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Chapter One

 


 


The Filipino kitchen steward seized one of
the sex toys that we’d confiscated from his work locker. Leaning
over my desk, he waved it in front of my face. “You try, I promise
you like.”

At a loss for words, a flush burning my
cheeks, I looked at Alan Harris, the security director, for
help.

His lips were pressed tightly together. His
eyes watered from the effort to keep from laughing. I scowled at
him. Rearranging his face into an appropriate somber expression, he
turned to the man, took the item out of his hands, and laid it on
the desk.

“Please sit down Mr. Pinos. What Ms.
Peterson is trying to tell you is that you can’t keep these things
in your locker. It’s against the rules.”

“No can keep here? But people need to see to
buy.” Mr. Pinos sat down looking thoroughly confused. For the last
ten minutes, we had been trying to explain to Mr. Pinos that he
couldn’t supplement his income by selling sex toys out of his
locker to other employees on property. Even after his supervisor
finally arrived and explained it to him in his native language, Mr.
Pinos continued to argue. The only words I understood were, “Las
Vegas.”

His supervisor turned to us and explained in
English, “Mr. Pinos is shocked a casino in Las Vegas would have
such rules.”

Just a typical day in Las Vegas, sunny and
hot with a chance of weird. As Human Resource Director for the
Royal Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas, this wasn’t even one of my
more bizarre disciplinary interviews. Tag lines like “Sin City” and
“Everything that Happens in Vegas stays in Vegas” very effectively
convinced potential employees as well as customers that anything
was acceptable in Vegas. After eight years on the job, I’d barely
managed to convince the supervisory staff that they had to abide by
the law.

With over 1600 employees, I didn’t do all the
disciplinary interviews. Normally my Labor Relations Manager would
be sitting here instead of me, but it was after six and I was the
only one still in the office when Alan called.

After several more minutes of argument, the
supervisor led the resigned looking Mr. Pinos out of my office. He
was even more disappointed when Alan refused to allow him to take
the evidence with him.

During the conversation, I’d been trying to
figure out the purpose of one of the contraptions. After they left,
I held it up, carefully touching only the plastic wrap, and twisted
it first one way and then the other. I was married once a while
back, so not particularly naïve, but I’d never come across anything
like it. Turning to Alan I said, “I give up. What is this?”

Standing up and taking it out of my hand, he
said, “Trust me, you’ll never have a use for it.” Since he said it
with a grin and a wink, I wasn’t sure whether that was an offer or
a statement of fact. There had always been chemistry between us. We
flirted, but that was as far as it went. The company policy
strictly banning any relationship between executives didn’t stop me
from ogling his nice tight rear bending over my desk as he gathered
up the rest of the toys.

When Alan stood up, I wrenched my eyes up to
look at his face. He pushed back the sandy blond hair that had
fallen forward over his blue eyes. At six foot, he was only
slightly taller than me. Even in his suit, it was obvious he worked
out regularly. “Hey Val, you want to get some dinner?” he asked
with a hint of a smile as if he knew where my eyes had been.

We’d eaten dinner together several times. It
was usually less of a date, more like two people who lived alone
and couldn’t face cooking after a long day. Alan always seemed
reluctant to talk about himself or his past. All I knew was the
hotel recruited him from somewhere in the Midwest. His wife stayed
behind to sell the house. After six months, instead of selling the
house, she served him with divorce papers, winning total custody of
their daughter. Inevitably, we ended up talking about work.

I wasn’t in the mood. Stuffing my swollen
feet back into the brand new pair of shoes lying under my desk, my
only thought was bandaging the blisters on my heels. “Thanks, but
I’m going home. If I don’t make it to the cleaners before they
close, and do some laundry, I’ll have to show up tomorrow going
commando in jeans and a t-shirt.”

He cocked his head to one side and leered.
“I’d like to see that, but I doubt if it would make the right
impression at the executive staff meeting, especially since the
corporate executives are supposed to be there.”

“I thought that wasn’t until the
twenty-fourth.” Checking my calendar I found tomorrow was the
twenty-fourth. I even had it circled in red. Usually Charlene, my
secretary, reminded me. I remembered she seemed preoccupied, but
because I had been in meetings all day, she’d left before I could
question her.

I grabbed my purse out of a drawer, stuffed
in my cell phone and dug out my keys. Alan waited while I locked up
and turned off the lights. He walked me as far as the elevator to
the parking garage.

“You going home?” I asked.

“No, I’ve still got some work to do, and I
need to stow these toys in the evidence locker.”

I said goodbye and rode down to the basement.
At the end of the day, when I climbed into the front seat of my
blue Saturn, I was always thankful that one of my perks as an
executive was a parking space in the garage. Evenings were still
hot in Vegas. It may cool down to eighty degrees, but not until
after midnight. In the summer after six in the evening, the
temperature was usually still over ninety. The seat of a car
sitting out in the sun could sear the skin right off the back of
your legs and, until the air conditioning kicks in, the only way to
hold the steering wheel was with your fingernails. My car wasn’t
cool, but at least it was bearable. I cranked up the air, pulled
out onto a side street that ran behind the hotel, and headed for
the interstate.

The car cooled down by the time I reached the
cleaners around the corner from my house. After buying back four
suits, I drove home and pulled into my garage. A year after my
promotion to Director, I purchased this two-bedroom home in a quiet
neighborhood close to downtown, but far enough away from the
tourist corridors. It sat on a postage-size lot perfect for someone
with no time for gardening. A small, covered, cement patio
surrounded by desert plants took up the entire back yard. I
treasured the fact that I owned a stand-alone house that didn’t
share any walls. If my neighbors fought or turned up their stereos,
I couldn’t hear them. I lived alone, and I loved it. After talking
to people all day long, the last thing I needed at night was
company.

Kicking off my shoes, I hung the suits in the
closet and stripped down to my underwear. Surveying myself in the
mirror, I decided that at thirty, I didn’t look too bad. I’d always
been thin. My best assets were a tiny waist, a flat tummy, and
natural blond hair I wore just skimming my shoulders. Liabilities
included small boobs and hips I considered too big. At five feet
ten inches, my height had been both an advantage and a
disadvantage. Throwing on shorts and a tee shirt, I picked up the
phone that had been ringing since I opened the door.

“Hi Mom.”

“Don’t tell me you’re just getting home?”

“Yes.” Actually, this was early for me. I
pulled a frozen dinner out of the freezer and shoved it in the
microwave, while cradling the phone between my shoulder and
ear.

“You work too hard. It’s no wonder you don’t
have a social life.”

“I have a social life.”

“Really? When’s the last time you went on a
date?”

“Oh, that kind of social life.” The microwave
dinged. I burned my fingers taking off the plastic wrap.

“I heard that. You’re nuking your dinner
again. Instead of eating alone, you should be cooking Alan Harris a
nice homemade meal.”

I sighed. “I’ve told you before. Alan and I
are just friends.”

“What about that nice Mr. Jefferson I
introduced you to last month?”

“Are you kidding? He was a least a foot
shorter than me, and he had no neck.”

“At your age, you can’t afford to be so
picky. He has a good job and he could afford to support you. You
could quit that job, stay home, and have babies. Pretty soon,
you’ll be too old to start a family. Everyone else my age already
has two or three grandchildren.”

I loved my job and I wasn’t at all sure how I
felt about having babies. I didn’t even like babysitting as a
teenager. This wasn’t a new conversation, so I knew better than to
mention any of that. I murmured appropriate remarks and waited
until she ran down. Finally, she got to the reason she called.

“Eddie called and said he’s coming home this
weekend. Can you come to dinner on Friday?”

Eddie, my only sibling, had been in college
for over five years, only recently deciding on a major. I hadn’t
seen him for at least six months. While we didn’t have a lot in
common since he was several years younger, I adored him and always
enjoyed his company. I located my purse, dug out my cell phone, and
entered the date.

“I’ll be there. I’m looking forward to it.”
It was true. My mom was a great cook and, with my brother there,
she would have to divide her nagging time between us.

Hanging up, I took my dinner out on the
patio. The moisture from the misters cooled the slight breeze. I
listened to the crickets, and watched the humming birds fight over
the bird feeder. When it got dark, I went back inside, threw a load
of laundry in the washer, and turned on the TV to watch the
news.

I was just getting ready for bed when the
phone rang. I answered it, knowing it was probably someone from the
resort. It wasn’t unusual for me to get calls in the middle of the
night. Rules are, before a supervisor can suspend or fire someone,
they had to call and run the facts by me. It kept the supervisors
from making decisions in anger that the resort had to pay for
later. Usually I could handle it over the phone. Not this time.

Alan said, “The police are here and they want
you to come down.”

“What’s up?”

“I’ll tell you when you get here. I’ll meet
you in HR.”

Since I lived across town, I said, “Give me
about thirty minutes.” I changed into slacks and a blouse, slipping
on a pair of flats instead of the killer heels.

Once before when a former employee committed
a crime, the police wanted me to pull his personnel file to check
the addresses of references or family where he might be hiding.
Assuming this was similar, I didn’t worry until I saw crime scene
tape across the door to the HR office as I drove by.

I parked in my usual space and took the
elevator up to the first floor. A uniformed officer standing guard
outside the office door stopped me. Before I could give him my
name, I spotted Alan in the window waving at me. He came out, and
led me inside.

He put his arm around me and led me through
the foyer, past the counter and into the office area. All the
lights were on. The other office doors stood open, but everyone
congregated in front of my office.

“What happened? Why the crime scene tape?” I
asked.

“The police want to ask you a few
questions.” He led me over to my secretary’s desk, just outside my
office. A tall dark haired man in a suit leaned against her desk
with his back to us talking to two security officers. Alan, keeping
his arm around my shoulders, walked me over to introduce me.
Tapping the man on the back he said, “Detective Delgado . .
.”

When Detective Delgado turned around, my jaw
dropped. I never expected to see anyone that good looking outside
of an air brushed movie poster, dark hair, green eyes, muscular in
all the right places, without an ounce of fat showing anywhere. He
wore a custom tailored Armani suit with an air of smooth
sophistication. Still something about the way he held himself
hinted of danger. It gave him just enough of an edge to be
believable as a cop. He focused glorious green eyes on me, igniting
all my hormones. A wave of heat started somewhere in my middle and
spread outward. He was at least six foot three because I had to
look up at him. Masculinity poured off him like aftershave. I felt
like a bloodhound that just caught the scent of raw steak.

Oblivious, Alan went on, “This is Valerie
Peterson, that’s her office.”

I closed my mouth and tried to remember how
to breathe. The detective stuck out his hand. Without conscious
thought, my hand reached out to shake it. Unfortunately, I forgot
how to let go and he had to pull his hand away.

When he looked away to introduce his partner,
Brian Long, I pulled myself together. Detective Long looked like a
detective, probably close to fifty, about my height, gray hair with
a ruddy complexion and a potbelly hanging over his belt. He smiled
and shook my hand. His blue gray eyes looked through you, reminding
me of my father. Still holding my hand, he pulled me to the side so
the men leading a covered gurney out of my office could get by.

Shocked I looked at Alan.

“It’s Monica.”

“My Monica?” Monica Smith, the Labor
Relations Manager, had only worked for me for the last two months.
When my old labor relations manager followed her Air Force husband
to Germany, corporate asked me to take Monica. She worked at
another property in St. Louis and needed to move to Las Vegas for
personal reasons. When I interviewed her, she seemed well qualified
with a clean record. I admit I had a hard time not letting her
looks intimidate me. Monica had a fabulous figure, the kind every
woman dreams of, tiny waist and hips, and large breasts. Combined
with long blond hair and enormous blue eyes, it was hard not to
hate her. However, being the self-assured, confident woman I am, I
hired her anyway. Okay, I couldn‘t think of any good reason to deny
her the transfer. Now Monica was dead.

Alan leaned in and whispered, “She was
murdered here.”

“Murdered? Here?” I knew I sounded like
an echo, but I just couldn’t wrap my head around the words. When
the gurney passed, I looked through the open door and saw blood on
the carpet. It dawned on me then, when he said here, he meant my office. I must have blanched
because suddenly Alan shoved a chair under me, and someone else
offered me water. When Detective Long offered me a tissue, I
realized there were tears running down my face. Surprised, I took
the tissue and mopped my face. I’m not generally a
crier.

Detective Delgado stayed leaned up against
the desk, looking down at me. I met his gaze and asked, “How?”

He ignored my question. His partner took out
a notebook and a pen. Assuming they wanted Monica’s personal
information in order to notify her next of kin, I stood and turned
toward my office.

Detective Delgado stopped me. “Where are you
going?” he said gruffly.

“To my office to pull Monica’s file. I keep
all the HR employee files in my office. Isn’t that why you called
me here?”

“You can’t go in there. Your office is a
crime scene.” He sounded slightly annoyed as if dealing with
someone who wasn’t very bright.

Feeling stupid, I said, “Oh, of course,” and
changed direction to walk around him to access Charlene’s computer.
“Well, I can look up her address on the computer but it won’t tell
me her next of kin.”

Frowning, he put his hand out to stop me,
motioning for me to sit back down. “What time did you leave
tonight?”

I remained standing. “About six. Chief Harris
watched me lock up and walked me to the elevator.” Assuming that
Alan had already told him this, I looked over at Alan. He’d moved
away to stand against the wall. Arms folded and looking down, he
didn’t say anything. I looked around for a trashcan to deposit the
tissue Detective Long had given me, now a wadded up mess in my
hand.

Detective Delgado pulled the can out from
under Charlene’s desk. “Did you come back to the office for any
reason?”

I dropped in the tissue. “Not until now.”

“What did you do when you left here?”

“I went home.”

“What time did you arrive at home?”

“About seven fifteen.”

He looked at his notes. “You live at 2346 E.
Oakey?”

“Yes.” I wondered why he had my address
written down.

The crease between his eyes reappeared. “Why
did it take you over an hour to get home?”

“I stopped off at the cleaners.” I was
starting to get pissed. Why were my movements important? Surely, he
didn’t think I killed her.

Very slowly, punctuating every word, as if
speaking to a child he said, “I need you to answer my questions in
detail, please. What did you do when you got home?”

Angry now, I placed one hand on my hip and
looked up at him. “I parked my car in the garage, walked to the
bedroom, hung up my suits, and took off my clothes. I left my bra
and panties on, in case you need to know that. I put on white
shorts and a blue tee shirt, and then talked to my mother on the
phone. I can give you her number because I’m sure you’ll want to
verify the time. I took a frozen dinner from the refrigerator,
walked to the microwave and when the timer beeped, I sat on the
patio to eat it. Do you want to know what I ate for dinner?”

His lip curved up on one side as if stifling
a smile. “Not at the moment. Can anyone other than your mother
verify what time you got home?”

“Why? Do you think she would lie about it?”
When he didn’t answer, I sighed and went on. “Not unless one my
neighbors looked out their window. I live alone.” I finally sat
down with my arms folded in my lap, scowling at him.

“Do you have any idea why Ms. Smith was here
tonight?”

I relaxed a little. I’d expected these
questions. “No. You would have to look at her calendar.”

“Did she often have a reason to come back
after hours?”

“Yes, if she was conducting an investigation
into an employee complaint or pending discipline, and needed to
talk to someone who worked a later shift.”

“Would she do that in your office?”

“No. Normally she would speak to them
somewhere near their work station.”

“Can you think of any reason why she would be
in your office?”

“No.” I frowned. Now that he mentioned it, I
realized how strange that was. She shouldn’t have been able to get
in my office. “I keep it locked and she didn’t have a key. Only
security, Charlene Larsen, who is my secretary, and I have
keys.”

Two guys came out of my office stripping off
rubber gloves. “We’re through for now. It’s all yours.”

Detective Delgado said, “Thanks. Ms.
Peterson, I’d like you to take a look and see if you can tell if
anything’s missing.”

A wave of odor assailed me as I walked in the
door. Although I’d never smelled death before, this was more than
just the smell of blood, coppery yet rancid, and something else I
chose not to identify. My stomach roiled. Trying not to breathe, I
concentrated on details to keep the queasiness under control.

The contents of my inbox and glass from
broken picture frames lay strewn in front of the desk. One of the
chairs that usually sat against the wall had been overturned on top
of the mess. The other was shoved in the corner. A large puddle of
blood congealed on the carpet. Blood and what looked to me like
brain matter spattered the top and side of my computer, as well as
the wall behind it. I couldn’t help picturing how she must have
fallen and hit her head on the edge of the desk. I quickly looked
away, and resisted the urge to vomit by sucking air through my
teeth.

My chair sat against the back wall. The
middle desk drawer with pencils and pens stood open, but the deeper
side drawers remained locked. I handed my keys to a gloved police
officer, who unlocked the right hand drawer.

“I don’t see anything missing. All the files
look undisturbed. That’s her file.” I pointed to the one with
Monica’s name on it. When the police officer took it from the
drawer and gave it to Delgado, I bolted from the office. I kept my
eyes averted from the puddle of blood. Leaning against Charlene’s
desk, several deep breaths failed to clear the smell or settle my
stomach.

Detective Long who followed me out asked,
“Are you all right?”

I nodded.

“Would you print out a list of the names and
addresses of all the HR staff for me?”

Since they already had my address, he was
probably just giving me something to do. Still, I was grateful for
the distraction.

Detective Delgado came out and said, “You can
go, but I don’t want you talking to anyone about this.”

“What about my staff? I’ll need to notify
them.”

“No. I want to interview them as they come to
work. I’d rather they didn’t know until then.”

Alan said, “I’ve arranged for an area in
security for the police interviews and I notified Tony.”

Tony Augustino was our general manager and
our boss. It didn’t surprise me that Tony wasn’t there. While he
insisted on being kept informed, he trusted his executives to be
able to do their jobs while he did his. He would be on the phone
notifying the corporate office we’d had a murder. Fortunately, the
HR office was located as far away from any guest areas as possible.
Even if the guests had noticed the cop cars, they may not have
realized it had happened on hotel property.

It was almost two a.m. when Alan walked me
out to the elevator once again. I asked him the questions the
detective refused to answer. “When did this happen?”

“Security called me at ten saying they found
Monica lying on the floor of your office when they let in the night
cleaners. The door to your office was open and the lights were on.
I got here before the police arrived. It looked to me like she
fell, hitting her head on the side of your desk. Those were the
only injuries that I could see from the doorway. However, once the
coroner examined her, I heard him tell the detectives that from the
force of the blow, it couldn’t have been an accident. Someone
pushed her.”


Chapter Two

 


I drove home and crawled into bed for a few
hours of sleep, hoping I wouldn’t have nightmares. They weren’t
nightmares exactly, just vague images of blood dripping. I slept
fitfully, and woke groggy and out of sorts after only a few hours.
Normally, I select one of my power suits to attend a corporate
meeting. However, since my best power suit was red and that
reminded me of all the blood the night before, I settled for the
navy suit with a gold silk shell. It had the advantage of a short
skirt with a slit up the side, just in case I met up with the
handsome detective again. I don’t do cleavage. Even if I had any,
it wouldn’t be appropriate for the work place. In addition, at a
casino, with all the competition from half-naked, enhanced,
pushed-up cocktail waitresses roaming the property in skimpy
costumes, it’s pointless. I shook my head. Talk about vain, here I
was thinking about what I looked like when one of my employees had
just been murdered.

I coaxed my shoulder-length blond locks into
a French twist, and slapped on a minimum of makeup. Great, glancing
at my watch, I noticed I was already running late. If they hadn’t
canceled the corporate meeting, it was due to start at nine. I’d
wanted to get to the office by eight to meet up with my staff, and
get an update on the investigation from Alan. We’d posted “closed”
notices on the doors last night, directing everyone to report to
Security, so that was my first stop.

Unlike HR, the security offices have to be
close to the action, while still remaining out of sight. I parked
in the garage and walked through the casino. Even at this early
hour, bleary-eyed patrons sat on stools in front of slot machines
and repeatedly punched the buttons. I waved to a few of the
regulars, usually late shift employees from other hotels who came
to play awhile before going home to bed. I ducked into an
inconspicuous door, walked down a dim hallway and took the stairs
to the basement to get to Alan’s office.

Alan looked like he had been there all night.
His eyes were red. He kept running his hand over his face. It
looked like he’d gone home at some point to shower and change,
because he had on different clothes, and he had a tiny piece of
tissue stuck to his face where he must have nicked himself shaving.
He told me, “Corporate decided to postpone the meeting, but Tony’s
expecting us to brief our property executives at nine.”

Most of my staff sat outside the security
conference room the police were using. We all hugged. I reassured
them that the company would pay them whatever hours they missed,
due to the closing of the office. The clerks only made a little
over minimum wage. The loss of even a few hours of pay could be
devastating. Everyone looked a little apprehensive about talking to
the police. They fidgeted, looked around, and talked in whispers,
but no tears. From what I could see, no one seemed unduly upset
about the death of Monica. Charlene sat talking to the others. I
drew her aside.

Frowning she said, “Why didn’t you call me
last night? The police called me early this morning to ask about my
key to your office.”

“I’m sorry. They wouldn’t let me call
anyone.” Once she indicated she forgave me, I said quietly, “I
expected everyone to be in tears. I know Monica wasn’t here long,
but surely someone felt close to her.”

Charlene rolled her eyes. “Most of them hated
her.”

That shocked me, definitely not what I wanted
to hear. “Why? How come I didn’t know?”

“Sweetie, you’ve been up to your ears in
union negotiations for the last month. It’s only these last few
weeks that she let the claws out.”

Before I could ask her any more questions,
the door to the conference room opened. Detective Delgado came out
looking even better than the night before. Still dressed in the
same suit, he sported a darker five o’clock shadow. However,
nothing about him suggested tired. He didn’t look the least bit
rumpled. Minus his jacket, the baby blue shirt he’d worn underneath
looked freshly laundered. Instead of buttons, his cuffs sported
monogrammed gold cuff links. Charlene caught me staring at him, and
poked me in the ribs a second before he looked in my direction.

Rose Lopez, the employment supervisor,
came out next, crying and twisting a sodden handkerchief in her
hands. I hurried over to comfort her, giving her a hug. In my arms,
she shook like a leaf. Why was she so
upset? What had he said to upset her so badly? I
glared at the detective.

He nodded to Alan and me and asked to speak
to us. I followed Alan into the conference room, leaving Rose in
Charlene’s care. Delgado sat down at the head of the table looking
through his notes. He glanced up at me and said, “Stop looking at
me like I just kicked your puppy. I didn’t even talk to her.
Detective Long interviewed her and he was very gentle.”

Detective Long sitting next to him, nodded.
He looked so kind and fatherly that I found it hard to imagine him
being harsh with anyone.

However, since my anger remained the only
barrier between me and the magnetism Delgado radiated, I wasn’t
ready to let it go. “Then why was she so upset?”

Looking back down he said, “You’ll have to
ask her.” His brow furrowed. When he looked up again, his eyes were
hard. “All the information you gave me last night on the deceased
is wrong.”

Alan and I looked at each other. “What
do you mean wrong?”

Flipping through his notes, he said, “The
Social Security number you gave me belonged to a woman who died
five years ago. The address for her mother in St. Louis is a
department store. The driver’s license and the sheriff’s card we
found in the purse in her office are fakes. She’s never been to our
office. We don’t have her fingerprints on file. Monica Smith
doesn’t exist.” A muscle flexed in his jaw. Clearly angry, he
turned on Alan. “Don’t you people do background checks?”

Before Alan had a chance, I answered. “She
transferred in to us from St. Louis two months ago. All that
information came from St. Louis. Corporate security should have
done all the background checks five years ago when she was
originally hired. They told me she needed to transfer for personal
reasons, hiding from an abusive spouse.”

Grabbing the phone on the table before he
could stop me, I dialed the number of the Human Resources Director
of our hotel in St. Louis. Dee and I were old friends. We’d hit it
off at the very first corporate meeting we’d both attended. “Dee,
it's Valerie, did you hear about Monica?” The grapevine sent
information faster than any other known form of communication, so I
wasn’t surprised when she said yes.

Delgado tried to take the phone from me.
Twisting away from him, I punched the speaker button so he could
hear the conversation. “We’re having trouble notifying her next of
kin. I know you told me she was hiding from her abusive husband,
was Smith her married name?”

“No, I think it was Sullivan,” said Dee. “She
said Smith was her maiden name.”

“Do you remember the husband’s first name or
anything about him?”

“No, I never met him. I got the impression
she hadn’t lived with him for a long time, but that he suddenly
showed up. She came into my office one day, saying he found her.
She sounded scared, so I put her in for a transfer.”

“Did corporate security do a background check
on her? Maybe I can get some more information from them.”

“I don’t think they did.” A long pause told
me she was hedging. It was standard procedure to do background
checks on everyone, especially anyone in management.

Instantly, I knew what had happened. “I see.
Who did she know? Who told you to hire her?”

Again the hesitation. “Gee Val; I’m not sure
I should tell you.”

“Dee, this is a murder investigation. I just
told the police that we always do background checks. They’re going
to be in your office asking the same questions. I can let them
think Monica told me.” I winked at Delgado, who was glaring at
me.

After about a minute of silence, she must
have realized telling me would give her a way to cover her own
butt, because she blew out a breath and said, “Okay, Darryl
recommended her to me. He said, since he had known her a long time,
it wouldn’t be necessary to do the background check. Of course, he
probably won‘t admit that now, so thanks.”

When I got off the phone, Delgado sat
with his arms folded, looking thunderous. I saw I needed to
explain. “She would never have told you anything. She has too much loyalty to the
company. Face it. You needed me.”

“And you aren’t loyal?” he asked, raising
both eyebrows.

“I am loyal, but I won’t protect a liar, much
less a killer. I have an overdeveloped sense of right and wrong
that sometimes overrides loyalty. You can ask anyone.” I turned to
Alan for confirmation. He rolled his eyes, but nodded. “So thanks
to me, you now have another name—Sullivan—and a lead.”

I explained to Delgado that Darryl was Darryl
Collins, the Vice President of Human Resources at the corporate
level. While I and the HR Directors at the other properties
reported directly to each hotel General Manager, we all had a
dotted line responsibility to the Corporate Vice President of Human
Resources. Darryl held quarterly meetings to exchange information
on common problems and inform us of revisions on employee policies.
What I didn’t tell him was that Darryl was probably sleeping with
Monica, and didn’t want a background check that would show that
fact on the official records. Rumor control had it that Darryl, a
known player, had cornered every eligible female in the company at
one time or another. Intimidated by my height and my threats to do
serious harm to his anatomy, he kept his hands off me, but that
didn’t stop the verbal innuendos about what I was missing whenever
he got close enough. A recommendation from Darryl almost certainly
came with a price. However, Delgado would be lucky if Darryl
remembered where he picked her up, let alone anything about her. It
was unlikely he’d known her long, being more the one-night-stand
kind of guy.

Alan and I asked if Delgado had any other
suspects or information that we could pass on to Tony. His eyes
narrowed and he said, “It’s a little hard to figure out who killed
her when I don’t even know who’s dead.” We took that as our cue to
leave.

We briefed Tony first. I told him about
Monica and Darryl, and my theory about why corporate hadn’t done a
background check. Tony pursed his lips, drummed his fingers on the
desk, but kept his thoughts to himself. While he and Alan discussed
how to keep a lid on publicity, I thought about calling and giving
Darryl a heads up the police would be talking to him, for about a
second. The moment passed. The man not only ran around on his wife,
but he would walk over his own grandmother to get ahead. Part of me
really hoped that Delgado would arrest him for the murder, so I
wouldn’t have to deal with him anymore. Except I couldn’t think of
any reason why Darryl would care enough to dirty his hands, after
all this time that Monica probably wasn’t even a blip on his
radar.

At nine, Tony briefed the other directors,
telling them only that Monica had been killed, and so far, the
police had no suspects. Alan left me to go back to security. I
called Charlene to meet me for lunch. I wanted to hear more about
Monica. Although I can comp a meal in any of the restaurants on
property, I asked her to meet me at a nearby off-property one. I
wanted privacy.

I was sitting in a booth at the back when
Charlene arrived. She’s petite, even with the five-inch heels she
always wears, and can’t weigh more than 100 pounds. Next to her, I
always feel like an Amazon. Today she wore dark gray slacks topped
with a lighter gray silk blouse, and strappy red high heel sandals.
Her dark red hair was short and spiked on top as usual. A good
thing her husband, Evan, made lots of money as a divorce lawyer,
because she could never afford the expensive clothes she always
wore on the salary I paid her. Charlene was smart, funny, and
extremely organized. I felt lucky to have her as both a secretary
and a friend.

Our waiter, suspiciously absent until now,
followed her over to the table.

She gave me a hug and then plopped down
across from me, leaning back, her dark eyes studying me. I waited
for the lecture about letting myself get too tired or stressed out,
but apparently, I passed the eyeball test, because she just nodded
and opened her menu. On the other hand, maybe she felt pressured by
the waiter who never took his eyes off her and hovered over her
right shoulder. “I’ll have the Cobb salad and a diet soda,” she
told the waiter flashing him a brilliant smile.

Famished, I ordered a pastrami and Swiss on
rye, with a side of potato salad and, of course, a diet cola. Since
this would probably be my only decent meal today, I refused to
waste it on a salad. Once the waiter delivered the food and
Charlene rewarded him with another smile, I got down to the
inquisition. “Why does . . . did, everyone hate Monica?”

“Because she was a bitch,” she said while
spooning the dressing over her salad.

When she looked at me, I raised my eyebrows
but didn’t say anything, having just taken a big bite of my
sandwich.

She went on. “Monica acted really nice in the
beginning, but it was all an act. Before long, she started treating
everyone like her personal servant. She'd asked them to pull a file
for her and would they mind bringing her coffee as well. She’d ask
anyone going out for lunch to bring her something back. Then
conveniently, she’d be in the bathroom or out of the office when
they returned, so that she wouldn’t be there to pay them for it.
Whenever she left the office, she wouldn’t tell anyone where she
was going, just said we could reach her on her cell. Lately she’s
spent more time out of the office than in it. Even when she was in
the office, she kept her door closed, and asked not to be
disturbed. Two weeks ago, when she started putting her filing on my
desk, I informed her that I was your secretary, not hers. She
hadn’t spoken to me since.” Charlene had pushed the food around on
the plate, but hadn’t eaten much.

I, on the other hand, had consumed half a
sandwich and all the potato salad. I tried waving my hand to signal
the waiter for a refill on the diet cola, but he ignored me until
Charlene looked up, and then he hurried over. Wiping my mouth on a
napkin, I said, “Okay, I can see why they didn’t like her, but you
said they hated her. That seems a bit extreme. Also, it doesn’t
explain why Rose was so upset this morning.”

Charlene, still toying with her salad,
hesitated before answering. Finally, she took a deep breath and
plunged in. “Rose knows that sooner or later Detective Stud Muffin
is going to find out that she had good reason to want Monica dead.
Monica slept with Rose’s husband.”

Practically choking on my sandwich, I said,
“What? Why didn’t she tell me?”

She waved one beautifully manicured hand at
me, “You haven’t been in the office hardly at all the last two
weeks what with all the union negotiations. Even when you were
there, you’ve had corporate exes or lawyers with you. It’s not like
there’s been an opportunity for any of us to talk to you in
private. The only reason I know is that I walked into the Ladies
room and found Rose crying right after she found out. She made me
promise not to tell you until she decided how she wanted to handle
it.”

“How did she find out?”

“She went home for lunch one day, and caught
them in her bed. Personally, I think Monica planned it that way.
When Rose threw Danny out, Monica made sure Rose knew he was
staying with her.”

“Okay, now I understand why everyone hated
her, but I don’t believe that Rose killed her. She has a temper,
but she’s not stupid. She would have killed Monica as soon as she
caught her in bed with her husband. She wouldn’t have waited. She
would have probably shot Danny too.”

“I agree, but that doesn’t mean she won’t
still be a suspect. Besides, I think Rose is afraid that maybe
Danny killed Monica. Rumor has it that Monica dumped Danny recently
for someone else.”

“You have any idea who?”

“No. Like I said, she wasn’t talking to me,
and by that time she had pretty much alienated everyone in the
office.”

Having demolished everything on my plate, I
sat back, placing my napkin over the empty plate. “Anything
else?”

She smiled. “No, that’s pretty much it.” She
seemed much more relaxed. Finishing her salad, she pushed the plate
away and leaned in close. “Now that you’re up to date, let’s talk
about Detective Hunky. Has he asked you out yet?”

I laughed. “Are you kidding, he hasn’t even
looked at me.”

She shook her head, sitting back with a
knowing look on her face. “Sweetie, you may not see him looking,
but trust me, he’s looking. Even when he’s not looking, he’s aware
of every move you make. If you don’t believe me, just watch Alan’s
face when the three of you are together. He doesn’t like the
detective’s interest in you one bit. By the way, in case you
haven’t noticed, the handsome detective is rich, as well as good
looking. I googled him, Nicholas Carmen Delgado of the San
Francisco Delgados. His dad, Alfonso, made money buying and selling
California real estate during the boom times. He took that money
and invested in computer software. When he died each of the kids
inherited several million.

“Wow. How did you find out his first name was
Nicholas?”

“I asked. He knew my name; I thought it only
fair I should know his. I wonder why he decided to become a cop in
Vegas of all places.” Trust Charlene to research a cop.

“Several millions, that explains the
suit and the gold cuff links. Married? Kids?”

“Married once. Wife died eight years ago. No
kids.”

“Wow, single, rich and I even like the way he
looks.”

She laughed. “Now, that’s an understatement.
If I hadn’t poked you, you would have been drooling, very
unattractive in a woman. There’s enough electricity between the two
of you to light up Vegas.”

Charlene was usually good at reading people.
I remained unconvinced. While I was certainly attracted to him, the
only vibes I got in return seemed to be negative. So far, all he
had done was growl at me. Unless perpetually pissed was his way of
showing interest, I didn’t see it.

During lunch, I’d responded to several text
messages from supervisors needing help, or answers to questions.
With the office closed, and the only one available with answers, I
needed to get back. It occurred to me that while we were shocked at
the murder, no one including me had been mourning Monica. Obviously
none of us really knew her. Other than a mean streak, she’d hidden
her personality, even her real name from all of us.

After parking the car, I took the elevator
back up to the office. Since the crime scene tape was gone, I
decided to stop by security to see if I could reopen the office. I
almost hoped the answer would be no. The blood on the carpet and
the wall still painted a vivid picture in my mind.


Chapter Three

 


Alan sat behind his desk, his head propped up
on one hand. Dark smudges of purple underscored his red eyes. He
really needed to get some rest. Yawning, he told me, “The police
just left. They released HR, but I’d rather you stayed out of your
office until I can get the hazmat team in to clean it.”

I leaned one hip on his desk, looking down at
him. “That’s okay.” I shivered with the memory of blood and matter
dripping off my desk. “I’ll work out of Monica’s office. I need to
review her files anyway to get up to speed on the cases she was
working. Did the police take any of her files?”

He yawned again. “I don’t think so. Actually,
they seemed more interested in your office, than they did hers, but
I’m sure they’ll be back. Why don’t you go home and get some rest?”
He ran his hand over his face and rubbed his eyes.

“I’m okay. I got a couple of hours of sleep.
You’re the one that should go home. I bet you didn’t get any
sleep.”

He got to his feet, and grabbed his jacket
off the back of his chair. “You’re right. Let’s both go home. Come
on, I’ll walk you to your car.” He grabbed my elbow and steered me
toward the door.

I didn’t feel like arguing with him. Since he
wouldn’t leave unless I did, I decided to let him walk me to the
basement to my car. I’d wait until he pulled out and then go back
up to the office. I didn’t want him to feel guilty about leaving,
but I wasn’t ready to go. I had phones calls to return. In
addition, I needed to notify my staff they could return tomorrow.
And I wanted a look at Monica’s files.

Detective Delgado walked up while we were
waiting for the elevator to the parking garage. His cool green eyes
skimmed over Alan and the hand still holding my elbow. “I’m glad I
caught you before you left. I’d like to go over the deceased’s
files with you.”

His eyes meeting mine sent a shiver down my
back. Suddenly I didn’t feel tired anymore. “Sure no problem.” I
gave Alan a shrug.

The elevator doors opened, but instead of
stepping inside, Alan tightened his hold on my arm, turned away
from the elevator, and started to walk toward the office.

Delgado put a hand up to stop him. “There’s
no need for you to stay Harris. You look like hell, go home. I
won‘t keep her long.” When Alan started to protest, Delgado just
looked at him, making it apparent to both of us he did not intend
to let Alan accompany us. The two men exchanged some sort of silent
macho communication. After a tense moment, Delgado stepped aside
and motioned for me to lead the way. Alan turned back to the
elevator and punched the down button hard.

“Is there something between you two?” Delgado
asked when we were out of earshot of Alan.

“No. We’re just co-workers. Why?”

“Is he always so protective of his . . .
co-workers?” he said lifting one eyebrow.

We’d reached the office, so I didn’t reply. I
busied myself unlocking the door. I really didn’t know the answer.
Alan had seemed tense lately and more attentive than usual, but he
couldn’t be jealous of Delgado as Charlene suspected.

As we walked to Monica’s office, I sneaked a
look at the handsome detective. His face alone was enough to
destroy a woman, chiseled features, strong chin punctuated by the
five o’clock shadow, and full lips made for kissing. As usual, he
looked straight ahead, not at me. He stepped back to allow me to
enter the office first, managing to keep a distance between us,
even when I stopped in the doorway. The place was a mess. Papers
strewn around the room, falling out of files piled up randomly on
the desk. “Did your people do this?” I asked.

He looked around. “Why? What’s wrong?”

“She would never have left her office like
this. She was a neat freak and compulsive about confidentiality.
I’ve never seen more than one file on her desk at any one time.
Even when she came into my office to discuss the cases she worked
on, they were all neatly organized in an expanding file.”

“Can you tell if there’s anything
missing?”

Shaking my head, I said, “I doubt it. I’ve
spent most of my time in meetings, so I haven’t talked to her in
over a week. I don’t really know what cases she worked on lately.
The best I can do is to sort through this mess and separate the old
ones from the new ones still pending.”

More to himself than to me, he said, “Someone
was looking for something. They ransacked her house as well.”

I sat down at the desk and pulled a pile
toward me. Delgado remained standing. Resting one hand on the back
of my chair, he leaned over my shoulder. He smelled wonderful,
musky aftershave with just a hint of mint. His face was so close I
felt his breath on the back of my neck. It played havoc with my
concentration. I kept thinking that if I turned my head, his face
would be right there looking at me. I’d look up into those
beautiful green eyes. He would have that crooked little smile on
his face. Then he would take my face in his hands and . . .

His phone rang destroying my perfect little
daydream. He walked into the outer office before answering it. When
he came back, he said, “There’s no hurry on this,” waving his hand
at the files. “We just got a lead.” He turned to leave.

I followed him to the door. “Wait, did you
find out her real name?”

“We matched her fingerprints to an arrest
record in St. Louis. Her real name is Marcia Sullivan.”

“Why were her fingerprints on record?” I had
the door keys in my hand, but I didn’t use them, waiting for him to
answer.

“She was picked up as an accomplice in a
burglary six years ago; she managed to get probation by testifying
against her husband, Jimmy Sullivan. He was released from prison
three months ago. It looks like she had a good reason to run.”

“Is he under arrest?” I unlocked the
door.

“Not yet, but it won’t take long. I’ll let
Harris know once we catch him.” With that, he left.

I wanted to yell, “Wait, does that mean I
won’t see you again,” but that would have been pathetic, so I held
it in. Instead, I went back to Monica’s office, picked up the
phone, returned calls, and informed my staff that the office would
be open for business in the morning. Then I gathered up my things,
locked up the office and left. Like he said, there was no hurry and
suddenly I was exhausted.

Once home, I undressed and fell into bed. A
few hours later, someone pounding on my door woke me. I grabbed a
robe, and looked through the spy hole. Alan stood on the porch.
Opening the door, I asked, “What are you doing here?”

“I came to check on you. You’re not answering
your cell phone.”

“Oh, I forgot to recharge it. It‘s probably
dead. Has something happened?”

“Not really. I just wanted to let you know
the police identified Monica and they think her ex-husband may be
the killer. When I couldn’t reach you, I got worried. So I came to
check on you. Am I interrupting anything?”

“What?”

He looked me up and down. “Well, it’s only
eight o’clock at night and you’re in a bathrobe. I don’t want to
intrude if you’re entertaining.”

It takes me awhile to wake up even after my
feet hit the floor, so only now did I realize he was still standing
outside. “No, I’m alone. Just taking a nap.” I stepped back and
motioned for him to come in. “Actually I already knew about the
identification. Delgado got the phone call while we were still in
Monica’s office going over the files. That’s why I came home. If
her husband did kill her, there’s no hurry to check out the
files.”

Now awake, something seemed wrong with that
scenario. Thinking aloud, I said, “I guess he could have tracked
her down at work, but why in my office and how did she get in?”

Alan didn’t say anything. He just stood there
looking at me.

“Are you listening?” I asked.

He smiled and moved a step closer. “No.
Actually I’m thinking how seductive you look in that bathrobe.”

“Oh!” I’d forgotten I wasn’t really dressed.
I pulled the sides of the robe together where it had gaped open.
“Let me put on some clothes. I’ll be right back.”

Before I could turn away, he grabbed the belt
of the robe and pulled me to him. “I think I like you better this
way.”

Stunned, I didn’t know what to say. Still, I
didn’t resist when he put his arms around me, drew me to him, and
kissed me. It had been a long time since a man held me. His strong
arms around me felt wonderful. He was a good kisser. I slipped my
arms around his neck and kissed him back, reveling in the feeling.
When his lips started moving down my neck, I came to my senses,
gently but firmly pushing him away. “I’m sorry. You know we can’t
do this.”

He held on, trapping me in his arms. Kissing
my jaw just under my ear, he whispered, “For once in your life,
Val, break the rules. Just go with the feeling.”

In control now, I pushed against him harder
until he let go. “You know I can’t. If anything happened between
us, Tony would know the instant I walked in his office. It would be
all over my face, then one of us would have to quit.”

Eyes twinkling, he reached up and ran his
finger lightly down the side of my face. “You never know. It might
be worth it. How will we ever know unless we give it a try?” He
looked into my eyes, a slight smile on his face.

The man was good, but I had been conned by
the best. My ex-husband, one of the most charming men alive, loved
women, literally. It took me two years to realize that we each had
a different definition of marriage. I wanted a monogamous
relationship; he wanted a guarantee that he would have someone to
come home to if other interests didn’t pan out. He claimed he loved
me and his numerous affairs didn’t affect or diminish that love.
Whether or not it was true for him, his affairs killed my love. I
couldn’t and wouldn’t share. Consequently, not into the kind of
trial relationship Alan proposed, I folded my arms in front of me
and said coldly without the least hint of passion, “Fine, as long
as you’re the one who quits.”

I don’t know which stopped him, the threat,
or the lack of enthusiasm in my voice. He dropped his hands. After
a moment, he smiled and said, “You win. Go get dressed and I’ll
order us a pizza.”

On the way to the bedroom, over my shoulder I
said, “Pepperoni, mushroom and black olives, and make it a large.
I’m starving.” I looked in the mirror. I couldn’t believe he
thought I looked sexy. I hadn’t bothered to take the pins out of my
hair before I lay down, so half of it straggled down one side of my
face. I removed the rest of the pins, brushed it straight, and
threw on an oversized T-shirt and a pair of sweat pants, going for
the opposite of sexy. I didn’t want any more temptation. I wasn’t
sure how I felt about Alan, and I didn’t want to have to decide
right now. I was glad he wasn’t mad. At the very least, I valued
his friendship and I didn’t want any awkwardness at work.

Alan stood by the phone looking through
circulars I got in the mail. My kitchen was small with a counter
between it and the dining room. The phone hung on the wall at the
end of the counter, and that was where I tossed my mail.

He looked at his watch. “The pizza should be
here in about ten minutes.”

I set out plates and napkins. Looking in the
refrigerator I said, “What do you want to drink? I only have diet
soda, but there’s milk or water.”

“I know you don’t drink, so I’m guessing you
don’t have a beer in there.”

“Not unless you count diet root beer.”

With a big sigh, he said he’d make do with
water. The doorbell rang and he went to answer it.

When he didn’t come back with the pizza, I
wandered out. Delgado stood in the doorway. His eyes raked me up
and down and then swung back to Alan. Looking back at me, he raised
one eyebrow, making it clear he thought I had lied to him about my
relationship with Alan. Even though I hadn’t done anything wrong, I
felt guilty.

Delgado had changed into jeans, a T-shirt,
and a black leather jacket, biker sexy. Somehow, he managed to
combine dangerous and sophisticated into one cohesive persona.

I looked down at my non-sexy outfit, glad I
wasn’t still wearing the bathrobe, but wishing I looked better.

“Alan came over to tell me about the
identification,” I babbled, feeling like I owed him an explanation.
The pizza delivery guy arrived and saved me from making a complete
idiot of myself. While Alan paid for the pizza, I invited Delgado
to join us.

I didn‘t expect him to accept, but following
me into the kitchen he said, “Sure. It smells good. I’ve been
trying to reach you on your cell phone.”

“Oh, right. Alan said the same thing. I keep
forgetting to plug it in.” I dug it out of my purse and slipped it
into the charger on the counter next to the wall phone. Most people
I know have gotten rid of their landline, just relying on their
cell phone. However, I’m forever forgetting to recharge mine, so I
keep my home phone as backup. It was also the only number I gave my
mother. “Why were you trying to reach me?” I said as I set out
another plate.

Alan walked in. “Have you caught the husband
yet?” He set an extra large pizza and bread sticks on the
table.

Delgado took a slice of pizza and put it on
his plate. “Yes, but we’re fairly certain he didn’t do it.”

“Why is that?” I asked, pulling strings of
cheese from my own slice.

“Because they just picked him up in St. Louis
robbing a liquor store. It’s just possible he had time to kill the
girl here and return to St. Louis, but it’s not likely. He doesn’t
seem to have the money or transportation. He admits to looking for
her. Says she owed him for taking the rap for the burglary. He
wanted compensation.”

“Was there anyone else in on the burglary?”
asked Alan.

“No charges against anyone else, but you
never know.”

“Did you find out anything more about
Monica?” I asked.

He hesitated and then shrugged. “I might as
well tell you since it has already been leaked to the papers. He
did tell us a little more about Monica‘s background. She was born
Marcia LaSalle, the only child of Lorraine LaSalle. Lorraine worked
as a secretary to a prominent Missouri senator and rumored to be
his mistress. Jimmy says that Lorraine kicked Marcia out at the age
of sixteen. Marcia was picked up for prostitution a couple of times
in the next couple of years, but never charged. According to Jimmy,
he came along and rescued her from the street. Since his rap sheet
is several pages long with arrests for theft, dealing drugs,
assault, and pimping, I don‘t know if her life got much better.
When money got tight, they decided to rob the senator. Marcia knew
his routine, and since the senator sneaked her mother in every time
the wife left town, she also knew the alarm codes. Everything went
smoothly. Jimmy and Marcia lived high for the next couple of months
on the proceeds of their heist. When the money ran out, they tried
to pawn some of the jewelry, which led the police right to
them.

“Marcia testified against Jimmy, claiming
he’d threatened to kill her if she didn‘t help. She got off with
probation. He figured she probably blackmailed the senator into
arranging the plea deal. While he was in jail, she divorced Jimmy
and changed her name.”

“Were you able to get in touch with her
mother?” I asked.

“Yes, the St. Louis police have done the
notification. She wanted to know if Marcia left her any money.”

“What a sad life.” I said shaking my head. I
felt bad that I hadn’t done more to get to know her. It didn’t
excuse what she had done to Rose, but it did go a little way toward
explaining it. “Did you get a chance to question Darryl?” My
dislike for Darryl was so intense that I was never able to say his
name without it coming out like a sneer.

From the look Delgado gave me, he didn’t miss
the nuance. “No more than you expected. He claims he doesn’t
remember her at all.”

Thinking aloud, I said, “So we’re back to
square one. The only thing we know is that whoever wanted her dead
was also looking for something. I still keep coming back to why was
she killed in my office and how did she get in?”

Delgado sat up straight and glared at me.
“Listen, let me make this clear. This is my investigation. I don’t
need any amateurs getting involved. I came over tonight to let you
know that, now that it seems it wasn’t the husband, we need to
reexamine her files. I’ve gone over her calendar but it doesn’t
mean much to me. She only listed initials for appointments. I want
to see if I can reconstruct her last week—who she met with, etc. I
need your help matching names to the initials. I’ll be in your
office at nine tomorrow.” He shoved back his chair and got up.

Alan walked him to the door, then came back
to say they had decided to have a couple of beers together and he
would see me tomorrow.

If Alan thought that Delgado would be more
willing to talk surrounded by good old boys drinking and slapping
each other on the back, I had the feeling he was wasting his time.
Frankly, glad they left, and tired again, I cleaned up the mess and
went back to bed, but I couldn’t sleep. I just kept thinking about
Monica. Probably should call her Marcia, but I couldn’t think of
her that way. To me she would always be Monica. I hadn’t bothered
to try to get to know her, assuming I had plenty of time. Caught up
in meetings, I missed stuff going on right under my nose in my own
office. While I might not be responsible for her death, it was my
fault my employees were subject to her manipulations. Delgado may
not want my help, but he was going to get it whether he liked it or
not. I would not sit idly by again.


Chapter Four

 


The next morning, I arrived at the Human
Resources office about eight-thirty. The hazmat team was already
there pulling the bloody carpet out of my office, and beginning the
clean up. I looked away quickly and went to Monica’s office. With a
clear head, it didn’t take long to separate out the old completed
files, which I placed back in the filing cabinet. That left about
ten files. Four of them were union grievances she’d already
answered. I set those aside until we heard whether the union wanted
to pursue them. Two more grievances looked unanswered, so I went to
work on those.

The rest of my staff arrived. My insurance
coordinator came in to discuss a couple of leave of absences.

Charlene poked her head in. “Hi, I don’t show
any meetings on your schedule today. Scott’s here with that cashier
we fired last week. He says he had an appointment with Monica this
morning to discuss it. Do you want to see him, or should I
reschedule?”

Scot was the culinary union representative.
When we got a tip that this cashier had been stealing money for
some time, security set up a camera, and we caught her red handed
on video. I couldn’t imagine what kind of a defense Scott would
mount for her, or why Monica had even been willing to discuss it.
Still, it couldn’t take long. “Give me a few minutes and then send
him in. I have an appointment with Detective Delgado at nine, so
don’t schedule me anything for the rest of this morning, but after
that I should be available all afternoon.”

Scott and the cashier came in and took their
seats. I waited for him to begin.

“I heard about Monica. I’m sorry. I know this
is probably a difficult time for everyone, but we need to clear
this up so Kathy here can get back to work.”

Hopefully, my face didn’t show the extent of
my surprise. How could he think we’d even consider reinstating her?
“I’m sorry, Scott. I don’t think that’s going to be possible. Maybe
you haven’t seen the video. We have clear evidence that Kathy stole
money from the cash drawer.”

“It was only fifty cents.”

“What difference does that make?”

“It doesn’t seem fair for someone to lose
their job over a measly fifty cents.”

“First, fifty cents is all we
caught her stealing. Second, how much
does it have to be? Is a dollar enough, five dollars, ten dollars?
Where do you draw the line? There’s no position in the resort that
doesn’t require complete trust and honesty. Where do you suggest I
place a known thief? Certainly not back anywhere near a cash
drawer.”

“I can’t believe you’re taking such a hard
line. When I talked with Monica, she assured me that we could reach
some kind of a compromise.”

“I’m sorry she misled you, but our decision
is final.”

Scott escorted Kathy out, and I was left
wondering how Monica would have handled the meeting. Especially now
that I knew, she too was a thief. Up until now, I’d considered
myself a good judge of character, at least in my professional
capacity. How had I messed up so badly with Monica? Not wanting to
dwell on those thoughts, I phoned Rose to bring me the latest list
of job openings.

When she came in, she looked tired, her dark
eyes red-rimmed and shadowed. I wondered why I hadn’t noticed
before that she’d lost weight. Normally slightly overweight after
having three kids, her clothes now hung on her. This morning, she
wore no make-up, and had pulled her dark, shoulder-length hair into
a limp and lifeless ponytail.

I asked her to come in, and close the door.
“How are you doing?”

She started to tear up, but managed to keep
her composure. “I’m fine.”

I leaned forward and patted her hand. “I hear
Monica gave you a hard time. I‘m really sorry I wasn't here for
you.”

“There wasn’t anything you could have
done.”

“Yes, I could have fired her ass.”

That got me a small laugh. “You would have,
wouldn’t you?”

“In a heartbeat. I really didn‘t know that
she was that awful.”

Her smile faded. “Well it looks like someone
took care of that permanently for both of us.”

“I’m sorry. I have to ask. You don’t really
believe that Danny had anything to do with that, do you?”

Bitterness crept into her voice. “I don’t
know what to believe. I didn’t believe he would cheat on me in my
own bed, so how can I trust my instincts?”

“Have you talked to him at all?”

She shook her head. “Ever since Monica kicked
him out, he’s been calling me, but I’ve refused to take his calls.
I know he is just looking for a place to live. I don’t want to hear
anything he has to say at this point.”

“Did you tell the detective about him and
Monica?”

“Yes, he asked how Monica and I got along.
Oh, Val, it all just came pouring out. Now I feel guilty.”

“There’s no reason to feel guilty. You had to
tell the truth. It was bound to come out. It’s better coming from
you than for him to hear it from someone else.” I was selfishly
glad. Now I wouldn’t have to tell him.

Rose made her escape when Charlene
transferred a call from Tony’s secretary, who said Tony had just
come in and wanted to see Alan and me. Delgado hadn’t showed up
yet, so I hurried upstairs to the executive office. On the way, I
thought about Rose and Danny. Could either of them have killed
Monica? Rose certainly had a motive to hate her. I couldn’t picture
Rose shooting, stabbing, or poisoning anyone, but someone simply
shoved Monica hard enough that she fell and hit her head. From what
I’d learned, it appeared that Monica was an expert at goading. She
could have pushed Rose to the breaking point. As much as I wanted
to, I couldn’t cross Rose off the suspect list. I considered Danny
another case entirely. After what he did to Rose, he deserved to be
on the list. I could easily picture him striking out in anger.
After risking his home and family to sleep with Monica, she tossed
him out for another man. I also included Darryl. Probably just
wishful thinking, but he had lied to the police. Monica was not a
woman any man would forget.

Alan sat the outer office waiting for Tony to
get off the phone with corporate.

I mouthed hello to the secretary, also on the
phone, and sat down next to Alan. “Well, did Delgado tell you
anything more?” I whispered.

“No. I think he only went because he wanted
to know what was going on between us.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That you and I were having a torrid love
affair.”

“You didn’t!” I gasped and hit him on
the arm. The secretary looked over and I smiled.

He laughed. “No. I told him that you were so
prudish that you refused to allow anyone to touch you”

This time I laughed. “You didn’t talk about
me at all did you?”

He grinned. “No, he had one beer and left. I
just wanted to see your reaction.” The smile disappeared and he put
his hand over mine. He might have said more, but the secretary told
us Tony was ready to see us.

Tony Augustino, in his fifties, average
height, husky but not fat, exuded power. He skewered us with
serious brown eyes and motioned for us to take a seat. Generally, I
liked him because you always knew where you stood with him. He
believed in treating the customer and the employees with dignity.
In spite of that, he wasn’t an easy boss. The status quo was never
good enough. He expected his executives to be on top of things. He
hadn’t been happy when we reported that corporate security hadn’t
done a background check on Monica. I wasn’t looking forward to
telling him how little I knew about her. Alan told him about
Monica’s burglary, name change, and the arrest of her ex-husband in
St. Louis. When I told him about her affair with Rose’s husband, I
felt Alan look at me. I’d forgotten that I hadn’t told him.

Tony glared at me. “So the murderer could be
one of our employees?” I knew he was thinking of the negative
publicity that an on-going investigation would generate. It would
be even worse if the murderer turned out to be an employee.

“It could also be someone from St. Louis,”
suggested Alan.

“You better hope so.” With those parting
words, he dismissed us.

Just as we were leaving, Alan got a call from
security so he hurried back to his office. When I got back to Human
Resources, Delgado sat sprawled in a chair in front of Charlene’s
desk. He hadn’t seen me yet, so I stood still and watched him.
Dressed casually in a short sleeved, dark green polo shirt tucked
into khaki slacks, he looked relaxed with one leg crossed over the
other. A tan and green tweed sports coat draped over the back of
the chair. It made me wonder about the Armani suit that he’d worn
the first night. Evidently, it wasn’t his regular office attire.
Maybe he had been out on a date when he got the call. With
Charlene, he was talkative and even animated, none of the sullen
animosity he’d shown me. A totally irrational twinge of jealousy
caught me off guard. It intensified when he threw back his head and
laughed at something Charlene said. He had a beautiful deep,
full-throated laugh that made you want to laugh with him. The best
I’d ever gotten was a crooked almost-smile.

Fuming over my inability to make any kind of
a connection with him, I marched in and blurted out, “I assume
you’re waiting for me?”

All amusement left his face as he rose to
follow me to Monica’s office.

Nice going, I thought. Now he can
add shrew to the list of
reasons he hates you. When we reached my office, I sat down behind
the desk.

He sat down in the chair beside the desk and
handed me Monica’s calendar. “I want to re-create her final week as
far as possible.”

I flipped through the pages. “The initials
for these first few appointments are for supervisors she consulted
to answer some union grievances.” I wrote down the names and
departments. The SM of C is probably Scott from the Culinary
Union.” I added his name to the list. “This appointment with JM
from the T has to be Jerry McCrea from the Teamsters’ union, except
that makes no sense. I’ve been in negotiations with the Teamsters
for the last couple of weeks. Jerry should have brought any issues
that came up directly to the negotiation table. Even if he tried an
end run around me, Monica should have notified me immediately.
According to this, she met with him three days before I wrapped up
the negotiations.”

Since he didn’t comment, I handed him the
list I’d made, and promised to research the others I didn’t
recognize. As he started to get up and leave, I stopped him. I
wanted to apologize for my earlier rudeness, but since I couldn‘t
very well explain it, I simply said, “Are Rose and Danny still on
your list of suspects?”

He sat back down. “Everyone is still on my
list.”

“Including me?”

He smiled that crooked little half smile and
my heartbeat accelerated. “No your mother verified your alibi.”

“You spoke to my mother?” I was astounded,
not because he called her, but because she hadn’t called me
immediately afterward. “I can’t believe she didn’t freak out when
she heard about the murder in my office.”

He raised one eyebrow. “I doubt the officer
who spoke with her gave her that information.”

So he hadn’t talked to her directly. Still
any inquiry from the police about me should have set her off.
Charlene must be shielding me. He stood up and so did I. “I’ll call
you when I identify the other names.” He nodded. In spite of the
fact that he’d said very little, he seemed as hesitant to leave, as
I was to let him go. Finally, I held out my hand to shake his. When
his skin touched mine, I felt a jolt. My heart went into overdrive
and I couldn’t breathe for a second. I looked up to see if he felt
it too.

His eyes widened and then he looked down,
dark lashes masking any other reaction. He released my hand,
mumbled goodbye, and left.

I stood there rubbing my still tingling hand,
wondering what just happened. Did he feel what I felt, or was he
just surprised at my reaction?

Okay, maybe my mother was right. Obviously, I
did need more of a social life, when shaking a man’s hand was all
it took to ratchet up my blood pressure. Then again, I hadn’t had
much sleep, so maybe I just needed a break. I called Linda Mann,
the Slot Director and Angie Cho, the Hotel Director, arranging to
meet them in our Mexican restaurant for lunch. On my way out, I
stopped by Charlene’s desk to get my messages. “Has my mother
called?”

“Only about six times. I explained that you
were fine and would call her as soon as you were free. Please be
free soon,” she begged. She looked up and raised her eyebrows as if
to question my earlier behavior, but I wasn’t ready to talk about
it, yet. Charlene knows me so well that she let it go. She handed
me a group of phone messages and said, “Oh, and I made an
appointment for you at 2:00 p.m. with a Gary Dillon. He isn’t an
employee, but said it was urgent that he speak with you about the
sexual harassment of one of our employees. He wouldn’t say
anymore.”

I thanked her and told her I would call my
mom before going to lunch. It wasn’t fair to Charlene to put it
off. After I assured Mom several times that I was alive and well
and not suspected of anything, she reminded me of dinner. I
promised I would be there and tell her everything.

***

Linda and Angie were waiting for me in the
restaurant. As the only other women on the executive committee,
we’ve become good friends. They’re the ones I depend on to either
give me a good ass kicking or moral support. I wasn’t sure which
I’d get today. Angie was a tiny Asian woman, who never backed down
from a fight. I’d watched with admiration as she took on the good
old boys and earned their respect. She also had built in bullshit
radar, so I especially wanted to get her take on Monica. Tony had
promoted Linda to Slot Director against considerable opposition
from the good old boys who thought the gaming side of the business
belonged to a man. She looks like a kewpie doll, all soft with a
sweet voice. However, I’d seen her stand up to a six foot,
250-pound man and tell him, “I don’t care how it’s been done for
the last twenty years, I’m doing it differently, and if you don’t
like it, you can talk to the General Manager.”

Once we had ordered, they asked about the
murder. I told them what I knew. “Apparently, everyone in my office
hated her, but no one bothered to tell me.” Even I cringed when I
heard the whine in my voice.

“Stop beating yourself up. It’s only been two
months and she was good at covering herself. They would have come
to you eventually.” That was Linda being kind. Angie nodded, but I
knew she wouldn’t put up with my whining for long, so I moved
on.

“I can’t believe I didn’t see it. Anyway, how
did she come across to you?”

Angie went first. “Since I sat in on the
negotiations with you, I didn’t interact with her, but I can tell
you my managers didn’t like her. When they asked a question about
how to handle a situation, they never got a straight answer.
Instead, she implied that as a favor to them, she could fix it so
they could do whatever they wanted.”

Linda said she had the same experience. “My
slot mechanic supervisor wanted to write up a slot technician for
getting into a shoving match with the coin room guys during a drop.
The supervisor and I went to Monica to ask how to write it up, and
if we had sufficient documentation to back up the warning. She told
us that she could speak to the coin room guys and make sure they
wrote the documentation in such a way that no one would be able to
question it.”

“What? It sounds like she was going to tell
the guys what to write.”

“Exactly what I thought. She also managed to
convey without really saying it that she would expect something in
return for doing it.”

“What did you do?”

“We told her thanks, but no thanks, we would
just issue the warning with what we had. I knew you’d want to know
so I called you immediately, but you were in negotiations, and then
the next day she was killed.”

This was much worse than I expected. Stunned,
I agonized over how much damage she could have done in two months.
I said nothing for several minutes staring at my chicken
quesadilla.

Angie interrupted my reverie. “I’m afraid
there’s more. I don’t have any facts to back this up, but rumors
are she was sleeping with someone working here. I do know that she
came on to my front desk manager, who turned her down.”

Linda mentioned that she heard two of her
slot managers laughing about being hit on by Monica. She blushed
when she told me they said were tempted, but thought the price too
high.

Great, now I could add prostitution to the
list of HR services. I wondered how many had actually taken her up
on her offers. I went to lunch hoping for solace, and left feeling
even more depressed.

When I got back, I stopped by Mike
McCormack’s office. Mike was the HR Training Manager. As the only
male on my staff and a good-looking man, he’d been tagged as either
gay or a lothario banging each of us in turn. The picture of his
wife and kids that he kept on his desk refuted gay. In the office
he was always very professional without even an off color comment,
but I suspected that when he hung out with the guys he did little
to discourage the rumors concerning his prowess as the sheik of the
harem. I wondered if Monica had hit on him. It would be interesting
to hear his take on Monica.

The desk, one chair and a row of filing
cabinets took up most of the space. He’d tacked his class schedules
along one wall. His suit coat hung from a hook on door. I sat down
in the chair next to his desk. “You have a minute to talk?”

He looked up from the files on his desk and
took off his glasses. “Sure. I don’t have any classes scheduled
until later.

I got right to the point. “I hear Monica was
sleeping around, did she ever hit on you?”

He leaned back in the chair, a smile on his
face. “No. I wasn’t influential enough. See, Monica wasn’t after a
good time. It looked to me like she only went after men she thought
she could use in some way.”

“Then why sleep with Danny? He didn’t work
here and he was a lowly mechanic. Was she having car trouble?

He laughed. “Not that I know of. My opinion,
she did that just to distract Rose. Rose had her number from day
one. She stopped Monica from using the clerks as slaves. Even I
noticed that Rose started keeping track of when Monica came and
went, and who she had in her office. When Danny stopped by one day
to talk to Rose, I think Monica saw her chance to get back at her.
It didn’t take long before she made a play for him. Woman like
that, I doubt he even had a chance.”

I decided I needed to have to have another
talk with Rose. “What do you know about this new man that Monica
kicked Danny out over?”

“Not much. I walked past her one day when she
was talking on her cell phone. I heard her say if her plan worked
out, it could solve all her problems. My guess would be someone
with a lot of influence or money.”

I thanked him and went back to my office to
return the stack of phone calls before my two o’clock meeting with
Gary Dillon. Everyone I spoke to said how glad they were they could
get finally get a straight answer. I answered what I could over the
phone, and made appointments with the others to go over their
issues.

Gary Dillon arrived right on time, tall,
thin, and blond, wearing jeans, cowboy boots, and a white long
sleeved shirt rolled up at the sleeves. Not a lawyer, and not an
employee either based on the beard. We shook hands and I asked him
how I could help him.

“My girlfriend works here. Her boss is
sexually harassing her. I want to know when you people are going to
do something about it.”

“Why don’t we start at the beginning? What’s
your girlfriends name and who is harassing her?”

“Her name is Doris Fox. She works as a
blackjack dealer. It’s her pit boss, Arnie Waters who keeps hitting
on her.”

I made a note of both names. “Why isn’t she
here making the complaint?”

“I’ve tried to get her come in, but she’s
afraid if she says anything, she’ll lose her job. This guy is
always putting his arm around her, or touching her. He‘s asked her
out several times. Lately he’s insinuated that if she doesn’t say
yes pretty soon, she won’t be working many hours.”

I listened and made notes, but reserved
judgment. It was certainly possible that the dealer was too scared
to make the complaint herself, but it was also possible this was
just a story Doris told her boyfriend. On the other hand, it could
be the boyfriend was jealous of the pit boss and trying to get him
fired. I’d seen it happen before, usually an ex-wife or disgruntled
girlfriend who called up to get the man in trouble. “Mr. Dillon, I
appreciate you’re coming in today, but I really need to speak to
Doris. Do you think you could talk her into seeing me?”

“I’ll try. She’s pretty scared. Ever since I
talked to that other lady here last week, he’s gotten worse.”

“Do you mean that you spoke to the lady that
used to be in this office, Monica Smith?”

“Yeah, she said she’d look into it”

I told him she no longer worked here. I
promised not to talk to the pit boss until I could speak with
Doris. Once he left, I looked through the files again. I found no
record of Gary’s meeting with Monica. However, I did find a meeting
with AW on Tuesday on her calendar, one of the initials I couldn’t
identify. If AW meant Arnie Waters, he should have been the last
person she talked to until after she’d completed her investigation.
I couldn’t help but wonder if Monica had made Arnie an offer to
look the other way. Pit bosses made good money. Was he the new
boyfriend? I wanted to give Mr. Dillon time to talk Doris into
coming in, but I made a note in the file to talk to her anyway if
she hadn’t called by next Wednesday.

I spent the rest of the afternoon in
appointments I’d made earlier.

Just before five, Charlene came in and sat
down. “Have you forgiven me yet?”

I should have known I wouldn‘t have to
explain my boorish behavior in front of Detective Delgado to her.
“Maybe, if you tell me how you got him to laugh.”

She crossed her legs and leaned back. “It was
his story, not mine. He told me how he met my husband several years
ago during a domestic dispute. Evan’s client insisted Evan
accompany him when he when home to pick up some clothes during a
trial separation. The wife came home unexpectedly. Evan ended up
trying to protect the husband from being beat up by the wife. She
was this big woman, over 300 pounds, smacking this little guy with
a cast iron frying pan because he wanted a separation. It took five
policemen to restrain her. Everyone ended up with bruises. Then she
tried to sue the police department for police brutality. You came
in just as I told him that I remember Evan telling me about the
case. The husband fired Evan when Evan was forced to testify
against the wife on behalf of the police force.”

I had to admit it was a funny story. I
brought her up to date on all the things I had learned about
Monica. She wanted to talk about my meeting with Detective Stuff
Muffin as she called him, but I had to leave. I’d promised Mom I
wouldn’t be late for dinner.

***

I pulled up to Mom’s house and parked on the
street. I hadn’t grown up in this house. After Dad died five years
ago of cancer, Mom sold that house and bought this smaller one that
was easier for her to take care of on her own. At fifty-three,
she’s still a beautiful woman. Although not a slim as she used to
be, her clothes always draped her curves beautifully. She managed
to dress in style without looking inappropriate for a woman her
age. She kept at bay the few strands of gray that dared invade her
dark hair with a monthly trip to the beauty parlor. I kept
expecting that one day she would date again. She said she had the
perfect marriage. She doesn’t believe that can happen twice in one
lifetime, so what would be the point. While I would never tell her,
I’m thrilled. I don’t want to see her with anyone else. She stayed
active with her own catering company and her pursuit of a suitable
husband for me, and father for the grandchildren she should already
have.
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