was still out on the “good” part.)
I grabbed my scissors and dug into the package, ripping away tape and fishing around in the layers of packing peanuts until I came away with a soft bundle wrapped in pink tissue paper. 
“What’s that?” Ramirez asked around a bite of flakes.
“I don’t know.” I untied the pink ribbon, and out fell a white lacy dress. Size zero. And no, not as in supermodel zero. I mean zero. As in zero-to-three-months baby sized. Underneath it sat a tiny white bonnet with lacy frills down the side and a pair of matching booties. 
I looked up at Ramirez, horror bubbling in my throat. “I-I think it’s a Christening outfit.”
He coughed, choking on his cereal. “A what?”
“A Christening outfit. For a baby.”
“Why would she give us that?” He froze. “Wait, you’re not pregnant, are you?”
“No!”
He let out a long sigh. “Jesus, don’t scare me like that.”
“My grandmother’s just a little… overanxious.” I turned the frilly outfit over in my hands. “You think maybe we should have registered for china?”
Ramirez gave me a blank look.
 “Never mind.” I shoved the box into the corner next to my crystal duck gravy boat. Did my family know how to do gifts or what?
“So, when are you coming home?” I asked, purposely changing the subject. 
“I probably won’t be back until late. We’ve got some leads to follow tonight.”
I raised one eyebrow. “Oh?”
Ramirez gave me a warning look. Then stuffed an oversize mound of flakes in his mouth, crunching down with purpose.
“Oh, come on. I’m good at this stuff. I could help,” I said, rushing on while his mouth was too full to argue. “In fact, I’ll bet I know something you don’t know about Gigi.”
He paused midchew. Then narrowed his eyes at me and swallowed loudly.
“Please don’t tell me Lucy and Ethel have been on the case again?”
“We prefer Cagney and Lacy. But, yes, as a matter of fact we have.”
Ramirez shook his head and muttered something in Spanish under his breath.
“What was that?”
“You don’t want to know,” he responded.
He was right, I probably didn’t. 
“Do you want to hear what we learned or not?”
He turned around, abandoning his cereal, and crossed his arms over his chest, leaning back against the counter with an assessing stare. “Okay. Shoot, Cagney.”
“Ha ha. Very funny.” But I filled him in on everything I’d learned so far from Allie, Mitsy, and Summerville. 
His bad-cop poker face remained firmly in place until I got to the part about Dana and me ambushing Summerville in his office.
“Wait,” he said, holding up one hand. “Are you telling me that you told Seth Summerville you were working with the police?”
“Um, well, technically Dana told him that. But I’m pretty sure he didn’t believe it.”
He shook his head and started muttering in Spanish again.
“Quit doing that. At least swear at me in a language I can understand.”
“Maddie, these are high-profile people with high-profile lawyers and short fuses. You can’t just go impersonating an officer like that. You know how much trouble you could get into? If he pushed it, you could get arrested for something like this.”
I bit my lip. I hadn’t actually thought about that.
“Not to mention,” he continued, picking up steam now, “piss a lot of people off. You know what happens when you go prying into people’s personal lives?”
“Um, I figure out their motives and eventually find the killer?”
He shook his head. “You end up getting shot at, stabbed, kidnapped, drugged…” He ticked off on his fingers. “Do I need to go on?”
No, he didn’t. Because I couldn’t argue that all of those things had, indeed, happened to me. “But you have to admit, it’s always led to the killer before. Without me, who knows if you’d have solved those cases,” I countered instead.
He did a laugh-slash-snort thing. “I think I would have managed.”
“So, what, you’re saying I’ve never been any help to your cases before?”
“Maddie, you are not a police officer. You are a fashion designer. You draw little shoe pictures all day.”
My turn to narrow my eyes. “You make it sound as if I use crayon. I’ll have you know designing shoes is very hard work. It takes a lot of skill and years of training. Not to mention the business savvy it takes to get your own line going. Not just anyone can do it.”
Ramirez rolled his eyes.
“I saw that!”
“Fine. I’m sure drawing shoes-”
“Designing shoes,” I corrected him. Loudly, I might add.
Another eye roll. “Fine, designing shoes, is very hard, very important work.”
“Now you’re just being sarcastic.”
He threw his hands up in the air. “What do you want me to say?”
“I want you to say that what I do is every bit as challenging as what you do.”
He cocked his head to the side, a smirk playing at his lips. 
He wasn’t going to say it.
I could feel adrenalin pumping through my veins, every feminist bone in my body rankling. Okay you wanna play hard ball, pal? Fine. Let’s play.
“Okay, you think anyone can do my job? Let’s see you do it?”
“Excuse me?”
“You heard me. I bet you that I’m better at police work than you are at designing shoes.”
“Oh, you do, do you?”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Yep.”
He shook his head as the smirk turned into a full bodied grin. “Okay, what do you have in mind, Springer?”
“You let me investigate Gigi’s death-” 
He opened his mouth to protest.
“-without impersonating any officers.”
Reluctantly, he shut it with a click.
“At the same time, you have to design a pair of high heels. If the heels are fab, you’ve proven your point. But if I catch Gigi’s killer, I win and you have to admit that what I do takes skills, and you actually have respect for my intellect.”
Something flickered behind his eyes. “You know I respect you, Maddie.”
“I ‘draw little shoe pictures’? Yeah, right. I’m feeling the admiration in big steaming piles.”
He bit the inside of his cheek and cocked his head to one side, unable to come up with a decent rebuttal to that one. 
Finally he said, “And exactly what do I get if I win?” 
Damn. I hadn’t thought that far.
“What do you want?”
His faced morphed from doubtful to devilish in seconds flat, a wicked smile dancing in his eyes. 
“Oh no. No way am I making a bet for sexual favors,” I said, quickly shutting those unspoken thoughts down.
“Okay, then,” he said, the mischievous look undaunted. “How about this: I win and you promise never, and I mean never, to stick your cute little nose into one of my cases again.”
“But-” I protested. 
But he ran right over me. “No more following witnesses, no more questioning suspects, no more Lucy, Ethel, Cagney or Lacey.”
I bit my lip. Those were high stakes. But this little game of chicken had escalated beyond Gigi and worrying about the wedding. It had become apparent that if I ever wanted him to take me seriously, there was only one answer to his question. I clenched my jaw and thrust my chin toward the ceiling, trying to stretch an extra inch out of my 5’ 1 1/2” height. 
“Fine.”
“Fine?” 
“Fine.”
Surprise flickered across his features. As if he hadn’t expected me to woman-up to the challenge. I felt a little lift of pride already. Ha! Take that pal. You’re playing with the big girls, now.
“Good,” he said. “Then you don’t mind if we up the stakes a little.”
Oh swell. “As in?”
“As in I not only design a pair of shoes, but you have to wear them to the wedding.”
I felt my face drain of color. “My wedding shoes?”
He nodded, that self-satisfied smirk returning. “Yep.”
“But I already picked out a pair.” They were a simple white satin with a cross cut woven pattern along the top. Elegant and stylish all in one three-inch package.
Ramirez shrugged. “Okay, then all bets are off. And you stay the hell away from the Van Doren case.”
He turned back to his abandoned bowl of cereal.
“Wait!” Dammit. I scrunched my eyes shut, sucked up every last ounce of pride I had, and said a silent good-bye to my perfect wedding outfit. “Fine. You can design my wedding shoes.” 
I opened my eyes and crossed the room, sticking my hand out at him. “Do we have a deal or what, Ramirez?”
For half a second I thought he might back out. Common sense and the thought of having his cases Maddie-free on into eternity warring behind his dark eyes.
Finally he shoved his palm into mine.
“Deal.”
I shook on it, silently gulping down a little voice telling me I was going to live to regret this. 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
 
The next morning I awoke to the sound of jackhammers digging away up the street. I rolled over to see that I was once again alone. 
Feeling just the teeniest bit abandoned I got up and trudged to the coffee maker. Another yellow post-it was stuck to the side.
Took sketch book to work. Will call your manufacturer this morning. Happy hunting.
XOXO
R
I stuck my tongue out at it. But since he had made coffee again, I couldn’t hate him too much. Instead, I showered, dressed in a cute pair of capris, peep-toe sandals and a white cashmere sweater, and, with renewed energy, picked up where I’d left off with my suspect list yesterday.
Paul Fauston, the baker.
I took Santa Monica east, past the 405 and into Beverly Hills. I was just veering into the left lane to avoid a pickup with Playgirl bunnies on the mud flaps when I spotted a flash of blue in the rearview mirror. 
I narrowed my eyes. 
He wouldn’t.
I accelerated, pulling two car lengths ahead and moving back over into the right lane. Two beats later a blue Dodge Neon followed my lead, tucking itself behind a silver SUV filled with kids who kept sticking their hands out the window.
That bastard. He was.
Thinking really bad thoughts, I wove in and out of traffic past Wilshire, trying to lose him. But since I was a blonde in a conspicuous red Jeep and he was a guy who was used to dealing on the shady side of life, by the time I pulled off at Beverly he was right on my bumper, not even attempting to be sneaky now. 
I pulled my car up to the curb in front of Fauston’s Bakery and got out, slamming the door behind me.
Felix unfolded himself from his little Neon and shot me a smile that I supposed was meant to be charming.
“Good morning, Maddie.”
“You’re following me.”
He rocked back on his heels, his eyes twinkling. “My, my, we are a clever detective, aren’t we?”
If looks could kill, he’d be in the morgue. 
“What do you want, Felix?”
“I told you. A story. If you won’t give me one, I’ll just trot around after you until I catch one myself.”
I pursed my lips together. “What makes you think I’ll lead you to a story?”
Felix threw his head back and laughed. “You’re joking, right? Wherever Maddie goes, trouble follows. It’s only a matter of time, love.”
I bit back a nasty retort on the tip of my tongue. Mostly because he was right. 
“Sorry to disappoint you,” I said gesturing to the bakery, “but I’m simply tasting a wedding cake today.”
Felix glanced from the building to me, his eyes narrowing.
“Really?”
“Really.”
“Great, I’m starved.”
And before I could stop him, he’d pushed through the front doors to Fauston’s.
That’s it. I seriously needed to get new friends. 
I contemplated turning around, getting back in my car, and driving off. But the thought of Felix questioning Fauston without me shut that idea down. Instead, I followed a beat behind him, listening to a bell chime over the door as we entered the store. 
A long bakery counter took up most of the room, running in an L shape along the walls. Inside sat a variety of chocolates, cookies, and tarts that had my mouth instantly watering. Layer cakes, tortes, brownies, and cupcakes taunted my diet from behind their gleaming glass case. The air was filled with the sweet scents of sugar and creamy icing, and I closed my eyes and just inhaled for a moment, getting a kind of sugar rush contact high. My stomach growled out loud in response. 
“May I help you?”
I opened my eyes to find a young brunette emerging from the backroom, wiping her hands on the starched white apron tied around her waist. I put her in her midtwenties, just a hair younger than I was (okay, fine, a very thick hair), with dark, serious eyes beneath brows that would make Brooke Shields jealous. She wasn’t a whole lot taller than I was, but I’d venture to guess she was at least twenty pounds lighter – a virtual stick figure. I instantly wondered how someone could possibly be so thin surrounded by such heavenly foods all day. Me, I’d be downing half the inventory for lunch.
“Hi, I’m Maddie Springer,” I said, offering a hand to the girl. 
She shook it in a grip that was deceptively firm for such a slim thing, as her eyes flickered with a spark of recognition. “Oh, right. You’re the Valentine’s wedding this Saturday?”
I nodded, the nearness of the event hitting me full force. Could it really be this Saturday? 
I did a loud hiccup that echoed off the glass cases. 
Stifling a laugh, Felix stepped forward. “Felix Dunn,” he said, offering his hand to the woman. 
“Hi. I’m Anne. Paul’s niece. So, you’re the groom?” she asked.
I opened my mouth to respond, but only another hiccup came out. Damn these things! 
“That’s me,” Felix answered. He threw one arm around my shoulder, pulling me close to him. 
I did another hiccup. Then plugged my nose, holding my breath and counting to five Mississippi as I shot him another death look.
“The little lady and I,” Felix went on, giving me a wink, “were so disappointed we never got to taste the other sample you made for us.”
“Oh, riiight,” Anne said, nodding. “Wow, so sad about Gigi, wasn’t it? Almost surreal.”
“Almost.”
“Um, yeah, let me go tell my uncle you’re here.”
“That would be much appreciated, love,” Felix answered, giving me another squeeze.
Anne returned to the back room, and I let out the breath I was holding with an unladylike heave as air rushed back into my lungs. 
I turned on Felix, shoving his arm from my shoulder. “My groom?”
“Well, I couldn’t very well tell her I’m the tabloid reporter who’s been following you around all morning, could I?”
“I swear to God, I’m going to-” But didn’t get a chance to finish that threat as Anne emerged again, this time with a tall, older man in tow.
Paul Fauston looked to be in his mid- to late forties, though his height and broad shoulders gave him that timeless Carey Grant sort of appeal. His forearms were dusted with just the finest sprinkling of light hairs, well muscled from years of manipulating dough. He wore a crisp apron as well, only his was layered over a pair of white trousers and a white button-down shirt, giving him a monochrome look that even carried to the pale white/blonde color of his hair. A pair of watery blue eyes stared back from a face that was angular to a fault, a long slim nose, sharp cheekbones and a jaw that time had yet to work its gravitational pull on. 
“I’m Paul Fauston,” he said, offering his hand. I shook, noting the firmness in his grip. I saw where his niece got it from. “Pleasure to meet you, both. Though I wish it were under different circumstances.”
I nodded, mumbling a subdued, “Same here.” 
Instead of returning to the backroom, Anne moved to the bakery case, rearranging a display of fudge squares while pretending (badly) not to eavesdrop on the conversation.
“Such a tragedy about Gigi,” Fauston went on. “I really can’t get over it.”
“Incredible, isn’t it?” Felix responded. “Maddie finding her in your cake like that?” 
I jabbed him with an elbow. I could already see him mentally concocting a juicy headline: Fatal Feasts from Fauston’s Bakery.
But Fauston just nodded, a solemn look on his sharp features. “We often worked with Gigi. I delivered that particular sample earlier that morning.”
“Oh?” I asked. 
“Yes. And I have the new sample ready if you’d like to follow me,” he said, gesturing toward the backroom. 
I followed his apron-clad form around the counter and into the kitchen, trying to ignore the feel of “my groom’s” hand at the small of my back as he steered me through the pair of swinging doors.
Fauston’s kitchen was a vision in white. White tiled floors, white marble countertops, and a fine dusting of white flour and powdered sugar covering it all. The only relief in the polar look were the gleaming stainless appliances and cakes and pastries in various states of dress. The scent of baked goods was even stronger back here, and my stomach growled again as I spied a chocolate torte in the corner just waiting for the final fudge icing.
Fauston led us to a counter where a miniature, one-layer version of my wedding cake sat. A simple, delicate white frosting, surrounded by tiny pink rosettes. In the center were the porcelain little man and wife toppers Gigi had helped me pick out. I noticed Fauston frown as his eyes flickered from the dark haired miniature groom to the blond man whose hand was currently straying precariously closer to my tush. 
“It looks lovely,” I said, wiggling from Felix’s grasp. 
“Well, it’s just a mockup,” Fautson said, cutting the tiny cake in two and handing a slice to each of us. 
I took a bite. And sighed out loud. Raspberry filling, light fluffy angel food cake, creamy frosting with just the slightest hint of vanilla. Heaven.
“Mm, delicious,” Felix said, licking a dab of frosting off his lower lip. “Snookums, this is the perfect cake.”
I swallowed a snort. Snookums?
“Thank you,” Fauston replied, clasping his long fingers in front of his apron. “I’m glad you like it. Gigi told me you wanted something simple and traditional.”
I nodded, feeling a little ball well in my throat at the fact Gigi had really listened to me after all. “Did you know Gigi well?” I asked, taking another bite of cake to help swallow down the emotion. 
Fauston’s pale eyebrow drew together as if he were searching for just the right wording. “We’ve known each other for a number of years.”
“Intimately?” Felix asked.
I kicked him in the shin.
“Ow!”
“I’m not sure I know what you’re implying,” Fauston said. But by the way his ears went bright red, I was pretty sure he did. 
“He just meant we’re sorry you lost such a close friend,” I said as Felix bent down to rub his leg.
“Er, right. Sorry,” Felix offered. “British to American translations aren’t always clear.” He shot Fauston a smile that was all charm.
 “Oh.” Fauston clasped and unclasped his hands. “Well, yes, we were good friends.”
“What time did you say you delivered the cake that morning?” I asked.
“Ten. Why?”
I perked up. If Gigi had died at 10:32, Fauston was likely the last person to have seen her alive. 
“I guess that makes you the last person to see her alive,” Felix remarked, echoing my thoughts. 
Paul went a shade paler. Then, slowly and deliberately said, “No, the last person to see her would have been the monster who did this to her.”
He had a good point. But it didn’t escape my notice just how strongly he was making it. Me thinks he doth protest too much?
“Where did you go after Gigi’s?” I asked.
He narrowed his eyes at me. “I’m not sure I feel comfortable answering that question.”
Felix stepped in, throwing an arm around me again. “Sorry, the little lady has a tendency to be a bit nosey. I keep telling her, curiosity killed the cat, darling.”
I gritted my teeth together. “I think it’s time we were going, darling.” 
 “Well, if this is all right, I’ll have the cake delivered Saturday, then?” Fauston asked, gesturing to our plates. 
I was surprised to see mine was empty, though my stomach was growling considerably less. I glanced at Felix’s. He’d barely tasted it. I resisted the urge to finish it off for him.
“Yes, please. It’s perfect,” I answered.
“Good. Well, if you’ll excuse me then, I have an order waiting…” Fauston trailed off, gesturing back toward the front of the store.
Taking the cue, Felix and I pushed through the swinging doors back into the store. 
Nearly colliding with Anne. 
She quickly stepped away and began rolling out a mound of cookie dough on the counter as if she hadn’t just been caught eavesdropping red-handed. “How’d you like the cake?” she asked, averting her eyes.
“Delicious.” Felix showed off his pearly whites, waving a good-bye to Anne as he steered me out the door.
Once we were out of earshot, I turned on him. 
“‘The little lady’?”
He grinned. “I thought we made a cute couple in there.”
“We made a disastrous couple, Felix.”
Something flickered behind his charming smile. 
“I meant in there,” I quickly added, remembering just how close to a real couple we might have been under different circumstance. “Just now. You know, with Fauston.”
“I’m aware of the place we just came from, Maddie.”
“Right.” I ducked my head, awkwardness suddenly hanging like a thick fog in the air between us. “Yeah, of course you are.”
“So, what do we think of Fauston?” he asked, deliberately changing the subject.
I was happy to comply. “I think he’s a bit shifty.”
“Agreed.” Felix nodded his head. “But I’m not sure he’s our killer. I still like that Mitsy character better. Really we have only her word that she fired Gigi at all.”
“That’s what I was thinking. But I’m not sure she-” I paused midsentence. “Wait. What do you mean ‘that Mitsy character’? Were you following me yesterday, too?”
A big toothy grin was my only answer.
“I hate you.”
“Sticks and stones, love.”
“That’s it, I’m leaving.”
“Off to where?” he asked, leaning on my passenger side door.
“None of your business.”
“Now, don’t be that way.” And before I could stop him, he had the Jeep door open and slid his bony butt onto my passenger seat. 
I gave him a look that could freeze a penguin. “Out.”
“Come on, love, you know I’ll just follow you anyway.”
“Then follow me, but get out.”
“This way saves me gas.”
“No!”
“Now, what will Anne think if she sees you throwing your fiancée out, huh, love?”
I ground my teeth together in a way that would make my dentist shudder as I threw a glance at the bakery. Sure enough, Anne was at the window watching our every move while pretending to roll out cookie dough. I hated it when Felix was right. 
“Stop calling me love,” I hissed.
“You prefer snookums?”
“I-” I started, but the sound of my phone trilling from the depths of my purse halted that thought. Still shooting mental daggers at Felix I flipped it open.
“Yeah?”
“Hey, it’s me,” came Dana’s voice. “Listen, I talked to my old roommate.”
“Smokes Dope All Day Guy?”
“Yep. He says the Symmetric Zebras are the warm-up act tonight at the Inca Theater. Seven o’clock. He’s got passes waiting for us at will call.”
“Dana, you rock.”
“Yeah, I know. Hey, listen, Marco and I need your opinion on something.”
“Shoot.”
“Um, well, you see there’s this one thing that we can’t agree on.”
“Okay…”
I heard Marco pipe up in the background. “You know I’m right. It’s just too tacky.”
Oh great. If Marco thought it was tacky, we were in real trouble.
“What is it that you disagree about?” I asked.
“Well, I think you should come look for yourself.”
“You’re worrying me.”
“No, it’s no biggie,” she said. Only the forced lightness in her voice didn’t make me feel any better. 
“It’s a very big biggie,” Marco yelled in the background.
“Dana…”
“Listen, just meet us here in an hour,” she said, rattling off an address. I grabbed a pen from the glove box and quickly wrote it down on my hand. “We’ll show you everything then,” she promised, “and you can make a decision. K?”
“Okay, but Dana-” It was no use. She’d already hung up.
“Trouble with the dream wedding?” Felix asked, crossing his hands behind his head and leaning back against the headrest.
“Everything’s peachy.”
“You’re a terrible liar.”
“So I’ve been told,” I mumbled. 
“So, where are we off to then?”
I punched him in the arm. 
“Ow. You’ve been working out, haven’t you?”
Was it awful that a little part of me was pleased someone noticed my newfound gym body?
“All right, if you won’t spill it,” Felix went on, “I’ll tell you what I’d like to know. I for one would like to know who Gigi was meeting the day before she died who was so important she cancelled on Mitsy Kleinburg.”
I bit my lip. I had to admit I’d been wondering that, too. “We could go ask Allie.” 
“Allie?”
“Gigi’s assistant. She kept a copy of Gigi’s schedule on her phone organizer thingie, but I didn’t actually ask which appointments she kept.”
The corners of Felix’s mouth tilted up. “‘Phone organizer thingie’?”
“Shut up.”
“Is that a technical term?”
“Shut. Up.”
“See, what I’d like to know is how you can tell a thingie from a doohickey. Or a thingamabob for that matter.”
“You are really annoying, you know that?”
He shot me his most charming grin, showing off two perfect little dimples. 
I gave him the finger. “As I was saying, Gigi was in the habit of scheduling everything. If something came up, maybe Allie would have a guess who or what that something was.”
“It’s certainly worth a try. Let’s have a chat with her, shall we?” 
As much as I’d rather have “chatted” with Allie alone, it was clear Felix was in this for the long haul. I shrugged, resigned to my tag-along.
“Fine. But you’re pitching in for the gas.”
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
 
I dialed Allie’s cell as I pulled away from the curb. She answered on the third ring and informed me she was at school today but had a break between classes in half an hour. I hopped back on Santa Monica, heading west toward UCLA, snaking my way through Westwood until I hit the ginormous campus. After parking in a lot near the building she’d indicated and spending a full ten minutes trying to figure out the complicated parking voucher machine (I finally gave up, crossing my fingers the lot Nazis didn’t catch me), Felix and I made our way across the campus to the student center, where Allie was waiting for us at an outdoor café, iPod buds in her ears, a Red Bull in one hand and a textbook in the other.
I waved as we approached.
She looked up, her eyes still rimmed in the same dark smudges as the last time I’d seen her. Apparently between Gigi and algebra, Allie still wasn’t sleeping. She was dressed today in a pair of faded jeans, Ugg boots, and a v-neck sweater dipping low enough to illustrate just how much kinder the boob fairies had been to her than they had to me. 
“Hey, Maddie,” she said, pulling her headphones out and letting them dangle around her shoulders
“How are you doing?” I asked, putting on my most sympathetic voice.
“Oh, you know…” She trailed off, looking at a spot on the ground. 
Felix cleared his throat. I turned to find his eyes riveted to Allie in a way that clearly spoke of V-neck approval.
“Allie, this is a… uh… a friend,” I said, almost choking on the word. “Felix.”
“Hi,” Allie said, extending a hand his way.
He took it. Holding on just a little too long. “Charmed.”
“He’s a reporter,” I told her.
Suddenly Allie’s big brown eyes lit up, taking Felix in with renewed interest. “Cool.”
“Allie’s a journalism major,” I explained. 
Though, I probably could have said, “Allie’s a two-headed dragon who can fart rainbows” and it wouldn’t have made any difference. She was blonde, perky, and had big boobs. Felix was riveted.
“Well, any tricks of the trade you’d like to learn, I’m happy to impart my wisdom.”
I’d bet my Manolos that wasn’t all he’d like to impart.
“Who do you write for?” Allie asked, leaning so far forward I feared the girls would pop out any second.
“The L.A. Informer.”
And just like that the interest tanked. “Oh. A tabloid.” Allie sat back in her seat again, all but sneering out the word ‘tabloid’.
My thoughts exactly.
“Listen, Allie,” I said, pulling out a chair, “I was wondering if we could ask you something about Gigi’s schedule?”
Allie nodded. “Sure. What’s up?” She pulled her super phone out of a book bag with little hearts on it resting on the seat beside her. 
“Gigi’s appointment with Mitsy Kleinburg the day before she died. Mitsy says Gigi cancelled it at the last minute.”
“Oh. Wow,” Allie said, clearly taken aback. “Gigi was a stickler about schedules, that’s not like her.”
That’s what I thought. “She said something came up unexpectedly. Do you have any idea what that may have been?”
Allie pursed her lips together, wrinkling her forehead in a way that would surely mean chemical peels later, but was completely adorable on a perky co-ed. 
“No,” she finally said. “Like I said, that was really out of character. But it must have been something important.”
“Any idea who would rate such importance? Could it be another client?” Felix asked. “Hot celebrity perhaps, bumping Mitsy?” I could see him fishing for a story.
But Allie shook her head from side to side. “No way. Gigi didn’t do favoritism. She treated all her clients the same way. One reason why she was so popular. Everyone felt like a celebrity with her.”
I had to admit, it was true. I’d always felt like Gigi was there to cater to my every wedding whim when I’d been with her. Not that I had a lot of whims. But I’d always felt she was as invested in my having a fabulous wedding as I was. 
For a brief moment I felt a pang of regret that Gigi wouldn’t be around to see all her hard work come to fruition. 
Then again, considering the way things were shaping up with the Theme Team, maybe that was a good thing.
“Sorry, I really wish I could help,” Allie said, “but there were some things Gigi kept to herself, you know?”
“Any idea how well Gigi and Paul Fauston got on?” Felix asked, changing gears.
“Oh, they’ve known each other for ages,” Allie said. “I got the impression there might have even been something between them at one point. Oh, but that was long over with,” she quickly added, noting the juicy-gossip light flicker on in Felix’s eyes.
“How long is long?” I probed.
“Before her ex-husband. I know Paul always resented him.”
“The ex?”
She nodded. “Gigi didn’t talk about him around Paul much. But a few weeks ago she mentioned his name and Paul got all tense and red in the face. He said he couldn’t wait until she was ‘clear of the bastard for good.’” 
“Any idea what he meant by that?”
She shrugged. 
A lot of help she was.
But… if Paul still carried a flame for Gigi, it was possible he wasn’t all that thrilled about her seeing a new guy, either. I wondered just how tightly wound the stoic baker was. Enough to snap at the idea of losing Gigi again?
I was about to ask her just how well she knew Fauston, when her phone vibrated to life in her hands. She flipped the little screen around. 
“Sorry, text from my study partner,” she explained, whipping her mini keyboard out and sending back a reply.
A light bulb went off in my head as I watched Allie’s fingers fly across the keyboard. Mitsy had said Gigi texted her to cancel their appointment. I wondered how many other messages might be stored on Gigi’s phone…
“Did Gigi do much texting?” I asked as Allie sent off her message and set the phone down. 
She nodded. “Totally. It was her fav mode of communication. She rarely spoke on the phone, said it took too long wading through chit chat to get to the important stuff.”
That sounded like Gigi all right.
“So, it’s possible that whoever caused her to cancel on Mitsy might have sent her a text that day?”
Allie nodded. “And if she did, the message would still be stored on her phone.”
“Which is likely in the hands of the LAPD,” Felix reminded us.
Right. I slumped back in my chair. So much for my light bulb moment.
Allie chewed her lower lip. “But wouldn’t the phone company still have a record of that stuff?”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“She’s right.” Felix nodded. “Any information that gets sent from your phone has to go through your wireless company. While they don’t like you to think about it, any data you have, they have as well.”
“Wait-” I said, holding up a hand. “You mean if I text something to my boyfriend, some employee at T-mobile is reading it?”
“It’s not exactly that simple, but, yes, there is a record of the data buried somewhere in their server.”
I felt my cheeks go hot, remembering the racy messages Ramirez and I had exchanged that night he’d been on a stakeout near the Hollywood Bowl. 
That’s it, I was never texting again.
“Generally they erase the data after a few days to make room for more, but,” Felix said, leaning forward with excitement now, “if Gigi did receive a text from Mr. Anonymous that day, there should still be a record of it at the phone company. All we need to do is get the record.”
“But I doubt they’d give that sort of information up to us,” Allie reasoned.
“Give, no. But that doesn’t mean we can’t take a peek on our own.”
Uh oh. I knew that twinkle in Felix’s eye.
Felix hadn’t become one of L.A.’s most hated tabloid reporters without learning a few key skills along the way. Most of which I couldn’t discuss in front of Ramirez without giving him a dozen different reasons to arrest Felix. While I didn’t condone some of his practices, I had to admit they had come in handy on one or two occasions. Most notably, his ability to hack into anything with a USB connection.
As Felix explained the intricacies of slipping in the phone company’s back door, my eyes started to glaze over from the techno babble.
Allie, on the other hand, was leaning so far forward I could see her bra color. Hot pink. 
“You can really do that?” she asked, her voice a little breathless.
“It may take a bit of time, but, yes, I’m pretty sure we can.”
“Wow, I’m impressed.” 
“Ah, er, thanks.”
I looked over. Good lord, was Felix actually blushing?
“I will need some information about her account first, though,” he added.
“Anything,” Allie breathed.
Felix shifted in his seat. Yep, that was totally a blush. I swear to God if I saw a snake in his pants, I was leaving – bet or no bet.
“A copy of her phone bill should have all the account information I need.”
Allie nodded. “Done. She kept copies of all that stuff at the office as well as at home. I can easily grab one from L’Amore.” 
“Allie, you are a gem.”
She grinned, showing off a row of white teeth.
She took a sip of her Red Bull, then glanced down at her watch. “Oh shit. I’ve got class in five,” she said, gathering up her books. Then she paused, turning her big doe eyes on Felix. “I’ve got a study group tonight, but maybe we could get together for lunch or something tomorrow and I could bring you a copy of the phone bill then?”
“That would be lovely,” Felix said, grabbing a pen and writing his address down for her on a napkin.
Why did I have the feeling I was witnessing some sort of hook up here?
Allie shoved the napkin in her book bag and gave Felix one more cute co-ed smile before chucking her Red Bull can in the trash and getting up.
“Bye, Maddie,” she said. Though I noticed her eyes hadn’t left Felix since he said the word “hack.” Apparently that was one skill they didn’t teach serious journalism students at UCLA. “See you later, Felix,” she said, practically skipping away from the student center. 
Poor kid. She had no idea what she was getting herself into.
I jabbed Felix in the side as he watched her walk away. 
“I think you’re drooling.”
He didn’t answer, mesmerized by the sway of her round little hips in those skinny little jeans.
“You know she’s like twenty, right?”
Felid tore his gaze (with difficulty) away from Allie’s butt. “And?”
“And she’s way too young for you.”
He grinned. “Is that a note of jealousy I detect?”
“No!” I said. A little louder than I meant to, I realized, as a group of pigeons fluttered out of my way. “No,” I said again in a normal person’s voice. “I’m just pointing out how ridiculous it would be to get involved with someone that much younger than you are.”
“Your advice is duly noted,” he said. Though I caught him staring at Allie’s butt again as she rounded the corner of the student center.
I rolled my eyes. 
“Listen,” I said, glancing at my watch, “I’ve gotta go meet Dana. Wedding stuff,” I added.
“Ah.” He cleared his throat, quickly looking away. “Well, I suppose I’ll be off. I think I’ve done enough groom duties for one day.”
“Cute. Listen, let me know when you get something from the phone company.”
Felix cocked his head to one side. “Does this mean we’re working together again?”
I bit my lip. As much as I wanted to say ‘no,’ I was the one who needed him this time. I cringed inside as I forced my lips to form the word, “Yes.”
Two dimples appeared in his cheeks. “I knew you’d come around.”
I tried to ignore the conflicted feelings in my gut as his mega-watt smile aimed at me. Instead, I turned away, making for the parking lot.
“Call me,” I shot back once more.
He nodded. But I noticed he didn’t follow. Instead, he shoved his hands in his pockets, sauntering off the way Allie had disappeared.
A tiny undistinguishable feeling gnawed at my gut. I told myself it was disgust at seeing him make a fool of himself for someone who thought ‘Pong’ was something to be played at keggers. 
Because one thing was for certain.
No way was it jealousy.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I hopped onto the 405 south and fifteen minutes of mid-afternoon traffic later, I pulled up to the address Dana had given me.
And blinked.
It was a small suite in one of those brand new retail complexes where all the stores looked the same. A Pier One sat at one end, a Payless Shoes and a Trader Joe’s at the other. In the middle was Happily Ever After Animals, a sign on the window advertising ring-pillow dog collars for your canine best man. 
My first urge was to drive away. Fast. My hand hovered over the gear shift.
But, knowing Marco and Dana, if I didn’t go in there and rein in whatever harebrained scheme they’d come up with to make my “special day” more memorable, I’d likely end up with a toucan at my Romance in Paradise themed wedding.
How did I get myself into these things?
I parked in an empty space near the door and, clubbing my steering wheel, took a deep fortifying breath. 
A bell chimed as I entered and got my first glimpse of the place.
Racks of shelves held tiny little tuxedos and white dresses for animals of varying shapes, sizes and species. Matching little top hats and bridal veils with elastic straps and ear holes cut out sat beside them. Silk leashes, collars, and brightly colored bows lined the walls, along with bags of environmentally friendly bird seed in little wedding bell-shaped cups. From somewhere near the back I could hear a bird squawking and the faint scent of animal droppings mixed with cedar shavings filled the air.
All in all, nothing about the place jived with the wedding I’d envisioned. 
“Mads, I’m so glad you’re here,” Marco called, emerging from the aisles. He grabbed me by the arm and propelled me toward the back of the store, where the pungent animal scents grew. “Honey, we have got a huge dilemma.”
“Uh huh. Why are we here?”
Marco ignored me, racing on. “We have been going back and forth for simply ages and can’t seem to agree. I told Dana you wanted a fun, modern wedding, but she’s stuck on some old traditional thing.”
“Uh huh. Fun how?”
“See, I knew you’d agree with me. Wait until you see what we have picked out. You are just going to die, dahling!”
That’s what I was afraid of.
Marco propelled me to a line of metal cages, all filled with birds. Dana stood at the last one, making little kissy faces through the bars at the occupant.
“Aren’t they adorable?” she asked as I approached.
I looked into the cage. Four white doves sat inside, perched on a wooden twig.
“Doves?” I asked.
Dana nodded vigorously, her blonde bangs bobbing up and down. “Uh huh. We’re going to release them at the ceremony right after you say, ‘I do.’”
“Or…” Marco said, turning me around to face the opposite wall. 
I noticed it was lined with glass terrariums like the one my nephew kept his pet lizard in. Only these were filled with butterflies. Hundreds of butterflies.
“Or, we release butterflies! They’re so much more colorful. Can you imagine the scene? Hundreds of tiny butterflies spreading their wings toward the heavens as you and Ramirez are joined as one.” Marco looked up toward the stained ceiling tiles as if he could see them now.
“Yeah,” Dana said, spinning me back toward the birds. “But doves are symbolic. The say ‘love.’”
Marco grabbed my arm and spun me back the other way. “Doves are so overdone. Butterflies are fresh, new. Like your life with Ramirez will be. A new beginning.”
Dana reached for my arm to spin me again, but I quickly stepped back out of range.
“Halt!” I held up both hands in front of me to ward them off. “I’m getting dizzy.”
Marco crossed his arms over his chest, glaring at Dana out of the corner of his eye. Dana put her hand on her hips, mirroring his combative stance.
“Look the doves are very nice…”
Dana gave Marco a triumphant look.
“…and so are the butterflies…”
“Ha!” Marco called. 
“…but, I’m not sure we really need either.”
“What?!” Both of them gave me twin looks of horror.
“What do you mean we don’t need anything?” Marco said, his voice rising into a falsetto. “This is your wedding. You want people to remember it. You want to remember it. How can it be memorable if we don’t release anything?”
“Oh Maddie, you have to have something. Think how romantic it will be.”
“I know,” Marco said, “If you’re not into animals how about fireworks?”
“Right, we could time them to go off right over the wedding gazebo.”
“Wait!” I got a sudden vision of my gazebo going up in firework flames as guests ducked for cover, showers of sparks raining down on them. “Okay. We can have one of these guys.”
“Okay, doves it is?” Dana asked, gesturing to her feathered friends. 
“Honey, butterflies.”
Dana shook her head. “Butterflies are so bad for the environment. You know, releasing too many of them into a non-native environment can change their migration patterns for generations to come. Pretty soon the whole place will be overrun with butterflies with not enough for them to eat and they’ll all die off. You don’t want to kill off the butterflies with your wedding, do you Maddie?”
“Uh… no?”
“I’m telling you, doves are classic. Classy. You can’t go wrong.”
“Doves are mean,” Marco said, scrunching up his nose. “I heard they peck people. You want doves nipping at your guests?”
“No. Definitely no,” I replied.
“They are not mean! They’re peaceful. So sweet. Here, see for yourself.”
She opened the cage, making soft, cooing sounds until one of the little white birds hopped from the twig to Dana’s index finger. Slowly, Dana pulled her hand out of the cage and offered the bird toward me. “Look how tame they are. You can even pet them.”
I reached out one finger and gingerly stroked it down the bird’s back. It just sat there. I stroked it again. Actually, it was kinda nice. Soft, pure white. It might not be such a bad idea to have a couple of these fellows at the wedding, after all. I moved my fingers over the smooth feathers on his head and found myself making little baby talk sounds at him.
“Who’s a pretty birdie? Who’s the beautiful bird? You are. Yes, you are.” 
Unfortunately, it seemed he didn’t agree with me as he took that moment to start flapping his wings. Taking Dana by surprise, who yelped, causing the bird to freak out even more.
“He’s gonna start pecking!” Marco said, ducking behind a bag of birdseed.
I jumped back.
But not quickly enough. Mr. Dove flew from Dana’s hand, straight at me, his little clawed feet landing in my hair.
“Get it off, get it off!” I yelled, flapping my arms up and down in what I’m sure was an exact imitation of his wing flapping thing. 
Dana tried to grab him, all the while chanting, “Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod,” as he hopped back and forth, tangling his little claws in my hair. I looked wildly around for a store clerk, but, of course, they would have all chosen that moment to go on their latte breaks. 
Finally, Dana managed to wrap her hands around the bird’s little body, pinning his wings down as she lifted him from my head, taking a few choice strands of hair with her.
Unfortunately, she was just a second too late.
I felt something warm and wet hit the shoulder of my sweater.
“Ewwwwww,” Marco cried, pointing at me. “It pooed on you!”
I looked down. Sure enough, a brown streak ran from my shoulder all the way down the front of my white sweater.
Dana shoved the offender back in his cage with a, “Bad birdie!” then turned to face me.
“Maddie, I am so, so sorry,” she said, biting her lip.
I gave her a death look.
“So, um, maybe we should go with butterflies?” she asked in a tiny voice.
“Ya think?”
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
After the shit hit the cashmere I decided I’d had enough wedding business for one afternoon. In an attempt to make amends, Dana offered to pick me up later to go the Symmetric Zebras concert and even offered to buy me a souvenir T-shirt. She seemed so genuinely sorry I couldn’t help forgiving her. (Even though I noticed she didn’t offer to buy me a new sweater.) 
Clad in one of Dana’s sports bras (the only spare clothing any of us had in our trunks) I hopped on Wilshire and took surface streets home to Santa Monica. The sun was setting into the sea in the distance, and as I trudged up the stairs to my studio, a large, square package on the front step caught my eye. Another wedding offering courtesy of the postman? I stooped down for a closer look at the return address. My Aunt Lorraine in Idaho. I picked it up. It kinda rattled. 
I entertained the idea of ripping it open right then and there, but remembered the moment of horror with the christening dress and shoved it on the kitchen counter, hitting the shower instead.
After a fresh shampoo and blow dry, I checked my messages (just one from Mrs. Rosenblatt offering to do a pre-wedding aura cleanse for Ramirez and I), then dug into my closet for an appropriate rocker-chick outfit. After trying on and discarding a couple (ten) outfits, I finally settled on a black miniskirt, black knee-high boots and a red clingy shirt with tiny silver fibers running through it that sparkled when the light hit it just right. I capped it all off with a little red lipstick and a lot of mascara, and I was ready to rock someone’s world.
I contemplated adding a pair of black chunky earrings that dangled down to my shoulders, but wondered if that might be a bit much. I was still holding them up in the bathroom mirror when a familiar shave-and-a-haircut knock hit my front door. I dropped the earrings and crossed the apartment to the door, throwing it open.
And realized nothing I could put on would be a bit much.
Dana wore a teeny tiny spandex dress in electric blue with cutouts at her belly and back. The top part of the dress was held to the bottom part with big sliver rings that would have given her a really funky tan line in the sunshine. On her feet were a pair of matching electric blue heels that made her tower over me by almost a foot. Not including her teased hair.
I gave her a slow up and down. 
“You bought the dress just to have something to wear the shoes with, didn’t you?”
“Wouldn’t you? They’re rockin’ shoes.”
She had a point.
“Ready to go?”
“Wait!” I ducked into the bathroom and grabbed the chunky earrings from the counter. “K, now I’m ready.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
The Inca Theater was located in Hollywood, just down the street from the famous Mann’s Chinese Theater and walk of fame. Once an icon of Hollywood architecture, the Inca had housed chorus girls and later black and white films, until it started to crumble in the 70s as much of old Hollywood died off. After a decade of being boarded up as an eyesore, new owners with a penchant toward preservation had come in and restored the old theater to its original glory – or at least something passable enough to draw the tourists back in. These days the Inca played host to Latin awards shows, reality TV dance-offs, and the occasional minor rock bands. 
The outside of the Inca looked like any other building in Hollywood. It was tall, white stuccoed and sandwiched between Happy Hollywood Souvenirs and a talent agency touting open auditions for kid’s commercials. The interior was just like the name would indicate - Incan. 
Dark, stone walls carved with ancient totem-looking faces glared down at us. The high ceilings were patterned with intricate mosaics of half naked men with bronzed skin and dour expression building temples in the sun, and lights fashioned to look like torches blazed in sconces along the walls. Deep blue, red and purple mood lighting shone through the theater, giving the Incan faces a gruesome, ominous glow in the shadowy interior.
I tried not to let them creep me out as I followed Dana to a spot on the floor where the crowd was eagerly watching the red curtains, waiting for a glimpse of their rock gods. 
They didn’t have to wait long. Almost as soon as we settled into place (between a guy with a green Mohawk and a gal in Docs with teardrops tattooed on her cheeks) the first chord struck, vibrating off the walls like 6.2 on the Richter scale. I grabbed Dana’s arm for support as she threw one hand up in some two finger rock salute and shouted out a loud, “Wahooo!”
I tried to keep up as the band appeared and the mob started to gyrate in time to the pulsing beat, bumping into me on all sides, generating a mass of body heat until I could feel warm sweat break out on the back of my neck. While I wasn’t the world’s most private person, the thought of all these strangers touching me was a little icky. I tried to groove with it, focusing on the guys on stage instead, wondering which one of the Zebras Gigi might have been seeing. 
The drummer was a guy with shaggy brown hair, pounding away with a vigor that had sweat darkening his gray T-shirt - one that sported a picture of a multicolored zebra on it. The guitar player was a blond with freckles, his hair tinted with green streaks, and the guy on keyboards was wearing the tightest pair of leather pants I had ever seen in my life. (Though I had to admit, he filled them out nicely. Hmm… I wondered how Ramirez would look in leather…) I had no idea what the bass player looked like – he moved too fast, dancing all over the stage like some hyper Chihuahua with a guitar. And the lead singer was a skinny guy with pink hair wearing a kilt. Honestly, none of them looked like he fit with the image of the Prada-wearing, schedule-toting Gigi. 
But, as they say, opposites do attract.
Just about the point where I was starting to hear bells ring in my ears, they jammed out the last song, hitting the high ending note so hard the place nearly shook and I had the irrational fear that the Incan gods on the wall might come to life, angered by the noise. The band threw their guitar picks into the crowd and the curtain closed, allowing the roadies time to switch out the set for the night’s main attraction. 
“Come on,” Dana yelled in my ear, grabbing me by the arm. She steered me to the side, skirting the line of the stage toward a door on the left. 
Unlike myself, Dana was a pro concert-goer, having threaded her way through many a crowd with her backstage pass. Before meeting Ricky, my best friend had been a bit of a… well… okay, there was no nice way to say it. A slut. I loved her dearly, but let’s call a spade a spade. It wasn’t that she set out to bed-hop her way through L.A. It was that she was a blonde, blue eyed, 5’7” aerobics instructor. She was hawt. Men fell at her feet. And, while she had a heart of gold, Dana was a weak woman when it came to a well-built man.
At least, she had been before Ricky. Apparently Ricky and monogamy worked for her, for which I was eternally grateful. (My midnight “Maddie, I’m such a bad person because I just slept with Mr. Blank and Mr. Blank in one night” calls had significantly decreased.) 
However thanks to her many hours in the arms of rock stars, Dana knew her way around the backstage at just about any venue in Los Angeles. 
And the Inca was no exception.
She pushed her way through the mob to a spot on the far side where a small staircase led to a level just below the stage. A big guy with bulging forearms stood there, an earpiece in his ear, sunglasses covering his eyes even in the dim horror house lighting. 
Dana held up the backstage pass around her neck and he silently stepped aside, opening the door for us. A line of groupies behind us shouted, “No fair!”
I couldn’t help feeling just a little cool. 
We followed a corridor to a big room full of tables of pizza and beer, reams of wires and amplifier cords and guys in black jeans, flannel shirts, and backwards baseball caps skittering every which way. 
A particularly large one in a black hat with a green pot plant painted on the brim and sporting a belly that looked like he was due in June spotted us right way.
“Dude, Dana!”
He grabbed Dana like she was a ragdoll and spun her around. 
“Hey, long time no see,” Dana responded once he’d put her down. “You remember Maddie. Maddie, Mort, my old roomie.
“Hi,” I said, raising a hand in greeting.
“‘Sup, dude?” Mort said, nodding my direction by way of greeting.
I took it to be a rhetorical question as his bloodshot eyes immediately went back to Dana. Or, I should say, her cleavage.
“Dude, you look good. Watcha been up to?”
“You know. Same old.”
“Well, whatever you been doing, keep doin’ it.” He cackled at his own joke, showing off a row of teeth that didn’t see much time at the dentist.
“I was wondering if it would be possible to talk to the band?” I asked him. 
I was half afraid I was shouting, as that ringing was still echoing in my ears. But if I was, he didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe he was just permanently deaf from one too many nights on the road.
“Yeah. Totally. They’re chillin’ in the green room. You wanna meet ‘em?”
I nodded. 
“Cool. Follow me, dude,” he said. He grabbed Dana’s hand and steered us down another corridor. 
I heard them before we saw them. Loud laughter and female screeching, punctuated by the occasional song verse, poured out into the hallway as we approached an open doorway on the right. 
As we entered the green room (which, by the way, was actually a dingy gray) the first thing I saw was vodka bottles. Lots of them. Mostly empty. A faint sweet scent hung in the air, like Mrs. Rosenblatt’s incense burner, and a thin haze of smoke drifted near the ceiling. I tried to take shallow breaths, remembering my one not-so-swell encounter with pot in high school when I’d spent two hours giggling like a maniac, then polished off every box of Duncan Hines cake mix in the house. 
The band—along with a generous helping of girls in miniskirts and tube tops—sprawled on a pair of sofas that looked like they’d been salvaged in a Dumpster dive. Dana paused, adjusting her bra upward and her top downward before we approached.
“Rockin’ set tonight, Alex,” Mort said to the one in the kilt.
“Thanks, man,” he responded, doing some sort of complicated handshake thing with him. 
“Dude, this is Dana. She used to live with me, man.”
“Right on!” the singer replied. He turned his attention to Dana, holding out a hand. “Hey.” 
“Hey. You guys are great.”
He grinned like he already knew it. “Thanks.”
“This is Maddie,” she said gesturing to me. “We heard about your band from Gigi. Gigi Van Doren,” she said, stretching the truth just a little.
I watched the lead singer’s face closely for a reaction, but only the same slightly stoned one stared back at me. “Cool.”
“Did you know her?” Dana probed. “Gigi?”
He shook his head. “Nope.” He turned to his band mates. “Hey, any of you guys know a Gigi?”
The guy in the leather pants stood up, almost toppling over the brunette hanging on his arm in the process. “What about her?” he asked.
“I’m a friend of hers. Or… was…” I said, correcting myself. “Maddie.”
He nodded. “Hey. Spike.”
“You knew Gigi, Spike?”
He nodded again. “Yeah.” 
“You were dating?” I asked, realizing I was going to have to be direct with this guy. Though whether it was grief or vodka creating the one-word answers, I wasn’t sure.
“Yeah, we went out,” he said.
And as I got a closer look at him, I could see why Gigi had been drawn to him. He had jet black hair that curled a little near his ears. Uncommonly vivid blue eyes and small piercings in each ear that gave him a bad boy look while still being approachable. In addition to the assets highlighted by his tight leather pants, thick muscles ripped along his forearms and chest, contained by a loose-fitting black tank showing off biceps that made me check the corners of my mouth for drool. Intricate dragon tattoos snaked down both of his arms. All in all, Rock God personified. 
“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said. 
His eyes darkened, hitting the floor. “Yeah.”
“How long had you been seeing each other?”
“A few months,” he said. “But it was serious, you know? I mean, we like felt a total connection right away.”
I shot a quick glance back at his displaced brunette. 
“For real,” he said, following my gaze. “Look, I may hang with the groupies a little now and then, but with Gigi and me it was the real deal.”
“I can’t help but ask – she was a bit older than you, wasn’t she?” Dana said trying to put it as delicately as she could that they were a virtual odd couple. 
Spike grinned. “Hey, I dig mature girls,” he said. Then glanced my way.
I threw my shoulders back, thrusting my barely B’s a little higher. Hey, I was not mature.
“Anyway, she was generous,” he continued. “She didn’t mind throwing a little money my way now and then, you know. It’s tough when you’re just starting out. We’ve got all kinds of studio expenses and stuff. She was a doll about pitching in now and then.”
“Ah,” I said. Sugar Momma. “When was the last time you saw her?” I asked.
He bit his lip, his eyes turning watery before hitting the floor again. “Last week. We went to dinner.”
“Not since then?” I asked, stopping myself just short of asking if he’d been her mystery meeting on Saturday. 
He shook his head, black curls bobbing around his ears. “We had a gig last week. At some fundraiser in… uh… hey?” he called over his shoulder to his band mates. “Where the hell were we last week?”
“Topeka, man,” the guitar player answered around an armful of redhead. 
“Yeah, right. Topeka. It was a benefit for the library there. Those Kansas dudes were real cool.”
I felt my best lead quickly slipping away. Topeka was a far cry from Beverly Hills. “When did you get back?” I asked, grasping.
“Last night. Night before. I dunno. It’s kinda like a blur, ya know?” 
From the number of empty bottles littering the room, I could see why. 
“How were things between you and Gigi?” I asked.
His head snapped up. “Why? What did she tell you?”
I bit my lip. “Uh… I’d rather hear your side of it first.”
He sighed deeply, rubbing his hands up and down his thighs as if I was making his palms sweat.
“Look, I… I’ll be honest, I’m not sure how things were between me and Gigi. I was totally into her, you know? Like, I’d fallen hard.”
My troubles seeing the two of them as a serious couple must have shown on my face as he continued.
“I know what you’re thinking. And, yeah, neither of us set out to fall in love. But we did. At least… I did.”
The way his eyes shifted away, I got the feeling there was a whole lot more to the statement.
“She didn’t return your feelings?”
He let out a deep sigh. “Look, we’d been going through a rough patch and I wanted to let Gigi know how I felt. When we went to dinner last week… well… I proposed.”
I raised one eyebrow. “As in marriage?”
He nodded. 
“And what did Gigi say?” Dana asked.
“She said she needed some time.”
“Ouch.”
“Yeah. Tell me about it,” he sent me a rueful grin.
“So, after she had some time? What did she say?”
He took a deep breath, pursing his lips together. “Nothing. She… I didn’t talk to her again until she…”
Was murdered.
I put a hand on his arm, genuinely feeling awful for the guy. “I’m so sorry.”
He nodded. “Thanks.”
“You mentioned you and Gigi were going through a rough patch?” Dana asked.
He blew a long breath out toward the ceiling. “Yeah. We were. But, look, it totally wasn’t my fault. I didn’t know.”
“What wasn’t your fault?” I asked, trying to follow. 
“Okay, a couple weeks ago I think I’m gonna surprise Gigi by taking her out to lunch. I go to that wedding place of hers, but the chick at the front desk informs me she’s with a client. You know the one – blonde, totally big boobs. Hot?”
I nodded. That seemed to be the general male consensus about Allie.
“Anyway,” he went on, “I figure, might as well pass the time. I start talking to her. Turns out she’s a music fan, so I offer her a couple tickets to our next show. That’s when Gigi comes out and sees me talking up her assistant.”
“She was jealous?”
“Dude, not even the word for it. She was really pissed.”
“What did she say?’
“Nothing then. But after, at lunch, she was totally all over me about it. I said I was sorry, that I’d never even look at the chick again, that I was just trying to be friendly. But she was like on the warpath, man.”
“What happened afterward?”
“I bought her flowers every day for, like, a week.” He smiled at the memory. “Finally, she calmed down. But, like I said, I wanted her to know that she was the only woman for me.”
“Are you sure all you did was talk to Allie?” Dana asked, popping one hip out as she eyed the brunette behind him.
“Dude, I swear on my life. I was totally faithful to Gigi.” He paused. “I think she knew it, too. But, well, seeing me with Allie, she just went off. If it had been anyone else, I’m sure she wouldn’t have thought twice about it.”
“Because Allie is so hot?” I asked, really getting tired of that broken record. Geeze, just cause a girl’s got enlarged mammary glands.
He grinned. “Sure she’s hot. But that wasn’t what set Gigi off. What set her off was she thought I was hitting on her daughter.”
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
I felt my jaw drop open as my rusty mental wheels started to turn. “Allie was her daughter?” 
Spike nodded, his eyes solemn. “Sucks, right? If I knew, I totally would have steered clear of the chick. I mean, I was in love with Gigi, you know?” 
I shook my head, wondering why Allie hadn’t mentioned this. Granted, it did explain the hero worship she’d exhibited and the deep grief she’d seemed to be experiencing. But if Allie was her daughter, that added a whole new layer to the puzzle. Maybe Allie had had a falling out with her mother? Over money? With the kind of dough Gigi was raking in, I could see Allie being resentful about her starving student’s apartment. 
On the other hand, maybe they’d fought over Spike.
I took a long look at the musician. He was a co-ed’s dream, no doubt about it. Maybe Allie had been jealous of her mother? Maybe Gigi had been angry at Allie, too. Maybe they’d fought, and in the heat of the moment, Allie had stabbed her mother.
Had the hot blonde been playing me all along? 
“Do you know if Allie and her mother got along?” I asked.
Spike shook his head. “Sorry, no idea. That day was the first I’d heard she even had a daughter. Gigi said she didn’t tell people because she didn’t want them knowing she was really old enough to have a grown kid. She fooled me. I had no idea how old she was. Not that I cared. Gigi was beautiful. Nature took real good care of her, ya know?”
I knew. Though I had a feeling it was more Dr. 90210 taking care of Gigi than nature. 
“Did Gigi blame Allie? For flirting with you?”
He sucked in a deep breath, his eyes going to a spot past me. “I wouldn’t say she was flirting. Maybe just kinda friendly like. But, in her defense, she didn’t know Gigi and I were going out. Gigi kept our relationship real on the down-low. After the tabloids raked her over the coals with her divorce last year, she didn’t want anyone butting into her personal life.”
I didn’t blame her. I knew firsthand how it felt to be raked by Felix.
“Dude, your brunette’s getting cold,” the bass player called, hailing Spike over.
Spike looked over his shoulder at the groupie in fishnets and short-shorts. Only the look in his eyes was more sad than lustful.
“Look, I don’t know what else I can tell you,” he said. “I loved Gigi, plain and simple. Life won’t be the same without her.” With that, he sauntered back over to the sofa and grabbed a stray vodka bottle, downing a generous swing.
And by the way the brunette’s cleavage failed to gain his attention as we ducked out of the room, I was inclined to believe him. Whatever might have gone on between him and Gigi, the poor guy was visibly heartbroken. 
“So, what do we think of Band Boy?” I asked, once we were out of earshot.
Dana shrugged. “Cute. Sad.”
I nodded. “But he did have motive.”
“You think?” she asked, wrinkling up her nose.
“Well, if Gigi declined his proposal, chances are that would be the end of his music bankroll. I mean, we really only have his word she didn’t say no.”
She nodded. “True. But he was in Topeka.”
“Maybe. They seemed a little hazy on when they actually got back.”
“Good point,” she conceded. “So, what now?”
“Now? I wanna go home, soak in a long bath, and wait for my ears to stop ringing.” I turned to make for a bright green exit sign at the end of the hall. 
But Dana stopped me with a hand on my arm. 
“Um, actually…” She trailed off, biting her lip as she shot a look back toward the theater entrance. “It is kinda early to call it a night.”
Uh oh. I could mentally see Miss Former Groupie and Miss Monogamy warring behind her blue eyes.
“Dana, you have a hunky gardener waiting for you at home.”
She shook her head. “No, I totally know. I would never… I mean, I was just thinking of hanging out a little. To see the rest of the show. The other bands tonight look pretty good.”
“Dana…”
But she’d already made up her mind, pedaling backward toward the pounding bass emanating from the Inca’s stage. “I’ll call you tomorrow!” she promised, disappearing inside.
I shook my head, praying she didn’t ruin her first perfectly good relationship with one wild night of groupie sex as I made my way through the corridors alone.
Once outside, the cool night air hit me in sharp contrast to the muggy theater and I felt instant goose bumps rise. Hugging my arms around myself, I hailed the first cab I saw and gave him my address.
As he snaked down Hollywood Boulevard, I whipped out my cell, dialing Allie’s number. Unfortunately, it went straight to voicemail. Probably at her study group. 
I hung up and dialed Felix instead. 
He answered on the first ring.
“Felix Dunn.”
“Hey, it’s me.”
“Me who?”
I narrowed my eyes at the phone. “You know who. I just found out something interesting about your girlfriend.”
“I have a girlfriend?”
“Miss Hooters. Listen,” I said, filling him in on what Spike had told us. When I was done, he let out a low whistle.
“That was a key bit she left out, wasn’t it?”
I nodded at the phone.
“Makes me wonder what else she hasn’t told us,” he went on.
No kidding. I bobbed my head in agreement again. 
“Still there, Maddie?”
“I’m nodding.”
“I’ll tell you, love, I have a hard time picturing her actually harming her mother.”
“Just because she has big boobs doesn’t mean she’s not capable of murder.”
“Oh Maddie, jealousy doesn’t become you.”
“I am not jealous!” I shouted.
Causing my cabbie to jump in his seat. I mouthed the word “sorry” at him in the rearview mirror.
“Look, just… watch your back with her tomorrow, okay?”
“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were concerned about me.”
“Good thing you know better.”
“Good thing.”
“Just call me when you have something from the phone company, okay?”
“Done. Anything else, ma’am?”
I rolled my eyes. But instead of shooting back a smart remark, I hung up.
As my yellow chariot pulled up to a stop at my place, I felt a little bubble of happiness when I saw that Ramirez’s black SUV was already parked in the drive. I looked down at my watch. Only 8:30. Wow, before midnight with an open case? I fairly skipped up the steps.
“Hi, honey, I’m home,” I called as I opened the door. 
Ramirez stood at the kitchen counter, munching his way through a slice of leftover pizza. He paused midbite, giving my slinky outfit a slow up and down.
“Please tell me you’re not wearing that.”
“What, I thought you liked short skirts,” I teased. I stood on tiptoes, kissing him on the cheek as I felt him up.
He did a primal growl thing in the back of his throat. “I like the short skirt. My mother may have a thing or two to say about it.”
I frowned. “Your mother?”
“We’re supposed to be at her place in half an hour.”
Mental forehead smack.
“You totally forgot didn’t you?” he asked, shoving the last of his pizza into his mouth.
“No!” Yes. “Give me two minutes to change,” I called, already digging into my closet for a more Mom-worthy outfit.
I could feel Ramirez rolling his eyes behind me. “I promised her we’d be there for dessert.”
“Two minutes,” I repeated, laying hands on a navy baby-doll dress with a modest knee-length hem. I stepped out of my skirt and pulled my top over my head, throwing it somewhere in the vicinity of my hamper. (Though whether it actually made it in or not I couldn’t promise.) 
I stepped into the baby doll and a pair of navy wedge-heeled canvas shoes, pausing only long enough to grab a little white sweater. “Ready?”
Ramirez leaned in close, his breath warming my cheeks, and planted a soft kiss on my lips.
“I really did like the short skirt,” he murmured.
Making me go warm in all the right places.
“Rain check,” I promised, letting him lead me outside.
I hoped dessert was fast.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Ramirez’s mother, or Mama, as she had insisted I call her the first time we’d met, lived in the sleepy little suburb of Hacienda Heights. The homes were older, ranch-style jobs that had seen generations of kids swing in the mature trees, tear up the lawn with neighborhood soccer games, and whip up and down the sidewalks on their big wheels. Aluminum siding and over-the-garage-additions abounded, as did late-model sedans and minivans with those little stick-figure families on the back windows. 
Mama’s house sat back from the curb, a patchy lawn surrounded by well-tended roses separating it from the sidewalk. A hula hoop, a very complicated looking Transformer action figure and a couple of dolls who’d had one too many home haircuts littered the front walk as we approached. On the front door were three big red Valentine’s hearts pasted to paper doilies. Ramirez rang the bell, then pushed in without waiting for an answer.
Immediately the scents of warm cinnamon and hot chilies hit my nostrils as we headed inside. An older guy in a cowboy hat dozed in a Lay-Z-Boy under a homemade afghan in assaulting pinks and greens while the muted TV showed some old western. And every surface around him was covered in knick-knacks. Mama was a bit of a pack rat. Anything that her number of nieces, nephews, grandchildren or neighborhood kids gave her she kept and proudly displayed in her living room. Hand prints in clay, macaroni sculptures, and countless pictures in handmade Popsicle-stick frames of little brown-eyed children throughout the various decades littered the room. 
“Hello?” Ramirez called. “Anyone home?”


“Mijo, is that you?” 
Mama’s round face popped out from the kitchen, lighting up when she saw Ramirez. Wiping her hands on a big white(ish) apron, she wrapped him in a hug around the middle. 
I am what you’d call petite. In my wedges, I towered over Mama. She was almost as wide as she was tall, a comfortable sort of lived-in shape that made for an awesome kid-sitting lap and attested to her skills as a wonder in the kitchen. 
“I was afraid you weren’t going to make it, it’s getting late.”
“Stand up Mama? Never,” he teased.
I tried not to be jealous.
“Is that our boy?” 
Three more heads popped out of the kitchen, all identical to Mama. The Aunts. Swoozie, Cookie, and Kiki. Behind them came BillyJo.
BillyJo and I had gotten off on the wrong foot. It may have had something to do with the fact that the first time I had met her I’d been dressed as a hooker. Long story (involving dead guys in Dumpsters and Dana’s idea of undercover investigating) but suffice to say, it hadn’t endeared me to her. Over the past couple of years, I’d done my best to work my way into her good graces, but she hadn’t thawed much. When she’d heard I was engaged to her brother, she’d muttered something in Spanish (eerily similar to the things Ramirez mumbled under his breath) and put on the same scowl she was wearing as she stared me down now.
I tugged at the hem of my skirt, infinitely glad that I’d changed as I gave her a wave.
She narrowed her eyes in response.
“You’re late.”
Ramirez kissed his sister on the cheek. “Good to see you too, sis.”
“Now that you’re here, Jackie,” Mama said, her eyes gleaming, “you must try on the guayabera!”
“The what?” I asked.
Mama waved the question off. “Never you mind. Jackie, go with your aunts. Maddie can help me in the kitchen while you change.”
Before either of us could protest, the aunts swooped upon Ramirez as one, rushing him off to a back bedroom with BillyJo leading the way.
“Come on,” Mama said, slipping her arm through mine. “You come with me. We’ll chat in the kitchen.”
I followed. Partly because I had no choice. Partly because my stomach was growling again at the scents emanating from said kitchen. Did I mention how great a cook Mama was? If Mexican hadn’t already been my favorite type of food, after eating from Mama’s table, there would be no contest. She quickly put me to work rolling out cornmeal dough as she pulled a tray of cookies shaped like little folded envelopes from the oven and dusted them with pink sugar crystals.
“My boy’s been working hard lately, no?” Mama asked. “I heard about that dead woman on the news.”
I nodded. “He has.”
Mama pursed her lips. “You make sure he no work too hard, yeah?”
As if I could stop him. But, instead, I nodded.
Which seemed to suffice. “Good. He’s a good boy, my little Jack.” She put a hand on mine, her eyes shining with pride. “You’ll take good care of him, no?”
I nodded again. Truly meaning it.
“He’s always been the one I worried about,” she said. “Always in the fights at school. Always the broken bones, always the principal’s office. Some days I wondered if he’d make it to a grown man.”
I smiled, trying to imagine Ramirez as a kid. 
“But now, I don’t worry so much that he has you.”
I felt a lump in my throat. “Thanks.” I paused. Then added, “Mama.” 
She smiled, patting my cheek with one floury hand. Then a small look of concern flitted through her eyes. “Ah, you do know what’s expected of a good wife, right?” she asked.
I paused. “Expected?” I looked around the kitchen, sorely hoping she didn’t suppose I’d become Suzie homemaker after the wedding. I could heat up a frozen dinner like nobody’s business, but actual cooking was, as Ramirez had pointed out, not on my list of finely honed skills. 
She nodded. “There are certain… duties… a man expects of his wife.”
I bit my lip. “Mrs. Ramirez, I don’t mean to seem rude, but Jack can take care of himself. We’re a modern couple. We do things for each other, but I’m sure he doesn’t expect me to perform any ‘duties.’”
Mama stared at me. Then grinned.
“I meant the sex.”
I blinked. My cheeks going hot. “Oh.”
“On the wedding night. He’s gonna want some sex.”
“Oh.”
“You do know how that works, right?”
“Uh…” I glanced to the right and left, looking for an escape route, pretty sure there was no right answer here. 
“Yes?” I finally decided on. 
Mama nodded. “Good. ‘Cause one thing about the Ramirez men. They like sex. A lot. You’re gonna be busy the first few months.”
Oh. God. Kill me now. 
“Uh huh,” I mumbled, sure my cheeks were a shade of red to rival the hearts on the front door.
“Now, it might hurt a little at first. That’s normal,” she said, waving a fat finger at me. “But, let me tell you, it gets better. I didn’t have six kids for nothing, if you know what I mean.”
She winked at me.
I felt faint, instantly trying to block out unwanted images of her and the dozing cowboy playing the horizontal mambo. 
“Here comes our boy,” one of the aunts said, rushing into the kitchen.
I could have kissed her.
“Oh, mijo, you look so handsome!” Mama clapped her hands together and ran toward Ramirez.
Relief flowing through me, I turned around.
And just that quickly the relief died.
“What is that?” I heard myself ask. 
Ramirez was clad in a long, white, billowy shirt with screaming red, green and turquoise embroidery along the front. It looked like the sort of thing I’d bought on spring break in Tijuana senior year. 
“My boy’s guayabera,” Mama said, pride shining in her eyes.
“It’s… nice,” I lied. “What’s a gooberbera?”’ I asked, sure I was butchering the word.
“Guayabera,” BillyJo correct with a smirk. “It’s a traditional Mexican wedding shirt.”
I glanced at it again. “Wedding shirt?” Holy hell. I was going to be marrying a walking souvenir stand. “What do you mean, wedding shirt?”
“In Mexican culture the groom wears a guayabera at his wedding.”
“But what about the tux?” I asked, my voice going squeaky. I looked from the billowing tent around his middle to Ramirez’s face. 
He just shrugged. 
Great, lot of help he was.
“I think it’s too big,” I pointed out.
“No, no, it’s supposed to be like that,” Mama said, fussing with the hem.
Swoozie nodded. “For the guavas.”
“The what?!”
BillyJo piped up. “In Mexican culture the family traditionally puts guavas in the pockets of the groom’s guayabera for he and the bride to start their life together.”
“We got a whole fridge full of ‘em for you,” Mama said, patting Ramirez’s cheek.
I looked down at his oversized pockets. And did a loud hiccup.
“Sugar,” Kiki said. “Eat a spoonful of sugar and those hiccups will disappear.”
I nodded. Then hiccupped again.
“Oh, that reminds me,” Mama said. “Your cousin Nico, who works at the sugar factory, he called and said he’s bringing the whole family up from Mexico City. They’ll all be here Wednesday. He can’t wait to see his cousin married.”
I felt a frown settling between my brows. “Nico? Did we send him an invitation?”
Mama waved that insignificant little detail off. “Don’t worry. I invited him. We don’t need fancy invitations. It’s okay.”
I felt a sudden knot of dread ball in my stomach. “Just Nico, right?” I let out another hiccup.
She blinked innocently at me. “And a couple other people.”
I felt faint. “How many is a couple?”
“Well…” Mama tapped a finger to her chin, her eyes rolling upward as she mentally counted. “There’s Nico and his family, then my cousin Amelia and her son and his two boys, and the girls from Arizona, then your father’s aunt Rosa and her kids and… I don’t know, maybe a hundred.”
I grabbed Ramirez’s arm to steady myself. “A hundred?” I choked out. 
Mama gave me a blank look. “What? Your mom said the garden seats four hundred.”
“But the preparations were made weeks ago! We can’t just add a hundred people at the last minute.”
BillyJo narrowed her eyes at me. “Oh, so only your family is important enough to attend?”
I shook my head. “No, that’s not what I meant. We invited plenty of Jack’s friends. And family.” Just apparently not all six million of them.
I felt a headache starting to brew between my eyes as I faced the army of aunts all giving me the same stern look. I was severely outnumbered.
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Okay, it’s not that I don’t want the whole family there…” Liar. “…it’s just that I’m not sure we’ll have enough food.”
Mama waved me off with a smile. “Oh don’t’ worry, I’ll just make some extra tamales.”
“Tam-(hiccup)-ales?”
She nodded. 
“No, no, no,” I said, feeling my control quickly slipping away. “We have a caterer doing the food. We’re having chicken kiev, baby carrots, and roasted potatoes with cream sauce. Simple, elegant,” I said, my voice going up an octave.
“Which will go perfectly with tamales. We’ve been baking all week. I think we have just under five hundred of them frozen. When do you want me to bring them to the site?”
Panic rising in my throat, I turned to Ramirez for help.
He shrugged. “Mama’s right. We need to make sure we have enough food.”
Great. He picks now to have input on the wedding.
I looked heavenward. What had I done to deserve this? Was it Bobby Fineman? I remember my Sunday school teacher telling me that holding hands with altar boy Bobby Fineman in the back pew of the church was enough to make me go to hell. So, what had I done? I’d tongue kissed him behind the organ after he’d scored us a couple goblets of sacramental wine. I know, I was a terrible kid. Which was probably why I was in the suburban L.A. version of Hades right now.
“Fine.”
What the hell, I was already having an island paradise wedding complete with floating butterflies, crapping doves, seashell bridesmaids, some shirt with fruit in the pockets, and a pair of whacked-out shoes designed by a cop who couldn’t tell the difference between a stiletto and a platform if his life depended on it.
What were a few tamales and out of town in-laws added to the mix?
“I’ll have Marco come pick them up tomorrow.”
Mama clapped her hands. The aunts enveloped me in a group hug. BillyJo actually cracked a smile.
And I did a loud hiccup, wondering what else could go wrong between now and Saturday.
On the other hand, maybe I didn’t want to know. 
 
 
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
 
That damned organ music was playing again. Loudly. Vibrating off the walls, assaulting my poor ears as I walked through a flowered archway to a gazebo across the lawn where Ramirez stood waiting. His back was to me, and he was wearing the big, puffy white shirt. And as I got closer, I could see the pockets were bulging with fruit, guava juice dripping down his thighs. 
Then suddenly the organ music turned into a mariachi tune. And all the groomsmen started dancing. And Marco, in his red appliquéd tie, grabbed me by the arm and started swinging me around square-dancer style. I tried to protest, to tell them I wanted the wedding march, not the Mexican Hat Dance. But no one was listening.
“See, isn’t this fun, Maddie?” Dana asked, dancing past with Ricky on her arm, her seashell dress clacking like castanets against her ankles. 
Suddenly the scene darkened. A shadow fell over the group. I looked up.
Above me was a huge, white dove the size of the Goodyear blimp. People started screaming and running. 
“Look out, she’s gonna blow!” Marco yelled.
I stood, transfixed to the spot watching the largest glob of bird shit ever fall straight toward me.
 
 
* * *
 
 
I opened my eyes with a start, dragging in shallow, too-fast breaths. On instinct, I looked above me. No giant dove. Just the blades of my ceiling fan softly twirling above my head. 
That’s it, this wedding was going to kill me.
I closed my eyes, willing the jackhammer in my chest to slow to a normal heart rate as I listened to the sound of the shower running in the bathroom. Get a grip, girl. The wedding was just one day. No biggie. Just one insignificant little day.
That marked the beginning of the rest of my life. 
I heard the shower shut off and a moment later felt Ramirez’s hand skim my thigh. 
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey.”
I opened my eyes. God, he looked good. His hair was still wet, curling a little around his ears. His skin shone with steam, a towel wrapped around his waist. A fine sprinkling of dark hairs covered his chest, angling downward in an enticing V that was covered by just enough terry cloth to remain PG, yet low enough to make my mind go straight to what I knew lay beneath.
“You’re awake early,” he said, pulling open a dresser drawer.
“Bad dream.”
He turned around, concern wrinkling his forehead. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” No. But it was touching that he asked. “I’m surprised you’re not gone already,” I said, trying to keep the bitterness out of my voice at waking up with only Mr. Coffee for company the past two days. 
“Got a late start,” he said, pulling a pair of boxers from another drawer. “I’ll be making it up with a late night tonight. Captain wants a status report filed on the Van Doren case.” 
“Uh huh,” I said. I cocked my head to the side as he leaned over to grab a pair of socks, angling for a better view of his towel clad tush. 
“By the way, I opened that box on the counter last night after you went to bed. Your aunt sent us a humidifier.” He paused, turning so I got a primo view of his bare pecs. “Does she know you don’t have asthma?”
“Uh huh.”
He shook his head, his back muscles flexing as he got up and reached in the closet for a T-shirt.
“Anyway, my brother’s picking up the groomsmen’s tuxes later today and dropping them off at Mama’s.”
He picked up the boxers from the bed. 
Then dropped the towel.
I sunk my teeth into my lower lip, my eyes riveted to full frontal Ramirez. 
Have I mentioned how much I was looking forward to the honeymoon?
“He wanted to know what time the rehearsal is?”
“Uh huh,” I breathed, my cheeks (not to mention certain other parts of my anatomy) filling with heat.
Ramirez slipped his boxers on, then paused, hands on his hips.
“‘Uh huh’ what?”
I snapped my eyes up to his. “What?”
“Were you even listening?”
“Yeah. Sure. Your captain. Some asthma. Yada, yada, yada.” My eyes strayed down to the front of his boxers again as if I could develop x-ray vision.
He grinned, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Jesus, I feel like a piece of meat.”
“If it’s any consolation, you’re really yummy meat.”
His eyes went dark and in one quick movement, he was across the room, scooping me into his arms.
I inhaled deeply the scents of clean man and warm steam as his hands buried themselves in my hair, his hips pressing into me, lips hovering over mine.
“You know, you’re kinda cute when you’re checking out my ass,” he whispered. Then before I could respond, he had me in a lip lock I couldn’t get out of even if I tried. 
Not that I tried.
“Six,” I gasped, when he finally let me up for air.
“What?” His eyes were dark, glazed over, full of that there’s-no-way-we’re-getting-out-of-bed-anytime-soon look.
“Six. The wedding rehearsal is at six.”
One corner of his mouth tilted up in a lopsided grin that made my heart slam against my rib cage. Wedding disasters be damned, I was the luckiest girl in the world to be marrying this man. 
“Good to know,” he murmured, before diving into my lips again, his hands roving slowly down my body, raking down my arms, over my belly, to the tops of my thighs and… 
I sighed out loud. He was going to be very late for work this morning. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
It was close to ten before Ramirez finally headed out the front door, blowing me a backwards kiss as he left. I staggered out of bed and filled Mr. Coffee, making my own French roast that morning. Not that I was complaining. I grinned at myself in the reflection from my toaster. My lips were red from rubbing against his stubbled cheeks, my hair a crazy I-just-had-mind-blowing-sex bird’s nest. 
Nope, not complaint number one.
I took a quick shower before attacking my matted air with a leave-in conditioner and doing the blow dry routine. I slipped into a pair of white cargo capris, a stretchy green top and a pair of cute green kitten heels with little white polka dots all over them. Then I downed a second cup of coffee while I checked my voicemail. One new message. From Dana. I could hear loud rock music in the background, and she was begging me to call her back ASAP as she’d done something “really, really bad.” 
Uh oh. 
I knew I shouldn’t have left miss former groupie alone with a mob of sex crazed rockers. It was like taking a diabetic into a candy store.
Feeling just the teeniest bit guilty for abandoning her last night, I hit number one on my speed dial. Dana picked up on the first ring.
“Maddie?” she asked, her voice cracking just a little.
“What happened?”
“Oh, God, it was awful! I can’t believe this happened. I never meant to do it. Oh, God.”
“Slow down,” I said, as Dana burst into blubbery sobs on the other end. Geeze, this was worse than I thought. “Honey, tell me what happened.”
“Okay, well, I was with the Zebras, right?”
“Right.”
“And the bass player, well, he’s just got the cutest accent. You know what a sucker I am for a guy with an accent, Maddie…”
“Don’t tell me you slept with the bass player.”
“No.” I heard Dana shake her head, her earrings clanging against the phone. “No, not that. It was when they were called out for an encore.”
“Uh huh,” I encouraged.
“Well, the bass player asked if I’d ever done a stage dive before. And I said, no, I’d never even been on stage in a place like this. And he said I had to try it. Well, I’d had a drink or two by then, and I think I was getting a contact high or something, so I said okay. And, well, next thing you know, I’m on the stage, staring down at a mass of people with their arms up to catch me and the bass player pushes me over the edge of the stage.”
“Are you okay? Did you fall?” I asked, trying to get to the root of the sobbing.
“No.” Again with the jangling earrings. “They totally caught me. And for a moment, it was the coolest thing ever. It was like riding a wave. But a human one.”
“What happened?”
“Well, they kind of rode me over to the side, then put me down at the edge of the crowd next to Smokes Dope All Day Guy.”
“Oh God. You slept with Smokes Dope All Day Guy?”
“No. God, no.”
“Okay, so what happened?” 
“Well, as the crowd set me down, he was lighting up and, well, smoking dope.”
“As he does.”
“Right. Then he handed me a bottle of tequila and told me to take a celebratory swig. You have to understand, I was totally hyped from riding the crowd at that point. So I did. And that’s when it happened”
I shook my head, not understanding. “So, you’re upset because you had a shot of tequila?”
“Some chick from the Informer took my picture! Maddie I was standing next to a guy smoking a joint with a bottle of tequila in my hand at a rock concert. It’s on the front page. Cartoon Flamingo Bad Influence for Children.”
Mental forehead smack.
“Maddie,” she sobbed. “I’m a bad influence!”
“Honey, you’re not a bad influence. It’s just tabloid.”
Dana sniffed on the other end. “I don’t want kids to drink.”
“I know, honey. No kids are going to drink. I mean, kids don’t even read tabloids.”
She sniffed again. “Yeah. I guess they don’t.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll talk to Felix today and see what he can do about getting a retraction printed.”
“You think he would?” she asked, hope creeping into her voice.
Honestly? I wasn’t sure. If a story moved papers, there wasn’t much I could do to persuade Tabloid Boy. But, it was worth a shot. 
“I’m sure he will,” I said, crossing my fingers it was true.
“Okay,” she said. I heard her blow her nose. “Okay, thanks. Yeah, maybe that will work.”
But, just in case the rest of the paparazzi had picked up on the story, she said she was laying low today. I agreed that was probably a good idea.
“Hey, since you’re hiding out, I have a little phone project for you,” I said.
“Yeah?”
“Spike was a little sketchy on when he got back from Topeka. Any way you think you could track down the person in charge of the fundraiser and find out if his alibi is actually solid?”
I heard those earrings clacking again as Dana nodded. “I’m on it,” she said, then promised to call as soon as she knew anything. 
First crisis of the day dealt with, I keyed in Allie’s number hoping to catch the daughter before class. No such luck. My call went straight to voicemail. I left her another message, asking her to call me ASAP.
I hung up, drumming my fingernails on my Motorola. No matter how innocent Allie played, I didn’t like the fact she’d left out telling us Gigi was her mother. In my experience, when someone hid something, it was for a reason. 
So what reason did she have? 
Where she and Gigi on the outs? I thought back, trying to remember how they’d interacted with each other that last time I’d been at L’Amore. I hadn’t noticed any sort of animosity between them. But at the time I’d been a little too focused on my own mother and her overzealous invitation frenzy to pay attention. What I needed was someone who knew them both well, knew their history.
And I could think of one guy that fit that bill. Gigi’s ex-husband, Summerville.
I grabbed my purse, hopped in my Jeep, and made for downtown. Forty minutes later I was pulling into the parking garage down the block from Summerville’s building and clubbing my car. I’d just gotten out and beeped my car locked when a blue Dodge Neon slipped into the spot beside me.
Oh, swell.
Felix hopped out, doing a little wave my direction.
“Good morning, love.”
“It was until you showed up,” I mumbled.
“What was that?”
“Nothing. What are you doing here? Are you following me again?”
He locked his car, coming around to stand next to me. “Actually, after our little chat last night I thought it might be a good idea to see what Gigi’s ex had to say about his stepdaughter. I was just passing by his office when I spotted you. Great minds think alike, eh?”
The day I started thinking like Felix was the day I wanted someone to take me out back and shoot me.
“So, shall we?” he asked, leading the way toward the sidewalk.
Reluctantly, I fell in step beside him. While working hand in hand with Felix wasn’t exactly my idea of a good time, it appeared I was fated to be stuck with him. Mrs. Rosenblatt was right. My karma did suck. 
Five minutes later we were standing in the lobby of Summerville Development watching Sweater Vest chat into his head set nonstop while his fingers did the mambo across his keyboard. 
“I’m aware that the groundbreaking is this weekend. However, Mr. Summerville will be unable to attend.
“Yes, thank you for calling, the Aspen project is still a go, but you’ll have to get the particulars from Janet in AP.
“No, we’re not hiring at the moment, but thank you for thinking of us.
“Summerville Development, please hold.
“Yes?”
He paused for a breath. Then, “What is it?”
“Oh. Right. You’re talking to me.”
He gave me his best ‘well duh!’ face.
“Uh, yeah, hi. I’m Maddie Springer, here to see Mr. Summerville.”
“Do you have an appointment?” he asked, his fingers whipping over the keyboard at lightning speed.
“No, not exactly. But I was here before. We spoke about his wife.”
Sweater Vest paused mid stroke. “His wife?”
“Uh, ex wife. Gigi Van Doren. The one that got… well…”
“I’m aware who his ex-wife is,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “What I’m not aware of is why he would discuss her with you.”
“I was a friend of Gigi’s.”
“All the more reason he wouldn’t want to talk with you,” Sweater Vest said. I could feel his finger hovering just above the security button as his eyes narrowed into fine slits. 
I was just about to concede defeat when Felix nudged me aside, whipping something shiny and plastic from his back pocket,
“Felix Dunn,” he said. “L.A. Informer.”
“You’re a reporter?” Sweater Vest crossed his arms over his chest. “In that case, Mr. Summerville has no comment. Now, good day to you both.”
Great. Real helpful, Tabloid Boy.
But, instead of leaving, Felix leaned onto the desk in a way that clearly infringed on Sweater Vest’s personal space. 
“Summerville owns a lot of properties, doesn’t he?” Felix asked. 
“Of course.” 
“Including the Palm nightclub in Hollywood?”
“Yes. That’s a matter of public record,” Sweater Vest hedged. 
I watched the exchange, not sure where Felix was going with this.
“It would be a shame then if word got out that the place was infested with cockroaches.”
Sweater Vest and I gasped as one.
“It is not,” he replied. “How dare you!”
“I happen to have in my possession a picture of Paris Hilton at the Palm, a roach running over her Jimmy Choos.” Felix made little running motions with his two fingers across Sweater Vest’s desk.
Sweater Vest blanched.
“Now, I can either run it in tomorrow’s edition, or I can speak to Mr. Summerville and see if we can’t explain this little incident away. Your choice.” Felix leaned back on his heels, a clearly victorious smile playing at his features. 
Sweater Vest’s beady eyes bounced from Felix to me and back again. Finally, he squared his jaw. “Fine,” he said, pressing a few buttons on his keyboard and mumbling into his headset that Mr. Summerville had visitors.
After a moment he turned back to us. “You may see Mr. Summerville now,” he conceded.
“Thanks a bunch,” Felix said, slapping Sweater Vest on the arm hard enough to make him wince.
I tried not to smirk as we made our way down the hall.
“Do you really have pictures of roaches at the nightclub?” I asked.
Felix grinned. “Hey, if I can put your head on Pamela Anderson’s body, I can put a roach on Paris’s shoe.”
I shook my head as we pushed through Summerville’s door, not sure if I should be impressed or disgusted. 
Summerville was scrolling his signature across a jumbo sized checkbook as we walked in. As with my last visit to see him, he was dressed impeccably – every scrap of fabric on him tailored exactly to his shape. His shirt was unbuttoned at the top, lending a deceptively casual air to his persona as he held court behind his regal desk.
“Please, sit down,” he said, barely glancing up from his task. 
We did. And I noticed for the first time that our chairs were lower than his. I wondered if this was done purposely so that his visitors were made to look up to him.
“Summerville,” he said by way of greeting, extending a hand toward Felix.
“Felix Dunn, L.A. Informer.”
Summerville raised an eyebrow. “I see. Though, I can’t imagine what the Informer wants from me.”
“We’re looking into Gigi’s death,” I said.
“Yes, I remember you. But I thought you were working with the police?” He raised an eyebrow, a hit of amusement twinkling in his eyes as if we both knew that was a lie.
“Uh, I switched sides,” I mumbled.
“So, what can I do for you, today?” he asked, setting the checkbook aside and clasping his hands together on the desk in front of him.
“I was wondering what you could tell us about Gigi and Allie.”
Summerville’s forehead wrinkled. “Allie? Her assistant?”
I nodded. “And daughter.”
Summerville froze, his entire body going rigid. “Daughter?”
“You didn’t know Allie was Gigi’s daughter?” Felix asked, slowly leaning forward.
“Hell, I didn’t even know she had a daughter!” Summerville got up. Actually, he more exploded up, his chair shoving back into the wall as he shot to his feet and began pacing the room. His body suddenly hummed with the kind of barely restrained anger that made me infinitely glad I didn’t have to meet him across a boardroom.
“So, all the time you were married, she never mentioned Allie to you?” I asked.
“We were only married a couple of years.” He shook his head again. “But, no, never.” And by the look on his face, I believed him. Even an Oscar winner couldn’t fake that kind of surprise. 
I had to hand it to Gigi, she got an A plus in keeping secrets.
“Her boyfriend told us that Gigi rarely talked about Allie. That she didn’t want people to know she was old enough to have a grown daughter.”
Summerville scoffed, a self-deprecating sound, as he stood in front of his giant windows. “I told you she was vain. But, God, hiding a child from me?” 
“You never met Allie then?”
He shook his head. “No. Not before she started working for Gigi. I stopped by L’Amore to pick up some personal documents a few months ago. I notice her then, but I never would have guessed…” He trailed off, shaking his head.
“I’m sorry,” I said. The man was visibly shaken, something I’d guess didn’t happen often to Seth Summerville. 
“Well, don’t be,” he snapped. “Typical Gigi. Appearances were always more important to her than people.”
“Um, you didn’t happen to see Gigi the afternoon before she died, did you?” I asked, fishing for our mystery cancellation.
He narrowed his eyes at me. “Why do you ask?”
I bit my lip. But I figured I had nothing to lose. If he was innocent, he’d tell me. If not, he’d lie, so what was the difference?
“Gigi cancelled an appointment with a client at the last minute the day before she died to meet with someone.”
“And you think it may have something to do with her death.”
“It was out of character enough for us to believe it worth pursuing,” Felix piped up. 
Summerville sat back in his chair, steepling his fingers in front of him. “So, you’re hoping I secretly met with my ex-wife then returned the next morning to stab her in the back, is that it?”
I squirmed in my seat, the leather making little squeaking noises. “Well… no… I just…”
Thankfully, Felix jumped in again. “The police are looking at everyone involved as a suspect. If I can print an article stating your side of things, it might divert public opinion away from you. And,” he added, “Summerville Development’s properties.”
Summerville seemed to chew this idea over for a moment before finally answering. “I was in meetings all afternoon with the investors for our Aspen project. After that, I had dinner at my club, met a colleague for drinks, was home in bed by midnight. And, before you ask, yes, I have an alibi and witnesses for the time of Gigi’s death. I was conducting a conference call from my office between myself, our head of finance, and our internal auditor all morning. Things got heated, the door was open, anyone on this floor can tell you I was here when my ex-wife was killed. Now, if that’s all?” Summerville asked. Though the way he got up from his chair and towered over us, it was clear that was all whether we had more questions or not.
I mumbled a goodbye, and we hightailed it out of the office, scuttling down the hallway.
“Why do I always feel about twelve around that guy?” I asked.
“I’ll admit, ‘intimidating’ is a word that comes to mind,” Felix agreed. “So, do we believe him?”
I shrugged. “Well, if he was going to lie, he would have come up with an alibi a lot harder to check up on than that.”
“Good point. And he didn’t strike me as much of an actor.”
“Oh, that reminds me,” I said, “I have an actor problem, for you. Or rather, actress.” I filled him in on Dana’s Flamingo issues. 
Once he stopped laughing, he promised to see what he could do.
As we hit the end of the hallway and rounded the reception area, I spotted a familiar face standing at the front desk. Anne Fauston. She was conversing with Sweater Vest, a wicker basket overflowing with chocolate chip cookies in one hand.
“Anne,” I said, hailing her as we approached.
She spun around, her eyebrows drawing together in confusion as she recognized us. “Maddie. What are you two doing here?”
“We wanted to offer our condolences to Mr. Summerville,” Felix quickly lied.
“Oh,” she said, the lines in her expression evening out. “Right.”
“You making a delivery?” I asked, gesturing to the basket. Even through the cellophane outer wrap I could smell fresh baked goodness calling out to me.
“Yeah, we deliver cookies every other day for the conference room. My uncle got the account when Gigi was still married to Summerville. I guess good cookies outlast marriage, huh?”
Amen to that, sister.
“Listen, I was wondering if I could ask you something,” I said. Garnering a look from Sweater Vest that said we were clearly ruining his carefully plotted schedule.
Anne nodded. “Sure.”
“I was wondering what you know about Gigi’s relationship with Allie?” I asked.
She shrugged. “Not much. She seemed like a fine receptionist.”
“So… you didn’t know she was Gigi’s daughter either?”
Anne’s eyes got big and round. “Wow. Really? I mean, no. She never mentioned it.” She paused. “But, honestly, most of Gigi’s dealings were with my uncle. I was just the delivery girl, you know? She took the pastries, signed the slip, then I was dismissed.”
I detected a slight note of bitterness in Anne’s voice and jumped on it. “Gigi was rude to you?”
“Oh, no.” She shook her head so hard her brown hair followed her like a dark curtain. “Nothing like that. She was just busy and I wasn’t that important. I mean, we didn’t like chat about stuff, you know?”
“I see.”
“Certainly not about her daughter. I mean, Allie’s only worked there since the fall. I don’t think I’ve said more than two words to her.”
“They’re waiting,” Sweater Vest cut in, gesturing to Anne’s basket of goodies.
“Right.” Anne hauled them off the desk. “See you later,” she said, then took off down the hall. 
Sweater Vest gave Felix and me a pointed look. I held up my hands in a surrender gesture and made for the door. It was clear we’d gotten all the cooperation we were going to from Summerville Development. 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
“Well, now what?” I asked once we were outside.
Felix looked down at his watch. “I’d love to continue banging on doors with you, but right now I’ve got a lunch date.”
Right. With Allie. 
“Maybe I should come with you,” I said. There were more than a couple questions I had for the perky blonde, and I wasn’t entirely sure I trusted Felix to ask the right ones. Or, more specifically, pay attention to the answers when faced with her D cups. 
“As much as I adore you, three’s a crowd, love.” He winked at me.
I scoffed. Loudly. 
He grinned. “But, I’m glad to see the green-eyed monster is alive and well this morning. Just admit it, Maddie. You want me bad.”
I punched him in the arm.
“Ow. Careful, I bruise easily.”
I rolled my eyes. “Just call me as soon as she leaves. I want to know everything.”
He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Everything?”
I made a fist to punch him again, but he scuttled out of reach. “Okay, okay, I’ll call you later,” he promised, folding himself into his car. Then he pulled out of the garage, making a left at the light.
I stood watching his taillights disappear, a strange nauseated sensation swirling in my stomach. Probably fear he’d botch the interview with Allie. Definitely not jealousy. I mean, she was a college kid, for crying out loud. He couldn’t possibly be serious about her. I mean, not that I cared if he was serious with someone. I didn’t. Not a bit. He could get serious with whomever he wanted. It didn’t matter to me. Because I was not jealous. 
Thankfully, before I had to convince myself any further, my cell trilled from my purse. 
“Hello?” I answered.
“Maddie!” Mom’s voice rang in my ear. “Where are you?”
“Downtown. Why?”
“You didn’t forget, did you?”
“Forget?”
“Oh hell, you did forget. Maddie, I swear to God if you think I’m picking up that man from the airport, I’m disowning you.”
That man. There was only one person in the world my sweet, loving, even tempered mother would call “that man.”
My dad.
My whole life I’d been told the story of how, when I was three years old, my father left Mom and me for Las Vegas and a showgirl named Lola. But recently I’d learned that story was only half true. Dad had left all right, but he hadn’t so much run away with Lola as become Lola – the star of an all-male “showgirl” review. 
Yes, my father was a drag queen. (At least now I knew where I got my love for fashion.) So, you can see why my mom might be a little touchy when it came to the subject of that man. 
After twenty-some odd years being MIA, he’d finally contacted me last year when he’d gotten mixed up with a ring of Prada smuggling mobsters. Our first face to face had been, to say the least, awkward. 
Since then Larry (I couldn’t yet quite bring myself to call him ‘Dad’) and I had kept in touch, and I was slowly starting to get to know the man who’d been largely myth my whole childhood. Granted, we weren’t in best buds territory yet, but I had asked him if he and Faux Dad would jointly give me away at my wedding. He’d done a giddy squeal of delight and promised he’d be there with bells on. (I only hoped he didn’t mean literally.)
“I’m on my way now,” I lied, hopping into my Jeep. 
“Good.” I could hear the relief in Mom’s voice. “He said he brought a plus one so look for two of them.”
“Got it.”
“Oh, and, I talked to the restaurant where we’re having the rehearsal dinner. They said they have a big party coming in before us, so they’re bumping us back to eight. Which is fine, because we’re going to need time for people to get to the rehearsal from work, and you know there’ll be traffic.”
“Right,” I said, making a mental note to give my ‘wedding planners’ this detail. 
“And Molly said Tina’s got a cold, but as long as there’s no fever, she’ll still make flower girl. But, if she gets a fever, she’s going to dress Tandy up in Tina’s outfit and bump her up to flower girl, so she may have to hem the dress a little.”
“Fine. Great.” I pulled into traffic, heading toward the 110. 
“And your grandmother wants to ride in the limo to the hotel with you. She says she doesn’t trust your cousin Shane to pick her up on time.”
“Yep. Limo. Got it.”
“Oh, and the caterer called and said they weren’t sure they have enough chairs for all the extra people on the guest list,” Mom said, emphasizing the word. Apparently Marco had filled her in on Mama Ramirez’s additions to the festivities. “But,” she added, “they said if you wanted they could bring in some benches.”
“Lovely. Is that all?” I asked.
“For now. I’ll call if anything else comes up.”
“Super.” I hit the end button, suddenly drained. 
If this wedding ever went off, it would be a miracle. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
If you’ve never been to LAX, it’s an experience everyone should have at least once in their lifetime. 
Los Angeles International Airport is the West Coast travel hub where you can see anyone from George Clooney to the King of Nigeria (the real one - not the one that keeps sending spam emails about his family’s fortune being all yours if you’ll just send him all your bank account information) walking through the endless concourses, confused looks on their faces as they try to locate baggage claim. The airport is so big it could actually qualify as its own city, complete with separate police force and fire station. Occupying over five square miles, the place is a maze of ramps running to the domestic and international terminals, arrivals, departures, loading zones, and long-term parking. It’s enough to make a person swear off driving forever. 
Not to mention the taxis. Maybe in New York taxis are a necessity. But in L.A., where anyone over the age of sixteen owns a convertible, cabs are just an annoyance. One that was currently eliciting a string of curse words I’m sure would make my Irish Catholic grandmother grab her rosary in a two-fisted clutch. 
Just as I was really starting to get creative (I swear if one more son-of-a-banana-sucking-ape cuts me off…) I found Larry and his friend at the curb outside domestic baggage claim. 
Not that they were hard to spot.
Larry was a six foot two, male, fifty-something version of… well… me. A long blonde wig, red, four-inch heels, and a white minidress bulging slightly around the middle where his corset was losing the battle against his middle-aged spread. He’d donned a wide-brimmed white hat and capped the outfit off with a cropped red leather jacket. All in all, not what you’d call subtle. 
Especially considering his traveling companion.
I recognized Larry’s friend right away as one of the women (men?) Larry performed with at the Victoria Club in Vegas. Her (his?) specialty? Impersonating Madonna, specifically the “Like a Virgin” years. A role she took very seriously, seldom seen outside of her fluffy black tutus and totally eighties jelly bracelets. 
And today was no exception. She was the perfect embodiment of the Material Girl, from her ripped-neck sweatshirt to a little black mole painted on her upper lip, bobbing up and down vigorously as she popped a piece of gum between her teeth. 
Between the two of them, they had no fewer than six bags. All in pink leopard print.
“Maddie!” Larry called, waving as I got out of the car and eyed the baggage. Unless we tied Madonna to the roof, I had no idea how we were going to fit all of this.
“Hi, Larry,” I said, returning his air kisses. 
“You remember Madonna?” he asked, gesturing to his friend.
“Hey, doll,” she said, giving me a gloved hand with the finger holes cut out.
I shook it. “Of course, nice to see you again.” Madonna had been one of the few innocents at the Victoria Club not involved in a shoe smuggling ring Felix and I had busted a couple years ago. I hadn’t spent much time with her then, but I’d gotten the impression she was a nice gal, and, if I remembered correctly, Marco had been more than a little sweet on her. 
“I can’t believe Larry’s little girl is getting married!” She squealed, scrunching up her nose and shrugging her shoulders toward her ears. “It’s just so exciting. So romantic.”
Romantic was about the only word I wouldn’t use to describe the wedding so far. 
But I nodded and smiled anyway. 
“I bought the most beautiful mother of the bride dress,” Larry gushed. “Blue chiffon, with little yellow daisies all over. Just darling!”
I tried not to cringe. Partly at the fact that my father would be wearing a mother of the bride dress. But mostly at the fact anyone would wear blue chiffon.
While Dad and Madonna peppered me with questions about the band, the hors d'oeuvres, and the flowers, I did a very complicated packing job with the luggage in the back of my Jeep, relying on my years of Tetris training to fit pink leopard print into every inch of available space. When I was done, there was almost enough room for everyone to sit comfortably. 
Almost.
We kind of wedged Madonna on top of one case so her head kept bobbing against the rollbar. But she didn’t seem to mind, saying it was like she was on an L.A. safari.
“So, tell me what you’ve been up to lately,” Larry said as I navigated my way out of the LAX rat maze.
“Oh, you know. Not much.” Ha!
“I, uh, heard there was some difficulty with your wedding planner?”
“Oh. You did, huh?” I asked, biting my lip.
Larry nodded. “You want to tell me about it?”
I could tell by the look on his face, Larry was trying really hard to be “Dad” right now. As if being a sympathetic ear would start to make up for all those trips to the zoo we’d missed out on while he was go-go dancing and I was day-dreaming about how Ward Cleaver would one day show up at my doorstep calling me his own. 
Larry was a far cry from Ward Cleaver. But, in all honesty, the Cleavers were kinda boring.
So, unable to resist his plea for a father-daughter moment, I spilled all, telling Larry and Madonna the whole sordid story as we wound up the 405 to their hotel in Santa Monica. By the time I was done, Larry was doing a concerned, wrinkled forehead face (another eerily “Dad” thing) and Madonna was bouncing up and down on her pink luggage.
“This is so CSI!” she said, clapping her hands with glee. “My money is on that Kleinburg girl. Ooo, she’s got a temper on her, honey.”
“Really?” I asked, perking up. “Do you know her?”
“Well, not me personally,” she conceded. “But my roommate used to work at the Rio casino, and Mitsy was there a couple months ago with some of her rich bitch friends.” 
“What happened?”
“One of the waitresses spilled a cocktail on Mitsy, and Mitsy freaked. Grabbed the gal by the hair, took her down to the floor, and started wailing on her. Turns out, Mitsy’s totally into cardio kickboxing and messed that chick up. Security finally broke it up, but my roommate said the waitress was lucky to walk away from it.”
I turned off the freeway, mentally digesting this new information. Honestly, all I really had was Mitsy’s word she’d fired Gigi. And even if she did, she still might have been upset enough over Gigi’s inattention to take it out on the wedding planner. What if Mitsy had come back the next morning and had it out with Gigi? From what I knew of Gigi, she wasn’t one to back down. Maybe things escalated and Mitsy had let her temper get the better of her. 
I made a mental note to check into Mitsy’s alibi for the morning of the murder as I pulled up to Larry’s hotel and helped the leopard twins unload their luggage.
Once they were checked in, I left the two girls to unpack and promised I’d call if anything new came up. 
As soon as I got back into my Jeep, I dialed Dana’s number on my cell. 
“Hello?” she asked, picking up on the first ring. 
“It’s me.”
“Oh.”
“Gee, don’t sound so excited.”
“Sorry, I was waiting for a call back about Spike.”
“So, no confirmation on the boyfriend’s alibi yet?”
“Not yet. But, I did find the car company that drove them to the airport. Just waiting to hear back from the driver what time that was.”
“Awesome, Lacey.”
“Who?”
“Never mind,” I mumbled. 
“Listen, did you get a chance to talk to Felix about my, um, problem?”
I nodded as I flipped on the AC. “Yep. He said he’d see what he could do about Flamingogate.”
“Oh, thank God,” she breathed. “I swear some kid outside the studio even harassed Ricky over it. Can you believe? I tell you, Ricky has been so amazingly supportive during all of this, but I’ve been so worried more photographers were going to show up any second . I wasn’t even sure I should go out for the party tonight.”
“Party?” I searched my overtaxed brain. “What party?”
“Your bachelorette party.”
Oh. No. 
“Um, do we really need a party?”
“Oh, come on, Maddie. You didn’t think I’d let my best friend get married without one last big hurrah from singlehood?”
I felt myself shaking my head. There was no way this was going to turn out well. 
“I’m not sure I really need any hurrahs…”
“Just be at the corner of Sunset and Vine at seven tonight.”
“Dana, I don’t need…”
“Oh, Ricky just got home. Gotta go. Seven. Don’t be late!” she said. Then hung up.
I flipped my phone shut and thunked my head backwards against the headrest. I so needed that vacation when this wedding was over.
I briefly contemplated just driving back to LAX, getting on the first flight to Tahiti and skipping straight to the honeymoon part. But, considering my groom was still currently married to his case, I nixed it. Instead, I glanced at the dash clock. 2:30 p.m. Felix’s lunch “date” must be long over by now. I keyed his number into my cell. Straight to voicemail. I left a message asking him to call ASAP. Then I tried Allie’s number again.
Again to the voicemail.
I was getting the distinct impression this chick was avoiding my calls. 
But, I pulled my Jeep into the right lane, hopping onto the 10 toward her Glendale apartment anyway. As far as I was concerned, Allie definitely had some ‘splaining to do. And if no one was taking my calls, I was just going to have to get a straight story out of her in person. 
Half an hour later I parked at the curb on Verdugo and walked up the front pathway to unit F. 
Only, it appeared someone had beaten me to it.
Felix stood on her doorstep, his usually crumpled khakis looking almost as if they’d seen an iron, his white button-down shirt gleaming with that freshly bleached looked. Even his hair looked like he’d taken the time to comb it since I’d last seen him, instead of just slathering on a handful of Dollar Store gel like he normally did. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked, my heels clacking up the front walkway. “Didn’t you get enough of her at lunch?”
He spun around, a small frown between his brows. “No, actually, she never showed.”
I tried not to smirk. “Ah, stood up?”
“You can wipe the smirk off your face.”
Okay, I didn’t really try that hard.
“And it wasn’t like it was actually a date, you know,” he said, sulking like a kid who’d missed dessert.
“Right. And you’re not actually wearing clean clothes.”
“It was wash day,” he responded. But the way he shuffled his feet and kicked at a stray rock told me I’d hit a nerve.
 “So, is Blondie in?” I asked, gesturing to the door.
“I was just about to ring the bell.”
I stepped aside. “By all means, go ahead, Romeo.”
He shot me an annoyed look, but pressed the button anyway. 
I heard an answering buzz echo inside the small apartment. But instead of footsteps, it was followed by silence. 
Felix tried again, leaning into the button.
The door of the unit next to Allie’s popped open, an Asian woman with a crying toddler stuck to one hip emerging.
“Can you stop ringing the bell, please? The kid’s teething and seriously needs a nap.”
From the dark circles under Mom’s eyes, I could tell she did, too. Ah, the joys of motherhood.
“Sorry, I thought we were ringing Allie’s,” I said.
“The walls are thin,” she explained. “It echoes. Besides, Allie’s not here.”
“Did she say where she went?”
The woman gave me a rueful grin. “No. Like I said, the walls are thin. I heard her banging around in there a couple hours ago, then slam the front door on her way out.”
I glanced at Felix, wondering where Allie had gone off to, if not to meet him. 
“So, can you lay off the bell?” she asked, shifting the baby to the other hip as it continued it’s wailing. I didn’t know how she didn’t go deaf from the racket.
“Yeah, sorry,” I said, turning away. 
“So much for that,” Felix said, falling into step beside me. 
I nodded, glancing back at Allie’s dark apartment. 
“Look, maybe Allie is on the up and up and maybe she isn’t. But I’ve got a bad feeling she’s not going to be much help with those phone records.”
He nodded. “She didn’t exactly come through today. So, what do you suggest?”
“Well, Allie said that Gigi kept copies of her phone bills at the office and at home. Maybe we could access her home files?”
He grinned. “By ‘access’ I’m assuming you mean break into her house?”
“Not break! Maybe, kinda slip in. For a minute. For a very good cause.”
His smile widened, reminding me of a big hungry crocodile. “Maddie, it’s always for a good cause.”
“So, you’re in?”
“We’ll take my car,” he said, leading the way to his Neon parked up the block.
“Why?”
Again with the crocodile grin. “Unless you’ve got a lock-picking kit in the glove box, it’s the only way we’re getting in.”
Right. 
I never quite got the full story of how Felix learned to pick locks, but from what little he’d said, it had something to do with a youth spent in London a private boy’s school and a young Felix with way too much time on his hands. Honestly, it was probably better I didn’t ask too many questions. (Can we say, accessory after the fact?) But, I had to admit, his less than completely moral skills had come in handy on occasion. Me, I’d tried to pick a lock once. Just once. (For a good reason, of course!) I’d ended up breaking my Macy’s Visa card in half trying to wedge it in the doorframe. Had to wait four weeks for a new one to come in the mail. And trying to explain to the nice customer service rep in India how I’d damaged the first one? So not worth it. 
“But we’re not really breaking in. Just…”
“Slipping in,” he finished for me.
“Right,” I said, wedging myself into Felix’s Neon. I tried not to wrinkle my nose at the pile of newspaper, takeout bags, and computer equipment filling the backseat as we merged into traffic.
“So,” Felix said, “any idea where Gigi’s house is?”
I shook my head. “We could go back to my place and google her.”
“No need.” Felix pulled a phone from his pocket and stabbed at the screen. “I’ll do it.”
“Geeze, am I the only person left in the world who doesn’t have Google in her pocket?”
“I’m fairly certain my mother doesn’t,” Felix responded, typing Gigi’s name into the tiny screen.
Considering his mother was a seventy-year-old widow living in the Cotswolds of England, that didn’t make me feel much better.
“Here we are,” he said, squinting at the screen. “She’s got a white pages listing in Pacific Palisades.” He read off the address, getting on the 5 south. 
Twenty minutes of gridlock later, we merged onto the 10 west, then snaked up the 1 toward the posh ocean side city of Pacific Palisades. While we were a mere block from the Pacific, the air still smelled more of car exhaust than salty sea water, but the multistory glass homes and funky pink stucco crab shacks were a dead giveaway we’d hit the ocean.
We wound around a golf course, coming up on a neighborhood of towering homes in the eclectic California architecture tradition – imposing faux Tudors next to mock Italian villas next to craftsman style cottages on steroids. The address Felix had pulled up was in the middle of the block, one of the faux Tudors, pale white stucco gleaming against dark woods that crisscrossed like ancient beams along the face. A long expanse of lawn separated the home from the street, edged in a tall hedge along the property giving it the illusion of privacy. 
As Felix maneuvered his Neon up the winding drive, I did a slow survey of the place.
“Wow. Nice,” I said with a low whistle. “No wonder those place cards cost so much.”
“We’ll park around the side,” Felix suggested, indicating another line of thick hedges.
He pulled around, obscuring the car from the front of the property before we hopped out and made our way to the front door. My kitten heels seemed to clack like cannons on the expertly cobbled drive in the silence. Gingerly looking over my shoulder as if expecting vicious guard dogs to be alerted to our presence, I walked up to the front door and knocked. Since the occupant was currently residing in the L.A. County morgue, predictably there was no answer. 
I tried the knob. No such luck. Firmly locked.
I peered in the front windows. Inside I could see the furnishings were every bit as showy as Gigi herself had been. A pair of oversized sofas in gold brocade faced a large marble fireplace with some sort of family crest above the mantel. 
“What do you think the chances are that a back door’s open somewhere?” I asked.
Felix shot me a look. “Slim.”
“Slim as in, let’s go check it out?”
“Slim as in Kate Moss after a colon cleanse.”
“Damn.” I really hated bending the law like this. But… a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.
I stepped aside. “Okay, do it.”
Felix sauntered up to the door, cocky too mild a word to describe his swagger, and pulled a narrow black case from his jacket pocket. He slowly unzipped it, revealing an array of instruments that all looked vaguely like flat screwdrivers to me. I waited in silence as he slipped one into the keyhole of Gigi’s lock. He twisted it back and forth, listening intently for some kind of sign it was working. 
I felt distinctly exposed, like at any moment the principal might come by and catch us smoking in the bathroom. 
“Can you go any faster?” I prodded, my eyes scanning the empty expanse of lawn for the fiftieth time.
“Not if you want to get in.”
I bit my lip, trying to channel patience from somewhere I didn’t think I really had.
Finally a small click broke the silence and Felix pushed the door open. 
“Yes,” I said, moving to slip inside.
Felix held up a hand to stop me, instead going in ahead. He pulled an electronic device that looked like an overgrown pager from his pocket, then paused inside the door, locating a security panel. Two red lights blinked over a keypad. Felix held the pager thingy up to it. Three seconds later, the lights went from blinking red to steady green.
“Alarm, disabled,” Felix said, a distinctly smug smile on his face.
“I’ll admit it, you’re good,” I said, closing the front door behind me.
“That’s what all the girls say.” Felix winked at me. “So… telephone bill?”
I scanned the entry hall. Marble floors gave way to a sweeping staircase to the right. To the left, open French doors revealed the impressively oversized room I had seen through the windows. 
“Upstairs?”
Felix nodded. “All right, let’s go see.”
I ascended the stairs, Felix a beat behind, our footsteps muffled by the plush white carpeting. I prayed I didn’t have any sludge stuck to the bottom of my feet as I gingerly followed the banister upward. It felt eerily quiet in the house, as much due to the tomblike silence as the fact that I knew the inhabitant would never again be back here. But I tried to shake it off, focusing on the task at hand. 
At the top of the stairs the landing opened up to three different rooms. Through the open door ahead, I spied a large, canopied bed, the other two doors were closed shut.
“I’ll take number one, you take two,” Felix offered, heading toward the canopy. 
I nodded, and opened the door of the first room, pushing into a spare bedroom. A queen-sized bed sat in the middle of the room, adorned with a floral-print bedspread that instantly made me question Gigi’s taste. Beside it was a matching nightstand and vanity set. All perfectly accessorized with vases of flowers and pastel candles that had yet to be lit. Your average spare bedroom. No files, no phone records.
“Nothing in here,” I called. “You?”
“Not yet,” came Felix’s voice. 
“I’ll try number three.”
I poked my head in the next room to find a home gym that would have Dana drooling. Dumbbells lined against the wall, floor to ceiling mirrors covered the back of the room, and an array of nautilus equipment with all kinds of complicated looking pulley systems sat in the center.
No file cabinet.
I closed the door and walked back down the hall to Felix’s room.
I found him rifling though a dresser drawer, a pair of pink panties in one hand.
“What are you doing?” I asked, striking a hands-on-hips pose.
Felix spun around, caught panty-handed. “Being thorough.”
“In her underwear drawer?”
“No stone unturned.”
I rolled my eyes. 
“Phone bill,” I said, enunciating like I was talking to a child. “Not panties.” I crossed the room and grabbed the lingerie from Felix’s hand, shoving it back into the dresser drawer with a thud. “The poor woman is dead.”
“That poor woman is the most sensational murder since OJ didn’t slip on a pair of black gloves.”
I shot him a look.
“I feel horrible that she’s gone,” he said, putting one hand over his heart in what I’m sure he thought was a very sympathetic gesture, “but me selling fewer papers isn’t going to bring her back now, is it?”
“You are sick.” 
I tore my gaze from Tabloid Boy and let my eyes scan the room. 
The canopy bed took up most of one wall, while framed art pieces filled the others. A long chaise in pale peach sat by the window, positioned to take full advantage of the morning sun. Beside it sat a marble end table and a mahogany file cabinet.
And Bingo was his name-o.
I crossed the room to the cabinet and grabbed the handle on the top drawer, pulling toward me. Only it didn’t budge. Locked.
I scanned the room looking for a good place to find a teeny tiny key.
Only, what I saw was Felix at the panty drawer again. 
“Jesus, have some decency, will you, Felix?”
He straightened up and turned around. A tiny gold key dangling from his index finger.
“Oh. Right.”
He grinned, showing off two rows of white teeth. “Did you really think it was Gigi’s knickers I was interested in?”
I gulped down a blush. “No. Of course not.”
Neither one of us believed that for a second. 
Thankfully,though, he didn’t say anything, instead slipping the key neatly into the lock and sliding the file drawer open. 
Labeled hanging files indicated this was where Gigi had kept her old credit card receipts, gardener bills, insurance papers, and (I did a silent thank you to the gods of snooping) her phone bills. 
I pulled one from its file, handing it to Felix.
“This have what you need on it?”
His eyes roved the page, quickly scanning the account numbers. 
But he never got to answer me. 
Just as he opened his mouth to speak, the sound of gravel crunching beneath tires made us both freeze.
“Oh shit.” 
Instinctively I ducked down behind the chaise, pulling Felix with me, then crab walked over to the window. I lifted my head up, trying to stay hidden behind the thick, damask curtains as I peeked over the sill to see who our unwanted visitor was.
My heart bottomed out my toes as I watched a dark-haired figured emerging from a black SUV just outside the front door.
Ramirez. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 “Figures,” Felix mumbled under his breath as he slipped the phone bill into his pocket
“What do we do?” I asked, watching Ramirez approach the house. Like a deer frozen in headlights, I couldn’t move. 
“The phrase ‘beat a hasty retreat’ comes to mind.”
Right. Good plan.
We crab walked away from the window until I was sure we were out of Ramirez’s line of sight, and then we both bolted for the door. I hit the landing a beat after Felix and almost rammed right into his back as the front door opened and he froze at the top of the stairs.
Too late.
Ramirez was already in the house.
I spun around, retreating back into the cover of the bedroom. 
Felix crossed my path, ducking into the home gym instead, shutting the door behind him just as Ramirez’s footsteps echoed in the front hall.
My eyes scanned the bedroom for someplace to hide. Under the bed? I lifted the duvet.
Crap. Gigi had filled the entire space with back issues of Modern Bride.
I stood up and started to panic as I weighed my other options. Behind the curtains? Under the rug? Even on my Dana diet the chaise was too skinny for me to really hide behind.
That left only one place.
The closet.
I threw open the white sliding doors and dove inside, shutting them behind me just as I heard Ramirez ascend the stairs.
I made myself as small as I could beside a hanging show caddy (have I mentioned how much I coveted her Prada collection?) and a shelf full of sweaters, praying my bad luck would give me just a one day reprieve.
I held my breath, waiting for any sound to indicate Ramirez’s approach. Of course, with Gigis’ plush white carpets, I heard nothing. Any footsteps were swallowed up in the mausoleum-like silence.
I did a three count, willing myself to breathe silently as I slowly slid one door open a crack, peeking out into the bedroom.
Nothing. 
I opened the door a teeny bit farther.
And saw Ramirez’s black boots step in to the room.
Yikes! I jumped back, closing the door again ever so stealthily. I hoped.
I watched through the tiny crack between the door and frame as Ramirez did a thorough sweep of the room. His jaw was clenched, his menacing gun pointed straight in front of him. He was no fool. An unlocked front door and a disabled alarm system raised red flags. Especially considering the home’s occupant was six feet under.
I breathed low and shallow, an acute sense of déjà vu washing over me as I watched Ramirez look under the bed (good thing I didn’t hide there after all!) and behind the curtains (ditto). The first time I’d encountered Ramirez I’d been in exactly this same position – hiding in a closet, watching him and his sleek black gun sweep through a bedroom. Only the last time it had been my ex-boyfriend’s bedroom and I’d been pretty sure it was Ramirez that had been doing the breaking and entering.
Now I was the guilty one.
A thought that made me cower just a little closer to the plastic shoe rack filled with pointy-toed pumps.
Ramirez crossed the room, slowly circling the bed. I could see his entire body tense, on alert, ready to pounce at any second. His trigger finger the only part of him relaxed. Deceptively so, considering I knew he could shoot the balls off a fruit fly at fifty yards. Ramirez was nothing if not good at his job.
Which was why, of course, he turned toward the closet next.
Trying not to crinkle the shoe caddy, I turned to slip behind it, covering my legs with a beige sweater in loose cable knit. I closed my eyes, doing a silent “please, please, please” that he opened the opposite door of the closet, the one not currently hiding a cowering blonde. 
The last time we’d played out this scene, Ramirez had taken one look at the closet and found what he wanted, leaving me thankfully obscured.
Apparently I’d used up all my luck then. 
He threw open the door right in front of me, thrusting me nose to nose with a threatening black gun barrel.
I’m not sure, but I think I may have peed my pants a little.
Ramirez immediately lowered his weapon to his side, his shoulders slumping, his entire body releasing pent up adrenalin.
“Jesus, Maddie!”
I gave him a half-hearted smile and a one-finger wave. “Hi, honey?” 
“What the hell are you doing in there?” he yelled. Then offered a hand, which I gratefully took, as he hauled me out of the clothing and to my feet again.
“Um, well, see…”
He held up his free hand. “Wait. I don’t want to know.”
“You don’t?”
He clenched his teeth together. “No. Because if I do, I’m probably gonna have to handcuff you and take you downtown.”
I bit my lip. “Um. Thanks. For not arresting me.”
He grunted. Then ran a hand through his hair and let out a few choice curses in Spanish.
“Sorry,” I said.
He paused. And shook his head at me. “You always are.”
Ouch.
“Yeah, but this time I’m really, really sorry.”
He narrowed his eyes, that vein in the side of his neck starting to pulsate.
“But,” I added, “you did say I could investigate. That was the deal, remember?”
“Without breaking the law.”
“Technically, I said I wouldn’t impersonate any more officers. I never said anything about not breaking the law.”
His vein bulged, his eyes went dark, and a deep growl rose in the back of his throat. I was not making a convincing case. 
“Okay, fine.” I held up one hand. “I, Madison Louise Springer, do solemnly swear not to break any more laws during the course of this investigation.”
“Turn around.”
“Why?”
“I want to make sure your fingers aren’t crossed. Turn around.”
I rolled my eyes. But did a slow spin for him, holding up both hands, all digits spread wide.
“Satisfied?”
He didn’t answer. But he didn’t growl again either. Which I took to be a good sign. 
I stole a glance at the window as Ramirez holstered his gun and thought I caught the tail end of a blue Dodge Neon burning rubber down the circular drive. Deserter! 
“So, what are you doing here?” I asked.
Ramirez spun around, hitting me with the evil eye. 
“What? I’m just asking. You know, if some new lead brought you to Gigi’s to look for anything in particular. Just… kind of wondering.”
His cop face slowly broke, a wicked smile sliding across his features. “Sorry, Springer. You don’t get any help. That would be cheating now, wouldn’t it?”
I narrowed my eyes. Then retaliated with, “And how are the shoes coming along?”
It might have been my imagination, but I swear I saw his smile falter just the slightest bit.
“Fine. They’ll be done tomorrow.”
“Good.”
“How’s your investigation going?”
“Fine.”
“Good.”
“Good.”
We stood there in a silent standoff. Both of us pretty sure the other was completely full of bullshit.
Finally I was the one to break it, glancing out the window again. “Um, so… would you mind giving me a ride home?”
His eyebrows hunkered down. “How did you get here if… Wait! Never mind. I don’t want to know.” Ramirez shook his head. “Damn, you’re a lot of trouble, girl.”
I grinned. “Yeah, but you love me anyway.”
“Most days.” He shot me a teasing wink. Then he grabbed my hand in his and led me down the stairs. I’d like to think the gesture was a peace offering.
But I was pretty sure it was to make sure I didn’t grab any evidence on the way out.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Forty minutes later I was back at my car and Ramirez’s SUV was headed back onto the freeway for parts unknown. At least to me. I still thought it was a little unfair he wasn’t sharing any information with me. Okay, fine, I hadn’t exactly been sharing with him either. What can I say? I really wanted to win. Not that I needed him to do that. I had plenty to investigate all on my own.
I grabbed my cell, dialing Felix’s number, then waited while it rang twice on the other end.
“Felix Dunn,” he answered.
“Hey, it’s me.” 
“Me who?”
“You know who it is!”
“Mum? Is that you, love?”
I gave my phone the finger. “Very funny, Tabloid Boy.”
“I do try.”
“By the way, thanks for ditching me at Gigi’s.”
I could almost hear Felix’s grin through the phone. “I figured you’d provide a little cover for me.”
“So you were banking on me getting caught?” It was official, I hated him.
“Now, don’t get all surly on me. If you do, I won’t share Gigi’s text records with you.”
“You’re in already?” I asked, trying to keep the admiration out of my voice. 
“I know, I’m good.”
Apparently I failed.
“Okay, spill it. Who texted her on Friday?”
“She had two outgoing that afternoon. One in the morning to Hollywood Florist saying the tulips should be red. One to an 818 number saying she was terribly sorry, but she’d have to cancel their meeting.”
“Mitsy,” I interjected. “How about right before that. Any incoming?”
“Five minutes before. From a Kaufman. Said he could meet with her ASAP to draw up the paperwork.”
“Paperwork? What kind?”
“Didn’t say in the text. But the number it came from is local.” He rattled it off.
“I’m on it.” I hung up, immediately dialing the number Felix had given me. I waited while it rang on the other end, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel.
Three rings. Four.
Finally a perky voice answered on the other end. “Johnson, Levy, and Kaufman, attorneys at law. How may I direct your call?”
“Uh… Kaufman, please,” I answered. Attorneys, huh? My mind whirled at the kind of paperwork an attorney might have ready for Gigi. Lawsuit? Contracts? A will?
“Kaufman.” A man’s voice came on the line, deep, baritone and gravelly, indicating the owner was no spring chicken.
“Uh, hi. My name’s Maddie Springer. Gigi gave me your number,” I lied.
“Oh.” He paused. “Yes, tragic. I was so sorry to hear about her passing.”
“Did you know her well?” I asked.
“We’d been acquainted for some time,” he said.
Hmm. Typical lawyer - evade a direct answer at all costs. I tried another angle.
“She was very happy with the work you did for her.”
“I only wish I could have done more.”
Right. More what?
I bit my lip, trying to figure out what the magic password to this puzzle might be.
“Well, you came highly recommended. Especially regarding the current work you were doing for her,” I tried.
“Well, it was long overdue.”
“Right.”
“So, what can I do for you Ms. Springer?”
“I…” I closed my eyes, taking a stab in the dark. “I wanted to have a will made up?”
“Oh. Well, I’m sorry, but that’s not really my area of expertise.”
Okay, cross will off the list. 
“Oh, right. I mean, I wanted to draw up a will because… I’m suing someone and I want to make sure my assets are taken care of. But the lawsuit is what I really wanted to talk to you about.”
“Oh?” he asked. “Are you suing a former spouse?”
“Spouse? No. Why?” 
“Listen, Ms. Springer, I’m sorry if Gigi led you astray, but I’m not really sure I can help you with your problem.”
“Wait, you didn’t let me finish,” I said, wheels clicking into place. “I meant I wanted to talk to you about the lawsuit because it reminded me that I need a… prenup?” I mentally crossed my fingers.
“I see,” Kaufman said. “Well, I’d be happy to discuss a prenuptial agreement with you.”
Eureka! Divorce attorney.
“What sort of assets are you looking to protect?” he asked.
“Oh, uh…” I racked my brain. Did a plastic ficus tree count as an asset? Then my eyes slid down, settling on my shoes, and I remembered the conversation I’d had with Dana. “My designs! I’m a fashion designer and I need to protect my work.”
“Excellent idea. I highly recommend doing so.”
I breathed a sigh of relief.
“Listen, I’m sorry to cut this short,” he said, “but I’ve got a client coming in. However, if you’ll make an appointment with my receptionist, I’d be happy to help you with this matter.”
“Thanks. That’d be great,” I said as Musak came through the receiver, signaling I was being transferred. Once back with the perky voice, I set up an appointment for the next day. (Hey, while I trusted Ramirez completely, protecting my assets might not be such a bad idea after all. I was pretty sure I owned at five figures in shoes alone. I mean, I should at least see what the lawyer had to say, right?)
As soon as I was done, I called Felix back and filled him in on my conversation.
“So, why do we think Gigi was visiting a divorce attorney?”
I mulled that thought over. “Could it be for the same reason I’d pretended to? If she was planning to accept Spike’s proposal, it stood to reason that she’d want a prenup.”
“That’s one scenario,” Felix agreed. “On the other hand, maybe it had something to do with her ex. Some alimony she was due?”
I shook my head at my empty Jeep. “Not possible. Summerville said she didn’t get a dime from him after they split. They had a prenup, too.”
“Alright, let’s go with option number one then.”
“What if Spike wasn’t too happy at the idea of losing his sugar mama? What if he argued the need for a prenup? Maybe it got heated and he killed her?”
“You’re forgetting one thing.”
“What?”
“The alibi. Spike was in Topeka.”
“Probably,” I hedged. “Dana’s checking on that.” 
“Hmm.” 
“Okay,” I conceded, “so let’s look at it this way – who doesn’t have an alibi for the time of her death?”
Papers rustled on the other end as Felix flipped through his notes. “Summerville was on a conference call. Allie said she had class that morning. Spike was in Kansas.”
“What about Fauston?” I asked.
More paper rustling. “No idea where he was.”
“He was the last one to see her alive,” I pointed out. “And it was his knife used to kill her. What if he lied? What if he really delivered the cake sample to Gigi at 10:32, then offed her before heading back to the bakery?”
“I don’t know. What’s the motive?”
“I’m not sure. But if Allie was telling the truth, and if he does have some sort of history with Gigi, maybe he still had a thing for her. And if Gigi was going to say yes to Spike, maybe it set him off.”
“That’s a lot of ‘if’s.”
I countered with the best argument I could come up with. “You have a better idea?”
Felix sighed. “Okay, more cake it is.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
Anne was at the bakery case arranging stacks of heart-shaped Valentine’s cookies when we walked in. Immediately my stomach growled as if it had some sort of Pavlovian thing going on with this place. 
I gave my appetite a mental “down, girl” as Anne looked up.
“Oh, hey.” Her forehead puckered. “Is there a problem with the cake?”
“No, I’m sure the wedding cake is perfect.” Felix shot her a smile that was all teeth and put his arm around my shoulders.
Oh brother.
“We actually wanted to speak to your uncle. Is he available?” I asked.
Anne shook her head. “Nope. Sorry. He’s doing a wedding in the valley today. What do you need?” she asked again.
Reluctant to totally tip my hand to the girl, I verbally tiptoed around our reason for visiting. “We were just wondering about that morning when Paul dropped the cake off at L’Amore.” 
“Oh. Right. Well, he’ll be back later tonight, I guess.”
“He didn’t happen to mention what he did after he left Gigi’s, did he?” I asked.
She shrugged. “Not specifically. But I know he had deliveries all morning. Three more after Gigi’s.”
“And he made them all?” I asked, my prime non-alibied suspect quickly slipping away. 
She nodded, her eyes serious. “Yep. Every one. I’ve got the logs right here.” She pulled a big black book out from behind the counter, flipping to a page of delivery receipts. 
I glanced down, noting the times and signatures on the receipts from the morning Gigi died. At exactly 10:35 an Annabelle Campbell signed for receipt of a chocolate anniversary cake. Damn. 
“I know your uncle has been friends with Gigi for some time,” Felix jumped in. “In fact, more than friends at one point, yes?”
She gave him a blank look. “I wouldn’t know.”
From her eavesdropping habit, I clearly doubted that. 
“He never mentioned anything about their past relationship?” I probed.
“Not to me,” she said. Though I noticed her eyes hit the floor.
Felix must have noticed, too, as he said, “I noticed that your uncle speaks very loudly. You didn’t happen to accidentally overhear anything of that kind, did you?”
Anne bit the inside of her cheek, looking from Felix to me.
“If you’ve overheard anything, it would really be helpful,” I prodded. “In fact, I’m pretty sure the police are even offering a reward of some kind for helpful information.” Okay, I had no idea if this was true. But, it could be. I mean, sometimes the police did that, right? 
Luckily, Anne didn’t know either, and the measly-shop-girl-salary in her won out over the tight-lipped-eavesdropper. .
“I might have,” she admitted.
“Such as?” 
“Well… okay last week, I overheard a conversation between my uncle and Gigi. Totally by accident, of course.”
“Of course.”
“Anyway, Gigi had come by to pick up a cake topper for a client, and she and Uncle Paul were in the back. I walked past the door, you know to restock the bakery case.”
Right. Five-to-one she’d had a glass to the door.
“Uncle Paul was getting really upset. He said he couldn’t believe she was even thinking about it again.”
“About what?” Felix asked.
She shrugged. “I don’t know. But then Gigi said he’d even gotten down on one knee. And then Uncle Paul said something I couldn’t hear and Gigi got real defensive. She said he was not a boy and he did know what he was doing.”
Spike. I chewed my lip. Gigi must have been telling Fauston about the proposal. 
“Did she say anything else?” I asked, wondering if Gigi had planned on a ‘yes’ or a ‘no.’
“Well, Uncle Paul said something about it being time she was with a real man. Then she laughed and said, ‘What, like you? We’ve been down that road. No, thanks.’”
“And?”
Anne bit her lip. “That’s it. A customer came in, and by the time I was done helping him, Gigi had left.”
I mulled this over, feeling Fauston’s motive grow stronger by the second. Whatever past relationship he and Gigi had, it sounded like it hadn’t been his idea to end it. He’d been resentful of Summerville, and, from what Anne heard, he wasn’t all that excited about the prospect of Gigi marrying again. Could we possibly be looking at a case of “if I can’t have her, no one can”? 
Even if we were, I reminded myself, Fauston had an iron-clad alibi. 
“Why do you want to know all this? Even if they argued, my uncle had nothing to do with Gigi’s death,” Anne said sharply, her eyes narrowing. 
“Of course not,” Felix said, putting on a reassuring smile. “I’m sure it was just a harmless quarrel between old friends.” 
“Exactly.” Anne crossed her arms over her chest in a defiant gesture.. 
I was about to ask her more about any other conversations she may have ‘not really heard’ when the bell over the door chimed again.
I turned around to find myself face to face with bridezilla herself.
Mitsy Kleinburg.
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“You,” Misty said, zeroing in on me. 
I looked left, then right. “Me?” 
“Yes, you.” She marched across the bakery, advancing on me. “I’ve been getting calls all week from the florist, the caterer, the reception hall, all hounding me for checks and head counts and a million other little things. I can’t take it anymore. I need a new wedding planner. You said you’d find one. Where is she?”
“Oh. Yeah, right… uh, about that…”
“You must be Mitsy Kleinburg,” Felix interrupted. “I’ve heard so many wonderful things about you, I’d know you anywhere.”
She gave him her patented blank ‘yeah so?’ look.
“I’m Felix Dunn,” he said, extending a hand her way.
She ignored it.
“With the L.A. Informer,” he added.
She rolled her eyes. “Ugh. Paparazzi.”
My feelings exactly.
“Look, when am I meeting the new planner?” she asked me. “My wedding is only a few months away. There are details to be worked out. Important ones.”
“Of course,” I said, mentally trying to backpedal my way out of this one. “But, um, I’m having a hard time locating someone…”
She narrowed her eyes. “You said you’d find one, and you’d damn well better. All the good ones fill fast. And I’m not having a second-rate wedding just because some unprofessional old bat decides to up and die on me.”
I declined to point out that Gigi likely had very little say in her demise.
“Speaking of Gigi,” Felix said, “I heard a nasty rumor that you fired her the day before her death?” 
“Yeah. So?” Mitsy asked. “Like I said, she was completely unprofessional.”
“You were upset?”
“Of course. No one treats me like that.”
“Insulted?”
“Yes.”
“Offended?”
“Angry?”
“Yes.” She paused, crossing her arms over her chest. “Why?”
“Where were you the morning she died?”
“Oh, hohohono,” she said, shaking her head. “No way are you pinning this on me. I had nothing to do with that woman getting herself killed.”
“Really?” Felix raised an eyebrow. “Then you won’t mind telling me where you were.”
“What, so you can print it in that little rag of yours?”
“Precisely. Or, if you prefer, I can run your picture next to the headline ‘Bridezilla Kleinburg Prime Suspect in Wedding Planner Slaying.’”
Mitsy’s mouth dropped open, her eyes turning into two round saucers. “You wouldn’t!”
“Sadly, he would,” I said. 
Felix shot her a big toothy grin, rocking back on his heels. 
Mitsy clamped her mouth shut with a click, clearly not used to being defeated by a guy who thought Bigfoot was front page material. “Fine. You want to know where I was Saturday morning? At the spa.”
“All morning?” I asked.
“Yes. My driver dropped me off at eight and I stayed through lunch.”
“Which spa?” Felix prodded.
“Rejuvenation. In Malibu. Satisfied?”
Hardly. As much as Mitsy had been my backburner suspect, the fact that she was miles away from Beverly Hills made my heart sink. My suspect list was slowly shrinking into nothing. 
“Now, if you’re done torturing me,” Mitsy said, “I’m here to pick out my icing rosettes.”
Anne (who had been watching the exchange with the vigor of an A-list gossip) snapped to attention. “Right. Um, come on through the back,” she said, gesturing to the swinging doors.
Mitsy turned to follow her, then paused and threw a look my way. “I’m serious about that wedding planner, Springer,” she said. “I need one now. And if you don’t deliver I will make sure your designs are blackballed from every red-carpet event in this town for as long as you live. Don’t think I won’t.”
Unfortunately, I had no delusions that Mitsy wouldn’t make good on that threat. I made a mental note to call wedding planners about her as soon as possible. God willing, one of them had yet to hear how difficult she was. 
“Right,” I called to her retreating form. “I’m on it!”
As soon as she was out of sight, I punched Felix in the arm.
“Ow! What was that for?” He rubbed at his bicep.
“That was for pissing Mitsy off so badly she’s taking it out on me. Where the hell am I going to find her a wedding planner?”
Felix shrugged. “Want me to google one?”
I shook my head. “Never mind,” I mumbled, pulling him out the door.
“So,” Felix said as we stepped back outside into the sunshine. “Mitsy’s alibi. Believable?”
I nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. I’ve been to Rejuvenation. Attendants are in and out of your room constantly. There’s no way she could have slipped away unnoticed.”
“If she was there.”
“Easy enough to find out,” I said, grabbing my cell. A 411 and a quick chat with Rejuvenation’s receptionist later, we had our answer. Yes, Mitsy had been there. Yes, all day. Yes, they were sure it was her – she’d made two attendants cry so hard they’d gone home. And, yes, they did have an opening for me in two weeks. (Hey, I couldn’t resist, they had awesome facials!) 
“Fine. Mitsy is out,” Felix agreed as I hung up.
“So, where does that leave us?”
“Out of suspects,” Felix said.
“Well, not completely out.”
He looked up, raising one eyebrow in question.
“Don’t forget Allie.” 
Felix frowned as if he would prefer to. 
“Right. Allie.” He pulled his little notebook from his front pocket. “She had class when Gigi was stabbed.”
“Yeah, but has anyone checked if she actually went to class that day?”
He shook his head. “Sorry, Maddie, I just can’t see her killing her mother.”
“But she lied to us.”
“She omitted something.”
“Something critically important.”
He shut his mouth, conceding my point.
“All right. Shall we drive down to UCLA and confirm her alibi?”
Since I was out of any better ideas, I nodded. 
“But,” I said as we got back into my Jeep, “let’s stop at a drive-thru on the way.”
Felix shot me a look. “What happened to your wedding-dress diet?”
“It smelled cookies. I’m starving.”
I put the car in gear and pulled back out into traffic, making a left at the light and pulling into the first Del Taco I saw. 
I ordered a big beefy burrito, large soda, macho fries, and churro sticks. Felix ordered a small soda.
“Don’t you ever eat?” I asked, wiping a dribble of Del Scorcho hot sauce from my chin as we sat in the parking lot.
He shrugged. “Lost my appetite at lunch, I guess.”
Right. Waiting for Allie.
I swallowed a salty fry, suddenly feeling just the teeniest bit sorry for Felix. Granted, the idea of he and Allie was completely ridiculous. Felix was old enough to be her… well… her very older brother. But no matter how wrong for him she was, it’s still never fun to be stood up by a hot young thang. Not to mention the fact that, however murky his feelings for me may have been, I’d not only picked “caveman” Ramirez over him, but I was soon to be Mrs. Caveman. 
“Sorry,” I said, honestly meaning it.
He gave me a funny look across the console. “For?”
“Allie. Me. Everything.”
Something indefinable flitted across his eyes. And the cab of my Jeep suddenly felt way too small, emotion clogging the air. Silence hung between us. I felt myself growing fidgety, wishing he’d say something. 
I was just about to bust out with some completely inappropriate joke to break the tension, when Felix finally spoke up.
“Well, don’t be, Maddie. I know I’m certainly not,” he said, infusing the words with meaning that had nothing to do with one stacked co-ed. And everything to do with us.
Or, what shred of us that could have been.
I nodded, at a loss for words. 
Felix cleared his throat loudly. “Uh, you’ve got a little something…” He gestured to the corner of his mouth.
“What?”
I licked right, coming away with a dab of hot sauce. Great. I grabbed a napkin, self-consciously dabbing at my lips.
“Anyway,” he continued, “we better get a move on if we’re going to hit the campus before classes end for the day.”
“Right.” I grabbed another napkin, wiping at my chin for good measure. I shifted my burrito to the other hand and turned the key, roaring my Jeep to life as I pulled out of the lot and pointed it down Santa Monica Blvd.
After wrangling with the parking voucher machine again (This time it took my money, but failed to spit out a slip. I kicked it. Hard. Which did absolutely nothing to help me gain a slip, but at least made me feel a little better.), we made our way to the math department, inquiring who taught Allie’s Algebra II class on Monday mornings. We were directed to a Professor Blasberg, a tall woman with dark hair and sharp features, who was just shutting up her office as we approached. Yes, she had Allie in her class; no, she couldn’t remember for certain whether she’d actually attended the class on the day in question. Though she did direct us to the tutoring center where Allie’s study partner for the class worked, saying maybe she knew. 
After traipsing across campus to the student services building, we found the study partner deep in the midst of explaining the quadratic formula to a guy whose eyes were starting to glaze over. Yes, she and Allie took Blasberg’s class together; no, she hadn’t seen Allie in class that morning. 
I almost shouted “Ah ha!” at Felix, until the study partner explained it was because she’d been sick that day and missed class herself. But she said we could check with the computer lab where Allie sometimes did her homework to see if she’d been in that morning.
More traipsing. More vague answers. The small man with thick glasses in charge of the computer lab knew Allie, but couldn’t remember for certain if he’d actually seen her that day. But he said we could try the snack shop next door to see if she’d been in for her usual Red Bull breakfast.
One guess what the pimply kid manning the snack shop said?
Apparently everyone on campus knew Allie, but no one could say for certain if she’d been there the day her mother was murdered.
My feet were killing me by the time we finally made our way, defeated, back to the parking lot. To find a ticket plastered to my windshield. I said some really nasty words under my breath.
“You kiss Ramirez with that mouth?” Felix asked.
I sent him a look that clearly said, Don’t mess with the blonde right now.
“Right.” He cleared his throat. “So, where to now, love?”
“I think it’s time we talked to Allie,” I decided. 
Felix opened his mouth to protest, but I ran right over him. 
“Look, I know you don’t think she did this, but if she is innocent, we might as well rule her out, right?”
He clamped his mouth shut again. “I suppose.”
I could tell as he got back into the Jeep he was not all that thrilled at the prospect of seeing the object of his unrequited desire again. Tough nubs. I was tired of talking to her voicemail. 
I pulled onto the 405 north, cursing rush hour traffic (i.e. the parking lot that all freeways became between three and seven p.m.) as we threaded our way east via the 101 and 134. 
As we hit Verdugo, the sun was just sinking down behind the hillside, the sky a dusky blue, not yet dark, but growing deep shadows along the tree line and softening the edges of the utilitarian architecture. Occupants from the neighboring complexes were trickling home from their day’s work, parking suddenly at a premium as I searched the street for an empty spot. Finally Felix spotted a space up the block and I did the parallel-parking thing, holding my breath as my back bumper inched ever so close to the front of a souped-up Chevy. After a couple of tiny forward then back maneuvers I was pretty sure I was in. Could I get out? Now that was another story. I clubbed my steering wheel and followed Felix down the sidewalk back toward Allie’s building.
Again the overpowering smell of curry wafted from unit D, and the poor overtired mother in E was dealing with the cranky toddler, her wails so high-pitched a dog in a neighboring yard yapped in answer. I hoped that kid popped the tooth soon. For everyone’s sake.
Felix rang Allie’s bell as I stood on the step and waited, listening to the baby/dog duet. And waited. And waited. No answer.
He rapped his knuckles loudly against the door frame. Again nothing.
I tried to get a look in the window, but the room was dark, her renter’s blinds shut tight.
“Looks like she isn’t home yet,” Felix said, stating the obvious.
But I wasn’t ready to give up that easily. Allie was the last solid lead we had left. There was less than forty-eight hours until I was supposed to walk down the aisle with Ramirez. That is, if I could even stand living with the man after he won our little bet. Which was debatable. 
I stared down at the lock on Allie’s door. 
“Any chance you’ve got your trusty picks with you?” I asked Felix.
He frowned. “Yeeees,” he slowly admitted. “But, Maddie, it’s one thing to slip into a dead woman’s house. It’s not as if she’s going to mind now, is she? But I’m not sure I feel comfortable breaking into Allie’s.”
I spun around and pinned him with a look. Seriously? He decided to grow a conscience now?
“You’re kidding, right?”
“Not really, no.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. But this time he didn’t budge. 
“Fine.” I held my hand out, palm up. “I’ll do it, then.”
“Maddie, I don’t think this is such a good idea…”
“I don’t care what you think. It’s not your future on the line here.”
“Maddie…”
“Hand. Over. The. Pick.” 
The desperation of my situation must have seeped into my voice, as, instead of arguing, Felix sighed loudly, then slid a hand into his pocket and returned with one of his little screwdriver thingies. He slapped it into my outstretched palm.
“Be my guest.”
“Thank you.”
I turned my back to him, biting my lip as I tried to remember the way I’d seen Felix do this. I put one hand on the knob, and, with the other, slowly inserted the pick into the keyhole. I turned the knob to the right…
… and the door cracked open.
I froze. No way was I that good. 
“I think it was already unlocked,” I said, looking up at Felix for confirmation.
He frowned. His face mirrored the same apprehension slowly building in my gut. Anyone who has ever lived in L.A. knows better than to leave the front door unlocked. Especially when planning to be gone all day.
I licked my lips, shoving the pick deep into my pocket as I gingerly pushed open the door.
“Hello? Allie?” I called.
The interior was dark, the blinds letting in little of the fading sunlight outside. I ran my hand along the wall beside the door, searching for a light switch. My fingers collided with one and I quickly flipped it. The room instantly flooded with cheap, buzzing florescent lights.
My eyes roved the room, the apprehension building. The flowers on the coffee table had been knocked over, water from the vase spilling into a dark puddle on the gray shag. The happy red and yellow throw pillows were strewn across the floor, and one of her kitchen chairs had been knocked over, lying in the middle of the floor on its side. 
But that wasn’t the worst of it.
I sucked in a breath, grabbing Felix’s arm for support.
In the middle of the kitchen floor, on the ugly, nineteen-seventies olive green linoleum, was a thick puddle of dark red liquid. 
And I’d bet my Manolos it wasn’t Kool Aid.
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
I heard a scream, and it took me a few seconds to realize it was coming from me. I tried to take a deep breath, but it felt like a brick was sitting on my chest. 
“Is that…? Is that…? Ohmigod.” The room started to spin as I tried to form a coherent sentence. 
I went to lean against Felix for support, but realized he wasn’t there. He’d shaken me off his arm and stepped over me, immediately rushing through each room of the tiny apartment, calling Allie’s name. Great, what was I, chopped liver?
Instead, I leaned against her kitchen wall, sliding down until my butt hit the linoleum. I wrapped my arms around my knees, hugging them to my chest, watching Felix duck into the bedroom, the bathroom, check in all the closets.
“She’s not here,” he said, his face a ghostly shade of white.
I looked back at the puddle. “Do you think she’s… dead?” I squeaked out. 
Felix didn’t answer, his jaw clenched tight, his eyes for once unreadable behind stony features. “Call Ramirez,” he said.
Right, Ramirez. Good idea.
I shoved my hand into my bag for my cell. Only my fingers were shaking so badly, I couldn’t get a good grip on it. After rifling unproductively through my possessions, I turned my pursed upside down and dumped the entire contents onto the gray shag. Lipstick, compact, credit cards, pens, a little mini calendar from the bank. And my cell. I grabbed it, my clumsy fingers dialing as I watched Felix examine the door frame, suddenly shifting into CSI mode. 
Three rings into it Ramirez answered.
“Hey,” he said, obviously recognizing my number.
“Youhavetocomerightaway,” I slurred, rushing my words together into one sentence. 
“Whoa. What happened? You okay?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know. But I’m not sure Allie is.”
“Allie?” 
“The wedding planner’s assistant.”
“Jesus, don’t tell me this is another one of those place card emergencies. Maddie, just pick whichever one you like. I really don’t care, okay?”
I tried to swallow down the immediate hurt at the way he said he didn’t care about our wedding, telling myself that wherever Allie was, her situation was a whole lot worse.
“Look, I’m at Allie’s place. She’s bleeding. Or someone was. In her apartment. She’s in trouble. You have to come right away.”
I think “bleeding” was the magic word, as his tone changed immediately. “What do you mean, bleeding?”
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, willing my thoughts to settle into an organized pattern. “Her front door was unlocked, there’s a puddle of blood on her kitchen floor and she’s not here. It looks like there was a struggle.”
“Are you somewhere safe?” he asked, and I could hear the sound of him grabbing his keys. 
I nodded at the room. “I think so.”
“Don’t move, I’ll be right there.” And he hung up.
I flipped my phone shut, holding it close to my chest. Despite the adrenalin still doing a Daytona 500 thing through my veins, I felt a little better knowing he was on his way. 
“It isn’t forced.”
I pulled myself out of my thoughts and looked up to find Felix still examining the doorjamb.
“There’s no sign anyone muscled their way in here. Whoever was in here with her, she must have let them in voluntarily.”
I stood up, testing out my shaky legs (which felt like I’d just done an entire Step and Sculpt class with Dana) and joined him. I looked at the bit of wood where the door met the wall. He was right, not even a scratch in the paint. 
“So, she knew whoever did this,” I said. “Just like with Gigi.”
Felix nodded. 
He stepped outside, eyes on the ground as he surveyed Allie’s porch.
I followed him like a shadow. There was no way I was staying in that apartment alone for even a second. “What are you doing?”
“Looking for signs of a struggle as they left.” 
I looked to the right. Rows of sickly looking grasses, which might have once been considered decorative, now jutted up from the landscape in rows of untamed tufts. To the left of the pathway a few worse-for-the-wear succulents hovered close to the ground. One near Allie’s door had been trampled flat, oozing a green goo. The grasses to the left of the door had a pronounced tilt to one side.
“If she struggled, it means she was alive when she left,” I said, hanging on to that little bit of hope.
“Maybe.” Felix looked down the drive as if the empty street would somehow tell him where she’d gone. “Or someone struggled hauling her body away.”
I winced. As much as I had my doubts about Allie, I didn’t want to see the perky blonde six feet under. 
Besides, the fact that someone had attacked her made me rethink my whole theory. Generally it was the guilty people who attacked the innocent, not the other way around. If someone had gone after Allie, our killer was still out there somewhere.
I shivered, instant goose bumps forming in the cool evening air as I heard the distant sound of sirens racing up Verdugo.
Half an hour later Felix and I had been corralled out to the street, behind a ream of yellow crime scene tape that ran the length of the apartment complex. The Indian couple from unit D were talking animatedly to a uniformed cop who was struggling to write down their every word. The tired mom from E stood with baby on hip on the sparse lawn, shooting daggers at Felix and me as if it was our fault sirens and plainclothes officers were keeping her baby awake. And Ramirez and his crew of boys in blue were going over Allie’s apartment inside and out for any clue to her disappearance.
When he’d first arrived on scene, Ramirez had made a beeline toward me, taking me into a full-bodied hug that threatened to crush my ribs and asked again if I was okay. One quick affirmative was all the invitation he needed to leave me outside and transform into cop mode, his attention immediately drawn to the possible crime scene inside. He’d dropped a rushed kiss on the top of my head, spared a moment to scowl at Felix, then was gone, swallowed up into Allie’s apartment. Where he’d yet to appear from.
I sat down on the front bumper of a police cruiser, chewing at my bottom lip as I watched a guy with a metal evidence-collecting kit make his way inside. 
“How much longer you think they’ll be in there?” Felix asked. I could tell he was itching to get away from the place, partially because Ramirez was in the vicinity but mostly due to his quickly approaching deadline for making the morning edition of the Informer . 
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Depends what they find, I guess.”
“Great.” He folded his arms over his chest, stealing a glance at his watch.
Luckily, Ramirez emerged minutes later, a frown creasing his brow. He did one quick survey of the scant yard before his eyes landed on us. First me, then Felix, then me again. 
Oh boy. 
He stalked toward us with purposeful strides and paused just inches from me. 
“What happened?”
I shrugged. Felix did the same.
Ramirez’s eyes narrowed. 
“Okay. Why are you here?”
“We wanted to talk to Allie,” I answered.
“And?”
“And she wasn’t here.”
“What did you see?”
“Much the same thing you can see now,” Felix said. “We’re not stupid enough to disrupt a crime scene.”
Ramirez shot him a look that clearly said he wasn’t convinced that was true.
“What did you want to talk to Allie about?” he asked.
I bit my lip. And looked to Felix. I wasn’t sure spilling all to Ramirez now that he was in official cop mode was such a hot idea.
On the other hand, the way that vein in the side of Ramirez’s neck was starting to bulge had the words “handcuffs” and “holding cell” ringing in my ears. In the end, the vein won. Hey, I’ve been in a holding cell before. Hanging out with gang members and hookers and peeing in public is not my idea of a good time. 
So, I told him everything. I spilled all about our checking into suspects’ alibis and how Allie’s hadn’t panned out and how, her being Gigi’s daughter, we wanted to chat with her, only when we got there she was gone and a puddle of red gooey stuff was in her place instead.
Ramirez listened to it all with his stoic poker face in place, only pausing the narrative to ask the occasional question or clarify an exact time.
By the time I was done, he just looked at me. 
“Um, so… we’re good?” I asked. 
“It’s over,” he said.
“Excuse me?”
“The bet. We’re done.” 
“Wait,” I held up a hand. “What do you mean, ‘done’?”
Ramirez ran a hand through his hair. “Maddie, it’s too early to say what really went on in there, but I can tell you that’s human blood on her kitchen floor. If you had walked in a few minutes earlier… Jesus, I don’t want to think what might have happened to you.”
While the sentiment was touching, I was still stuck on his first statement. “We shook on it. You can’t back out on the bet now.”
“Goddamit, Maddie, this is not a game.”


“I know it’s not!” I shouted. Drawing looks from both the Indian couple and the sleepless mom. Not to mention Felix, who was fidgeting nervously and slowly inching away from us. 
“Maddie,” Ramirez warned, his voice low and deceptively calm.
But he had me worked up now. 
“The fact that my fiancé thinks I’m some helpless, brainless chick is not some game,” I spat back.
“Please, you know I don’t think that.”
“No, Jack. I don’t. I know that anytime things get difficult, you try to shut me out, send me home, handcuff me to your car-” 
“I only did that once!”
“-and not even one measly time have you ever asked my opinion about a case. Why? Because you think I’m a bimbo.” I gulped back the last word as tears started to back up behind my eyes.
“Oh hell.” He ran his hand through his hair again until it stood up in little spikes. 
“I don’t want to marry someone who things I’m a bimbo,” I cried.
“Maddie, I don’t think you’re a bimbo. I just don’t want to see my girl hurt.”
“Woman. I am not some little girl, Jack, I’m a grown woman.”
He sighed. Deeply. “Okay. I don’t want to see my woman get hurt.”
He reached a hand out to wipe at my wet cheeks. “Come on,” he said, his voice soft. “I hate seeing you cry.”
“The bet’s still on.” I sniffed, crossing my arms over my chest, then narrowed my eyes, squinting through watery tears. “And you better believe I’m going to win.”
Ramirez pursed his lips together, letting a long breath out through his nose. “Fine.”
I lifted my chin a fraction of an inch in triumph.
“But promise me one thing?” he said.
“What?” I hedged.
“Just quit hanging out with that guy.” He gestured toward Felix, now a few feet away, pretending to be really interested in a hangnail on his thumb. 
“Felix is a friend.”
“He’s a sleaze.”
“He’s a friendly sleaze.”
Ramirez narrowed his eyes. “How friendly?” he asked, his stance quickly shifting from loving boyfriend to Caveman. 
I threw my hands up in surrender, so not going into that territory again. “Fine. I’ll try to ditch Felix.”
“Good.” 
“Emphasis on ‘try’. The guy’s like a bad fungus you can’t get rid of.”
He grinned, Caveman retreating.
“I’ll take ‘try.’”
He took a step closer, dropping a tender kiss on my forehead. “So, stick around and we’ll go to my place tonight?” he whispered.
While part of me would have liked nothing more than to spend the evening curled up in Ramirez’s arms, the fact that Allie was missing, my theories were all shot to hell, and Felix was hanging on our every word somehow caused me to shake my head in the negative.
“Can’t. I’ve got a bachelorette party to attend tonight.” 
He raised one eyebrow. “Bachelorette party?”
I nodded. “Dana’s throwing it for me.”
“I don’t like the sound of that.” 
That makes two of us, pal.
I looked down at my watch. “I’m late already. I should go.”
He frowned. “Okay. But come by my place when you’re done.”
I nodded. Then planted a quick kiss on his cheek before hiking the block back up the hill to my Jeep. Once inside I quickly turned the key, letting the engine warm up before flipping on the air.
Honestly, the last thing I wanted to do was go to a bachelorette party. The scene I’d just witnessed brought back all too fresh memories of Gigi facedown in my cake sample. Only this was somehow worse. Because Allie was out there somewhere. Maybe alive, maybe not. But definitely in the hands of someone unscrupulous enough to kill.
I thunked my head back against the headrest, closing my eyes.
Think, Maddie, who could it be? I had the nagging feeling I’d missed a vital piece of information somewhere along the way. So far all I had was a handful of unlikely suspects. The only thing they all had in common was that they knew Gigi. And, unfortunately, all had alibis. So, who had stabbed Gigi and possibly kidnapped Allie? There had to be something I’d overlooked.
A knock sounded on my window and I freaked so badly I nearly peed my pants.
I turned to find Felix rapping on the glass. Trying to still the jackhammer in my chest I rolled down the window.
“What?”
“Any chance I can catch a lift with you?”
I rolled my eyes. “Where are you going?”
“Informer office. Hollywood. Near your bachelorette party by any chance?”
I opened my mouth to tell him that I honestly had no intention of going through with the party now. But, quite frankly, I figured the easiest way to “ditch Felix” was to drop him off somewhere myself. At least then, instead of looking over my shoulder for a Neon tag-along, I’d know for sure which rock he was under. 
“Fine, get in,” I said, putting the car in gear as Felix climbed into the passenger side.
I made a semi-legal U-turn and headed back toward the freeway.
 
 
* * *
 
 
The Informer offices were housed in a nondescript white(ish) building in Hollywood, smack in the center of tourist heaven. I counted no fewer than four souvenir shops on the same block, all four sporting life-sized cutouts of Marilyn Monroe. I dropped Felix off out front, each of us promising to call the other if we heard anything from Allie.
I looked down at my dash clock. Seven fifteen. I could go back to my apartment. But somehow the idea of being alone right now was less than appealing. Despite my bravado in front of Ramirez, I was more than a little creeped out by the site of all that blood in Allie’s kitchen. Option number two was to go to Ramirez’s place and wait for him to get home. But somehow, the idea of being alone in Ramirez’s place was even more depressing than being alone in my own. 
And then there was option three.
With a resigned sigh, I pulled out onto Hollywood Boulevard and made for Vine. And did a double take as I pulled up to the address Dana had given me. The Garden of Eden. And I wasn’t talking Bible study here. The place had those kind of blacked out windows and neon signs with lots of Xs in them. A neon eye above the door alternated between doe-eyed wide and winking seductively as I locked my car and steeled myself, hitting the front door.
Loud music emanated from speakers hidden in the ceiling, pounding out a rendition of “Cat Scratch Fever” that made me want to scratch out my own eardrums. A stage to one side held three stripper poles, all being made love to by women wearing teeny tiny G-strings and strategically placed tassels. On the floor of the Garden sat rows of tables, most occupied by Asian businessmen and groups of rowdy frat boys with Sierra Nevada bottles in hand.
I glanced back at the door. Did I have the right place?
A waitress in a pink bikini who obviously believed in the “more is more” credo of silicone cup sizes approached carrying a tray.
“Can I help you, honey?” she asked.
“Uh… I’m here for a bachelorette party?”
“Oh, right!” She nodded.
And any hope that I’d been mistaken in writing down the directions vanished. (As did stripper number one’s tassels, I noticed. Yikes!)
“In the back,” she said, indicating a pair of doors to the far right of the place. “Your friends are already here.”
“Thanks,” I mumbled, trying not to look at the wiggling boobies on stage as I made my way through the club.
“And, hey, congratulations!” Miss Double D called after me with a wink.
I waved feebly. Then pushed my way through the back doors.
The backroom wasn’t as large as the main area, obviously reserved for private parties. A smaller stage was constructed here, though a trio of silver poles was still the highlight. Luckily, they were empty. (For now.) 
Three tables were set up in front of the stage. At one sat my mom, Mrs. Rosenblatt, Marco, Dana, and Molly. All four sipped from some kind of fruity drink with pineapple slices floating on top. 
Dana jumped up, grabbing me in a hug. 
“Maddie, I’m so glad you made it.” She pulled back. “You’re late, you know.”
“Long story. Tell you later.” I looked up at the stripper poles again. “Um, please tell me we’re not here to see strippers?”
Dana laughed, propelling me over to the table where Marco shoved a fruity drink into my hand. 
“No, silly, we’re not watching strippers.”
Oh, thank God.
“We’re being the strippers!”
The fruity drink froze midway to my mouth. 
O-kay. Much worse.
“Say what?” I looked around the room, a sudden vision of Mrs. Rosenblatt going full monty triggering a gag reflex in the back of my throat. 
“We’re getting a pole-dancing lesson from Eden. She’s like the best exotic dancer in all of Hollywood. She’s totally going to teach us how to work the pole. You know, so you can make the honeymoon extra special,” Dana said, waggling her eyebrows up and down.
“Plus, it’s great for your glutes,” Molly added. “I joined a pole-dancing class after Connor was born. Worked off the baby fat in six months flat.”
“Huh.” I took a big gulp of my drink, hoping that whatever it was there was lots of alcohol in it.
“Is this the bride-to-be?” A tall woman with a thick wave of shiny brunette hair emerged from behind a curtain to the left. She wore a black latex bikini and six-inch black leather boots that came all the way up to midthigh over a pair of fishnet stockings. “Hi, I’m Eden,” she purred, holding a hand out to me.
I shook it. But didn’t get a chance to respond as a loud hiccup erupted from me. 
Eden giggled. “Woo, looks like someone’s enjoying the drinks already. Okay, are we ready?” she asked, turning to my assembled group of friends.
“Doll, I was born ready,” Mrs. Rosenblatt said. 
Oh lord. I took another sip of my drink. A really big one. 
“Great, you can go first. Maddie?” Eden asked, gesturing to an empty pole.
I shook my head. “Can’t. Hic-(hiccup)-ups.” For once those buggers came in handy.
“You got them things again?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked. “You gotta get rid of them. Bubbee, what you need is a good scare.”
I was pretty sure if she got on that pole, I was going to get one.
“Okay then, anyone else want to try?” Eden asked.
“Oh, I’ll do it!” Marco said, raising his hand and bouncing up and down in his seat.
“Great, let’s get started.” Eden crossed to a stereo system in the corner and pushed a few buttons. Immediately the room filled with the sound of the Pussycat Dolls wondering if we wished our girlfriends were hot like them.
“Our first move is the butterfly twist,” Eden yelled over the beat, jumping up onstage and claiming the pole between Marco and Mrs. R. “You start with an extended right arm, swing your body, then crook your right leg around the pole and ride it down.” She demonstrated, her legs wrapping around the pole as she swung in an arcing circle. With her long, lean form and hair flowing behind her, I had to admit, the move was fluid and almost elegant. Maybe this pole dancing thing wasn’t so bad. 
I took another sip of my fruity concoction and even found myself bobbing my head to the music a little as Double D walked in carrying a tray of fresh drinks.
“Once you master that one, we’ll add a twist to it where you arch your body back, then release, engaging your abdominals,” Eden instructed. “Why don’t you both give it a try?”
“This is so fun!” Marco grabbed the pole in both hands, swinging his weight around it. But, since Marco weighed about as much as a mayfly, he didn’t so much slide seductively down its length as look like a kid flipping around the monkey bars. Or maybe I just got the jungle gym image from the way he shouted out, “Weee, look at me!”
“My turn,” Mrs. Rosenblatt announced.
Then I watched in horror as she kicked off her Birkenstocks and grabbed onto the pole with both hands, grunting as she tried to hoist her weight off the ground. Which, since she weighed more than half the linebackers in the NFL, was completely futile. But that didn’t stop her from continuing to try. She pulled with all her might, lifted one leg and wrapped it around the pole, arching her back until her muumuu rode up her leg exposing a roadmap of varicose veins.
“Am I doing it?” she asked, her cheeks turning pink as the blood rushed to her head 
“Um, maybe a more stationery move might be-” Eden started.
But she didn’t get to finish.
An ominous cracking sound interrupted the Pussycat Dolls, and Mrs. Rosenblatt flew backwards onto her derrière as the base of her metal pole ripped away from the stage, taking a plank of hardwood flooring with it. The pole toppled to the right, hitting Marco with a thud and taking him down to the floor as little white chunks of ceiling fluttered down on them both. 
“Did I do it?” Mrs. Rosenblatt asked, coughing up ceiling dust. 
Eden screamed, Mom gasped, Dana laughed, Double D’s mouth hung open like a fish, and I grabbed another fruity drink from her tray of cocktails and downed it in one big gulp. 
Hurrah to singlehood. 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
By the time I left Eden’s Garden I’m pretty sure I’d heard enough Pussycat Dolls to last a lifetime and had decided that those women in the tiny tassels were way underpaid for the skills it took to do their jobs. And I was drunk. After seeing Mom give the pole a go – really, really drunk. I called a cab and had the driver take me to Ramirez’s place. I only vaguely remembered slipping my little pink key into the lock and collapsing on his bed before going into a fruity drink coma. 
I awoke with the distinct taste of gym socks in my mouth and a ringing in my ears that sounded like a thousand fire alarms all going off at once. I groaned, rolling over and glancing at the clock. 6:00 a.m. Way too early to be awake. I moaned, sinking into my pillow and putting my hands over my ears to the stop the ringing. Only it didn’t help as I realized the sound was actually coming from my phone. I twisted left, cracking one eye open as I fumbled for my cell on the nightstand.
“Hello?” I croaked out.
“Hey, it’s me,” Felix yelled.
“Shhh. Hangover.”
“Oh no, don’t tell me Dana got you drunk last night?
“Worse. She made me pole dance.”
There was a pause. Then, “How come you never invite me to these things?”
“It’s six a.m. What do you want?”
“Any word from Allie?” he asked.
I shook my head. Ouch. Bad idea. An instant migraine erupted behind my eyes. “Unh uh.”
“The police have any leads?”
I rubbed at my temple. “None that they’ve shared with me.” I looked at the empty half of the bed beside me, noticed the distinct lack of percolating coffee scent in the air. “Ramirez didn’t come home last night.”
“He didn’t?”
“He was out looking for Allie!” I said. A little more defensively than necessary perhaps. 
“Right.”
“I take it you haven’t heard from her either?” I asked.
“No.” His voice was rough and tense as if he hadn’t gotten a whole heck of a lot of sleep either. “Listen, I think we need to talk with the attorney again.”
“The attorney? Why?” I asked, propping myself up on one elbow. 
“Gigi died the day after visiting her attorney. I find it hard to believe that’s just coincidence. Whatever they discussed is likely what got her killed.”
“And will lead us to Allie,” I finished for him. 
“Right.”
“Well, we’re in luck then,” I said.
“How’s that?”
“I’ve got an appointment with him this afternoon to draw up a prenup.”
“A prenup? Ramirez is really making you get a prenup?”
“No!” Again with the overly defensive thing. I blamed the hangover induced migraine. “No, he would never do that. I’m having him sign one.”
“Ah. Trust issues.”
“Ramirez and I do not have trust issues!” Much. “It’s just… I mean… I have to protect my shoes.”
“What?”
“Nothing,” I mumbled. “Look, my appointment’s at two. Are you in or not?”
“I’ll meet you there.” And he hung up.
I flipped my phone shut and stumbled into the bathroom, immediately rifling through Ramirez’s cabinets for an aspirin. Never mind that they were soon to be our cabinets, I still thought of everything at his place as his. I wondered how long it would be before I got over that? Would I ever get over it? 
I tried to shake that thought – it was way too deep for a hung over chick – instead locating the magic pills and popping a pair into my mouth.
Trying not to feel too sorry for myself, I hopped in the shower, changed into a fresh pair of cropped jeans, a stretchy pink shirt, and white peep-toe pumps. (Because the pink ones that matched my shirt were still at my place. Dammit.) 
I was almost beginning to feel human when my cell rang out, clanging those fire alarms again. Did Felix just love torturing me? I dove for it to cease the nausea producing noise.
“What, now?” I yelled.
“Wow, someone is little Miss Sunshine this morning,” Larry said.
“Oh. Sorry. I thought you were someone else.”
“Not Ramirez, I hope? You two are okay, right?” he asked.
“Yes, we’re fine. Why does everyone think we’re not fine?”
“Is this a bad time?”
I paused, counted to two Mississippi. It was totally unfair to take my hangover and Felix annoyance out on Larry. “No, Larry. It’s fine. Sorry, it’s been a long…” Night? Week? Six months? “What’s up?” I asked instead.
“I just called to let you know I’m running a little late, but I’ll meet you at Fernando’s for our mani-pedi appointments in an hour, okay?”
Right. Manicures. 
Three months ago when I’d first asked Larry to walk me down the aisle, he’d squealed like a tween at a Hannah Montana concert thing, then promptly made an appointment for us to get father and daughter matching manicures and pedicures for the wedding. I had to admit, it was my favorite way to bond. 
I glanced at the clock. “Um, right. Okay, manicures. Sure. Two hours?”
“One!” Larry said.
“Right. I’ll be there.”
“Oh, and, Maddie? I’m bringing you your somethings,” he sing-songed. 
“My what?”
“You know, your somethings. Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue. Well, I’ve got something for you that fits all four.”
I had a sudden vision of walking down the aisle in drag queen chic. “Uh, Larry…”
“No, I’m not giving any hints, don’t even ask. It’s a surprise. See you in an hour!” And he hung up. 
After retrieving my Jeep from Eden’s, exactly one hour and seven minutes later I was pushing through the glass front doors of Fernando’s, the doo-woop strains of Ricky Nelson hitting me full force as I entered the salon. 
“Hey, blushing bride,” Marco greeted me, roller skating out from behind his desk to give me a pair of air kisses. “Was last night fun or was that fun?”
“Uh huh,” I gave a noncommittal nod. “Is Larry here yet?”
Marco gestured toward a pair of pedicure chairs near a cardboard cutout of James Dean. Larry, dressed in a lacy white sundress and red wig today, and Madonna sat side by side, debating between pink or raspberry polish. Larry looked up and gave me a little wave. Madonna nodded my way, then blew Marco an air kiss. I swear I think I saw Marco blush.
“They just started soaking,” he assured me, grabbing me by the arm and steering me toward the duo. “Come on, let’s get you in a tub.”
Ten minutes later I was soaking my toes and filling Larry and Madonna in on the latest developments in the murder turned kidnapping.
“That’s awful!” Madonna said, lifting a lace-gloved hand to her ruby painted mouth. “That poor girl.”
I nodded.
“Do you have any clues who did it?” Larry asked, his bushy eyebrows puckering in concern. 
I shook my head. “We have lots of theories, but that’s about it. We’ve weeded out Mitsy. Dana’s checking on Spike’s alibi in Topeka. The ex was on conference calls the whole time. Fauston was making deliveries.”
“So, no one did it,” Marco said, skating up behind us with a tray of different colored nail polishes. “Pick.”
I checked out Larry’s color and selected a matching shade from the tray. “Well, Gigi is dead and Allie is missing, so someone has to be lying. The question is: who?”
“My money’s still on Mitsy,” Madonna said. “Oh, I know! Maybe she has a secret twin who she forced into giving her an alibi while she killed the wedding planner!”
The three of us turned and gave her a look.
“What? It could happen…”
“What about this,” Larry said. “What if Allie staged her own disappearance to throw you off track? What if she did kill her mother, thought you were getting too close to the truth, and decided to leave town?”
I pursed my lips together. I’ll admit, I hadn’t thought of that. “It’s possible I suppose.” 
“It’s brilliant!” Marco said, skating in a neat little circle. “This is better than a telenovela.”
“Unfortunately, if it’s true, she’s probably skipped to Mexico by now,” I pointed out. A thought so depressing I could hardly voice it.
“Okay, enough murder talk,” Larry said, sensing my mood. He clapped his hands together. “I’ve got something important to show you!”
He reached into his oversized handbag, and I took a deep breath, steeling my self against the worst.
 “Ta da!” He drew his hand out and held up a big white hair scrunchie with little blue plastic butterfly charms sewn onto it. 
“Um… what’s that?” I asked, terrified of the answer.
“Your somethings to wear to the wedding.”
I did a loud hiccup.
“It’s from an act I used to do in the ‘80s to Billy Idol’s ‘White Wedding,’” Larry said. “It’s real silk made from your grandmother’s wedding dress – very old. I sewed on the butterfly charms which are, obviously, blue and also new-”
“-I helped picked them out,” Madonna chimed in.
“-and since it’s mine and I’m letting you wear it, it’s also borrowed.” Larry beamed. “Here, try it on.”
Before I could stop him, he had my hair fisted into a ponytail and was wrapping the scrunchie around it like a butterfly-clad tourniquet.
“Ohmigod, she looks just like you, Larry!” Madonna squealed.
I did another hiccup.
“Geeze, you’ve got those bad, Maddie,” Marco said. “You know, my mama always used to feed us a spoonful of sugar to get rid of the hiccups.”
“Oh, I’ve got some Sweet ‘N’ Low,” Larry exclaimed, digging into his handbag again.
“No, I’m fine re-(hiccup)-ally,” I protested.
But, of course, no one listened. Larry found a pink packet, Madonna tore it open, and Marco dumped the entire contents down my throat as my mouth opened in another involuntary hiccup.
I clamped my lips together, feeling my face scrunch tighter than the hideous band in my hair as sacchariney sweet stuff melted down my throat.
“Better?” Larry asked.
“Oh yeah,” I shuddered. “Peachy keen.” I gave him a feeble thumbs-up.
Madonna tilted her head to the side. “You know, that scrunchie needs something.”
A butane lighter and blow torch?
“Earrings!” Marco exclaimed.
“Oh, I have the perfect pair,” Larry said. “Big white hoops, I wore them in my salute to Bette Midler last year. What do you think, Mads?”
I think my migraine was back. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
By the time my nails were dry, I’d convinced Larry I already had a perfectly good pair of diamond earrings to wear to the wedding (not that they were fancy Bette Midler style or anything), and I’d slipped my freshly pedicured toes back into my peep-toe heels, I had just enough time to hop on the freeway and make it to Kaufman’s office before my appointment.
That is, if traffic weren’t backed up all the way to the 110 because of an overturned ice cream truck. I kid you not, there was mint chocolate chip all over the freeway. It would have been hilarious had I not been stuck in it for over an hour. 
As I sat idling behind a pickup with a decal of a Calvin and Hobbs character peeing on the back window, my cell rang, displaying Dana’s number. 
“Hey,” I said.
“It’s me. Listen, I got through to the driver who took Spike to the airport.”
I sat up straighter in my seat. “And?”
“And, he said he dropped them off at seven a.m. the day Gigi was killed. Which means their flight didn’t arrive at LAX until eleven.”
“Which means Spike is in the clear.” As much as I’d genuinely felt sorry for his grief, I was a little disappointed at crossing yet another name off my mental suspect list. At this rate, I was starting to wonder whether it wasn’t just a case of random wedding planner stabbing. 
“Sorry,” Dana said.
“Thanks for checking.”
“No prob,” she asked. “Oh hey, did you see the front page of the Informer this morning?” 
Uh oh. “No. What did Felix do this time?”
“He totally pasted my head on Hilary Clinton’s body.”
“Oh shit.”
“No, it was brilliant! He found this picture of her reading to underprivileged kids, and now it totally looks like I was reading to them. I’m not a bad influence anymore!”
“Oh. Good.” I think. 
“That’s not the best part,” she continued. “After it hit the stand this morning, my agent got a call from CBS. They want me to do a bunch of public service announcements during Saturday morning cartoons about how drinking is bad. Is that cool or what? I always wanted to do PSAs! Of course, they want me to do them in the Flamingo outfit, but it’s still pretty cool.”
Huh. Who knew Felix could use his Photoshop skills for good instead of evil?
“That’s great, Dana.”
“Thanks. Oh, and I confirmed with the makeup artist for tomorrow. He says he’ll be at your place at ten.”
“Cool.”
“And the hairdresser will be there at eleven.”
“Okay.”
“And the limo is picking you up at one.”
“Do I have to remember all this?”
“Nope, that’s what you have me for.”
For once, I was grateful Dana had taken over planning. 
“Thanks.”
“Anytime. Oh, hey, Ricky just walked in.” I heard her giggle, then a low male voice and a half-hearted “Stop it, you,” on Dana’s part. Followed by more giggling.
“Well, I guess I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone…” I trailed off as a couple growls came through the other end. “See you tonight,” I said. Then quickly hit the off button before I was ear witness to sex Flamingo style. 
Miraculously, only twenty minutes later, a giant tow truck with a crane came and cleared the ice cream truck off to the side of the road, allowing traffic to crawl past, and I pulled up in front of the shining chrome and glass office building that housed Johnson, Levy, and Kaufman only marginally late. 
As I huffed through the front doors, a receptionist with springing auburn curls looked up with a placid expression. “May I help you?”
“Maddie Springer. Here to see Kaufman.”
“Oh, right,” she said, smiling. “Just down the hall and through the door on your left,” she said, indicating behind her. “Your fiancé is already here.”
I paused and for a moment insanely wondered how Ramirez knew where I was before I realized who she was talking about. Felix.
“Thanks,” I called, making my way down the hall as I concentrated on bringing my breathing back to normal. 
I pushed open a door marked A. Kaufman to find my fiancé lounging in a leather chair across a sleek mahogany conference table from a large, barrel-chested man with a graying crew cut on a head a least a size too big for his body. They both rose as I entered the room. 
“Maddie, what took you so long, darling?” Felix asked, planting a kiss on my cheek.
“Traffic. Darling,” I answered, wiping it off with the back of my hand.
“Lovely to meet you, Ms. Springer,” Kaufman said, offering a large, beefy hand. “Your fiancé here is quite a character. I can see what drew you to him.”
“Hmm.” I made a noncommittal sound as I gave Felix a sidelong glance, wondering just what he and Kaufman had been chatting about while I suffered through mint chip traffic.
“So,” Kaufman said, as we all took our seats, “you’d like me to draw up a prenuptial agreement?”
“The little woman here has some silly notion that I’m only after her money,” Felix said, sending me a wink.
I think I showed great restraint in not hopping over the table to strangle him. 
“Well, I have to say, she’s right,” Kaufman said, nodding. “I recommend them to anyone. Divorce is a terrible thing for newlyweds to contemplate, but it happens all the time. Fifty-two percent of the time to be exact. And it’s better to be safe than sorry, isn’t it?”
I shot Felix an I-told-you-so look, before I remembered he wasn’t actually my fiancé.
“I’ve got a couple of forms here,” Kaufman said, sliding a pile of papers across the table to me. 
I looked over them as he explained the main points, the legalese wording, and how exactly we should customize our agreement. Then he had his assistant type it all up, and in record time I had a prenup sitting in front of me with Ramirez’s and my names on it, just ready for signatures.
I stared at it. The entirety of “mine,” “his,” and “ours” spelled out in black and white suddenly making me nervous. I tried to tell myself it was just your average case of pre-wedding cold feet. But as I shoved it in my purse I feared frost bite. 
“Would you like to sign it now?” Kaufman asked, slipping a pen across the table toward Felix.
“Oh, uh, maybe we can do it later?” I said.
Kaufman raised an eyebrow. 
“Well, I just want to sleep on it and make sure we’re not missing anything.”
Felix nodded. “Excellent idea, snookums.”
I rolled my eyes. 
“Of course,” Kaufman replied. “I completely understand.” He started tidying up papers and putting his pens into a briefcase.
Felix gave me a kick under the table, inkling his head toward Kaufman. 
“Uh, I wanted to thank you again for fitting me in on such short notice,” I said. “Gigi was right, you are wonderful.”
At the mention of Gigi’s name, Kaufman faltered, clearing his throat. “Yes, well, I’m glad we could fit you in, as well.”
“Gigi came to see you the day before she died, didn’t she?” Felix asked.
Kaufman frowned.
“Uh, I was having lunch with her that day and she mentioned it,” I quickly covered. Which was almost true. I’d seen her, then had lunch. It was close.
But it seemed to satisfy him as he nodded his oversized head. “Yes. Yes, she did.”
“She told me you had something to discuss?”
He frowned again.
“I’m sorry, but I can’t discuss that.”
I felt the desperation of another dead end bubbling up in my throat.
Felix leaned forward, “Listen, I understand that you can’t tell us what went on between you because of confidentiality. But Gigi was a good friend of ours, she’s dead, and the police have no idea who her killer may have been. I find it an awful coincidence that she was killed the day after an emergency meeting with her attorney.”
Kaufmans’s face blanched, his shoulders slumping as he leaned back in his chair. Apparently he hadn’t thought of it that way.
He shook his head. “I’m sure that what Gigi and I discussed had no bearing on her death.”
“Is there anything you can tell us?” I asked, stopping myself just short of adding “pretty please with sugar on top.”
Kaufman ran his tongue over his teeth, his gaze ping-ponging from Felix to me. Finally he made a decision. 
“Look, I can’t go into what was discussed at our meeting. But, I can tell you that Gigi was anxious to have the matter resolved as soon as possible. I had a client cancel and could fit her in at the last minute. We discussed her… needs and I promised I’d have the necessary papers drawn up for her to sign by the following evening.”
But someone got to Gigi before he could. Right at that moment I would have given anything I had to know what Gigi had come to Kaufman for.
But it was obvious from the way he stood and cleared his throat that wasn’t going to happen.
“Listen, I am sorry about what happened to Gigi. But I can assure you that it had nothing to do with why she saw me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m already running behind.” And with that he ushered us out of the conference room and back out into the lobby where a perky receptionist said she’d send me a bill.
Once outside I threw my hands up. 
“Well, great. We’re no closer than we were before.”
Felix shoved his hands in his pockets, staring back at Kaufman’s building. I could see him mentally calculating just how difficult it would be to break in and peek at Kaufman’s files. But, I had a feeling the security in the lawyer’s office was a bit much even for a pro lock picker like Felix.
“So what now?” I asked.
“I’m going back to Allie’s. Maybe there’s something there the police missed.”
I raised an eyebrow. 
Felix let out a long sigh. “Yes, I’m aware it’s a long shot. But I can’t just do nothing.”
I nodded. I knew the feeling. “You know, there is another possibility,” I hedged. Then told him about Larry’s theory that Allie had staged her own disappearance.
Felix’s face grew stony, his eyes narrowing as he shook his head. “No way. Not possible.”
“Why not?”
“What about the blood on her floor?”
“She could have put it there on purpose.”
“What about the trampled leaves?”
“She has feet, Felix. She could have done that, too.”
He shook his head again. “I don’t believe it.”
“Look, I’m not saying I totally believe it either, but just that… well… we should keep an open mind.”
But I could tell by the set of his jaw, his mind was sealed shut. Amazing how a pair of big boobs did that to a guy. 
“I’m going to Allie’s,” he said again, his resolve picking up steam. “You coming or not?”
I did an internal shudder, the image of all that blood – staged or not - way too fresh. “No thanks. I’ve got… wedding stuff to do,” I lied. Hey, it sounded a lot better than “I’m a big fat chicken.”
Felix nodded, then shuffled off to his Neon parked three cars down.
I got in my Jeep and cranked on the air, pulling back around toward the 101. 
The truth was, all the wedding stuff was done. The last thing on my checklist had been to get my nails done. Today was the day I was supposed to be relaxing, going to a spa, recharging for the chaos that would undoubtedly ensue tomorrow. 
Instead, I was worried about one stacked blonde gone MIA, one wedding planner six feet under, a stupid bet with my soon-to-be husband over just how much of a bimbo I might be, and last but not lest, a prenup just in case I was one of the not-so-lucky 52%. All of which added up to an anxious churning feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
Honestly, there was only one thing to do at a time like this. 
Eat chocolate.
Which is probably why my car exited the freeway at the 2 and snaked west into Beverly Hills until it hit Fauston’s bakery. 
I parked my Jeep at the curb and pushed through the front door, the bell jangling to signal my arrival. Immediately Anne came out from the back, carrying a fresh tray of peanut butter cookies. I inhaled deeply, wondering why no one has bottled that scent. 
“Hi, Maddie,” she said, then frowned. “Don’t tell me there’s a problem with your order?” 
“Actually, I’m having a major chocolate craving.” I eyed the offerings in her bakery case. “Are those chocolate turtles?” 
Anne nodded. “Uh huh. Pecans, caramel, and dark chocolate.”
I think I drooled a little on the counter. 
“Wow. I’ll take four. No, wait. Better make that six.”
I salivated in anticipation as she bagged them up for me, not even waiting until I was out of the store before biting into one ooey, gooey piece of heaven. Caramel exploded onto my tongue as I bit into it, and I swear I had a near orgasmic experience.
“My God, these are good, aren’t they?”
Anne shrugged. “Haven’t tried them. I don’t really like chocolate.”
I froze. “Seriously?” What, was she from Mars?
She just shrugged her slim shoulders. “Not much of a sweet tooth, I guess.”
No wonder she was a stick figure. I shoved the rest of the turtle in my mouth and paid for my chocolate, giving her a wave as I left. 
I made it all the way to my Jeep before indulging in another piece. Okay, so maybe my life was still in turmoil, but at least with a piece of chocolate in my mouth I didn’t care about the turmoil quite so much. I leaned my head back on the headrest and let my thoughts wander as I rolled the dark chocolate over my tongue.
The problem with this whole case was that there was motive galore. Too much motive. If Gigi was getting her own prenup drawn up, there went Spike’s gravy train. Mitsy was known for her temper, and the way she’d threatened me, I could easily see her snapping at Gigi. Summerville, well, who knew what kind of hostility existed between a man and his ex. 
And then there was Fauston.
I watched Anne carefully loading her cookies into a pink bakery box through the window. 
Fauston had been sketchy about his and Gigi’s relationship. But if he’d resented Summerville, it was likely he’d resent Gigi marrying a hot young rock star even more. Had he resented it enough to kill her to prevent it from happening?
Anne taped the box shut, then took her empty tray back into the kitchen.
As much as I liked the Fauston theory, it had one fatal flaw. He had an airtight alibi. The delivery log showed him across town at the time Gigi was killed. There was just no getting around that.
I sighed, popping another turtle in my mouth as Anne swung through the kitchen doors again. She took off her apron, hanging it on a hook near the door and switched the sign from “please come in” to “sorry we’re closed”. 
Lucky me, I’d gotten my turtle fix just in time. And it’s a good thing I did. Never again will I underestimate the powers of chocolate on an overtaxed mind. Because as I sat there watching Fauston’s niece grab the pink box and disappear into the back of the shop again, it hit me.
Anne didn’t have an alibi.
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
I felt little cogs clicking into place as I stared at the empty window of Fauston’s bakery. When I’d asked about the day of the murder, Anne had said her uncle was out on deliveries. But I’d never thought to ask about where she’d been. It would have been the easiest thing in the world for her to switch the little sign to closed, drive the three blocks to Gigi’s, off her, then slip back to the shop with no one the wiser. I’d never thought of her before because she had no motive. But her uncle did. I wasn’t sure how, but I knew Fauston had connived his niece to off Gigi for him while he went on deliveries, providing him with the perfect alibi. 
I shoved my hand into my purse, grabbed my cell and, with shaky fingers, dialed Felix’s number.
“Hello?”
“Felix, it’s me.”
“Me who?”
“Can it, this is serious. I know who killed Gigi!”
Felix was silent for a moment on the other end. Then, “Alright, let’s hear it.”
So, I told him my theory, about how we’d completely overlooked Anne even though she was right under our noses the whole time. By the time I was done, I could hear him breathing hard.
“I hate to admit it, but you may be right. Where are you now?” he asked.
“Outside Fauston’s… oh shit.”
“What?”
I watched as a big white van with the words “Fauston’s Bakery” pulled out from behind the building, Anne at the wheel.
“She’s leaving.”
“Where’s she going?” I could heard the sound of Felix grabbing his keys in the background.
“I don’t know. She’s in the bakery van.”
“Well, follow her. Don’t let her out of your sight. If you’re right about Fauston, she may lead us to Allie.”
“Right.” 
I flipped my phone shut and gunned the engine, pulling out into traffic half a block behind Anne. Luckily, her big bakery van stood out like a white elephant among the subdued Beemers and Jags, and I had no trouble keeping an eye on her as she wound through the rush-hour crowd, finally stopping outside a large office building on Wilshire. She parked at the curb, and I pulled into a loading zone four car lengths behind her, watching as she hopped out of the van with a big pink box in hand. She disappeared into the building, then fifteen minutes later emerged empty handed and got back into the driver’s seat. 
Back into traffic, this time hopping onto Santa Monica Blvd. east toward Hollywood. I followed her through the bumper-to-bumper maze of cars, only losing her once at a red light, before I caught up two blocks later at La Brea. When we hit the 101, she got on going south and didn’t exit until we were near the civic center. I followed her through the downtown streets until the impressive outline of the Summerville building came into view. 
Again Anne parked at the curb, this time grabbing a basket of muffins before slipping inside the building. I waited, watching out my window, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel. Twelve minutes later she finally she emerged, then jumped back into her van again, this time heading north toward the Echo Park area. I was beginning to wonder how many deliveries she had to make when my cell chirped to life on the seat beside me. I flipped it open.
“Yeah?”
“Where are you?” Felix asked.
I looked up at a passing street sign. “Sunset and Elysian.”
“Good, stay on the line and don’t lose her. I’m on my way.”
“While I appreciate the help, I don’t really think two cars trailing her would be less conspicuous, do you?” 
Felix made a funny sound in the back of his throat. “I’m not coming to join you, I’m taking over.”
I scoffed. “Felix, I’ve been tailed by you. You suck at it. I’m doing fine thanks.”
“You have somewhere else to be.”
I made a hard right, trying to concentrate on the road. “Oh, I do, do I?”
“Your wedding rehearsal? I do believe it starts in half an hour?”
I looked at my dash clock. Dammit, I hated it when Felix was right.
“Shit. I totally forgot.”
“You’ve been doing that a lot lately. It’ll be a wonder if you remember the actual wedding.”
I did a double take at his words, remembering how that had been my exact sentiment about Ramirez when we’d originally found Gigi. Now who was the one so wrapped up in a case that she forgot her own wedding rehearsal? And Felix was right. It wasn’t the first item I’d forgotten in the past few days. If it wasn’t for my friends and family, I’d have missed half the wedding-related stuff I was supposed to be doing. I made a mental note to cut Ramirez a little slack the next time a homicide ruined our dinner plans.
Anne pulled into a small strip mall, driving around to the receiving bay of a mini mart. I followed, pulling the opposite direction and parking near a Subway Sandwiches. 
“Hey, I’m at the mini mart on Silver Lake,” I relayed into the phone. “Anne’s making a delivery.”
“Keep an eye on her. I’ll be there in three minutes,” Felix promised.
I waited on the line listening to the sound of his little Neon being pushed to its limits as Felix shouted a string of curses at the other drivers. I kept my eyes glued to the back bay of the mini mart, counting the seconds as they ticked by. I bit my lip as one minute turned into two, then five. Come on, Felix, where are you? 
Finally six minutes and thirty two seconds later, his little Neon flew into the parking lot, bottoming out on a speed bump as he took it at forty miles per hour. 
Just as Anne returned empty handed to the bakery truck. 
Instinctively, I ducked down, even though I was pretty sure there was no way she could see me at this angle. Not that it seemed she was looking. For a guilty person, she seemed pretty carefree, whistling as she made her way to the driver’s side and slipped behind the wheel again. 
“She’s leaving,” I whispered into the phone. Then realized how ridiculous I was being. If she couldn’t see me, she certainly couldn’t hear me either. 
“I’m on her,” Felix assured me. Two beats later he pulled out of the lot, following Anne’s van west on Silver Lake. “Go to your rehearsal. I’ll call you when I get something.”
And with that, he clicked off.
I sat staring down at my silent phone, feeling rather anticlimactic. I just hoped Felix did a better job of tailing Anne than he did me. 
In the meantime… I had a wedding to rehearse. Taking a quick stock of my location, I pulled out of the parking lot, pointing my Jeep toward Beverly Hills and praying traffic was light.
 
 
* * *
 
 
Only forty minutes later, I pulled into the lot of the Beverly Garden Hotel and raced through the lobby to the back gardens where Ramirez and I were scheduled to walk down the aisle in less than twenty-four hours. Then came to a screeching halt as I rounded the corner and saw the scene that Marco and Dana had set for me.
Palm trees lined the yard, strung with hundreds of tiny white lights. In the center, two men in coveralls were setting up rows of pristine white folding chairs next to a long red carpeted aisle. Leafy green vines intertwined with delicate little white flowers lined the pathway, leading up to a large, white latticework gazebo, strung with more tropical flowers and tiny white lights. Beyond the altar I could see tents and clusters of tables and chairs being set out for the reception. The air was so fragrant with the scent of blooming foliage, I’d swear I’d just stepped into Tahiti and not Beverly Hills. Despite all my misgivings about putting the tacky twins in charge, it was beautiful. Tears sprang to my eyes.
(Okay, maybe the two giant wooden tiki heads leading toward the reception area were a little over the top, but I could overlook those.) 
“Maddie’s here,” I heard a child’s voice call. I wiped at my eyes to see Molly’s middle child, Tina, bouncing up and down on the toes of her little pink Mary Janes. “We can start wehearsing now!” she lisped. 
Mom, Faux Dad, Larry, Molly, Dana, and the entire Ramirez clan all emerged from one of the big white tents, Marco bringing up the rear with a clipboard in hand.
“Okay, people, we’re already behind and we have a schedule to keep if we want this thing to go off. So, places. Chop, chop!”
I couldn’t help laughing. If Gucci ever decided to take over the world, they had a readymade dictator right here.
And suddenly I had a brilliant idea.
“Marco,” I grabbed him by the arm, pulling him aside. “You have been the best wedding planner ever,” I said. And, right at that moment, I can honestly say I meant it. 
Marco blushed. “Well, it’s been a labor of love.”
“How would you like to plan another one?”
He cocked his head to the side. “How many times are you and Ramirez getting married?”
“Not mine. Mitsy Kleinberg’s.”
His eyes went round, his mouth dropping into a perfect “O”. “The Mitsy Kleinberg?” he squeaked out.
I nodded. “Yep. I think you’d be perfect for her.” Marco was the one person I knew woman enough to handle Mitsy’s tantrums and actually enjoy the drama. 
Marco nodded, his little face bobbing up and down so fast it was almost a blur. “Yes, yes yes! Ohmigod, yes!” 
I put a hand on his arm, trying to calm him down lest the hotel patrons think he was having an orgasm on the spot. (Honestly, I wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t.)
“Great, I’ll give her your number.”
“Ohmigod, Mitsy Kleinberg,” he walked away, fanning himself with his clipboard as he ordered the bridesmaids into position. 
After we were all lined up, Marco ran us through the paces of “elegantly” walking down the long aisle. He then paired up my bridesmaids with Ramirez’s groomsmen by height. (Conveniently matching himself with Ramirez’s cousin, Alfonso, who starred in a Latin soap.) Finally he cleared his throat and hummed a little “Dum, dum de dum,” tune, signaling my cue. With Tina pretending to make a rose petal trail in front of me (“I get weal ones tomowow!” she gleefully told me.) I did the slow feet together, step, feet together, step thing as I’d been instructed until I made my way toward Ramirez, waiting for me beneath the flowering archway. 
I’ve always thought there was supposed to be something magical about walking down the aisle. Like that slow journey toward the love of your life, watching you with adoring eyes, was supposed to make something click inside. Some sort of feeling that you were walking toward your destiny. Or at least an evening of really great sex ahead. 
But I didn’t. Instead, I was mostly trying not to trip over Tina. And Ramirez wasn’t so much adoring as laughing at some joke Alfonso told him that included some hand gestures I was pretty sure the flower girl wasn’t old enough to witness. For all the magic I felt, I could have been walking an aisle at the supermarket. It was mildly depressing.
I swallowed down a tiny prickle of panic, telling myself it was just because I was preoccupied by my very silent cell in my pocket and the fact Felix had yet to call in with any news. 
I finally made it to the altar to stand between Ramirez and Dana, my maid of honor, then turned to face the person presiding over the ceremony. 
Mrs. Rosenblatt.
“Wait, where’s Father Mahoney?” I asked, turning on Marco.
“Uh well, he wasn’t feeling well…” He looked to Dana for help.
“Something about a bad clam sauce last night,” she filled in.
“But he promised he’d be here tomorrow.”
Dana nodded. “Absolutely. I mean, they pumped his stomach for a full twenty minutes last night, so he’s totally emptied out by now.”
“In the meantime,” Marco said, “Mrs. Rosenblatt is our stand in.”
“Yeah,” Mrs. R piped up. “And if he don’t show, I do a pretty snazzy kabbalah ceremony you’d love.”
A loud hiccup erupted from me.
“Maddie, you better take care of those before the ceremony,” Mom said, a frown of concern settling between her brows.
Yeah, ‘cause it was hiccups that were gonna ruin this wedding. Trust me, this wedding never had a chance.
Marco walked us through the rest of the paces without incident, (unless you called Dana choosing a Don Ho version of “All You Need is Love” as our first dance an incident—-which, in an effort to stave off further hiccups, I didn’t) and we all made our way back to our cars to caravan to the rehearsal dinner. 
I lingered behind, checking my cell readout for the fiftieth time that night. Nothing. 
I slipped behind a palm tree and dialed Felix’s number. Luckily, he picked up on the third ring. 
“Felix Dunn.”
“It’s me. Maddie me,” I clarified before he could ask. “Where are you?”
“I’m watching Fauston have dinner at a Taco Bell.”
I frowned. “Fasuton? What happened to Anne?”
“She went back to the bakery. She and Fauston had a conversation. Then he took off and she stayed behind. I thought he’d be the better bet to lead us to Allie.”
“And you just left Anne there?” I hissed. While I agreed with his logic, the idea that Anne could at this very minute be carrying out some orders from Fauston to axe Allie made anxiety curl around my stomach.
“I can’t very well be in two places at once, now can I?” he said. Though I could hear the same anxious thoughts swirling through his voice. 
“Look, I’ll…” I bit my lip, watching my wedding party trail down the street. “I’ll go follow Anne.”
“What about your rehearsal dinner?” he asked.
“This is more important.” Something I never thought I would have said even a few weeks ago. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” I promised, then flipped my phone shut.
“Be where?”
I squeaked out a yelp as I spun around to find Ramirez standing behind me, a frown puckering his brow.
“Nowhere,” I said.
He gestured to the phone in my hand. “Who was that?”
“No one.”
His eyes narrowed. “A blond British tabloid reporter no one?”
I bit my lip again. “Maybe.”
I didn’t think it was possible, but his eyes narrowed even further, into dangerous cat like slits. 
“Look, I… something came up,” I said lamely.
Here’s the deal - as much as I was sure Anne and her uncle were the ones who’d offed Gigi, I had zero proof. Basically, it was just a really, really good hunch. And, as Ramirez had pointed out to me numerous times, hunches didn’t stand up in court. If I wanted to help Allie, following Anne was my best bet. 
“‘Came up’?” Ramirez asked.
“Yeah.”
“Hmph.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Everything okay?”
I nodded vigorously. 
“You sure?” he probed.
“Yeppers,” I yelled. Geeze, when did I turn into a Disney character? Tone down the perky a bit, girl. “Yeah, everything’s fine. I just… I kinda have to leave a little early.”
“How early?”
“Now.”
He clenched his jaw shut. “Wanna tell me why?”
I shook my head. “Nope.”
“Maddie…” he said, his voice a warning growl low in his throat.
“Look, you just have to… trust me,” I said, slipping around him. “I’ll call you later. Tell Mom I’m sorry.” 
For half a second I thought he might chase after me. But apparently he thought better of it, instead, calling after me, “Just be careful. And don’t get into any trouble, okay?”
“Who me?” I asked, blinking innocently as I walked backwards toward the parking lot. “Never.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
Three minutes later I was in my Jeep heading toward Fauston’s. I felt just the teeniest bit guilty at abandoning Ramirez with both our families, but I shoved it down. If we ever did make it to that honeymoon, I promised myself I’d make it up to him. Instead, I concentrated on driving as I sped down the surface streets at speeds that would make a CHP officer’s head spin, weaving through Beverly Hills and pulling up to Fauston’s Bakery again just as the white van rounded the corner, Anne at the wheel. Talk about timing. I gave myself a mental pat on the back. Was I good or was I good? 
I followed her east on Wilshire, wondering if we were on one last late night delivery or if Anne actually drove the van home. She made a right on Dayton, then a left on Palm, and I suddenly realized I was retracing my Speed Racer moves from just a few moments ago. My suspicion was confirmed when she pulled up to the back of the Beverly Garden Hotel ten minutes later. Mental forehead smack. She was delivering my wedding cake. 
I parked in an empty spot behind a Dumpster (lest Ramirez wander back and spot my Jeep), then hoofed it around the corner of the receiving bay just in time to see Anne wheeling a huge box toward the prep kitchen on a metal dolly. I ducked behind a bush, out of sight from the back of the hotel, where a couple of waiters stood smoking cigarettes. 
I looked to the right, my rows of chairs and flowered archway sat in the dark, mocking me as I started to wonder if I wasn’t on some wild goose chase. Here I was crouched in the shrubbery while half a mile away my entire wedding party was dining on veal piccata and toasting my happiness. And the truth was, I really didn’t have any evidence that Anne was involved outside of a non-alibi. 
I glanced back at the bakery van sitting in the lot a few yards away. What do you think the chances were there was any evidence of her crime in there? 
I stole a glance at the kitchen door, still closed. Then, not even really sure what I might be looking for, made a dash for the van. 
I dove behind it, first trying the driver’s side door. Locked. As was the passenger side. With one last glance at the kitchen door – still shut tight as a drum – I tippy toed around to the other side and jiggled the silver handle at the back of the van. 
Ah ha! Apparently it was a little hard to lock a door while juggling a metal dolly and a three tiered wedding cake. 
Feeling rather proud of my self, I turned the handle.
But I never got a chance to see what was inside.
Before I even realized what was happening, pain exploded at the side of my head, a loud crack echoing through the air as the landscape danced in nauseating circles before my eyes.
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
My head instantly throbbed as I struggled to keep the black fuzzing at the corners of my vision from taking over. 
I spun around to find Anne standing behind me, something flat, dark, and menacing looking in her hands. What the hell was that thing? I squinted, trying to blink way the pain gnawing at my every nerve ending as I focused on it. Had she hit me with a cookie sheet?
I didn’t have time to find out as she swung the heavy metal square at me again. This time I ducked, instinctively diving to the right, and took off at a sprint in the other direction. 
Anne dropped the pan to the ground with a clang and took off after me. Luckily, thanks to Dana’s gym regimen, I had a good head start, diving into the first white tent I saw. 
Which was apparently set for my reception dinner as empty chafing dishes and piles of silverware graced the linen clad tables. Red linen. With big white hibiscus print on it. Then again, what did I expect hiring a flamboyant hairdresser as a wedding coordinator? 
But I didn’t have time to linger on Marco’s tropical travesty décor further, as footsteps pounded behind me. 
“There’s nowhere to run,” Anne yelled, pushing the flap back on the tent. “I know you’re in here.”
I grabbed the nearest thing I could find – a shiny silver chaffing dish – and spun around, whacking her square in the face.
I heard a crunch and a grunting sound as she staggered backward.
“Bitch! My nose!” she yelled, hands going to her face where I could see red liquid gushing between her fingers.
I fought back a wave of nausea and turned to run.
Unfortunately, Anne recovered quickly. I only got a couple of steps away before I felt her grab a handful of hair, yanking sharply.
“Uhn.” I cried out as my body followed my hair, stumbling backward on my heels. She whipped me around, throwing me toward a group of tables and chairs, where I landed with a thud, taking three place settings down to the ground with me. 
I shook the stars out of my eyes to see her lunging again. I rolled to the right, quickly scrambling onto my hands and knees, crawling out of her reach.
Well, almost out of her reach. Damn those long willowy arms of hers.
A hand shot out and locked onto my ankle. I twisted right then left, kicking at her with my free leg as my eyes scanned the ground for a possible weapon. Spoon, napkin, butter knife. Shit, I knew we should have ordered steak. 
Then I spied an orange plastic cooler with an Anaheim Angels sticker on the side stuck under the buffet table a foot away.
I clawed my way forward, my fingers digging into the soft grass. A couple more inches, one more… finally my fingers connected and I ripped the lid off the cooler, tossing it backward. It collided with Anne’s forehead with a satisfying thud. 
“Ow! Bitch,” she spat out.
But she didn’t let go. I leaned forward, shoving my hand in the cooler and coming out with… a frozen tamale?
Without thinking, I threw it behind me too, hearing another thunk answer back. I grabbed another and another, chucking them behind me rapid fire. 
“What the hell are you throwing at me? Burritos?” she screamed. Her grip loosened on my ankle just enough for me to wiggled free.
I leapt to my feet (wow, those step classes were really working. I’d never leapt to anything before.) and took off at a dead run for the back of the tent. I heard Anne following suit a step behind me. As I burst through the flaps I paused only a second to get my bearings. The hotel was dead ahead of me. But, since Mom had booked the largest garden in L.A. County for my “small and intimate” wedding, it was a full football field away. Or at least it seemed that far as I ran for my life toward the safety of lights, people, and snooty concierges. 
I got as far as my tropical-flower laden altar when I felt a sharp shove between my shoulder blades, propelling me forward with a jerk. My arms flailed as I went down, grasping for anything to hold on to. I caught a vine. A big one. Only, as I hit the ground, it came with me, pulling the entire altar to the right. I watched in slow motion horror as the white lattice gazebo titled, then creaked, then fell forward, collapsing down on both Anne and me as she struggled to get a hold on my hair again.
Luckily, Anne took the brunt of it, her eyes rolling up into her head, momentarily stunned. I wriggled out from underneath her as she struggled to lift the heavy beams off her legs. I rolled to the left, just as she freed herself and rolled right. Both of us coming up on opposite sides of the mangled structure. Only her side was closer to the hotel. Damn.
We stood there in a sort of standoff, our breath coming hard, knees bent, ready to bolt either way should the other lunge first. 
“You killed Gigi,” I said, trying to distract her. If I could inch to the right just a couple steps, I thought I could make a break for it. 
Anne grinned, showing off a row of white teeth that looked eerily like the Cheshire cat in the sparse moonlight. “And here I thought you were just some dumb blonde.” 
I narrowed my eyes. “No, you’re just some psycho brunette.”
She laughed, a high-pitched kind of cackle that held more menace than humor. And I realized my insult wasn’t too far off the mark. There really was something seriously wrong with this chick. I should have known. I mean, really, what normal person doesn’t like chocolate?
“Where is Allie?” I asked, watching her eyes dart to the left, then right, as if looking for a way to get the jump on me.
“Wouldn’t you like to know, Miss Nosey? You know, everything was going fine until you showed up.”
“Yeah, I get that a lot,” I mumbled. “Does he have her?” I asked.
Anne’s eyes clouded for a moment, then narrowed. “Oh, you know about him, then, do you?”
I nodded. “No way did I think you were smart enough to pull this off on your own.”
I know, maybe not the brightest plan to piss off the psycho. But the longer I could keep her talking, the greater the chance some hotel employee would see the standoff in the wedding garden. 
“Shows how much you know!” she shouted. I glanced toward the hotel. Sadly, we were too far away for anyone to hear us. 
“How so?” I stalled.
“Allie was my idea!”
Ah ha. Now we were getting somewhere. 
“So, you did kidnap her?”
“Of course.”
“And kill Gigi.”
“That old cow. She looked right through me. I was happy to see her gone. It was so simple. I just showed up at her studio, told her that my uncle had forgotten something for the samples and, when her back was turned, hit her with a cake knife.”
I fought down a wave of sickness, remembering the scene. “But it wasn’t your idea to kill her, was it?” I asked, treading carefully.
Anne faltered. Then shook her head. “No. I did it for him. I love him. I’d do anything for him.”
Geeze, I loved my family too, but no way was I offing my Uncle Mickey’s ex girlfriend in Bocca. 
“But why Allie?” I asked. I glanced back toward the hotel, again. I could see a group of businessmen in suits drinking scotch on the back patio. Could they see us in the dark out here? 
“Because he found out she was Gigi’s daughter!” Anne shouted. “Duh!”
And I’d been the one to give Anne this bit of information. I mentally kicked myself. I so owed Allie after this. If there was an after this, I decided, seeing the way Anne’s eyes had taken on a crazed look talking about her beloved uncle. 
“And now your uncle has her?” I asked.
Anne cocked her head to the side. But instead of answering right away, a crooked smile took over her face. There went that Cheshire cat look again. “You really have no idea where she is, do you?” she asked.
I paused. “Uh, sure I do.”
But, as Ramirez had pointed out many a time, I was a terrible liar. And Anne didn’t buy that for a minute. Instead, she jumped right at me, lunging over the altar debris and hitting me square in the chest, knocking us both backwards into a row of folding chairs. They toppled over with a domino effect that rippled on for three whole rows, taking the delicate ribbon and floral edging with it. 
Her hands went around my throat, instantly cutting off my air supply. I clawed at her fingers, kicking my knee upward to catch her in the gut. Her grip loosened as the wind went out of her. I rolled sharply to the left, knocking into the little white table that held the guest book. It went flying, landing in the flowerbeds. Anne grabbed a handful of my hair and thunked my head against the hard earth.
“Uhn.” I tried to ignore the lump I was sure I’d have tomorrow, clawing at her face with my free hand. 
She jerked out of the way, rolling us to the left, knocking into a glass terrarium full of monarch butterflies. I grabbed a handful of her hair and we went right, taking down a table full of wine bottles and little bubble blowers. I winced. Marco was going to kill me.
That is, if I ever got out alive.
Anne’s hands went around my throat again as she rolled me up against a palm tree, the little white lights hot against my back. I felt her fingers squeeze until gurgling sounds erupted from the back of my throat. I twisted right and left, turning my head side to side, but it was no use. For a stick figure, she was freakishly strong. And she had me completely pinned. I felt my limbs going heavy, fog starting to fill my head, my vision fuzzing at the edges. 
This was it. And my first irrational thought as the wave of unending dizziness swept over me was that I never got to be a wife. Ever since we’d gotten engaged, all this wedding stuff had taken on a life of its own. I’d forgotten that it was really all just the means to an end. An end where I’d fall asleep in Ramirez’s arms every night. Where I’d wake up every morning to the sound of his shower and the smell of freshly brewed coffee. Where we’d sit on the sofa and watch movies without worrying about which one of us had to drive home in an hour for an early morning. Where I knew that no matter how horrible my bed-head was in the morning, he’d still love me anyway. Where no matter how many cases took him away in the middle of the night, I knew he’d always come home to me. Our home. Where one day we’d start a family, watch it grow, and hold hands on the front porch as we turned into old, wrinkly, prunes who only had eyes for each other.
That was the part I wanted. That was the part I’d said yes to in Paris. And I was damned if some skinny homicidal freak was going to rob me of it.
As I felt my vision fade, my fingers grasped along the ground for anything I could use as a weapon. Just as my head felt like it was about to explode, my fingers wrapped around something long and smooth. I swung wildly in front of me, and felt the pressure on my throat release as a wine bottle collided with the side of Anne’s head. 
She fell off me, rolling to her hands and knees as I dragged in deep, painful breaths of air. But I didn’t care, nothing had ever felt so good.
Anne stood up, shaking bits of green glass from her hair. And grabbed another discarded bottle, swinging it my way. “Bitch!” she yelled.
I ducked just in time, scrambling up off the ground and diving behind one of the giant tiki heads. She was a step behind me, the wine bottle slicing menacingly through the air.
I ducked down and shoved at the tiki head with all my might. It wiggled a little. I threw my shoulder into it, and shoved like my life depended on it. Which, if the crazed look in Anne’s eyes was any indication, it did.
The tiki head tilted forward, slowly leaning on one edge. I shoved one more time and felt it tip forward. I heard Anne scream, and then the sickening crunch of the tiki landing on top of her, pinning her body to the ground. 
And apparently Anne wasn’t the only thing it hit. Because within seconds, hundreds of tiny, winged butterflies filled the air, fluttering up into the night sky. 
I watched them, panting as I crumpled to the ground, my legs giving out entirely. Marco was right. They really were kind of spectacular. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
Fifteen minutes later the air was filled with the sound of sirens, my perfect shambles of a wedding site bathed in flashing blue and red lights, crime scene tape holding back a mob of curious hotel patrons that now couldn’t seem to keep their eyes off the garden. (Where had they been half an hour ago?) 
I was seated in the last row of what was supposed to be my wedding venue watching paramedics try to pry Anne’s screaming, swearing form from beneath a giant tiki head as I fielded questions from a very confused rookie cop in a starched blue uniform.
“So, you followed your caterer here?”
“Yes.”
“And she attacked you?”
“Yes.”
“Because she killed your wedding planner?”
“Yes.”
“And you pinned her with a giant tiki head.”
“That about sums it up.”
He gave me a funny look, then jotted something down in his notebook. Probably a note to self never to get married. 
“Maddie!” 
I looked up to find my entire wedding party running toward me. Mom, Faux Dad, Larry, the Ramirezes and everyone else, all jogged across the lawn toward the flashing lights. (Well, most of them jogged. Mrs. Rosenblatt mostly waddled.) But the man leading the pack was the only one I noticed. Ramirez.
Shoving the uniformed cop aside, I fairly leapt into his arms as he ducked through the crime scene tape.
“Are you okay?” he asked, his arms instantly around me.
For a moment I couldn’t respond, my throat clogged with emotion. “Yeah,” I finally squeezed out.
He pulled back, running an assessing look over my person. A few cuts, bumps, a nasty bruise forming on my neck. And I could feel a hell of a headache brewing. But I was essentially okay. 
Once he finished looking me over, he glanced around the scene I’d created. “Wow, when you stay out of trouble, you really do it with style.”
I couldn’t help a smile. “Thanks.”
“I’m not sure that was a compliment.”
“I know.”
He grinned down at me. Then he gestured to Anne. “So, she killed Gigi?” he asked.
I felt the corners of my mouth heading north, my spine straightening. “Yes. I got a full confession. She also kidnapped Allie.”
“Wow.”
“Guess this means I win, huh?”
Ramirez looked down at what I was sure was the biggest shit eating grin ever pasted on my face. His eyes crinkled at the corner, his own lips twitching. 
“Damn. I guess it does. All right, you win, Springer. You’re a kickass detective.”
Have I mentioned how much I love this man? 
I wrapped my arms around his neck, kissing him square on the lips. I might have even used a little tongue had the entire L.A.P.D. not been watching (not to mention my mother), but as it was, I restrained myself.
“Maddie, honey!” Mom and the gang finally broke through the police barrier, enveloping me in a series of group hugs that I was sure were going to leave bruises tomorrow. Everyone was talking at once, Mom alternating between jaw-dropping awe and tears, Dana doing a series of “ohmigod”s and Marco eyeing the cute paramedic with an earring. Finally Ramirez corralled them all into one of the reception tents and sat me down alone. 
“So,” he said, going into cop mode, “tell me exactly what Anne said to you.”
So, I did, relaying the entire story. “She said she did it because she loved him,” I finished.
“That makes sense,” he said, his eyes doing a slow survey of the scene. “My captain picked him up an hour ago.”
I froze. “He did?” 
Ramirez nodded. “We suspected him from the beginning. When we learned why Gigi visited her attorney, it sealed it. Only problem was, with the airtight alibi, we knew he must be working with an accomplice.”
“Her attorney talked to you?” I asked, dismayed. And here I thought we got on so well with Kaufman.
Ramirez grinned at me. “A warrant helps. Hey, you wouldn’t happen to know anything about a blonde in heels who had him draw up a prenup, would you?”
Guilt heated my cheeks. “Nope.”
“Hmm,” he said. “Yeah, I didn’t think so.”
“So, uh, anyway,” I said, clearing my throat. “After you arrested him, did he tell you where Allie was?”
He shook his head. “No. He swore he didn’t know. But I have a feeling Anne may be a little more forthcoming.” He gestured to the woman, still squirming and shouting curses as the tiki was lifted from her right leg. I winced, looking away. The way that leg was bent was definitely not natural.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not sure she’ll talk. She seems pretty devoted to her uncle.”
“Her uncle?” Ramirez gave me a funny look.
I nodded. “Yeah, Fauston. He’s the one who told her to kill Gigi.”
Suddenly the mammoth grin that I’d been doing ever since Ramirez conceded defeat was on the other face. His eyes twinkled down at me. “Honey,” he started. 
Uh oh. I’d gone from crack detective to honey. This did not sound good.
“We didn’t pick up Fauston,” he continued. “We arrested Gigi’s ex. Seth Summerville.”
“Summerville?” I felt my jaw drop open. So much for my big gloating win. 
Ramirez nodded. “After talking with her attorney, we learned that Summerville and Gigi had never actually finalized their divorce. Gigi was still hung up on him and had stalled the proceedings. That is, until Spike proposed to her. She called her attorney to have papers drawn up to dissolve the marriage with Summerville right away.”
“So she was going to say yes to Spike?” I made a mental note to tell him. While nothing would bring his girlfriend back, I had a feeling it would help.
“It would seem,” Ramirez went on. “Only Summerville wasn’t happy about it. See, his company was in trouble. Big time. He’d over-invested and with the real estate market in a slump, he’d gotten in over his head. He was on the verge of bankruptcy and losing everything. But, as long as he was married to Gigi, he could still borrow against her business.”
“Which was thriving. Only once they divorced, there went his cash cow,” I added.
Ramirez nodded. “Exactly. So, he came up with an even more lucrative idea. Kill Gigi and inherit her entire estate. He’d been carrying on an affair with Anne ever since she’d started delivering cookies to his building, back when he and Gigi were still together. He promised Anne he’d finally be free to marry her if she killed Gigi for him.”
The puzzle pieces were rapidly falling into place. “Only he wasn’t the one to inherit. Her daughter was. He really hadn’t known about Allie.”
“No. Not until you told him.”
I winced. Geeze, had I tipped everyone off? That was it, I owed Allie free pedicures for life.
“So, they kidnapped her?”
Ramirez nodded. “When Summerville found out he wasn’t inheriting, he said he couldn’t marry Anne after all. She got desperate. The plan was to force Allie to sign a will leaving everything to Summerville, then kill her.”
I bit my lip. “Did she?”
Ramirez shrugged. “Like I said, Summerville swore he didn’t know where she was. The kidnapping was all Anne’s doing.”
I looked over at Anne, resisting the urge to go kick her broken leg until she gave it up.
Beyond her, I saw a figure in khakis and a white button-down jogging toward us from the parking lot, his mussed hair floating around his flushed ears.
Ramirez followed my line of vision. “Is that who I think it is?” he asked, his eyes narrowing. 
I punched him in the arm. “Don’t start.” 
Considering I’d already crushed one person that night, he complied. Smart man. 
Completely ignoring the crime scene tape, Felix came at us, almost as out of breath as I’d been a few minutes ago. 
“Maddie, you okay?”
“She’s fine,” Ramirez answered for me, wrapping a possessive arm around my shoulders. 
Oh brother. 
Luckily Felix either didn’t notice or had perfected his ignoring Ramirez technique. “Any sign of Allie?” he breathed. 
I shook my head.
His entire body immediately went slack, the hope draining out of him as he slumped into a wooden chair. “What happened here?” 
I took a deep breath, trying to rewind to the beginning of the evening again. 
“Well, after I went back to the bakery, I saw Anne leaving. I followed her from the bakery to here, where she put my wedding cake in the kitchen. Then I had the idea to check out her van. Only I didn’t get a chance because just as I was opening the door she whacked me on the back of the head with a cookie sheet…”
I trailed off. And felt my eyes grow big as it hit me. 
It must have occurred to Felix at the same time as he sat bolt upright. “The van!”
He jumped from his seat, toppling over the chair, and took off for the bakery van at a full on sprint. Ramirez and I followed a step behind, covering the expanse of lawn to the back parking lot.
Fauston’s van was still in the same place it had been, sitting three spaces from the front of the building. Felix hit it first (who knew Tabloid Boy could run so fast?) and fairly ripped the back door off in his vigor to open it. I closed in a few steps behind Ramirez, my right side cramped from way too much exertion in way too short a time span. That’s it, after this I was permanently off exercise. 
I strained to see around Ramirez’s broad shoulders, pushing in front of him. 
Then froze.
There, sitting in the back of the van, amongst pink boxes of peanut butter cookies and chocolate fudge squares, her feet bound, her mouth covered with duct tape, sat Allie. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
Felix jumped into the van and started tearing at her bindings before Ramirez could stop him. Not that I’m entirely sure anything could have stopped him at that point. I’d never seen cool, collected Felix so frantic before. Allie winced as he ripped the duct tape off her mouth in one band aide like motion, but as soon as her hands were free, she threw both arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder, tears flowing like they’d never stop. 
Felix carried her out of the van as Ramirez hailed a paramedic team over. After a thorough head to toe, they said she was a little dehydrated, and the cut on her head where Anne had knocked her out in her apartment needed a couple stitches, but she was basically okay. Physically, that was. Mentally, I had a feeling it would be awhile before Allie looked at cookies the same way again. 
It was a good two hours later before the last of our wedding party was bundled into their cars and the police officers had finished their interviews, clearing Allie and me to go home. Felix insisted on taking Allie home with him so he could keep an eye on her overnight. 
“But,” he assured me as he bundled her into his Neon, “she can sleep in the guest room. No funny business, I swear.”
I grinned. “Hey, your funny business is your business, Felix.”
He nodded, that odd emotion flitting behind his eyes again. “Yes, I suppose it is.”
I gave him a wave and turned to go.
“Maddie?” he called.
“Yeah?” I spun back around to face him again.
“Happy Valentine’s Day.”
I looked down at my watch. 12:03. I guess it was technically Valentine’s Day, wasn’t it? 
“Thanks,” I said. Then looked over his shoulder to where Allie sat waiting for him. “Happy Valentine’s Day to you, too, Felix.”
“Thanks. Oh, and by the way,” he said, a mischievous grin spreading across his face. “She’s twenty-five.”
I couldn’t help the answering tug at my lips. “Well, I guess that makes it all okay then.”
He didn’t answer right away, instead giving me a long look that I wouldn’t dare to try to interpret. Then finally just said, “Goodbye, Maddie,” and walked away. He slid into the driver’s seat of his car, pulling out of the parking lot. 
I watched his taillights disappear around the corner, trying to ignore the little empty spot in the pit of my stomach.
“Hey.” I felt Ramirez’s warm hands rest on my shoulders.
“Hey.” I leaned back against his chest. It was warm and solid and I suddenly realized how exhausted I was. 
His arms went around me. “You ready to go home?”
I nodded, then turned around and looked into his face. It was the first time I’d really stopped to get a good look at him in days. His eyes were tired, drooping a little at the corners, their tiny laugh lines more pronounced. His jaw was dusted with a fine sprinkling of stubble and I wondered when the last time was that he’d actually slept. 
“Happy Valentine’s Day,” I said.
He smiled down at me. “Happy wedding day.”
Oh, hell.
With all that had happened, I’d almost forgotten that we were supposed to be man and wife in just hours. I waited for those pesky panic hiccups to hit at the thought. Oddly enough, in Ramirez’s warm grasp, they didn’t. Huh. I guess maybe being chased around by a homicidal maniac had scared them out of me for good. Go figure.
Though, as I looked around at my shambles of a wedding site, I felt my heart sink.
“There’s no way we can get married here today,” I said.
Ramirez frowned. “It is kind of a crime scene now, isn’t it?”
I shook my head, watching uniformed officers tromp up and down my red, carpeted aisle. “The tamales are melting all over the reception tent, the guest book’s in the mud, the flowers are trampled, the altar’s wrecked, the butterflies are gone and the tiki head has blood on it!”
Ramirez chuckled. Actually chuckled. 
I narrowed my eyes at him. “You find our ruined wedding funny?”
“Who me?” Though he valued his life enough to stop laughing. “No way.”
“Everything is wrecked.”
He wrapped his arms around me again. “Well, not everything.”
I cocked my head at him. “Meaning?”
“I wanna show you something.” He took my hand and led me out into the parking lot where he opened the back of his SUV. He pulled out a plain brown shoebox and handed it to me.
“Your shoes.”
I hesitated. On top of the day I’d just had, I wasn’t sure I could take another disaster. Especially if I had to wear it. 
But the way he was watching me, like a little kid waiting for Christmas, I sucked it up and opened the lid anyway.
“Eeeeeeee!” 
I’m not certain, but I’m pretty sure that girly squeal came from me. Because inside, nestled between folds of delicate white tissue paper, were the most beautiful pair of shoes I had ever laid eyes on in my life. They were white satin with a two-inch heel that did a delicate inward curve to a perfect point. Tiny white beads had been sewn along the edge in an intricate pattern, trailing down the back of the shoe like a cascading waterfall. They were my dream shoes to a tee. I slipped one on. It fit perfectly, like it had been molded exactly to my foot.
I felt tears back up behind my eyes and I threw my arms round Ramirez’s neck. 
“How did you…?”
He grinned. “Okay, I’ll admit, I cheated a little.”
“Well, duh!”
His smile widened. “You were right. Designing shoes is not easy. My attempt looked like they belonged on an elf. A deformed one. So, I found an old sketchbook of yours and kinda stole one of your designs.”
“Thief. I thought they looked familiar.”
“Forgive me?”
I looked down at my feet. “Are you kidding? How could I not?”
I reached up and planted a kiss on his lips. Which he heartily returned, his hands gliding down to my hips, pulling my body tight against his until I feared someone might shout, “Get a room!”
When we finally came up for air, Ramirez pulled back and looked me in the eyes. “I promise that as soon as we can get this whole mess cleaned up, we’ll try again. We’ll plan the most beautiful wedding you ever saw. Together. I promise you’ll get your perfect day.”
I loved the man, no doubt about it. 
And I realized as I melted into his arms that I couldn’t wait for the perfect day. Any day that we were together would be perfect in my book. 
“I have an even better idea,” I said.
He raised an eyebrow.
“How would you feel about a little trip to Vegas?”
He grinned. All the way from his crooked smile to his wicked chocolate eyes. 
“Honey, anything that gets us to that honeymoon sooner works for me.”
 
 
* * *
 
 
The first thing I did was call Dana and tell her to cancel the makeup and hair appointments. The wedding was off. To which she wailed out a long, “Noooooo!” before I could tell her the marriage was definitely still on, we were just eloping. Then she did a squeal so high pitched I was pretty sure she woke up every dog in L.A. County. Of course I should have known that she’d immediately call Marco, who called Faux Dad, who told Mom, who called Mrs. Rosenblatt and Larry, who then called Mama Ramirez who probably put an ad out in the Times because by the time Ramirez and I made it to the gate at LAX for our 3 a.m. flight to Vegas we were eloping with a party of twenty.
I shrugged. At least it was a “small, intimate” elopement.
Two hours, one flight, and seven hotel rooms later, we were all crammed into the Little Chapel of Love on Las Vegas Blvd. waiting for the Elvis-impersonating minister to make it official. 
I’d changed into my wedding dress (hey, just because I was eloping didn’t mean I couldn’t do it in style) and Ramirez was wearing the billowy white guayabera over his tuxedo pants. Which, actually now that I saw the whole effect, was kind of nice. Casual chic even. I had to admit, it suited him a lot better than formal tux tails would have anyway.
As Elvis asked if we promised to “love each other tender” and “don’t be cruel” to one another, my eyes swept over our little wedding party. Mom and Faux Dad sat in the first row of the chapel, holding hands, both of them getting a little misty eyed. Though I had a feeling part of that was due to the fact that Larry and Mom had shown up in the exact same chiffon mother of the bride dresses. Sadly enough, Larry had accessorized it better. 
Madonna sat next to Larry, Marco on her other side giving her the moon eyes. Behind him, Dana had her head on Ricky’s shoulder, mumbling the words, “So romantic,” every few seconds. Mama Ramirez, the aunts, and BillyJo sat beside her, all dabbing at their eyes with handkerchiefs. Mrs. Rosenblatt was blowing her nose loudly into hers. 
“Do you, Madison Louise Springer, take this man as your hunka hunka burning love, to hold tight and be true until you both go to that big ’ol heartbreak hotel in the sky?” Elvis asked me.
I looked up at Ramirez. I could tell he was trying really hard not to laugh. His dark eyes crinkled just a little at the corners, his lips twisting upward. But as I stared up into his eyes, I could see something else there, too. Something that promised years of laughter. Of friendship and respect, of being challenged at every turn and growing into a better person for it. Of hot stolen moments in the dark, and long, lazy mornings in bed. Of always knowing someone’s got your back no matter what kind of trouble finds you.
And I’d never been so sure of any answer in my life.
“I do.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* * * * *
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Chapter One
 
 
TEEN SENSATION ON MORAL VACATION:
LAST NIGHT THE INFORMER CAUGHT EVERYONE’S FAVORITE TEEN ACTRESS, JENNIFER WOOD, AT THE HOLLYWOOD MARTINI ROOM WITH A MEMBER OF A BOY BAND IN ONE HAND AND MARY JANE IN THE OTHER -
 
 
“Shit!” 
“Tina!”
I swiveled in my chair to face my boss, Felix Dunn, standing in the doorway to his office, hands on hips. 
“What?”
“Swear Pig.”
I pursed my lips. “That doesn’t count.”
“I just heard you say ‘shit.’”
“It was computer related. Everyone knows computer-related swearing doesn’t count.”
He narrowed his eyes. Clearly my argument wasn’t cutting it.
“It’s your own fault, you know,” I protested, changing tactics. I’d been typing up a juicy tidbit about the It teen actress, who’d been caught with a joint in her hand at last night’s after-party, when my backspace button stuck, taking out one very cleverly worded line, even if I did say so myself. “I mean, how many centuries old are these things anyway?” I went on. “Would it kill you to buy some new hardware once in a awhile?”
He shook his head. “Swear Pig, Bender,” he repeated, then disappeared back into his office.
“Shit.”
“I heard that!”
I stuck my tongue out at his door and dropped two quarters into the purple piggy bank on my desk. Somehow our newly appointed editor in chief was under the impression that yours truly swore too much. I have no fucking idea where he got that impression. But he’d set up the Swear Pig as a way to break my bad habit. Personally, I was fine with my bad habit. It’s not like I was shooting heroin or anything.
Which brought me back to my story.
I swiveled around, pushing my glasses back up onto my nose and put my fingers to keyboard, recreating my perfect line.
 
 
IT MAY BE ONE JOINT TODAY FOR OUR FAVORITE FAIR-HAIRED TEENY-BOPPER, BUT WITH THE WAY HER LIFE IS SPIRALING OUT OF CONTROL, CAN COCAINE, METH, OR EVEN HEROIN BE FAR BEHIND? HOW MANY BLONDES DOES IT TAKE TO SPELL “REHAB?”
 
 
I sat back in my chair, surveying my work. Okay, so it was a little mean. And the truth was Wood claimed someone had thrust the “stinky cigarette” into her hand just before the paparazzi flashbulbs went off, after which she’d promptly threw it out. But, seriously, she played the perky “Pippi Mississippi” in a tween cable show. This was tabloid gold. 
I hit “send” letting my daily gossip column zip through the L.A. Infomer’s network to Felix’s inbox, then gave my knuckles a satisfying crack. 
I glanced at the clock. Quitting time. And somewhere there was a big beefy burrito dinner with my name on it. I grabbed my Strawberry Shortcake lunchbox that doubled as my purse and made for the exit.
Unfortunately, not before Eagle Eyes Dunn could catch me.
“Bender?”
I thought a dirty word and turned around to find him leaning against his office doorframe. “Did you want something, chief?”
“You finish up that Wood piece yet?” he asked. 
“Just emailed it to you.” I loved it when I was one step ahead of the boss.
“What about Pines?”
“Pines?” 
Edward Pines was the director who’d recently been arrested when police found a stack of pornography under the seat of his car during a routine traffic stop. Not that naked bodies were a novelty in Hollywood, but these particular magazines had included photos of thirteen-year-old boys in the buff. I don’t care how much his last action pic grossed, that guy was total Hollywood roadkill now. 
“What about him?” I asked.
“Being arraigned today. It’s your story, right?”
Damned straight. My headline the morning after Pine’s arrest had read: PINES PINES AFTER PINT-SIZED PRE-TEENS. What can I say? I have a thing for alliteration. 
But as much as I was relishing the story, I wasn’t thrilled with the timing.
“He’s being arraigned now?” My stomach growled. “It’s dinner time.”
“The news waits for no one, love. Cam’s meeting you at the courthouse,” he said, ducking back into his office. 
So much for my burrito. “Shit.”
“Bender…”
“I know, I know.” I reached into Strawberry Shortcake, pulled out another quarter, and dropped it into the ceramic pig on my way out. 
At this rate, I’d be broke by Christmas.
 
 
* * *
 
 
The Beverly Hills courthouse was located on Burton, just a block south of Santa Monica. An unimpressive building, it had a sixties glass-and-concrete esthetic going on that made me think of a Doris Day movie. Totally outdated, totally utilitarian, totally at odds with the rows of Jags and Beemers in the parking lot. 
I slipped my Honda Rebel into a space near the entrance. Yep, that’s right, I ride a motorcycle. A bitchin’ hot pink motorcycle. With yellow flames. I’ll admit, it was no Harley, but for a gal my size, 5’3” on a good day, it fit just right. And with L.A. gas prices shooting through the roof, it was the only way I could afford my rent and my regular Swear Pig deposits. 
I pulled off my helmet, locked it to the handlebars with a metal chain, and shook out my hair. Luckily when your hair is as stick straight as mine helmet head isn’t much of a problem. I gave it a good fluff and felt the shag cut fall back into place. Currently it was auburn with deep purple highlights. Though, I’ve been through so many shades in my lifetime, I’m not even really sure what my natural color is anymore. 
I grabbed Strawberry Shortcake and made my way inside, the cool air-conditioning a sharp contrast to the heat outside. Even in fall, the temp in So. Cal never goes much below 70, and this week we seemed to be hitting Indian summer in spades. After sending my purse through the conveyor belt and stepping through a pair of metal detectors, I made my way up to the second floor where Pines was scheduled to be arraigned.
A towering blonde in jeans and sneakers, holding a big, black Nikon, leaned against the drinking fountain outside the room.
“Hey, Tina,” she said, raising a hand in greeting.
“I see Felix gave you late shift too, huh?” I said, gesturing to her camera.
She nodded. “Caught me in the middle of the dinner rush at Mr. Chow. And Britney had reservations today, too.”
Cameron Dakota was the Informer’s only full-time photographer. Most of the time Felix found it cheaper to pay freelancers by the picture, but Cameron had a knack for not only capturing celebs with their pants down (literally, if she was lucky) but also providing clear, quality shots that kept readers coming back time and time again to the Informer’s pages. And, oddly enough, she actually seemed to enjoy being stuck on Brit watch. Personally, if I had to follow Hollywood halfwits to Starbucks every day, I’d shoot myself. 
Lucky for me, I only had to cover them in court.
“Pines in there yet?” I asked, gesturing to the large, oak doors.
Cam shook her head, long blond hair whipping at her cheeks. “He’s up next. Right now he’s in the room next door with his lawyers. No cameras allowed in the courtroom so I’m waiting for a walk-of-shame shot.” She gave me a wink.
“Go get ‘em, tiger.” 
I pushed through the doors and slipped into the back of the courtroom.
Contrary to the world of L.A. Law, there was nothing glamorous, sexy, or exciting about sitting in L.A. County Court. The rooms were squat, square boxes filled with metal-framed tables, hard wooden chairs, and depressingly beige walls. Think DMV décor. Only worse. Since this was only an arraignment, no jury was present, just a bunch of people sitting in the gallery, family members who’d likely be putting up bail for the various guys in orange jumpsuits being paraded through the room. Currently up was a guy with earrings the size of nickels stuck in his ears, apparently pleading no contest to a drug possession charge. 
Yawn.
I shifted in my seat, pulling my digital recorder from my back pocket as they let Mr. Meth out the side, telling a skinny brunette with tattoos that she could post his $50,000 bail downstairs.
But I sat up straighter as the side door opened and the next defendant shuffled in.
Edward Pines was in his fifties, though he looked about seventy-five today. Apparently jail did not agree with the man. Dark circles ringed his eyes, his jowly features softer and flabbier than the last photo Cam had snapped for our front page. He walked with his head down, as if already playing contrite despite the absence of jurors. Beside him stood his attorney—tall, pressed suit, pasty complexion. I didn’t recognize him, but that wasn’t surprising. High-profile pedophiles didn’t make legal careers.
“Mr. Pines, you’ve been charged with possession of child pornography,” the judge boomed from his bench. “How do you plead?”
The pasty attorney took his cue. “The defendant pleads not guilty, Your Honor.”
I raised an eyebrow. Pines had been caught red-handed by police. I wondered just how his attorney planned to tap dance out of that.
“Very well. Prosecution on bail?” The judge turned to the pencil-thin district attorney, who, with the exception of his slight height, could have been a carbon copy of the pasty defense attorney. Didn’t any of these guys ever see the sun?
“Your Honor, the People request bail be set at ten million dollars.”
“Sonofa-” I sucked in a breath and heard a round of gasps ripple through the courtroom at the exorbitant amount. 
Pines might have been a public figure and a creep, but it wasn’t like he’d killed anyone. Even murder charges rarely topped a million in bail. I leaned forward in my seat. This was about to get juicy, I could feel it.
“Your Honor, that’s outrageous,” the defense attorney argued. His cheeks actually showed some color now. “My client is an upstanding member of society, highly regarded by his peers. He has deep ties to the community, and, quite frankly, I feel the D.A.’s bail request is ludicrously out of proportion to the crime at hand.”
The judge raised his bushy eyebrows. “You think child pornography isn’t a big deal, counselor?”
“Of course it is, Your Honor,” he quickly backpedaled. “But the D.A.’s request is…severe,” he finished, this time choosing his words more carefully.
Severe. Good way of putting it. I made a mental note to use that word in my copy. 
“Mr. Atwood?” the judged asked, addressing the D.A.
“Your Honor, the defendant has considerable means, dual citizenship in the U.S. and Canada. He is a flight risk. And,” he said, shooting Pines a withering look, “considering the defendant is a director with access to all manner of photographic equipment, we feel it is our duty to protect the children of the community by requesting ten million in bail.”
“That’s insane, Your Honor,” defense argued. “My client is being persecuted by the D.A. because of his fame.”
“I’ve heard enough,” the judge said, holding up his hands.
The entire courtroom, myself included, went silent, holding our collective breath as the judge chewed the inside of his cheek, his gaze going from one attorney to the other. No doubt wondering just how this would play out in the press.
Finally he seemed to come to some conclusion. 
“Mr. Pines, if you think celebrity is an excuse for immoral behavior, you’ll be sorely disappointed in my courtroom. Bail is set at ten million dollars.”
I let out a low whistle as the judge banged his gavel. The D.A. gave a triumphant lift of his chin, almost exactly proportionate to the slump in Pines’s shoulders as the bailiff accompanied him out of the room. 
I slipped my recorder back in my pocket. An interesting development indeed. Whether Pines actually had ten mil in change for bail or not, I had no idea. But a Hollywood director stuck in jail for days? This was almost as good as Paris Watch ’08. What do you want to bet he’d be claiming mental anguish in under a week? 
I mentally rubbed my hands together with glee as I slipped back out the door to find Cam waiting for me. After all, one pedophile director’s mental anguish meant front-page coverage for yours truly. 
God, I loved Hollywood. 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
After the arraignment, Cam and I hit the Del Taco on Santa Monica. I got my steaming hot burrito, ordering a second to go just in case, and Cam did a taco salad before we parted ways - her to camp out on Sunset for the evening club crowd and me to home.
Which, for me, was South Pasadena, a sleepy little suburb wedged between Glendale and the San Gabriel Valley. Wide streets, palms on every corner, and strip malls with Trader Joe’s and Pier One at all the intersections. Pretty typical American every-suburb, except for the fact that Nicole Richie lived just over the freeway. 
I pulled my Rebel off the 2, roaring to a stop at the front entrance to the Palm Grove community, and cut the motor. I hopped off the bike, walking it silently through the wrought-iron gates into the complex. The residents didn’t exactly appreciate the sound of my twin engines as much as I did. Mostly because they were all eighty. Yep, I lived in a retirement community. 
When my Great Uncle Sal finally cashed in his chips, my Aunt Sue traded in her four-bedroom in Long Beach for a cute little condo in Palm Grove. Lucky for me, that was right about the time the lease had expired on my apartment across town, and I’d needed a place to hang my hat for a few weeks. 
That was three years ago. 
Turns out Aunt Sue isn’t as sharp as she used to be. And having a person who doesn’t forget to turn off the oven and knows that socks don’t go in the freezer has come in handy. Which suits me fine. You can’t beat the fixed-income rent on the place, my neighbors are always quiet, and I have the entire pool to myself as soon as Jeopardy! comes on. 
I wheeled my bike down Sanctuary Drive to Paradise Lane before turning onto my street, Oasis Terrace. I know, someone was a creative genius when it came to street names in this development. Aunt Sue and I lived in a little two-bedroom number, third on the left. White siding, blue shutters, low-maintenance square of lawn. Exactly like the other 32 units in the complex, except that ours had a pink flamingo out front. 
“That you, Tina?” A woman in a pink housecoat and fuzzy slippers shuffled onto the porch of the house next door, fifty years of a pack-a-day habit grinding her voice into a gravely baritone. 
“’Evening, Mrs. Carmichael,” I said, waving.
She put her hands on her bony hips and narrowed a pair of eyes beneath her cap of white curls. Though her eyes were always kind of narrow. Mrs. Carmichael had had one too many facelifts in her fifties, and her seventies weren’t being kind to her. “I can always tell it’s you,” she said, clacking her dentures. “That motorbike of yours is so noisy.”
“It’s off,” I said. “See?” I paused, putting my ear to the bike. “No sound.”
“Hmm.” She clicked her upper teeth again. “Well, it’s still noisy. Can’t hardly hear Pat Sajack over the thing.” Mrs. Carmichael was the only person in the complex who didn’t wear a hearing aid, a fact that had not only earned her the title of Neighborhood Watch Captain, but also tickled her vanity to no end. Mrs. Carmichael never turned her TV volume up past three. 
“Sorry. I’ll try to be quieter.”
“And tell your aunt to turn down her music,” she shouted after me. “It’s been blasting all day!” 
I waved in agreement as I tucked my bike around the corner of the house and let myself in.
Aunt Sue was waiting for me at the kitchen table, wearing a powder blue, polyester track suit. Her snow white hair was curled into tight ringlets against her scalp and her watery blue eyes shone behind a pair of thick, wire-rimmed glasses. A plate full of steaming brown stuff sat in front of her.
“Hi, peanut, how was your day?” she asked
“Fab. Mrs. Carmichael said you should turn down your music.” I crossed to an old ‘80s boom box playing Frank Sinatra. At top volume. Unlike Mrs. Carmichael, Aunt Sue had industrial-strength hearing aids. Which would have worked wonders if she ever wore them. 
“Hattie Carmichael is on old fuddy duddy,” Aunt Sue protested.
“Amen. What’s that?” I gestured to her dinner.
“Meatloaf.”
I sniffed. It smelled like meatloaf. But it looked like dog crap. “It looks a little, um, runny.”
Aunt Sue glanced down at her plate as if seeing it for the first time. “Well, now, it does a bit, doesn’t it?”
“What did you put in it?” I crossed the galley kitchen to make sure the oven was, indeed, off. 
She pursed her lips, pronounced wrinkles forming between her thin wisps of eyebrows. “Same things I always do.” She paused. “I think. It’s hard to remember. Maybe I forgot the bread crumbs.” She shrugged. 
I pulled my “just in case” burrito out of my bag and set it on a plate for her.
“What’s this?” she asked, her eyes shining like I’d placed a Christmas present in front of her.
“Beefy bean and cheese.”
“Hot sauce?”
I dropped a couple packets of Del Scorcho on the table next to her. 
“You are the best niece I ever had,” Aunt Sue said, digging in.
“I’m your only niece.” I grabbed her plate of runny meatloaf and gave it a proper burial in the garbage disposal.
“That’s beside the point.”
“Thanks. You’re my favorite, too.” I dropped a kiss on the top of her head. 
“Mmm,” she said, making little yummy sounds. “Why is it that the worse a food is for you, the better it tastes?”
“Burritos aren’t that bad,” I countered.
“Come on now, all that fast-food stuff is terrible. Full of preservatives and cholesterol. That stuff will kill you. Clogs your arteries, you know. Millie Sanders said her cousin ate that McDonald’s stuff every morning, and he dropped dead of a heart attack just last week. He was only seventy-three!”
“Well, then it looks like I’ve got a few good years of drive-thrus ahead of me before I have to start worrying about it.” I gave her a wink.
“Got any more hot sauce?” Aunt Sue asked around a huge bite.
I dropped a couple more packets on the table.
“You eat already?” she asked. 
I nodded. 
Her shoulders sagged. “Darn. Because I made meatloaf.”
I bit my lip. “I know, Aunt Sue.”
“Oh.” She paused a moment, as if her brain was struggling really hard to make those connections. Finally she shrugged. “Well, maybe I’ll make lasagna tomorrow.”
I put the pan of meatloaf mush in the sink. “Well, I’ve been warned.”
Aunt Sue gave me a playful swat on the arm as I brushed past, stopping to deposit another quick kiss on her little old forehead, before scooting off to my room.
Once there, I kicked off my shoes, sat cross legged on my patchwork bedspread and booted up my laptop, going through my nightly ritual of checking various email accounts, Twitter posts, and celebrity watcher blogs for any hot leads to pad tomorrow’s column. Thanks to a carefully cultivated network of informants, I had eyes all over Hollywood. 
A couple baby-bump sightings on Melrose, a fender bender in Malibu involving a judge from American Idol, and one from a guy who worked at Dunkin’ Donuts in Santa Monica who swore a certain bulimic actress was in buying glazed old fashions like they were going out of style.
Envisioning tomorrow’s headline, GOLDEN GLOBE WINNER GORGES ON GLAZED GOODIES, I opened a Word doc and started snarking away.
I was halfway through tomorrow’s masterpiece when an instant message popped up in the corner of my screen. From ManInBlack72.
A quick jump of adrenaline hit my stomach, and I bit my lip to keep the corner of my mouth from curving into a smile. 
Like most of Hollywood, I have my own dirty little secret: an online crush. 
When Felix took over as managing editor, he was appalled by the paper’s lack of “digital exploitation” as he put. Personally, I figure a paper should be on paper, but Felix was more of a computer whiz than I, and his first steps were to put everything online – an interactive Informer webpage, daily tweets, blogs, and Facebook and MySpace accounts for all the staff. 
ManInBlack72 first contacted me through my new MySpace account this past summer. He was a friend of a friend of a friend… well, you know the drill. How does anyone know anyone online, but suddenly you’ve got 500 friends, right? And one of them was him. He put a pic of that cartoon robot, Bender, from Futurama in my comments section. You know, for Tina Bender. Ha, ha. Pretty cheesy. And I told him so. Surprisingly, he had a sense of humor about it and sent me a cartoon with a wedge of Swiss cheese in it the next week. Pretty soon comments turned into private messages, which turned into emails, which turned into giving out our IM handles. 
Which turned into me suppressing a smile as I clicked the “accept message” button. 
Hey, Bender.
I quickly typed back. Hey. 
How was your day, babe?
If anyone else had called me “babe,” I would have given him a thorough lecture on the history of the feminist movement. But ManInBlack was the only one, aside from Aunt Sue, who ever asked about my day. And considering Aunt Sue didn’t remember what I’d told her two seconds later… it was nice someone asked. 
Good. Got my column in on time.
Look at you being all prompt.
I grinned at the compliment.
Anything juicy to share? he asked. 
Sorry, pal, you’ll just have to read the papers like everyone else.

You’re a cruel woman, Bender.
I know. 

Good thing you’re so damned cute.
My stomach did a funny little shimmy. Even though I knew he was full of it. I never posted photos of myself online. The fewer people who knew what I looked like, the easier it was to do my job. The only avatar pic I had up on my MySpace page was of me morphed into a Simpson’s cartoon character that I’d gotten during the movie promo. Not really an exact likeness. 
But, instead of calling him out as a blatant liar, I responded with, I try.
Hmm… that was where you were supposed to mention how hot I am. 

Like a tamale, I joked back. Even though I had no idea what he looked like, either. The only photos on his page were of Johnny Cash, Darth Vadar, and the Will Smith/Tommy Lee Jones duo. You know, all men in black. 
So, how was your day, hot stuff? I asked.
Ahn. But it’s getting better.
Rough day at the office?
I had no idea what Black did. He’d joked a few times that he could tell me, but then he’d have to kill me. Not that I minded. It added to the mystique that he had some unmentionable job. In my mind he was kind of like Batman - too modest to tell me he was a billionaire by day and a superhero by night. So I never pushed the issue. It would have totally killed the fantasy to know he pumped gas for a living.
I’ve had better, he typed back. How about you cheer me up?
Hmm… You like knock-knock jokes?
Not exactly what I had in mind… but let’s hear it, Bender.
Okay… knock, knock.
Who’s there?
Boo.
Boo who?
Don’t cry, tomorrow will be better.
There was a pause. I wasn’t sure if it meant he was laughing or groaning.
Cute.
I let out a breath. Cute was good. I’d take cute.
Thanks.
Hey… look outside.
For one irrational moment my stomach clenched on that burrito as I whipped my head to the window, half expecting Black to be standing outside on the lawn. Instead, as I pulled the gauzy white curtains back, I saw the tail end of the sun’s descent onto the horizon. Or, in my case, onto the roof of Hattie Carmichael’s Cadillac in the driveway next door. But the glow of bright oranges and reds as the last rays of daylight fought through the thick Indian summer smog was brilliant. Like a surreal oil painting… or some kid’s Creamsicle smearing across the sky. 
Wow, I responded
Beautiful, huh?
Very.
Amazing how something as toxic as our smog layer can create a picture so gorgeous. There was a pause before more words appeared on my screen. That’s how you are.
Hmmm… had he just called me toxic?
Me?
You’re the brilliant sunset ending my smog-shitty day with a smile.
I felt a big goofy grin take over my face.
Thanks.
‘Night, Bender. Be good. 

‘Night, Man in Black.
Then the little “online now” icon next to his name disappeared.
I looked at the little blinking cursor, the quiet screen bringing me back to reality.
Sad that the most intimate relationship I had was with a computer screen. I know in reality there was some guy on the other end, but, like I said, he probably pumped gas for a living and lived in his mother’s basement. 
Man in Black was a fantasy, nothing more. I knew that the image in my head was nothing like the real guy would be. In my mind he was six feet tall, dark hair, even darker eyes. A sort of crooked, imperfect, but oh-so-sexy smile, kind of like Elvis, lifting one side of his lip at a time. Maybe a scar. Something he’d gotten at his very dangerous and mysterious job. 
I sighed, clicking shut the screen. Until tomorrow, fantasy man…
Instead, I turned on the TV, threw in an old Seinfeld DVD and let the canned laughter fill the silence as I finished my column. 
 
 
* * *
 
 
The next morning I woke up late, shoved myself into a pair of purple jeans, black Converse, and a black T-shirt with pink lettering that read, “If You Can Read This, You’re Too Close.” Then I hopped on my bike and pulled up to the L.A. Informer’s offices almost on time. The Informer was situated on Hollywood Boulevard, just bordering the trendy tourist part of town and the part where you don’t walk alone at night without body armor. The building was a square, stuccoed, three-story thing that was at one time white, but now lay something closer to dingy beige. Built around the same time as the famed Hollywoodland sign, it might have been charming once, but that had been many years and many uncaring landlords ago. Sun-faded awning over the door, peeling paint near the windows, a rusty metal fire escape clinging to the side of the building as if its life depended on it. Trump Towers it was not. 
I pushed through the doors and rode the elevator to the second floor, dropping Strawberry Shortcake on my desk with a clang. 
“That you, Bender?” A head popped up from the neighboring cubicle. Balding, gray stubble along the chin, droopy, bloodshot eyes - Max Beacon, the oldest, most experienced, and generally the most hung-over member of the Informer’s staff. He covered obits and had his own, detailing how he’d died of liver failure, pre-written and tacked to the fabric-covered wall of his cubicle, right next to a poster of a bulldog saying, “This is my happy face.”
“Hey, Max. What’s new?”
“Remember that guy who played Bette Davis’s son in that film about the traveling theater group?”
“Uh huh.” I nodded. Even though I had no clue what movie he was talking about.
“Died today. 64. Heart failure.”
“Bummer.”
“Very. Hey, did you see the new applicant on your way in?”
I pushed my chair back, glancing toward Felix’s glass walled office in the far corner. Until this summer—when he’d moved up in the world to take over as editor-Felix had been the Informer’s star reporter. Ever since he’d become the boss man, Felix had been interviewing applicants to fill in his former position. So far none had passed his test. 
I squinted at the latest victim sitting across the desk from him. Blonde, miniskirt, jugs out to here.
I did a low whistle. “She applying to be a reporter or go-go dancer?”
Max chuckled. “She’s been in there for over an hour.”
“Really?” I raised an eyebrow. “Well, I’m sure Felix wants to thoroughly go over all her professional assets.”
Max chuckled. “Maybe he’s checking her experience.”
“Or he’s outlining the benefits of working here.”
Max snorted. Then tilted his head to the side, eyes clearly trying to get inside Ms. Jugs stretchy little top. “Tough being the boss, huh?”
“That’s why they pay him the big bucks.”
“How come you never wear little skirts like that, Bender?”
I shot him a look. “All right, enough ogling, old man. Back to work. Those people aren’t getting any deader.”
Max gave a watery-eyed last look at our new applicant, then disappeared back behind the partition.
I flipped on my monitor and, while I waited for my system to boot up, checked my voicemail for any salacious overnight news. Lucky me, I had two messages. 
I keyed my pin into the Informer’s ancient message retrieval system and heard a male voice in answer.
“Hey, girl, I was at Basque last night and, baby, do I have a good story for you.”
I grinned. One of my informants. A former sitcom star from the nineties who still held on to enough fame to get into all the right places, but whose bank account had nosedived right along with his ratings. He needed cash, I needed insider info - the relationship was a win-win.
I grabbed a pen and listened as the message continued. 
“Guess whose dealer was there, talking about how he’d delivered a certain package to someone in rehab last night?... Blain Hall.”
“No way!” I blurted. I did a little happy dance in my seat. Blain Hall was the front man for Dirty Dogs, an angsty rock band that had recently swept the Grammys. Unfortunately, it turned out Blain’s raspy vocals and unending stage energy were due less to natural talent and more to cocaine. Totally eighties drug. A fact I’d pointed out in my column, citing that his choice of vice was almost as passé as his ballads of teen malaise.
Yeah, I probably wasn’t going to be on Blain’s Christmas card list this year.
I made a note to call back for all the gory details and erased the message, moving on to the next one.
At first heavy breathing was the only sound to come through. I was about to discount it as a wrong number and delete, when the caller finally spoke up. 
His voice was distorted, and mixed with some sort of electronic equipment. It almost sounded like he was far away or talking in an echoing tunnel. Mechanical, deep, and eerily inhuman. 
“I’ve had enough,” the odd voice began. “Enough of your malicious lies. You delight in ruining people. Well, I’ve had it with your kind. Stop printing stories about me. If you don’t…” The voice paused, heavy breaths puffing through the other end before he finished his threat. “… Tina Bender, you’re dead.”
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