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“Mr. Baumgardner, can you explain to your wife your reluctance to fulfill her jungle fantasy?” Dr. Ally Skye prodded.
With a mulish scowl, the man faced his spouse of fifty years and gave it a shot. “I’m eighty-two. Tarzan, I’m not.”
“That’s what this is about?” the diminutive Mrs. Baumgardner snapped, her voice shrill against the pan flute CD playing on the sound system. “You’d feel silly in a loin cloth?”
Yes! Ally mentally cheered the silver-haired woman for grabbing the proverbial bull by the horns. The couple’s third sex-counseling session was nearing an end, and finally her geriatric clients had reached the root of their current bedroom problems.
“I’ve got a pot belly.” Mr. Baumgardner gripped the arms of the mauve leather chair. “I’d look like a fool dressed up like the King of the Jungle.”
Ally leaned back in her own armchair and made a note on her pad, using a form of shorthand she’d developed for unobtrusively documenting her sessions. Only she’d be able to translate her notes as "Husband has realistic body image but is selectively self-conscious. Dressed in plaid pants with purple “I crapped out in Vegas” T-shirt but won’t wear costume for wife.
His wife radiated indignation. “You don’t care about that pot belly when you want your willy whistled.”
Ally intervened. “Let’s approach this from a different angle. Mr. Baumgardner, do you enjoy sexual relations with your wife?”
The balding man squirmed. “Yeah.”
She glanced at Mrs. Baumgardner, who sat ramrod straight with her arms crossed chest-high over her floral dress. “How does your wife ensure your lovemaking is satisfying?”
“Well...” The man blushed, the tips of his hair-sprouting ears turning red. “We have a standing date on Saturday nights to, you know, make whoopee.”
“What does she do for you in bed?” Ally doodled on her pad so the embarrassed man could talk without meeting her eyes.
Other efforts to aid client relaxation included the homey feel of her office—with its serene pastel colors, leafy plants and tranquil, feng shui layout—as well as her choice of a soothing blue, linen pants suit. She’d canned her table-top fountain, however, when its running water had triggered a diuretic response in some clients.
“If her arthritis isn’t acting up,” Mr. Baumgardner explained, “she uses her hands for, uh, foreplay.”
“Uh-huh,” Ally encouraged, as she sketched a leopard-skin-clad he-man in the margin of her notepad.
“And sometimes she’ll take out her dentures and...” He covered his discomfort with a cough.
Ally raised her eyes to his. “So, your wife removes her dentures to what? Enhance your fellatio pleasure? Don’t many people feel unattractive, even silly without their false teeth?”
Mr. Baumgardner, a retired CPA, could still put two and two together. “Yeah. Okay, I get it.”
“Good,” Ally praised. “You know, sex is richer when both partners make an effort. And an openness to new experiences is positive, especially in the bedroom.”
He turned to his wife. “You really want the jungle thing?”
She nodded, a pleased smile transforming her wrinkled face.
“And you won’t laugh at me?” he asked.
“I won’t. I promise.” Mrs. Baumgardner crossed her heart.
Ally checked the wall clock. Two minutes left. She selected a business card from a holder on the nearby table and held it out. “This costume shop on Flamingo has the best selection in Vegas. They carry clothes and props for almost any fantasy.”
Mrs. Baumgardner slipped the card into her bingo-motif purse and looked at her watch. “Thank you, dear. Since our time’s up, we’ll just head over there right now.”
Sighing, her husband stood and followed her out of the office. The Baumgardners took the back exit, which allowed people to leave without running into the next clients.
It was a good system. When the back door closed, a light flashed on her office manager Gladys’s desk signaling the end of a session. Then Gladys would give her ten minutes before sending in her next appointment.
Ally smiled, jotting notes in the Baumgardners’ file. The old couple was making strides. There was no reason they couldn’t enjoy as varied a love life as her younger clients.
Given Las Vegas’ mega-growth as a retirement city, she was seeing more elderly people. Of course, Viagra had stimulated—in more ways than one—her influx of aged therapy-seekers. Often, a re-activated sex life brought a new set of problems.
The front entrance of her office cracked open, and Gladys poked her head in. Her perfect French twist sprouted wisps of hair as though the middle-aged woman had run her manicured hands over it. Gladys’ silk scarf was askew, and she’d nibbled off her lipstick. In the five years since Ally had established the practice, her unflappable office manager had never been shaken.
Ally stood, dropping the file on her side table.
“There’s a cop out here.” Gladys hissed the words in a stage whisper before Ally could speak. “There’s been a—”
The woman squeaked as a wide, tanned hand grasped the edge of the door above her head and shoved it fully open. A long-limbed, broad-shouldered man stepped around Gladys and closed the door in her face.
The grim man strode forward, impatience shimmering off him in waves. Holy guacamole, as her mother used to say. Beneath her clamoring fight-or-flight instinct, Ally recognized a thoroughly female reaction to his overt maleness...a sexual awareness that buzzed like a low-voltage current.
Lean but muscular, he wore a short-sleeved shirt revealing powerful, sun-darkened arms. His untucked, orange-and-turquoise Hawaiian shirt hung over dusty jeans that molded to his thighs. And there was a bump under his shirt tail. A belt holster?
A desert tan gave the cop the look of an Old West lawman despite his vibrant shirt. His hair, unruly and the color of espresso, brushed his collar. The room’s diffused lighting glinted off gold highlights probably threaded through his dark mane by Nevada’s relentless sunshine.
Fine lines emphasized the man’s vibrant cobalt eyes and full, sensual mouth. Laugh lines? Only if he occasionally offered the world something besides this scowl. The cop’s serious demeanor, though, fit the sharp planes of his handsome face. He halted in front of her, and Ally fought the knee-jerk urge to retreat.
“Detective Zack Crawford, Las Vegas Metro Police Department.” His gruff introduction wasn’t accompanied by an offer to shake hands. The man’s gaze drifted over her, insolently assessing, before his eyes returned to her face. “I need to ask you some questions.”
Ally met his cool stare, tilting her head to adjust to the good half-foot differential in their heights. Hmmmmm. One tall drink of water. Too bad his manners sucked. He was deliberately crowding her personal space, probably attempting to make her nervous. Well, she didn’t intimidate easily. “Could I see some identification?” This was her office, and she was in control here.
He rolled his eyes before producing his shield from a back pocket. Ally didn’t need her grad school body language courses to spot the exasperation in his posture and expression.
Unable to resist needling him, she plucked the shield from his fingers and studied it for several long seconds. Then, returning it to him, she extended her hand and completed their introductions. “I’m Dr. Ally Skye.”
Crawford took her hand, gave it a single shake and dropped it. During the brief contact, she felt the warm, rough texture of his calloused fingers and awarded him points for giving her a firm but not vise-like squeeze. He might be impatient and aggressive, but he’d taken care not to crunch her knuckles.
Ally motioned to her client chairs. Crawford slid a hip onto the arm of the nearest one, ensuring he would hover over her if she settled onto the seat of her chair.
So that’s your game. She almost grinned, enjoying their non-verbal jockeying for dominance. It was easy to spot a control freak when you had a few of those tendencies yourself. Unwilling to sit submissively below his level, she perched on the arm of her therapist chair, glad she’d chosen to wear the linen pants suit and not a dress that morning.
His lips tightened. Oh, he’d noticed the power play but didn’t comment. Instead, he took a notebook out of his shirt pocket and flipped it open. “I’m here about a patient.”
The disdain he'd layered on the last word was crystal clear, and Ally sighed. As a sex therapist, she was accustomed to unenlightened people denigrating her work. “I can’t discuss my clients.”
His eyes narrowed in a look that probably made criminals cower. “Don’t pull that confidentiality bullshit, Doctor Skye. I know what services a surrogate performs.”
Ally ground her teeth. He assumed she was a sex surrogate, which many considered synonymous with “call girl.” No wonder he thought he could push her into discussing her clients. The “Doctor” before her name wasn’t an honorary title or a correspondence school degree, but he hadn’t noticed her diplomas on the far wall above her desk.
“Detective Crawford,” she mimicked his derisive tone while chiding herself for letting him push her buttons. “I’m a licensed therapist, not a sex surrogate. And my clients are entitled to the same confidentiality as those of any doctor.”
He leaned toward her, his musky scent sending an olfactory jolt to her brain’s lust center. Ally shallowed her breathing in self-defense.
“This is a homicide investigation,” he announced. “Tug Shaffer’s been murdered, and we’re questioning his wife.”
His words staggered her, and the room tilted for a crazy second. She’d seen Pam and Tug for their weekly session two days before. Now, Tug was dead? It had to be a mistake.
She fought to wrap her mind around the news, not caring that Crawford was observing her stunned state. Tug had been a wife-cheating, selfish SOB with plenty of enemies, but dead? Pam, who’d loved her husband despite it all, must be devastated.
Pam was a close friend, and Ally—never one to strictly follow the rules—had risked her license to help her through her marital crisis. A therapist shouldn’t treat someone she knows, but Pam’s distress had wrenched at Ally’s heart. And now this...
Ally gathered her wits and confronted the detective. “What do you mean, you’re ‘questioning his wife?’ You think Pam murdered Tug?”
Crawford made a show of checking his watch. “We haven’t charged anyone—”
“Pam’s the nicest person I know,” she interrupted, his verbal dodge confirming her guess. “She wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
“If I had a poker chip for every time I’ve heard that,” he muttered.
Ally shook her head. Pam was a gentle soul, who’d never do anything violent. She helped out at a no-kill animal shelter, volunteered in the Big Sisters program and taught sewing skills gratis through an inner city vocational school. She was also the person who’d cheerfully handed out Ally’s business card to everyone she knew to help build her therapy practice.
Damn, there had to be a way to break through this cop’s skepticism. “Listen, I’ve known her close to five years, and she loved Tug. Pam’s in the yoga class I teach Saturday mornings.”
Crawford sighed, sounding world-weary and unconvinced. Ally searched her memories for something to persuade him he’d picked the wrong suspect.
Pam, a costumer who dressed Vegas performers, had married her carpenter husband only months after they’d met on the same cabaret show. Despite Tug’s roving eye, the marriage had lasted ten years. That was practically Golden-Anniversary status in Sin City. But their relationship had deteriorated lately, and Ally had agreed after much soul-searching to counsel the couple.
“Before her lawyer clammed her up, Pam Shaffer admitted they were seeing you,” Crawford said. “I need to know what problems they discussed here.”
Ally pushed for details. “How did Tug die?”
The detective blew out a frustrated breath, shoving his fingers through his shaggy hair. “A pair of shears to the heart. They were part of the wife’s costume-making kit.”
“What?” Ally shot to her feet, indignation leaving a metallic taste in her mouth. “You suspect Pam because the murderer used her shears?”
“Her fingerprints were all over—” He clamped his jaw shut, looking more like a Mafia enforcer than one of Vegas’ finest. “I’m not discussing an open investigation. You’ve got people waiting out there.” He hooked a thumb toward the office’s front entrance. “And I’m due in court on another case, so just tell me why the Shaffers were seeing you.”
Her mind raced as she considered the evidence. “Of course, her fingerprints were on the weapon. She owns it.”
“Everybody’s a friggin’ detective,” Crawford grumbled as he put away his notebook. “Let me guess. You’re a fan of CSI?”
Ally suggested the obvious. “Couldn’t someone wearing gloves have used the shears?”
“Sure, and it’s possible one of the ten thousand Elvis impersonators in town really is ‘the King,’ but I wouldn’t bet on it.” Crawford stared at his boots as if counting to ten before continuing with blatantly forced patience. “Look, if you’re a cop show junkie, you know the first forty-eight hours of an investigation are vital. So, just answer my questions.”
She stood studying him, their faces level since he still sat on the chair arm. Sure, he was an overworked Alpha male doing a thankless job. But, hell’s bells, the man was building a case against her innocent friend—a woman who’d been there for her in the past. Ally wouldn’t provide the tools to help him.
“I will not break doctor-client confidentiality.” She enunciated each word. “If you want to know about their sessions, ask Pam.”
“I told you, she’s not talking.”
“Then maybe you should spend your time tracking down the real killer,” she snapped.
“This is ridiculous.” Crawford poked a thick index finger at her. “If your friend’s innocent, what’s the harm in answering my questions? I’ll get a court order for their file,” he threatened. “You’re just wasting everyone’s time.”
Damn bully. As her temper spiked, Ally struggled to hold onto her cool counselor’s persona. It was a short fight. Surrendering to the impulsive nature that had landed her in hot water her whole life, she took aim at the man’s ego.
“Let me give you some free advice, Detective. Dominant posturing may excite some women, but studies show it loses its appeal in the long run. If you’ve had complaints from your sex partners about your attitude or anything else, I’d be glad to make you an appointment for therapy.”
Anger sparked in his indigo eyes, and he slowly stood to tower over her again. Erotic awareness skittered down her spine. Issuing what was basically a sensual dare to this powerful male was as foolish as poking a stick at a rattler.
“Doctor Skye...” His voice was low and intimate, as his feral smile kicked her heartbeat into high gear. “I’ve never had any complaints in the bedroom, in the shower, on the kitchen counter or against the wall.”
Jeez, could he be more arrogant? But the mental images his words painted increased the caffeine-like rush flooding her blood stream. Okay. He turned her on. But as comfortable as she was with her sensuality, Ally was discriminating in her bedmates. Her tastes ran to funny, sensitive men, the direct opposite of this combative cop.
“In fact,” he continued in the same seductive baritone, “my sex partners, when they aren’t too exhausted to speak, have nothing but praise for my performance.”
Ally’s mouth went dry. Then enlightenment struck like a box to the ears. Crawford was trying to intimidate her with his virility since his physical presence hadn’t done the trick. Well, this wouldn’t be any more successful than his last tactic.
Thanks to her free-love-advocating, New Age parents, Ally found few sexual practices between consenting adults distasteful, much less scandalous. And this man thought he could embarrass her with his “wild sexcapades?” Ally laughed. Sure, it was her way of releasing the sensual steam created by imagining athletic couplings with Crawford. Still, her amusement had the added bonus of wiping the smirk off his face.
*****
She was laughing at him...a full, earthy, sexy-as-hell laugh. Zack glared at the source of his frustration, unused to being comic relief. He needed his cop’s edge to coerce suspects and witnesses. But this therapist, whose head barely reached his chin, wasn’t afraid of him.
“I was raised in a California commune,” Dr. Skye explained in her throaty voice. Still chuckling, she rubbed tears from the corners of her vivid green eyes. “You’ll have to do better than a list of common lovemaking spots to shock me.”
“There’s nothing common about my—” The ring of his cell phone cut him off mid-defense, thank God. What the hell was it about this woman that made him act like such a macho jerk?
Granted, he might have a small chip on his shoulder about sex industry workers, since his now-ex-wife had been busted on a phone sex scam. And working Vice prior to his Homicide promotion could have affected his opinion of even legal sex businesses—like therapists who counseled bedroom losers.
Still... Zack frowned. His aggressive reaction to Dr. Skye was over-the-top, even given his current time-crunch. If she’d just stop complicating his request for information...
Pulling the phone from his pocket, he answered, “Crawford.”
As he listened to his partner crow about finding neighbors willing to testify to the Shaffers’ violent arguments, Zack watched the sex therapist stride to her corner desk. The rear view of the good doctor was just as fine as the front.
Her shiny red hair was twisted up in a neat knot at the back of her head, leaving the slim line of her neck visible. He’d give odds her pale, smooth skin was sensitive, maybe even ticklish along her jaw and behind her delicate ears. Damn, he wanted to find out.
Dr. Skye reached her oak desk and slipped onto the chair, her movements flowing like those of a dancer he’d once dated. He squelched thoughts of slender, flexible limbs so he could concentrate on the call.
“Harry.” Zack cut off his partner. “Did these witnesses say the Shaffers argued the night of the murder?”
“Yeah, a real blow-up. Lots of screaming, glass breaking.”
“Did they see Mrs. Shaffer leave the house like she said she did?” Zack continued.
Across the room, the tempting therapist made a show of reading the papers on her blotter. She shuffled the same pages from one stack to the other and back again, obviously eavesdropping. Busted. Despite the pressure for him to obtain the Shaffer file, then get the hell over to the courthouse, Zack smiled at her small deception.
“The neighbors are a pair of busy-body sisters, but they spent an hour watching Survivor,” his partner explained, “so they aren’t sure if the wife left. And they were asleep by the time Mrs. Shaffer says she returned and found the body.”
“Okay.” Zack checked his watch. “I’m headed to court from here, but let’s meet back at the station at six. It looks like I’ll need a warrant for the Shaffers’ therapy file.”
As his partner ended the call, Dr. Skye met Zack’s stare. Her stubborn chin lifted, and she didn’t blink or look away.
Slipping the phone into his pocket, he stepped forward just as she stood and rounded the desk. Hell. He’d hoped to trap her in her chair, giving himself the psychological edge. They must teach therapists the same behavioral role-playing exercises he’d had at the police academy.
She held up her hand, traffic-cop-style. “Don’t waste your breath. I’m not turning over my files. What happens in this room is confidential—between client and doctor.”
“Dr. Skye, if I have to slog through red tape to get a warrant, there’s no guarantee I can keep your name from the media.” It was hardball, but with the clock ticking, Zack couldn’t afford to be nice. “Do you want it known your counseling failed? That your patient ended up stabbing her husband instead of planning a second honeymoon?”
“I’m not worried about negative press.” Standing battle-ready at the edge of his personal space, she folded her arms below her bust and seemed to stiffen her spine even further.
Her breasts looked round and full pressing against the thin fabric of her light blue jacket. Zack tore his eyes away from the tempting sight. Unfortunately, she was so close he could smell her perfume, and the mouthwatering mix of vanilla and cinnamon churned him up. How could a fresh-baked-cookies scent be so sexy?
“Besides,” Dr. Skye continued, “it’s the police who’ll look bad once Pam is cleared.”
“I think you absorbed too much sunshine on that commune,” he shot back, glancing again at the wall clock. He’d be lucky to make it to the courthouse on time, even if he used his siren. “God save me from optimists. This is a slam-dunk case, but I still want that file.”
“We don’t always get what we want, Detective.”
For several seconds, her words hung in the air, stimulating thoughts of the many things he’d like to get from and do with the seductive doctor. The grating sound of a buzzer shattered the moment. She reached across her desk, her blue pants molding to her backside.
While he admired the view, she pressed a button on her speakerphone. “Yes, Gladys?”
“Should I reschedule your next clients?” a disembodied voice asked. “Or do you want them to wait?”
“Please have them wait. I believe the detective was just leaving,” Dr. Skye instructed with a triumphant smile.
As she straightened, he let his gaze travel slowly northward to meet her eyes. And she noticed his appraisal, alright. A flush reddened her cheeks as she frowned. It was gratifying to see her confidence slip a notch.
“Yeah, I’m leaving, but I’ll be back soon,” Zack warned. “You’re just delaying the inevitable.”
He stalked to the door, a strategic retreat in his battle to get the file. Despite dreading the paperwork to generate the warrant, Zack already anticipated his next skirmish with the gutsy therapist. Let Dr. Skye believe she’d won the war. He’d be better armed next time. And Zack wouldn’t accept anything less than her total surrender.
“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon.” Ally checked her car’s digital clock for the umpteenth time as she inched forward through the evening rush hour. 5:45. Only one minute since she’d last checked. At this rate, she wouldn’t reach Pam before midnight.
After leaving several voicemail messages at her friend’s home number, Ally had finally—thank goodness—talked to Pam on her cell phone a half hour ago. Sounding exhausted, her friend had explained that she’d moved into a corporate condo owned by her employer, the Oasis Hotel, since her house was a crime scene. Tears pricked Ally’s eyes at the memory of Pam’s shell-shocked voice and stumbling words.
How could the police think Pam was a killer? Exasperation at one particular cop had Ally reaching for her cell phone again. With one eye on the red stoplight ahead, she hit the speed dial for her lawyer and best girlfriend, Morgan Pembrook. She’d know how to handle the arrogant Detective Crawford and his warrant for the Shaffers’ therapy file.
“Talk.” Morgan answered the call, typically brusque.
“It’s Ally. Do you have a moment?”
The cars in front of hers moved a few feet before stopping again, and more exhaust fumes wicked into her car through its air-conditioning. Damn, her tires would melt on the griddle-hot asphalt before she made it through this light.
“Partners’ meeting,” Morgan said. “Can I call tonight?”
Ally didn’t want to have their conversation in front of Pam, so she considered the options. “Can we do lunch tomorrow instead? Some stuff happened I need to talk to you about.”
“Sure.”
Ally heard a man’s voice in the background but couldn’t make out the words. Morgan answered the male coworker with a curt “Be right in” before addressing Ally again. "L’Escargot. Twelve-thirty?”
“Great. Bye.”
Ally flipped her phone shut, the knot of tension in her stomach easing a bit. Morgan would help her fight anything the cops threw at her. And if Pam needed a good trial attorney, Morgan had connections.
Ignoring an “Authorized Vehicles Only” sign, Ally took a service road shortcut between two casinos to get a few blocks ahead of the stopped traffic. Her aggressive merge onto Paradise Road earned Ally a middle-finger salute from a skinhead in a beat-up Chevy. Only the thought of her Peacenik parents’ disapproval kept her from returning the gesture.
Running parallel to the infamous Las Vegas Strip, Paradise was home to several hotel-casinos, as well as a growing number of timeshare high-rises. Ally’s destination, the pricy Oasis Tower, was the newest glass behemoth to join the condo crush.
A block away, Ally glanced up at the fiery gold “OT” letters and palm-tree logo on the side of the 40-story structure. Oasis Tower was the tallest residential building on Paradise. The tower’s mirrored surface reflected the blazing May sun hanging low in the western sky. She squinted against the glare, despite her Polarized sunglasses.
Ally swung up the long, curved driveway to the OT’s valet parking. As she stopped beside the valet stand, she glanced around. The elaborate canopy over the entrance featured the palm-tree logo etched in tinted glass, its design opulent but tasteful. Remarkable in a town known for neon and excess.
A valet dressed in tailored evening wear greeted her with a smile as he opened her car door. The man had to be dying in this heat. He took her hand and helped her out onto a plush red carpet. Handing him her keys, Ally grabbed her purse and the fragrant Peking Fortune carryout bags from the passenger seat, then headed into the lobby. She’d stopped to pick up dinner, hoping to persuade Pam to eat something. Her friend had sounded on the point of collapse.
There was a different elevator bank for each block of ten floors. Ally located the express for floors eleven to twenty and pushed the Up button. Within seconds, an elevator whooshed open, and she was inside. Once she reached the sixteenth floor, Ally hurried down the hall, scanning the discreet brass door plates for the corporate condo.
Finally, number 1608. Ally took a deep breath and knocked. Thirty seconds later, the door opened, and Pam stood there, a frail ghost of her sunny self. Her red-rimmed eyes were shadowed, and her skin had a sickly pallor.
Ally’s heart squeezed in sympathy, but she masked her reaction for her friend’s sake.
“Thanks for coming.” Pam’s voice wavered as she drew Ally into the condo.
They hugged, Ally pressing her close and feeling the petite woman tremble through her grey sweat suit. The take-out containers dangled from Ally’s hands, and the scent of cashew chicken and fried wontons surrounded them. Someone’s stomach rumbled...loudly. Ally laughed, and Pam’s watery chuckle was almost heart-breaking.
“You should have called me,” Ally chided as she pulled away to close the front door. “That’s what friends are for.”
Pam nodded, looking older than her thirty-five years. “I’ve been in shock, I mean, Tug wasn’t a saint, but—” Her voice broke on a sob, as she withdrew a tissue from her pocket and pressed it to her eyes.
Ally rubbed her hand across her friend’s back in an instinctive effort to comfort. “C’mon. Let’s go to the kitchen and talk while I unpack our dinner.”
Protesting that she wasn’t hungry, Pam led the way down the hall past a lushly decorated but sterile living room. Ally glanced at the black leather furniture, brass accent pieces and silk plants. The condo was the polar opposite of Pam’s cozy suburban home. Sighing, she followed her into a chrome-and-white kitchen reminiscent of an operating room.
Ally set the take-out food on the glass-topped table by the kitchen’s picture window. What a cold contrast to Pam’s homey kitchen with its cheerful hen-and-chicks wallpaper. She missed the little touches she’d come to expect in the Shaffers’ house—the cinnamon candles Pam loved...the show tunes on her stereo.
The corporate condo was as far from comfortable as you could get, and Pam’s grief permeated the place. Tears blurring her eyes, Ally watched her friend search the unfamiliar drawers and cabinets for place settings. Ally moved to help her, and together they gathered plates and silverware for their meal.
“Pam, no matter what Tug did, you loved him. You’ll need time to mourn.”
Seemingly on auto-pilot, Pam pulled two sodas from the fridge and placed them on the table. “We fought that night...a real screaming match. I had to get away to think, and later...I found him.” She shuddered, the horror haunting her eyes. “I knew he was dead, but I had to check.”
Ally gently pushed Pam into a chair and handed her a fried wonton. “Eat. You’ll feel stronger.”
Pam just looked at the crispy appetizer for several seconds before obediently taking a bite.
Ally spooned rice onto the plates and topped it with cashew chicken. “We’ll talk after you get something in your stomach.”
They ate in silence for ten minutes, Pam appearing to need her strength just to lift the fork to her mouth. A little color returned to her cheeks, but when she’d eaten half the food, Pam shoved away her plate. “I can’t get any more down right now.”
“That’s okay.” Ally reached across the table to squeeze her hand. There was healing power in food and touch. Growing up in the commune, she’d learned the importance of sharing a burden and supporting a companion. No matter what it took, she’d help Pam through this crisis.
“You can talk or rest, whatever you need,” Ally reassured her. “I’m staying the night.”
Pam’s eyes grew misty. “You’re such a great pal. I’d like to talk, if you don’t mind.” At Ally’s nod, she continued. “I know I put you in a bad situation asking you to take us as clients, but seeing you really helped me stand up to Tug. I realized the things he was pushing me to do were wrong for me.”
“Like the surgery and opening the marriage?” Ally asked.
“Yeah. His nagging me to get a boob job and join a swingers’ club was selfish. I said ‘no.’” Pam shredded her napkin as she spoke. “I married Tug because I wanted to be with him and just him the rest of my life. I’m a fool, I guess, but he could be charming and a lot of fun sometimes.”
Ally resisted voicing her opinion of Tug. Some of the most charismatic men could be such jerks.
“He also wanted to wife-swap as a kind of sanctioned cheating around.” Pam met her gaze. “You know what I mean?”
“My New Age childhood was a real education.” Ally chose her words carefully. “I’ve seen firsthand that some adults have the ability to remain in a committed relationship while experiencing multiple bed partners, but it’s not for everyone.”
Pam’s chin quivered, but she didn’t cry.
Ally continued. “In my work, I urge my clients to participate only in sexual practices they both enjoy. I don’t think you would have liked the singles’ lifestyle.”
Pam sighed, as though shrugging off a guilty load.
Ally bit her lip to keep from saying how much she’d hated Tug’s selfish, relentless pressure to force Pam beyond her comfort zone. Instead, she asked, “So, you argued about opening the marriage?"
“No, the fight was about the baby.” Pam, her eyes unfocused, took a sip of her drink.
“What?”
Ally’s sharp question seemed to cut through Pam’s mental fog. She almost smiled. “I’ve suspected for weeks. But I wanted to check with my doctor before I told you I’m pregnant.”
With a gasp, Ally launched herself from her chair to stand in front of her friend. “Omigod!” she cheered, leaning down to give the exhausted woman a gentle hug. Pam had longed for a child for years.
But now... Oh, my God. Ally sobered. Now, Tug had been murdered, and Pam was the main suspect. Ally ended the hug, straightening and brushing tears off her friend’s face.
“Lousy timing, huh?” Pam’s bitterness was clear. “I gave Tug the ‘happy news,’ and he flipped out...told me I could get an abortion or a divorce. My choice, even though I don’t believe in either.” Her voice hardened with the anger. “He didn’t want children, but is it my fault his damn condoms didn’t work?”
The couple had used condoms versus the pill for birth control since Tug’s tom-catting had put Pam at risk for sexually transmitted diseases. Ally frowned and clasped her friend’s left hand. “No. Condoms aren’t perfect. What did you say to Tug’s ultimatum?”
“I was so mad, I just grabbed my keys and left. I drove around for a while.” Pam shook her head as though dislodging the memories of that terrible night. “I never once considered an abortion, but I had to face it. My marriage was over.”
“You’re happy about the baby?”
Awe lit Pam’s face as she rested a hand on her stomach. “It’s what I’ve always wanted.” She met Ally’s gaze. “But what’ll happen to my baby if the police arrest me?”
Ally returned to her chair but scooted it closer to keep her friend’s hand in hers. “The police won’t be able to prove anything since you didn’t kill your husband.”
Her total belief in Pam’s innocence triggered the woman’s tears again, and her friend blew her nose on a spare napkin.
“Detective Crawford stopped by my office this afternoon on a fishing expedition,” Ally explained, “but he won’t learn anything about your private life from me.”
Her files held details of the Shaffer arguments she’d refereed over Tug’s cheating and his selfish desires. Ally promised herself the police wouldn’t get those therapy notes.
“I don’t want you to get into trouble—” Pam began.
“I won’t. In fact, I’m meeting Morgan for lunch tomorrow to block any moves the cops make toward my files. Speaking of lawyers, how are you set?”
“I’ve got a good one. When I came home and found Tug...,” Pam’s voice cracked at the memory, “I dialed 9-1-1, and the police arrived. While they were asking me questions, my boss, Lana, called. One of the cops spoke with her. When the police took me to the station...”
She trembled, and Ally’s heart ached for everything she’d been through in the last twenty-four hours.
Pam cleared her throat and let go of Ally’s hand to lift her soda and sip. “Lana arranged for her lawyer, Edward Walker, to meet me there. Once he arrived, he wouldn’t let me answer any more of the cops’ questions.”
“Edward Walker?” Surprised, Ally sat straighter. Thanks to the lawyer’s high profile cases, he was a local celebrity. “Can you afford him?”
Pam blew her nose again. “Lana’s picking up the tab since she’s paying him a monthly stipend anyway for hotel business.”
Ally hid her incredulity. This had to be the first time the self-important Lana Randall had ever helped an employee. As Vice President in charge of Entertainment for the prestigious Oasis Hotel, she had a solid rep for being a bitch-on-wheels. And, having met the woman, Ally thought the label was appropriate.
“I know she’s only helping me—even letting me stay in this corporate condo rent-free—to keep Dina happy,” Pam admitted.
Ah, that made more sense. Ally knew Dina, the one-name singing sensation headlining at the Oasis, was worth millions to the hotel. And Dina, nicknamed “Diva” for her spectacular temper tantrums, trusted only Pam to work on her costumes. Lana Randall would do just about anything Dina demanded, even providing shelter and legal aid to a lowly seamstress.
Ally brought the conversation back to the investigation. “So, the police questioned you, but they didn’t charge you?”
Pam nodded. “The cops said I’m a ‘person of interest.’ But, after we left the station, Walker warned me I’m actually their main suspect. I’m supposed to call Walker if the cops question me again.” She fiddled with a loose thread on her sweat pants. “Ally, who’d hate Tug and me enough to, to stick my shears...?”
Another shudder wracked Pam’s body, and Ally longed to make everything all right. It was her modus operandi. She’d always been a “go to” person for her friends and even her parents...a nurturer and a problem-solver, according to personality testing she’d received in college psych classes. And she desperately wanted to help her friend and her unborn baby.
Pam was a kind soul—one of the truly good people in the world—and someone who’d been there more than once for Ally. There had to be a way to uncover Tug’s killer and steer the police to the truth.
Ally rummaged in her purse for a pen and a pad of paper. “Tell me everything you can remember about that evening and anyone who might have had a grudge against Tug.”
*****
Glancing at her office clock, Ally groaned inwardly. Ten long minutes left of the Wickersons’ session before she could leave for her lunch with Morgan. Thank God, Friday was her short day and she had no afternoon appointments.
Counseling the Wickersons was exhausting. The middle-aged couple had flown into an argument less then halfway through their fifty minutes. It was a common occurrence for the belligerent pair. They fought so often, Ally’s office manager, Gladys, had nicknamed them the “Bickersons.”
Today, as usual, Selma Wickerson was complaining about her husband’s lazy libido. And Dick Wickerson was blaming his low sex drive on his wife’s incessant carping. It was a vicious, never-ending cycle.
“Doctor Skye.” Selma, dressed in unrelenting black that contrasted dramatically with her pale hair and even paler skin, turned toward Ally. “As I was saying before Dick interrupted me, we tried to complete your homework assignment last weekend, but our ‘big night of seduction’ was a total failure.”
Ally nodded, keeping her face blank. Her hippie friends would probably recommend a purifying high colonic for this pinched, disapproving female.
“Hey, I did my part,” Dick insisted, his florid cheeks reddening further. He shifted, uncrossing his legs, then re-crossing them, and Ally could hear the rasp of his baby blue, polyester pants. “Didn’t I buy you some flowers and put on soft music? Didn’t I give you a massage, like you wanted?”
Ally made a note on her pad, using her special shorthand of abbreviations, acronyms and squiggles. It was obvious the man had grudgingly performed these romantic gestures. Dick’s lack of enthusiasm must have been a turn-off for Selma.
“And I put black satin sheets on the bed and sprayed them with jasmine before giving you a back rub,” Selma countered. “But once things heated up, you were so clumsy you slipped off the sheets and landed on the floor.”
That had to hurt. Ally blocked the mental image of the portly Mr. Wickerson dumped on his butt. Satin could be slick, but maybe sliding off the bed was his unconscious way of avoiding intimacy.
“Tell her what you said,” he demanded, pointing at Ally while glaring at his wife.
Selma smirked. “I looked down at him on the floor and said, ‘You know, if you practiced making love more often, maybe you could stay on the bed.’”
Holy cow. Ally coughed to cover an inappropriate chuckle and spoke to Selma in a professional tone. “Perhaps it wasn’t the best time for sarcasm or criticism.”
“You bet your ass, it wasn’t.” Dick crossed his arms over his white golf shirt. “My interest shriveled right up, if you get my drift.”
“It didn’t have far to shrivel,” his wife snapped. “I can’t remember the last time your woody wasn’t wobbly.”
Ally held up her hands to halt their arguing. “Mr. and Mrs. Bick...uh, Wickerson, this isn’t a productive discussion.” Geez, she’d almost slipped up. “Are you willing to try another homework assignment?”
After a slight hesitation, both nodded.
“Okay.” Ally considered her options. What sexual exercise could she pull from her therapist’s bag of tricks? It should be designed for a man and woman to complete separately. Inspiration struck. “I want each of you to start a journal. In it, I want you to record your desires, what you want from your partner and things that’d make your sex life more satisfying.”
“We won’t have to read it aloud at the next appointment, will we?” Dick’s worried face was almost boyish despite his receding hairline.
“No,” Ally reassured him. “This assignment’s to help you get in touch with your sexual self. It’s your choice whether you discuss your journal entries with your wife—here or privately.”
Dick looked relieved, although Selma appeared dubious. Ally took advantage of their silence to wrap up the session. Once the couple had exited her office by the back door, she hurried to her desk to get the padded mailer in which she’d sealed the Shaffers’ file.
Ally had addressed the envelope to the post office box she’d maintained as a Berkley graduate student. She’d long ago given up the box, so the postal service was sure to mail the envelope back to her as undeliverable. With luck, the enclosed file wouldn’t be “returned to sender” until she’d found a way to keep it safe from the cops’ prying eyes.
Maybe I should shred the file. Ally resisted the tempting thought for the hundredth time. After all, even if the police managed to get the file, they’d find it almost impossible to decipher her personal shorthand. And she was leery about destroying her notes, despite their incriminating evidence.
Her desk phone rang, interrupting her internal debate. Why hadn’t Gladys picked up the call? Ally answered it with a brisk “Dr. Skye.”
“Hello, Mr. Heed?” Gladys spoke the code words they’d chosen to alert her of a problem in the outer office.
Apparently, her office manager couldn’t talk freely over the intercom, so she’d called on a phone line to give the warning. Ally held her breath and waited.
“Dr. Skye asked me to call about the menu for the honorary luncheon,” Gladys continued, making no sense whatsoever. “She’s a vegetarian, so serving her pork would be a mistake.”
“Pork?”
“Yes. Dr. Skye avoids any type of pig products.”
Illumination hit like a cartoon light bulb. Ally’s anti-establishment parents often referred to the police as “pigs.” There must be a cop in the waiting room. Her pulse jolted at the thought of sparring with Detective Crawford again, but avoidance was her wisest course of action.
“Thanks, Gladys.” Ally swung her purse strap onto her shoulder and picked up the envelope. “I’ll slip out the back. Give me a good ten-minute start before ‘discovering’ I’ve left for lunch.”
“Thanks for your cooperation, Mr. Heed. Goodbye.” Her office manager broke the connection.
Smiling, Ally hung up, then hurried out the rear door and down the stairs. Her car was in a parking lot around the corner from her office’s Spring Mountain Road entrance. Luckily, this side exit allowed her to leave unobserved by any police who might be parked in front of her building.
Her smile widened into a grin. If it was Crawford waiting by Gladys’s desk, he’d be royally pissed to find her gone. Tough toenails, as her dad liked to say. Once she was armed with Morgan’s legal advice, she’d be ready for another tangle with the persistent and pulse-disturbing Detective Crawford.
“Ally, I can’t believe you offered sex counseling to a homicide detective!”
Morgan Pembrook’s contralto voice and hoot of laughter boomed over the din of diners at the West Sahara Avenue eatery. Heads turned in their direction. Still laughing, she leaned forward in their booth, the lapels of her gun-metal grey suit inches from brushing the grilled chicken strips atop her salad.
Chuckling despite the sad tale she’d just related, Ally hushed her best friend. Leave it to the incorrigible woman to zero in on the one humorous moment in this tragic situation. “I shouldn’t have let him get to me. But he was being such an ass about my profession.”
“So, what did Detective Tall, Dark and Handsome say?”
Ally grinned. “He informed me he’s never had any complaints from his thoroughly satisfied bed partners.”
In a stage whisper that had the busboy three tables away blushing, Morgan asked, “In your professional opinion, is he the renowned cocksman he claims or just a braggart?”
“Unfortunately for my hormones,” Ally said in a quieter tone, as she pushed her vegetable risotto around on her plate, “I suspect he’s telling the truth.”
Her friend picked up her napkin and waved it like a fan. “Did the air-conditioning just break in this joint?”
Ally laughed and shook her head.
With her irreverent humor, Morgan should be doing stand-up instead of handling tax cases for her firm’s wealthy clients. And, thanks to her eye-catching bustline, slim hips and dramatic cheekbones, she could probably give super-models a run for their money—if she were so inclined. But her friend seemed happy as the newest partner at Spalding, Olivari and Babcock—or “SOB,” as Morgan affectionately called her law firm.
“As much as I’d like to spend lunch speculating on the detective’s sexual prowess,” Ally said, her words sincere, “not to mention justifying my discovering the truth about it firsthand, I need some legal advice.”
Morgan nodded, as she cut a very small piece of chicken. She held the morsel over her open Coach purse, placed next to her on the booth seat. A fuzzy white head popped up, the little mouth delicately accepting the chicken from her hand. Rainy, Morgan’s tiny Chinese Crested hairless dog, loved chicken.
Ally grinned. “I can’t believe you sneak Rainy into restaurants.”
“She has better table manners than half the people in this place.” Morgan slipped the dog a piece of carrot. “Now, about this legal problem—spill it.”
Ally sighed. “Well, as I said, the cops want my file on Pam. Even though it’s sort of in code—”
“You mean that hodge-podge of marks and half-words you call shorthand?” Morgan smiled.
“Yeah. Despite that, I don’t want to turn over my notes.”
Morgan picked up her wine glass but set it down with a jolt that spritzed chardonnay on the linen tablecloth. A drop managed to make its way onto the sleeve of Ally’s peach pants suit.
“Tell me you didn’t shred the file,” her friend demanded.
“No, I didn’t. But I wanted to,” she admitted. “I did something that’s probably equally stupid. I mailed it to an old address. That should keep the post office shuttling it between here and San Francisco for a couple of weeks.”
Morgan frowned but didn’t berate her. “Okay, what’s done is done. Here’s how it could go.” She transitioned into her lawyer mode. “Most judges won’t subpoena your file unless Pam’s lawyer raises her mental condition as a defense. But there could be a judge out there who takes a dim view of a sex therapist invoking client confidentiality.”
Ally, who’d taken a bite of her fragrant risotto, had trouble swallowing it past the tightening in her throat.
“If the cops manage to convince a judge to subpoena your file, you can appeal. And the appellate court could issue a stay pending an opportunity to hear your appeal,” Morgan continued. “If they get pissy over your mailing the file away, they could charge you with obstruction of justice.”
Ally shivered. She’d spent a few nights in jail during her civil protest days at Berkley, and she wasn’t looking forward to repeating the experience. But she’d do it for Pam.
“Of course, you could get out on bail on an obstruction charge,” her friend explained. “If you turn over the file when it gets back to Vegas and then refuse to decode it for the prosecutor, you can be held in contempt. You’ll either be thrown in the clink with no bail or fined something like $1,000 a day until you give in.”
Ally groaned and set her fork down, all appetite gone. “I can’t help the police build a case against Pam. Do you remember how much she assisted me when I was starting my practice? Half my clients in the early days came from Pam’s recommendations.”
Morgan nodded, her face sympathetic. Pam was a friend of hers as well, so Ally knew they were united in wanting to help her. “Maybe you should turn over the file and, if pressed to decode it, appeal the court to say they have a right to the file but not to your interpretation of the file. I can recommend this bulldog of a lawyer at SOB, if things come to that.”
Her hopes rose. “So, you think that’s our best shot?”
Leaning back, Morgan looked pensive. “Actually, your best shot is some behind-the-scenes tactics. It might be time to call in a few favors...work your network of acquaintances to find information to clear Pam.”
Ally considered the people she’d met during her five years in Vegas. There were her clients, a number of whom had become her friends after completing their therapy. There were the men and women who attended her weekend t’ai chi and yoga classes at the local rec center. And there were Ryan and Will, two ex-boyfriends who’d morphed into buddies after the sexual attraction had waned. Will was overseas with Doctors Without Borders, but Ally could ask any of others for advice or support, especially for Pam’s sake.
“Whatever you do,” Morgan gestured with her knife to emphasize her words, “be honest with the cops and cooperate as much as possible. You can’t help Pam from behind bars.”
“Okay.” Ally heard the frustrated edge to her voice and grimaced. “I’d just hate for that bullying detective to win.”
“I didn’t say ‘let the detective win.’” Mischief gleamed once again in her friend’s eyes. “Just make him think he’s won while you outmaneuver him.”
Morgan picked a crumble of cheese off her salad and offered it to Rainy. The dog nibbled the treat, its rhinestone collar sparkling in the light of the restaurant’s halogen sconces.
“Pam and her baby won’t be safe until the real killer is found,” Morgan said, her attention back on Ally. “We’ve got to do something to help her. Pam was there for me when my love life took a nose dive and I needed a shoulder to cry on.”
“When have you ever leaned on anyone?” The image of the assertive Morgan shedding tears over any guy was ludicrous.
Her friend grinned. “Hey, I got all weepy when I booted that cute but boring architect’s butt out of my bed last fall.” At Ally’s smile, she continued. “Okay, so I wasn’t in mourning. But I had too many Jello shots bemoaning the end of the affair, and Pam got me safely home. She’s been wonderful to me, and I owe her. So there has to be a way we can investigate Tug’s death and point the cops in the right direction.”
“Two great minds think alike.” Ally removed a document from her woven-hemp purse. “Pam made a list—possible people with grudges against them, Tug’s coworkers and his friends.”
“That lowlife had friends? Male friends?” Morgan asked. “Tug slept with every wife and girlfriend he could seduce. I can’t believe there’s a man in Vegas who didn’t hate him. The only reasons I can think of for Pam’s loyalty to that jerk are low self esteem and her unshakable belief he’d change someday.”
Ally agreed with her friend’s amateur psychoanalysis. “Well, Tug did have some friends. There’s at least five men in town whose significant others were either faithful or discreet.”
“It’s a start.” Morgan absently tapped a French-manicured nail on the side of her wine glass. “Pam needs to give that list to the cops through her lawyer. Walker will make sure they take it seriously.”
“She’s giving it to Walker this afternoon.” Ally handed the paper to her friend. “This is your copy. Let me know if you can find any dirt on these guys.”
Morgan studied the list. “I met Black Jack McDermitt at a fundraiser, but the rest are strangers. I’ll do some digging.” She folded the document and placed it in a side pocket of her Coach bag. Rainy peeked out, realized there wasn’t anything edible available and ducked back in.
“Thanks, Morgan. I appreciate your help.”
“While I’m checking with my contacts, maybe you should ‘follow the money,’ as they say on cop shows. Ryan could help.”
Ally considered the suggestion. Her old flame, CPA Ryan Fairchild, could easily handle financial legwork. And, she’d bet he’d see the investigation as a lark. “Good idea. I’m headed to my office after lunch to work my Rolodex. I’ll give him a buzz.”
Her friend shuddered. “When are you getting a smartphone?”
Ally chuckled, unrepentant. “I’ll join the twenty-first century one of these days but, for now, all of my phone numbers are on little Rolodex cards in my office.” Ally made an “L” for “Loser” on her forehead, using the index finger and thumb of her right hand before Morgan could flash her the same gesture. She smiled when her friend blew her a raspberry instead.
“After I make some calls,” Ally continued, “I’m off to do some amateur sleuthing.”
Morgan grew serious. “Don’t take any foolish chances, okay? And watch out for your homicide cop.”
“He’s not my cop,” she responded, but the idea was intriguing. Ally sipped her ginger ale to cool down. “Besides, I’m sure Gladys told him I had Friday afternoons off. With luck, I won’t see the dogged Detective Crawford before Monday.”
*****
“Have a nice lunch, Doctor Skye?”
Damn. Ally discovered sexual anticipation and cold dread could coexist in a body as hers reacted to Crawford’s deep voice. She turned from the front door of her building to face the detective. Like a heat-seeking missile, her law enforcement nemesis strode toward her from the visitors’ parking area.
Today, he wore a red-and-black Hawaiian shirt over his jeans, the casual look at odds with his determined gait. Another man, a rumpled Columbo-clone, climbed out of a nondescript blue sedan and followed Crawford up the walk.
Busted. Ally reminded herself she hadn’t yet broken any real laws, as the two men reached her.
“Lunch was great. Very nutritious. And yours?” She gestured to the ketchup-stained paper napkins tucked into the collar of Crawford’s companion.
The distinctive smell of McDonald’s fries lingered like a cloud around the men. It amazed her how clearly she could smell fried foods, especially guilty pleasures such as French fries. Maybe it had something to do with deprivation sharpening her senses, since she tried to eat healthy.
“Oh.” Blushing, the man whipped off his impromptu bib and stuffed the soiled napkins in his pants’ pocket. Then, with an open, friendly look on his round face, he extended his hand. “Harry Hopkins, LVMPD—Las Vegas Metro Police Department.”
She shook his hand, already liking the unpretentious man. “Doctor Skye, but please call me ‘Ally.’”
Crawford’s jaw clenched. Spying his reaction in her peripheral vision, she dragged out the social niceties just to irritate him. “Are you his partner?”
“Yes, ma’am, for six years now.” A grin split Harry’s face. “I’m the only one who’ll take the job.”
Ally laughed. “I’m not surprised.”
Crawford made a noise close to a growl. “If you’re finished with your fun, we need to talk.”
Spoilsport. She resisted sticking out her tongue, but it was close. Instead, she opened the door and motioned them inside, letting Crawford lead the way. On the walk upstairs to her second-floor office, Harry’s breathing grew labored, and Ally admonished him for hardening his arteries with grease.
“It’s the fries, ma’am. I just can’t give up those fries,” Harry puffed out.
Crawford, however, moved easily in front of them, his dusty boots clacking on the concrete steps’ non-skid, metal trim.
From her vantage point several stairs below him, Ally had an up-close view of his fine form. Don’t look...or, at least, don’t drool. But as he ascended the steps, her gaze remained riveted on the bunching and relaxing of muscles under his jeans. Jeez, she’d have to be dead not to appreciate his lean strength.
Ally was suddenly breathless—and not from the mild exercise or the sexy musk scent trailing behind him. Chill out, she ordered her libido.
Once on the second floor, Ally preceded them to her office, unlocking the door so they could enter the reception area. “We can talk here.” She gestured to the room’s chairs.
After a glance toward her closed office door, Crawford nodded. He remained standing, however, while Harry plopped into one of the mauve armchairs. Ally hitched a hip on the edge of Gladys’ oak secretarial desk and waited.
“Judge Grafton is reviewing our court order request for your files.” Crawford cut to the chase.
Ally shrugged and remained quiet. By the stiff set of Crawford’s shoulders, she knew she was getting on his nerves. Harry, on the other hand, grinned at their exchange. Remembering Morgan’s admonition to be up front with the cops, Ally met Crawford’s gaze. “I couldn’t give you the file today if I wanted to. It’s not here.”
Harry’s affable expression fled, and Crawford leaned into her personal space. His posture was almost menacing, but his nearness sent sensual tremors through her body.
“Did you destroy the file?” Crawford demanded.
She stood, forcing him to retreat a couple of inches. “No. I mailed it to myself.”
Harry chuckled, covering it with a cough. Crawford wasn’t amused. He paced the length of her waiting room, raking his fingers through his hair. The mahogany locks fell back in sexy disarray around his face. Damn. Did he have to be so attractive?
“She mailed it to herself,” Crawford mumbled, swearing under his breath. He swung around to face her. “And just when will the file be delivered back here?”
Her lips twitched. Ally tried to keep a straight face, but the situation was just too ridiculous. “Well, it’s taking the scenic route through California.”
Harry laughed, undermining Ally’s struggle not to smile.
Crawford shifted his disapproving gaze from one to the other. “I’m glad you two are bonding,” he said. “You can visit her, Harry, when she’s locked up for obstruction of justice.”
“Lighten up,” his partner admonished. “We’ve got plenty to do on the case while we wait for the file.”
“You could start by checking out the list of Tug’s enemies Pam’s giving her lawyer this afternoon,” Ally suggested. “If they all show up at his funeral to gloat, the memorial service will have to be held at the Coliseum at Caesar’s Palace.”
“Maybe someone on that list can explain how Mrs. Shaffer’s shears ended up at the house, when she says she left her kit at work,” Harry said.
“What?” Ally asked, as Crawford shot his partner an exasperated look. “Pam’s kit was in her workroom at the Oasis?”
His voice sarcastic, Crawford addressed Harry. “Maybe you’d like to make a copy of our murder book for Doctor Skye?”
Ally found the cops’ slang for their investigation paperwork chilling. Still, she made a mental note to call Pam about the shears after the detectives left.
“It was no big secret.” Harry dismissed his partner’s concern.
“No, but we’re in the business of helping the prosecutor, not the perps,” Crawford snapped.
“If Pam didn’t bring her kit home,” Ally said, “she wouldn’t have had her shears and couldn’t be the killer.”
“Unless it was a premeditated murder,” Crawford stated.
“Oh, so Pam decides to off her husband,” Ally began, ignoring her nemesis’ eye-roll and Harry’s grin at her use of cop-show slang, “and she brings home something of hers, something covered with her own fingerprints to do the deed? Give me a break.”
“I’m not debating the case with you.” Crawford was firm.
“Fine.” Ally fisted her hands on her hips. “If you’d stop arguing and start investigating, you might just catch the real killer.” It was the same suggestion she’d made the first time they’d met. Well, that didn’t make it any less pertinent.
Crawford narrowed his eyes, and the intensity of his cobalt stare was thrilling. Shoot. Each time this man distracted her from Pam’s situation, Ally felt like she was betraying her friend. Until the cops cleared Pam as a suspect, she should think of the detectives as “the enemy.” But Ally suddenly wanted to smooth her hand over the vein pulsing in Crawford’s temple, to give him a reason to unlock that jaw and do something productive with it.
Her gaze dropped to his full, tempting lips, and her mouth watered. Would his kisses be slow and seductive or rough and needy? Would he taste as a hot as he looked?
Ally forced her eyes back to his, and their rich, blue depth tugged at her. Despite living in Vegas, she never gambled, but she’d bet he’d bring that same, single-minded concentration to his lovemaking.
For a prolonged moment, he seemed to mirror her awareness, the air thick with sexual tension. Were his pupils growing larger, darker—a sure sign of romantic interest? Or was it wishful thinking on her part? As Ally leaned toward him for a closer look, Crawford cursed and stalked to the door.
“This isn’t over,” he promised as he left her office.
Looking apologetic, Harry stood and straightened his wrinkled cotton shirt. “Zack’s a good cop. We’ll check every lead. No one’s railroading Mrs. Shaffer to jail.”
Ally nodded.
Following the rumpled man to the door, she locked up after him and leaned against the wall. Until Harry’s last comments, she’d thought of his taciturn partner as “Crawford.” But now...
Zack. How appropriate. All hard consonants...sharp-sounding and to the point. He was impatient and brusque but struck a sensual cord in her that hummed like a tuning fork.
Closing her eyes, she inhaled slowly, the deep movement followed by a deliberate exhalation. What should have been a cleansing breath brought with it the lingering aroma of fast food and Zack. Ally frowned. If she could already pick out his scent from others, she might as well give in to the inevitable. They were going to be lovers.
Ally pushed away from the wall. After finding the evidence to clear Pam, she’d act on her attraction to the frustrating detective. He wouldn’t know what hit him.
“You’re right, Zack,” she said to the empty room, liking the feel of his name on her tongue. “This isn’t over by a long shot.”
You might just catch the real killer.
The good doctor’s taunt spurred Zack’s temper as he strode through the sweltering afternoon sun toward the unmarked police car. Did she really think he wouldn’t check out every lead? He took pride in his work, in his record as a detective.
He shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out the car keys. Did she have a low opinion of all cops or just him? And why did he give a rat’s ass what she thought of him?
It’d been too damn long since he’d gotten laid. Why else did his pulse spike at the thought of her? Those green eyes had flashed an erotic dare, while her soft, wet lips had tempted him to forget anything but sampling that mouth. And her scent, it’d been like sugar cookies...vanilla with a spicy kick.
Hell. There’d been enough sexual energy in the room to power every neon sign on the Strip. When she’d leaned forward, looking all the world like she was going to kiss him...dammit, he’d gone to bed with women who hadn’t turned him on that much.
Wiping suddenly sweating palms on his jeans, Zack unlocked the sedan. As he swung open the driver’s door, Harry exited the office building. His partner was breathing heavily, as if he’d hurried to catch up. Guilt prickled. He shouldn’t let the sexy ...uh, sex therapist get to him, especially in front of Harry.
His partner rounded the vehicle and, without speaking, climbed into the passenger seat. Zack slipped behind the wheel and started the engine as they both slammed their doors. In synchronized movements, they lowered their windows for the arid May breeze, giving the car’s struggling air conditioner a fighting chance against the oven-hot interior.
Zack forced the frustrating Dr. Skye from his mind, as he drove toward Stewart Avenue and the LVMPD detective bureau.
“Think the Shaffer woman really came up with a list of viable suspects?” Harry closed his window as the A/C began to win the battle against the heat.
“Well, she’s had a few days to think about her husband’s death.” Zack raised his window as well.
Traffic was light, since it was between the casino shift changes that dictated Vegas’s street congestion. In a city that boasted drive-in wedding chapels and high-brow topless entertainment, there was nothing as mundane as simple morning and evening rush hours.
Zack stopped at a red light. “From what we’ve heard, a roster of Tug’s enemies could be ten pages, single-spaced.” He cranked up the A/C to defuse the Big Mac smell wafting from the bags by Harry’s feet. “It’d be easier to check out who didn’t hate the prick’s guts.”
“Speaking of pricks...” Harry cleared his throat, but his voice still sounded amused. “Why’d you act like one with Ally?”
Zack clenched the sun-warmed steering wheel to keep from wiping the smirk off his partner’s face. “She isn’t cooperating with our investigation.” And it really annoyed him she hadn’t suggested he call her by her first name. “What do you want me to do, kiss her feet?”
“That’d be a start.”
Incredulous, Zack faced Harry. “What?”
“The last time I saw two people that hot for each other, I was busting up a Spanish fly party at the Rio.”
“You’re full of sh—”
The light turned green. Zack gritted his teeth as the driver behind him laid on his horn. He resisted arresting the guy for noise pollution, which would have been a satisfying but misplaced outlet for his irritation. Instead, he drove through the intersection, turned down a residential shortcut and, for several minutes, navigated the side streets in silence.
Finally, he sighed and glanced at his partner, then back to the road. “She’s something, all right. I’d be a fool not to want her.” Zack shook his head. “She’s got a hell of a body, all that red hair and those green eyes. The way she moves...”
In his peripheral vision, he spotted Harry grinning. Could he sound more like a sex-starved teenager? It was humiliating. “But, dammit, she gets on my nerves. So I act like a jerk.”
“The term I used was ‘prick,’ but I won’t split hairs.”
A straggly cat darted across the street, and Zack hit his brakes. Harry, who was thrown forward against his seat belt, had the air knocked out of him.
“Sorry. Cat.” He pointed to the hissing but unharmed calico who glared at them from the curb. Zack unrepentantly grinned at his ruffled partner. “Good thing you have all that French fry padding to protect you from seatbelt trauma.”
“Keep it up and I’ll ask for a transfer,” Harry warned. “And I’ll suggest Lenny as my replacement.”
The threat of partnering with the odious and odorous Lenny killed Zack’s smile. Lenny had never made the acquaintance of an antiperspirant capable of conquering his sweat.
As the cat strutted away, scruffy tail held high, Zack accelerated and took the next right.
“I’m just saying Ally seems like a nice lady.” Harry smoothed his seatbelt-bunched shirt. “You’ve done a lot worse.”
“So, you’re suggesting I take a break from the case to get my horns clipped by the sex therapist?” Zack wished the idea didn’t sound so good. “Maybe fill her in on the rest of our investigation during pillow talk?”
His partner shrugged, then took a sip from the McDonald’s cup he’d left in the car’s beverage holder. When he grimaced, Zack guessed the soft drink had heated in the spring sunlight.
“Look, Ally’s helping her friend fight a murder charge,” Harry said. “I admire her loyalty.”
What would it be like to have Ally—Zack thought the name fit the feisty therapist—in his corner. His ex-wife, Trina, had never felt any loyalty toward him, much less her girlfriends. In fact, her selfish actions had reinforced Zack’s belief you couldn’t trust a woman to be there when you needed her.
“Okay, your love life, your business,” his partner said. “Let’s just get the list and talk to the guys.” Zack started to speak, but Harry held up his hand. “I know. We would’ve checked them out no matter what Ally said. But my gut tells me there’s more to this than an open-and-shut domestic killing.”
“I know what you mean,” Zack admitted, as he turned onto Stewart Avenue. “It’s like someone handed us Pam Shaffer on a plate.”
Harry nodded. “And the missus may have been capable of sticking her shears into Tug’s heart, but I just don’t get that vibe from her. Besides, Ally’s convinced of her innocence.”
“That and five bucks will get you an espresso at the Bellagio.” As he swung the car into the cop shop’s parking lot, Zack noticed his partner’s self-satisfied smile.
“I think Ally’s a good judge of character,” Harry said. “I can tell she likes me, and she’s got you pegged, buddy.”
Refusing to be goaded, Zack parked the car and stepped out into the sauna-like May heat. He walked to the back door of the detective bureau, the sound of his partner’s chuckles following him all the way.
*****
Ally flipped through the remaining cards in her office Rolodex, then leaned back in her ergonomic chair. On a lined pad, she’d listed friends who might be able to help Pam, putting a star by the ones she’d contact first. For good measure, she’d also underlined the starred names with her fluorescent pink highlighter. Overkill, but she liked the way it looked. Ally smiled with self-deprecating good humor.
Her unconventional parents had always shuddered at her need for organization and at her ambition. Things that would have earned praise from most adults—her doctorate and her successful career—made her a bit of a disappointment to her New Age mother and father. Although pleased she was happy, they still wondered where they’d gone wrong. But their cherished, commune-living lifestyle just wasn’t for her. Ally resolved to call her parents that evening to tell them she loved them.
She considered the highlighted names. First was Ryan Fairchild, her ex-lover but current CPA and friend. Before searching her Rolodex, she’d called Ryan, offering to treat him to “happy hour” cocktails that evening. He’d accepted, obviously intrigued by the little she’d mentioned of her search for Tug’s killer. If he agreed to be one of her investigative team—or “posse,” as Morgan was calling it—Ally would put a purple check mark by his name.
Morgan was already on board and hard at work on her team assignment. She was busy finding out through her legal connections all she could about Tug’s enemies, so Ally checked off her name.
Next on the list was her best t’ai chi student and gal-pal, Leslie Kearns. The athletic, six-foot-tall public relations consultant always had the latest scoop on Vegas movers and shakers. While Ally suspected Tug had been killed by a jealous husband, there was a chance his murder wasn’t a crime of passion. So brainstorming other motives with Leslie would be productive. Ally dialed her number.
“You’ve reached the voicemail of the hottest PR rep in town,” Leslie’s recorded voice stated. “I’m probably dragging someone’s chestnuts out of the fire or spinning some scandal into gold. Leave your stats, and I’ll get back. Ciao!”
Ally smiled. The gutsy African American woman wasn’t lacking in self-confidence. After the beep, she left a message. “Hi, it’s Ally. Can we talk at the rec center juice bar tomorrow after class? If you’re not going to make the morning class, call me.” She left her cell number and disconnected.
The last highlighted name belonged to her favorite ex-client, Jed Needham. He worked as a bouncer at Black Jack’s, which was handy since that hotel-casino was Tug’s last employer. Ally dialed Jed’s pager and left her number, knowing he’d call her back on his next break. Jed was someone you could count on.
Smiling, with the Mission Impossible theme music playing in her mind, she considered the team she’d assembled. Okay, the idea of her solving Tug’s murder was pretty unbelievable, but maybe she could uncover several suspects who were more viable than Pam. She could imagine how Zack—she refused to think of the man as “Detective Crawford” when they’d shared that near-kiss experience—would react to her posse.
Glancing at her watch, Ally dialed Pam’s home number. There was one thing she wanted to discuss before she met Ryan for drinks at the Mirage.
“Hello?” Pam sounded tired but a little stronger.
“How’s it going?” Ally asked.
“A little better. But thank God for caller ID.” She sighed. “I saw it was your office number, so I picked up.”
“Have the cops been hassling you?” Ally began doodling on her desk blotter, sketching a curly-tailed pig in a Hawaiian shirt.
“No. They had some follow-up questions, but nothing horrible. Walker met me at the station and advised me what to say and not say,” Pam answered. “It’s the reporters who are calling here over and over. How they got the number, I don’t know. I guess Tug’s death was...gruesome enough to attract the vultures. And since the murder weapon is my fabric shears...”
“I saw the two detectives today,” Ally spoke into the heavy silence. “They said you hadn’t brought home your professional kit that night. Do you normally leave it at the hotel?”
“Yes.” Pam paused, then continued. “For once, the Oasis isn’t in a time crunch on any of the shows under development. And Dina didn’t need any new costumes or alterations, so I haven’t taken sewing home for a month.”
“Where’s your kit stored at the hotel?”
“I’ve been thinking about that myself. There are five seamstresses, and we each have a work station in the costume-fitting room. Since the door to the workroom is locked when no one’s there, we leave our kits at our stations.”
“Who has keys to the workroom?” Ally asked.
“Well, the security guards, for sure, and the other seamstresses. A guard unlocks the doors in that wing for the cleaning service and monitors them while they’re working. Costumes and props are incredibly expensive.”
“How about the showgirls?” Ally hated suspecting anyone of murder, but Pam’s husband had loved busty dancers. And marriage hadn’t reformed Tug’s bed-hopping ways. It’d barely slowed him down. What if an ex-girlfriend had held a grudge?
“I guess it’s possible one of the girls snitched my shears,” Pam thought aloud, “but when they come in to be fitted, they don’t usually have a purse with them. And those skin-tight costumes certainly don’t have pockets.”
Ally reflected for several seconds before drawing a lightning bolt on her blotter. “How about handymen, you know, like electricians?”
“Sure, they work in our area occasionally. Last month, one of a back-up singer’s push-up bra pads accidentally dropped into the workroom’s toilet as it flushed. A plumber spent three hours trying to unclog the mess.”
Ally laughed, pleased when Pam joined in. Her friend had little to smile about these days.
“Okay, so you figure approximately fifty percent of Vegas has access to your workroom?” Ally was only half-kidding.
“I’m afraid so. But I’ll keep thinking about it and ask the other costumers if they noticed anyone hanging around.”
“Good. Are you headed back to the Oasis?” Ally doodled a line of palm trees.
“Yeah. I’m going crazy sitting in this condo. Besides, Lana said she’d make sure the press didn’t bother me if I wanted to work.”
Lana Randall. Ally bit her tongue to keep from asking if the shark lady was afraid “Diva Dina” would throw a hissy fit if one of the other seamstresses had to fix a costume malfunction.
“Well, promise me you won’t overdo it,” Ally pushed, worried about Pam’s growing baby. Being widowed and suspected of murder in the same week was enough stress for ten people. “Make sure you eat well and take all your prenatal vitamins.”
“Yes, Mom,” her friend teased, almost like her old self. “My baby gives me something to fight for. I won’t let anything happen to her.”
“Her?”
Pam chuckled, a watery sound but promising. “I tried the ‘pee and Draino’ test to learn the sex of the baby. You know, you put Draino crystals in your urine and if it’s a boy, it’ll turn brown. Mine turned blue-green, which means it’s a girl.”
Ally, no stranger to folk remedies and old wives’ tales, smiled. “Well, I think I’ll wait till the sonogram before I buy any pink booties.”
They said their goodbyes and hung up, Ally feeling a little wistful. Would she ever have a baby? Maybe not, but she could always spoil Pam’s child as an honorary aunt.
Sighing, she imagined a little girl, one with Pam’s smile and inherent kindness, playing dress-up with her mom. It was an idealized image, but it’d come true if she had anything to say about it. Determined, Ally gathered up her purse and keys. Aided by her team—and with or without the help of one reluctant detective—she was going to prove her friend’s innocence.
“So if I join your posse, do I get a six-shooter and a tin star?” Ryan Fairchild razzed Ally, his white teeth gleaming in his boyish face.
A transplanted Bostonian, he was lean, polished and preppy down to his chinos and designer polo shirt. His Vegas-tanned skin complemented his blond hair, which was cut to fall artistically over one eye. Ally could detect his expensive cologne despite the fragrant exotic flowers ringing the Mirage’s tropical bar. As he took a sip of his scotch, the dancing colored lights from the nearby stage reflected off his Rolex. Appropriately, the house band was playing a cover of Right Said Fred’s I’m Too Sexy song.
Ryan was too sexy by half, but Ally’s initial attraction to him had fizzled after six months. Her mom would have said he wasn’t her soul mate, a concept Ally wasn’t sure she accepted. But, she was sorry the relationship hadn’t worked out. He was a good, kind man and—thanks to an amicable parting two years ago —Ryan remained a friend. Lucky for her, she thought, amused, since good accountants were hard to find.
“Do you need a sheriff’s badge and a gun for a cowboy fantasy?” she joked, glad he hadn’t balked at her investigative plans. “You didn’t role-play when we were together.”
“I’d try to embarrass you with a lie about a human pony fetish, but you’re pretty unshockable,” he complained in mock disappointment. “Since you’ve heard it all as a therapist, it takes the fun out of sexual banter.”
“Poor baby,” she crooned, patting his manicured hand with affection. “Maybe the waitress would enjoy trading titillating confessions with you after her shift.”
He glanced at the petite brunette who was serving drinks to the Friday evening crowd. Her befeathered, rainbow-hued corset left little to the imagination. Ryan’s sea-blue eyes—enhanced, Ally knew, by colored contacts—shone with appreciation.
“Maybe I’ll pursue that train of thought later.” He swung his gaze back to her. “Now, what’s my assignment?”
She smiled. Ryan was an excellent addition to the team. “If you have time this weekend, you could go through Tug’s papers with Pam. See if their finances look funny.”
“I assume you aren’t talking comic funny, like a visit to Circus, Circus,” he referred to the clown-ridden, older hotel and casino.
“You’re such a pill. How did I put up with you for half a year?” When he opened his mouth to say something, she was sure, about being great in bed, Ally continued. “Ryan, stay focused. Can you go through the Shaffers’ finances this weekend?”
“Oh, I like it when you get tough,” he simpered. At her glare, he relented. “Okay, okay.” He set his mouth in a firm line. “This is me being serious. I will go through tax records, bank accounts, hell and high water—whatever is necessary to complete my mission.”
“Thanks.” She meant it. If anyone could “follow the money” to Tug’s killer, it’d be Ryan. She brushed aside the paper parasols on her untouched Mai Tai and took a sip.
“Should I look for anything in particular?” Ryan raised his voice to be heard over the jangling noise of a slot machine jackpot from the adjacent gaming floor.
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Pam says they don’t have much...joint accounts and a couple of credit cards. But I wouldn’t put it past Tug to have hidden some assets just in case she left him.” Ally removed the garnish from her drink and nibbled on the pineapple slice. “What if he was in deep with some bookie or taking kick-backs in his union work?”
“I’ll look for evidence of other accounts. Anything else?”
She worked the cherry off her plastic swizzle stick and popped it in her mouth. Almost without thinking, she tied a neat knot in the cherry stem with her tongue. When she placed the twisted stem on her cocktail napkin, Ryan grinned.
“I never get tired of seeing you do that.” Always a flirt, he wagged his eyebrows. “It’s a real talent.”
Jeez. Ally rolled her eyes and brought the conversation back on topic. “Tug may have been selling drugs, for all we know. Pam will be checking her house, with a cop escort unfortunately, to see if she can find any stashes of cash or product.”
“I only met the late-great Mr. Shaffer a couple of times, but I’d say he was capable of doing whatever made him feel good.” Ryan signaled the waitress for a second drink. “I take it you’re going to interview some of his buddies?”
“Yes, along with his boss and any ex-girlfriends Pam knows about. I have Saturday and Sunday to talk to as many people on Pam’s list as possible.” She met his worried glance. “I’m not going to take any chances. Jed called me on the way here, and he’s going to rework his schedule so he can accompany me.”
Ryan seemed relieved the bouncer would be with her. “Good. I imagine Tug’s friends aren’t much better than his enemies.”
She nodded, scooting in her chair to allow some people to pass behind her. The bar was filling up with the usual Happy Hour crowd. “Morgan’s using her contacts to help out, and I’m meeting with Leslie in the morning.”
Something flickered in Ryan’s eyes before he lifted his drink and drained the quarter-inch of scotch that remained. When he set the glass back on the table, his gaze was shuttered. “So the arrogant Ms. Kearns is on the team?”
Ally frowned. Why had Ryan and Leslie developed such an adversarial relationship? Like most of her crowd, they’d met through social events hosted by friends. Since last summer, around the time of Morgan’s Labor Day bash, the two had taken to sniping at each other. Wanting her friends to be happy and play nice, Ally wished she could dispel their animosity.
“Leslie knows every bit of gossip in this town,” she said.
“Yeah, she definitely gets around,” he agreed, the words sounding a lot like censure.
Before Ally could question the remark, the waitress arrived with Ryan’s drink. As she set it on the table and removed his empty glass, he winked at her. Like most women—Leslie excluded —the waitress appeared charmed by his attentions. Maybe Leslie’s immunity to Ryan’s allure was the problem?
Ally returned to the investigation. “Jed and I are headed out tomorrow around noon. Maybe I won’t have to interview too many suspects.” Smiling, Ally patted Ryan’s hand, feeling the cool gold of his Harvard ring. “Maybe my posse will round up the bad guy this weekend.”
Ryan raised his full glass. “Here’s to my discovering a safe deposit box containing the killer’s identity.”
Accompanied by the squawks of the bar’s resident parrots, the band segued into Go West’s The King of Wishful Thinking.
*****
“A mango smoothie, please,” Ally ordered her favorite aprčs-Saturday-morning-class drink at the rec center’s juice bar. Then she smiled at Frannie, the graduate student behind the counter. “Did you swap shifts again?”
“Yeah. Sorry I missed your class. T’ai chi rocks.” As she talked, the girl swiftly combined the ingredients, then she whipped up the smoothie on the noisy machine’s turbo speed.
Ally reached into her purse for her wallet, anticipating the cool, sweet drink after her workout. T’ai chi might look like a slow-motion dance, but—done right—it used many muscles and centered the soul. After leading her 8 a.m. class, she’d stopped by her locker for her purse and the gauzy cotton shirt she kept there to throw over her exercise clothes. Then, she’d headed to the juice bar for her meeting with Leslie.
Frannie killed the machine and picked up the conversational thread. “I took Sara’s Saturday morning shift so she’d work my evening one next Friday. Got a hot date.” She shot Ally a grin over her shoulder, then poured the creamy mixture into a glass.
“Well, t’ai chi can’t stack up to a hot date, although it will keep you limber for romance.” Ally laughed when the girl blushed but gave her a thumb’s-up.
After paying for the frothy drink, Ally slipped a couple of dollars into the counter tip jar. Frannie, like most of the rec center part-timers, was a University of Nevada student who needed money for books and tuition.
Turning, Ally checked out the juice bar’s seating area, which resembled a high-tech ice cream parlor. Three women chatted at the chrome table nearest the door. So Ally walked to a table along the back wall and sat on the red vinyl-padded chair to wait for her friend.
She sipped her drink, which reminded her of the virgin Mai Tais at the Mirage the night before. If nothing else came of her investigation, at least she was getting plenty of vitamin C.
Ally glanced at her watch. How long would it take Leslie to milk every networking possibility on her way here from class? The PR whiz didn’t miss an opportunity to ply her trade and gather information. She definitely had invaluable contacts.
Ally heard her before she saw her, the musical sound of Leslie’s southern accent clear as she called to acquaintances. Her flamboyant friend entered the juice bar in a rush of color—the neon of her workout clothes almost painfully brilliant in comparison to Ally’s seafoam-green spandex. But the vivid hues matched her extrovert personality, while complementing her mocha skin and long, lithe build.
Leslie stopped at the juice bar long enough to buy a bottle of caffeine-packed, flavored water. She screwed off the lid and took a sip as she strode toward Ally. Smiling, Leslie flung herself into the chair across from her. Everything the woman did was assertive, even sitting down.
“Do you really think you need caffeine after working out?” Ally pointed to the super-charged water. “It’s not healthy.”
“You try power-schmoozing all day without caffeine.” There was no hint of defensiveness in Leslie’s tone. “Besides, if I ever gave up caffeine, I’d have to go into detox.”
Ally grinned. The athletic Leslie had energy to spare, thanks to her regular exercise. When she wasn’t working out, she was running in marathons or rollerblading.
At first, Ally had worried t’ai chi’s slow pace would bore her friend. But Leslie was one of the few in her class who seemed interested in both the therapeutic benefits and the martial arts side of the t’ai chi forms. Thanks to studying the discipline her whole life, Ally had the skill and knowledge to use t’ai chi for self-defense. It was amusing to see how impatient Leslie was to master the defense applications.
Glancing at the wall clock, Ally got down to business. “I guess you’ve heard about Pam’s husband and her baby?”
Leslie nodded, her expression sobering. “I called her to see if I could do anything for her. She sounded stunned.”
“She is, but there might be a way you can help her.” Ally filled in the PR consultant on her personal investigation and outlined her team of local “experts.”
“Do you really think you need an accountant?” Leslie asked, frowning when told of Ryan’s participation.
Ally considered her friend. There was definitely something going on between Leslie and Ryan. Once Pam was safe from prosecution, she’d get to the bottom of it. For now, the antagonistic pair would have to get along for Pam’s sake.
“He’s helping sift through Tug’s finances,” Ally stated. “If anyone can find a discrepancy, it’s Ryan.” She handed Pam’s list to Leslie. “I thought with your contacts, you might have some inside information on these people.”
Leslie studied the names of Tug’s coworkers, friends, ex-girlfriends and enemies. “Well, I can tell you right off the bat, you don’t want to mess with Black Jack McDermitt.”
“He was Tug’s last employer,” Ally explained.
Her friend met her gaze. “You know the story about McDermitt raising the money to build that casino with his blackjack winnings? I’ve heard that’s BS. Rumor has it, he made his money through blackmail, not blackjack.”
“You’re kidding.” No, Ally could see she wasn’t.
“Oh, he likes to show up at charity fundraisers with his trophy wife and play the local philanthropist.” Leslie peeled the label off her bottle. “But he’s no pussycat. He’s got his finger in a lot of unsavory pies—from escort services to illegal, high-stakes poker games.”
“Is it possible Tug found out something about McDermitt and tried a little extortion of his own?” Ally thought aloud.
“If he did, that’s probably why he’s dead,” she said. “Tug wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, so he might have had the cojones to try to blackmail the king of blackmailers.”
Hearing the Hispanic slang for “balls” in Leslie’s Atlanta-bred, molasses-sweet voice made the corners of Ally’s mouth quirk despite the serious topic. “Tug was a union carpenter who built sets for McDermitt’s casino shows,” she explained. “What dirt could Tug have uncovered through his job?”
“Maybe McDermitt takes kick-backs from suppliers or even money-launders at his casino. Don’t underestimate the man.” Leslie glanced at the list. “Did you give this to the cops?”
“Pam did. But anything we can find out will only help their investigation, right?” Ally grimaced at her friend’s skeptical look. “Well, maybe I won’t start with McDermitt. This crime was probably over Tug’s inability to keep his pants zipped, anyway.”
Leslie laughed. “To me, he was as sexy as socks on a rooster, but he certainly got women. A friend—a dealer at the Mirage—told me she dated Tug for a while. When I asked her what the attraction was, she said he had this slimy kind of charm.”
“I noticed the slime but never the charm.”
“Yep, he would’ve gagged a maggot, in my opinion.” Leslie studied her almost empty water bottle. “You know, I think Tug preyed on women’s vulnerabilities. He kept telling my friend, who’s full-figured, that he thought skinny girls were boring. She didn’t know the jerk was married until he’d dumped her.”
The bastard. Anger gnawed at Ally. Tug hurt a lot of people in his thirty-five years. “He convinced Pam he couldn’t wear his wedding band because it’d get caught in his saw.”
“Sounds like him. You know, some men just need killin’,” Leslie joked, thickening her accent for the classic redneck line and drawing a grin out of Ally. “Tug would say whatever it took to protect his cheating ways and get women into bed. I never could understand why he bothered getting married.”
“Pam told me Tug and his brother were estranged but still competed with each other...a ‘keeping up with the Joneses’ thing,” Ally explained. “Pam and Tug had dated less than six months when his brother got married. The next night, Tug proposed.”
“Bless her heart. We’ll hook Pam up with a decent man when this is all over.”
Ally agreed, then pointed to the list. “What do you know about Lana Randall?”
Leslie wrinkled her patrician nose and leaned her chair against the wall. Her legs were so long her feet remained flat on the floor. “More than I want to. I’ve heard her male masseuse provides a daily massage so thorough he might as well give her a Pap smear, while he’s at it.”
Ally laughed at the crude but possibly accurate gossip.
“There’s such a procession of boy toys through her bed,” her friend continued, “Lana’s installed a revolving door.”
“Now that’s just malicious hearsay.” Ally enjoyed Leslie’s unrepentant chuckle. “Did you know Lana’s providing Pam with Edward Walker’s legal services for free?”
Leslie straightened, and the front legs of her chair hit the floor with a thump. “Edward Walker? That makes no sense. Her staff is as interchangeable and disposable as Kleenex to Lana. Hell, she wouldn’t pour her Evian over an employee on fire.”
“Except for Dina,” Ally said, “the Oasis’s biggest act.”
“Oh, that’s right.” Leslie nodded. “Pam’s the diva’s favorite. The hotel will do anything to keep their big moneymaker happy.”
“Or Lana’s helping Pam out of the goodness of her heart.”
“What heart?” Her friend shook her head, looking incredulous. “That dog won’t hunt.”
Ally nodded. “Well, at least Pam’s got a great lawyer. Now if we can just convince the cops that she’s innocent.”
Leslie shifted forward, propped her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her slender hands. “I’ll see what I can find out on the grapevine.”
“So you’re joining the posse?” Ally held her breath, not realizing until that moment how much she’d hoped Leslie would. If Ally had a prayer of helping Pam out of this fix and making sure her friend was free to raise her baby, she’d need support from her talented circle of Vegas insiders.
“Am I saddling up with the rest of you to help Pam, who’s been a great friend to me?” Leslie shot her a wicked grin. “Is a frog’s butt water-tight?”
At 10 a.m. Saturday, Ryan arrived at Oasis Tower and took the elevator up to the corporate condo. Once outside the door, he set down his hand-tooled leather briefcase and knocked. The sound of his knuckles hitting the door sent shockwaves through his throbbing head. Man, he needed caffeine...bad.
After meeting with Ally the previous evening, Ryan had hooked up with the pretty cocktail waitress. She’d been a delightful companion—especially once her shift had ended and they’d casino-hopped into the wee hours. What was her name? Randy? Mandy?
Now, though, he was paying the price. Thirty-two wasn’t ancient, just a little long in the tooth for all-night partying. Ryan frowned. On mornings-after like this, he envied the easy-going, settled lives of his happily married friends.
Just as he raised his hand to knock again, a frail Pam opened the door. She was wearing a thread-bare, black sweatshirt over black jeans, an outfit that emphasized the shadows under her eyes.
“It’s me,” he teased, trying to spark some amusement in the sad woman. “Just your friendly, neighborhood CPA.”
The corners of her mouth tilted, but Pam’s expression remained melancholy. When she spoke, her voice was raspier than normal. “Thanks so much for helping.”
He gave her a warm hug, picked up his briefcase and followed her through the condo into the kitchen. She’d covered the dine-in area’s glass-and-chrome table with files, and there were boxes labeled “Taxes” stacked on the floor. It was going to be a long day.
“Would you like some coffee or something?” Pam asked.
“Coffee, the nectar of the gods and sleep-deprived accountants. Thanks.” He smiled gratefully, continuing to force an upbeat attitude for her sake. He placed his briefcase on one of the futuristic-looking chrome chairs. Who’d decorated this place? Darth Vader?
As Pam mechanically filled the coffeemaker, Ryan extracted a binder from his briefcase and chose a seat facing her. “Did the cops hassle you about getting these files from your home?”
“They weren’t too bad. A young cop accompanied me and a forensic accountant inspected the boxes before I could take them.” Pam gave a harsh laugh. “It’s crazy. My house is a crime scene, so it doesn’t matter that the files belong to me.”
What could he say? Even old tax records could be evidence. Before Ryan formed a comforting comment, she continued.
“I can’t believe you want to spend a Saturday going through this stuff.” She pulled two silver mugs out of a cabinet. Everything here apparently conformed to the high-tech theme.
“No problem,” Ryan assured her. “Besides, a little bird told me there might be some of your famous, double-chocolate, frosted brownies in it for me.”
His joking brought another ghost of a smile to her lips. “If you solve Tug’s murder, I’ll bake you brownies every month for the rest of your life.”
“Deal.” He opened his binder and slid his monogrammed Mont Blanc pen from the inside sheath. How to begin? “Before we go through your bank, credit card and tax files, is there anything suspicious you’ve noticed about your finances?”
Pam’s brow furrowed as she carried a chrome sugar bowl and creamer to the table. “I pay the bills each month, so Tug was careful not to charge anything he bought for his girlfriends. He always paid cash on his dates, so there are plenty of ATM withdrawals.” Pam grimaced, obviously embarrassed. “You don’t have to say it. I was an idiot to stay with him.”
Tug was such a callous jerk. Ryan forced down his indignation and tried another tact. “How about income? Did your husband deposit anything beyond his paychecks?”
“No extra deposits. Money was always tight.” Pam returned to the coffeemaker, which was spitting out the last of its brew into the glass carafe. “If Tug won at his poker games or at the casinos, he kept the cash in his wallet, not the bank.”
She poured two mugs and carried them to the table, placing one by Ryan. God, it smelled great. He breathed in the dark roast’s scent like a recovering tobacco addict sniffing second-hand smoke. Then he took a grateful sip, savoring the coffee despite preferring espresso as his caffeine-delivery system. Pam sank into the chair to his left with a weary sigh.
“Would your husband have maintained any accounts separate from your joint ones?” Ryan asked. “Maybe at a different bank?”
“That’s possible.” Pam stirred several spoonfuls of sugar and a splash of cream into her coffee before meeting his gaze. “After all, I have an account I kept secret from him.”
Masking his surprise, he merely lifted one eyebrow.
“Tug spent money like water, never worrying about the future,” she explained, anger etched on her face. “I paid our bills the second they arrived, so he wouldn’t spend our paychecks on something else...or someone else. Thanks to me, there’re no outstanding loans—not even for our cars—and we’ve kept up with the mortgage on our house.”
Not sure what to say, Ryan reached across the table and squeezed her left hand.
Pam shrugged, the gesture heartbreaking in its resignation. “And I put aside money in case we had children some day.” She smoothed her right hand over her flat stomach.
Ryan remembered Ally’s words about Pam’s pregnancy—the one happy thing in her life. “Congrats on the bun in your oven.”
Another small smile flitted across Pam’s lips, but her eyes remained stoic. “I knew it was up to me to save up for a baby and for our retirement.” She looked about to say more but then waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “The bottom line is I opened a savings account in my name at the First Mesquite Bank and didn’t tell Tug about it. Since I do the taxes and the bank statements are mailed to my work address, he never found out.”
What would the police think of her keeping money from her husband? “If you don’t mind, how much is in the account?”
Pride sparked in Pam’s eyes. “The balance is $29,545.”
Ryan wrote the amount on his legal pad. “Okay. We’ll go over your joint accounts, too. But first, did you get a chance to search your house for any cash or stuff Tug might’ve hidden?”
Pam nodded, as she restlessly stood and walked to the counter. “I had to tell the cops why I needed to look in every nook and cranny. They allowed it, but you could tell they were just humoring me.” She opened a cabinet and removed several Hostess snack boxes. As she talked, she arranged an assortment of Twinkies and chocolate cupcakes on a shiny black platter. “I looked everywhere, but I couldn’t find any evidence that he was extorting money or dealing drugs. Maybe his friends will have some ideas when Ally and Jed interview them today.”
Ryan made a note to call Ally later. “Could your husband have gotten in a financial bind by doing drugs himself?”
This time, she shook her head as she carried the sweets to the table. “I don’t think so. Tug liked beer, but he never did drugs around me.”
Ryan chose a Twinkie to be polite. What would his blueblood relations think of his eating this chemical-filled pastry? Then he took a bite, and the sweet flavor had him moaning aloud. His Boston Brahmin family didn’t know what they were missing.
Pam continued speaking, not noticing his oral ecstasy. “Tug and I discussed our jobs over dinner...whenever he was home for dinner. He liked to complain about the foreman being a real slave-driver.” Pam nibbled on a chocolate cupcake, and crumbs drifted down onto her Oasis-logoed sweatshirt. “But he never shared anything with me he knew I’d disapprove of. He used to call me a Pollyanna, like that was a bad thing.”
With a chaser of coffee, Ryan finished his Twinkie and reached for another. “Okay. Here’s what we’ll do.” He used the phallic, flesh-colored sponge cake to indicate Pam’s stack of files. “We’ll go through everything here. Maybe we’ll find a clue; maybe not. But it’s worth a try. And there’s lots worse things than spending my day off with a pretty woman.”
Pam rewarded him with a smile and reached for the top file.
*****
Around noon on Saturday, Leslie swung her gold Lexus LS sedan into the Oasis Tower entryway and cut the engine. A sportscar parked in the adjacent valet parking area caught her eye. Thanks to its familiar vanity plates—the initials “RAF”—there was no doubt the frosted-blue BMW was Ryan’s.
Didn’t that take the cake. She’d known the high-and-mighty CPA had promised to go through Pam’s finances. But to give up a primo date day to do it? It didn’t sound like him.
Leslie drummed her fuchsia nails on the steering wheel. She could leave and call Pam later about the investigation. Or she could stop being a lily-livered wimp and go up to the condo. If Ryan was there, she’d just have to handle his snide remarks.
The valet attendant approached her car, and Leslie made her decision. Picking up her straw purse, she climbed from her car, smoothed her hands down her Indian cotton dress and gave her keys to the young man. Then she made herself walk into the high-rise and find the correct bank of elevators.
On the ride to the sixteenth floor, her shoulders tensed. Dammit. She’d never been one to pull the wool over her own eyes. It wasn’t Ryan’s remarks she was worried about...it was the sensual sucker-punch she experienced at the sight of him.
Why did he have to be so gorgeous? It was torture just being in the same room with him, knowing how talented his mouth was and how skilled his hands. With ruthless determination, she blocked thoughts of the steamy September night that had irrevocably changed their friendship.
Leslie stepped off the elevator, took a deep breath and headed to the corporate condo. Before she knocked, she shored up her professional shield of confidence. For Pam’s sake, she also forced a semblance of her usual good humor. It was like going into battle. Each time the arrogant Ryan Fairchild rattled her, he won that skirmish, and she wasn’t going to cede another victory to the egocentric accountant.
She rapped on the door. After several moments, Pam opened it, looking like the back side of hard times.
All thoughts of Ryan fled. “Oh, hon, I’m so, so sorry,” Leslie crooned, as she stepped into the condo and wrapped her arms around her friend. Being taller than Pam, she had to lean down to hug her properly. The pale woman felt fragile as glass. “We’ll get you through this, I promise.”
“Thanks.” Pam’s muffled voice came from the vicinity of Leslie’s breastbone.
“Oops. Don’t want to smother you before we clear your name.” Chuckling, Leslie released her and followed Pam down the hall to the kitchen. “Please tell me that’s coffee I smell.”
“She just made a fresh pot,” Ryan said, rising from his chair behind the kitchen table.
Leslie’s eyes met his, and the dreaded jolt of erotic awareness punched through her. Eight months had passed since they’d indulged their sexual chemistry. Still, the disastrous results of that evening couldn’t numb her reaction to the timbre of his voice and the long, lean power of his presence.
“I’ll pour you a mug,” Pam offered, apparently oblivious to the undercurrent in the room. She walked to the cupboard, took down a silver mug and filled it with coffee.
Ryan remained standing. Leslie suspected he was waiting for her to say something sarcastic. These days, one of them always verbally triggered the antagonistic pattern of their conversations. For Pam’s sake, she kept a lid on her comments.
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