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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Garage sale reseller and reluctant amateur sleuth, Macy Garson, took a break from listing items in her online VendMore shop, and carried her fluffy grey kitten, Dextra, with her as she went outside in the already stifling Florida heat to check the mail.

      Retreating quickly back into the AC once she scooped up the mail, she set Dex down on the floor and plopped onto the couch to sort through the stack of it.

      “Bane of my existence. Why do we even have mail anymore? Everything is online these days anyway,” she groused, tossing junk mail into one pile on the coffee table, and items that needed action on her part into another. “Wait…what is this?” Macy whispered. Her eyebrows rose as she examined the embossed black envelope that looked like an invitation.

      She broke the literal wax seal, that looked like something out of Phantom of the Opera, on the back of the envelope and opened it, sliding out the creamy colored linen-like invitation inside. She read it aloud as Dex hopped up onto the couch next to her.

      “Thank you for being in the top 10% of VendMore in the sales and customer service categories. We request the pleasure of your company at our annual Vendmore Convention and Awards Ceremony, to be held at the lovely Silver Legends Hotel and Casino in Reno, Nevada. Entry to the convention is complimentary for our 10% guests, along with a five-night stay in a VIP room. In addition to fantastic and informative workshops, meals and VendMore swag will be provided, and there are opportunities for shopping, nightlife, and physical fitness onsite. We hope to see you there!”

      “Whoa, holy moly, Dex, I should have looked at the mail a couple of weeks ago, this invitation is for next week. I wonder if they have any rooms left…”

      Before she could change her mind, Macy dialed the number on the invitation and booked a room. There would be a ton of logistical things that she would need to work out somehow before she left, but she couldn’t wait to go to the workshops and learn how to grow her VendMore business, which was already more successful than she would have dreamed it could be.

      When she hung up the phone, excited at the possibilities and looking at the trip as a mini-vacation, Macy realized that now she had to work out how to get to Reno in time for the convention. Driving wasn’t an option. It would take way too long, and if anything happened to her late husband’s antique truck along the way, she’d never forgive herself. She wasn’t exactly a seasoned traveler, but it looked like she was going to have to figure out how to make airline reservations.

      “I bet I can do that online,” she murmured, rising from the couch to grab her laptop.

      After clicking all over the internet trying to find a flight, Macy gave up and called one of the airlines. As luck would have it, Jake had hundreds of thousands of flight miles tucked away, and she was able to use them to book a seat, with the help of a very patient and kind representative.

      Dex stood, stretched, and leapt up into Macy’s lap.

      “Oh. Right. What am I going to do with you while I’m gone?” Macy wondered, stroking the kitten’s downy fur. “I’ll ask Polly and the gang what they think when I go in to walk the Happy Paws’ dogs today.”

      The thought made her smile. VendMore and her Junkyard Dog collectible collection business might pay the bills, but volunteering at Happy Paws is what really brought her joy. The staff there had been with her since before Jake was tragically killed, and now they were the only friends she had.

      Fortunately, all three of them were at the desk when she came in to do her afternoon dog walking.

      “Hey guys, I got invited to a VendMore conference in Reno next week for being a top 10% seller,” Macy announced.

      “Oh that’s great!” Polly, the pierced and blue-mohawked leader of the volunteer staff, said. “Good for you!”

      “Reno?” Essence, the resident hacker, wrinkled her nose. “Why would you want to go there?”

      “For the convention,” Sync, their deeply zen dog walker replied, before Macy had a chance. “I think that sounds like a great way for you to get away for a bit, Mace,” he said. “How long is it?”

      “That’s the thing.” Macy sighed. “It starts next Wednesday and doesn’t end until the following Wednesday.”

      “Why is that a bad thing?” Polly asked. “Sounds like you’ll get some time to play in the casinos while you’re there. We can make sure your dog-walking shifts are covered here. You should totally go.”

      “Absolutely,” Sync agreed, nodding.

      “A week in a casino?” Essence made a face. “Whatever you’re into.”

      “I just don’t know what I’ll do with Dex if I go. She’s still a kitten, so I don’t want to board her…” Macy began.

      “Absolutely not,” Sync agreed. “But don’t worry about it. I can house sit for you and take care of Dex while you’re gone if you’d like. I could use a dose of kitten snuggles,” he offered with a grin.

      “Really?” Macy asked, touched by his generosity.

      “Of course. I’d be happy to.”

      “Thanks, Sync, you’re the best.” Macy’s stomach did a little flip flop at the thought of traveling alone all the way to Nevada, but she knew that she could handle it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sync dropped Macy off at the airport in Jacksonville, which made her smell strongly of incense after she got out of his car, and after a flight that she mostly slept through, Macy arrived in Reno. She’d never been to Nevada before and was amazed that parts of Reno looked like the desert, parts looked like the woods, and parts looked like the boisterous, brightly-lit playground that it was.

      She took a taxi from the airport to her hotel and when she entered the lobby, her mouth fell open in admiration. There was marble everywhere, there were bells and lights and all sorts of sounds coming from the glamorous casinos, and a colossal marble fountain burbled in the center of the elegant foyer.

      “Whoa!” she breathed, standing in the midst of it all with her suitcase, turning in a circle.

      A man who wore a uniform that reminded her of a toy soldier approached.

      “Good afternoon, ma’am,” he greeted her.

      “Hi.” Macy’s voice was breathless and she would guess that her eyes were like saucers.

      “Checking in?”

      “Oh, uh…yes, I’m here for the VendMore conference,” Macy blurted, jumping a bit as some alarm bells went off in the casino, announcing that a jackpot had been won.

      “Perfect.” He gave a little bow and gestured with his hand. “Right this way.”

      Macy followed him to an exclusive check-in room for VIP guests only.

      “I don’t think I belong in here,” she whispered.

      “Yes ma’am, this is where our VIPs check in. I’m assuming you’re a 10% producer?” he asked.

      “Yeah, kinda crazy, but I am,” Macy replied, thinking of how far she’d come since listing her first item when she’d been desperate to pay her bills.

      “Wonderful. Go ahead and have a seat and they’ll take good care of you.” He gestured toward a pair of wing-backed burgundy velvet chairs. “Can I get you anything before I go? A glass of wine, perhaps?”

      “Oh that would be great,” Macy agreed. “Can you bill it to my room? When I get one, I mean.”

      “It’s complimentary ma’am. I’ll bring you a snack to go with it. One moment please.” He flashed a grin and disappeared, returning moments later with a glass of wine so deeply red that it matched the chair she was sitting in, a bag of pretzels, and a little plate of cheese.

      “I could get used to this.” Macy grinned. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. They’ll check you in momentarily.”

      Check in was a breeze and after another uniformed man took her up to the 38th floor, Macy touched her key card to the sensor outside her suite.

      “Holy moly,” she breathed, entering the suite. “I think this room is bigger than my house.”

      Her bag had already been delivered, and a fruit basket was displayed on the small dining room table to the left.

      Macy was glad that the actual conference, aside from picking up a schedule and packet tonight, didn’t begin until the following morning, because it was going to take a bit of time for her to get her bearings about her and start trying to feel comfortable, rather than intimidated. She’d seen the other women who had been in the VIP check in room and had been achingly aware that she needed a haircut and a manicure, and to lose about thirty more pounds. A new wardrobe wouldn’t hurt either. She stood in front of the full-length mirror next to the bathroom and sighed. She’d packed her cutest casual clothes and hoped that they’d be sufficient for the conference. Some of the women that she’d seen downstairs sparkled more brightly than the lights on the slot machines.

      “I’m going to chicken out. I’m going to order room service, watch movies while I eat, and grab my packet in the morning,” she told her reflection, feeling suddenly tired. “I’ll get it together by tomorrow…I hope.”
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      After picking up her packet in the morning, at a check-in table that was buzzing with activity like a hive of bees, Macy made her way into the giant ballroom where the conference kickoff was held. She wanted to be near the front, so she wouldn’t miss anything, and when she saw a vacant seat in the second row, next to a rail-thin woman with the most highly teased platinum hair she’d ever seen, she took it.

      “Hey honey, I’m Myrna.” The woman, who was heavily made up and looked to be at least in her sixties, smiled at her.

      “Hi, nice to meet you. I’m Macy. I don’t want to offend you, but you have some lipstick on your teeth.” Macy smiled apologetically and tapped her own tooth to show Myrna which one had the smear of burnt coral.

      “Thank you, sweetheart! That’s what we women are supposed to do – have each other’s backs. Some people would’ve let me go all day with that lipstick and would never have said a thing. Probably would have laughed about it even.” Myrna’s eyes narrowed as she gazed about the venue, apparently looking for the dastardly women who would do such a thing. “Of course, my husband never noticed because he stopped noticing me years ago.” Myrna let out a laugh that sounded like a cross between a coffee grinder and a rusty gate. “Don’t look so shocked honey, it happens. First time here?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I just started selling with VendMore a few months ago. I was really excited when I got the invitation,” Macy replied.

      Myrna’s brows rose. “You got a 10 percenter invite in your first year? Wow, you must be a go-getter.”

      Macy shrugged. “I guess. I just needed to be able to pay my bills after my husband passed, so I started selling everything that wasn’t nailed down.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear about your hubby, honey. You’re way too young to have to deal with that.” Myrna pursed her lips and stared at Macy, who, oddly, didn’t feel uncomfortable at all.

      The program started then, and it was a major production that held Macy spellbound for the next hour, her mind whirling with possibilities. At the break between presentations, Myrna turned to her.

      “Blows your mind, doesn’t it?” She grinned.

      Macy nodded, overwhelmed, her notebook filled with notes.

      “Well, listen Macy, I’m gonna go down to the casino and have a smoke, why don’t you join me?” Myrna offered.

      “Oh, I don’t smoke.”

      “No, but you talk, so you can talk to me while I smoke. Just leave your sweater here on the seat and come stretch your legs.” Myrna stood, slipping out of her gold pleather jacket and tossing it on her chair.

      “Oh, uh, sure.” Macy nodded and did the same with her plain black cardigan.

      She’d felt self-conscious since she’d arrived, and seeing many of her fellow sellers dressing like they were competing for a glitter award only made things worse. But she wasn’t here to compete with their wardrobes. She was here to learn how to outsell herself and achieve whatever goals she wanted to set.

      “Is your husband a seller too?” she asked, walking beside her bling-covered new buddy to the casino.

      “Oh heck no. My Herb don’t want nothin’ to do with this biz. He retired from slingin’ insurance and now he just does whatever he wants. I’m making seven or eight figures these days anyhow, so I don’t mind. It gives me something to do. I’d get bored if I retired. That’s when people die ya know. They retire and don’t have a purpose, so they just wither away. You’re too young to worry about all of that though,” Myrna chattered, her rhinestone studded cigarette case in hand. “You should come to dinner with us tonight if you don’t have any other plans. Herb will probably have his nose buried in his phone anyhow, so at least I’ll have someone to talk to. We’re going to the Italian restaurant here in the hotel. They have a separate dining area for high rollers and since we’re VIP, we get to eat in there.”

      Macy swallowed. “Umm…that might be…”

      “Oh look, honey, there he is now, heading for the craps tables. Come over here and you’ll get to meet the man of the hour,” Myrna interrupted, herding Macy into one of the casinos, where she felt a bit overwhelmed by the sights and sounds.

      “Yo! Herb-O, this here is Macy. She’s a seller too. Macy, this is Herb,” she made the introductions, then pulled out a cigarette and a lighter.

      “Hi Herb, it’s nice to…” Macy began, only to be interrupted again, this time by Herb, admonishing Myrna.

      “Hey, you can’t light up in here! This is one of the non-smoking spots. Smokers are down over there somewhere.” He waved vaguely to the right.

      “What are you doing going to a part of the casino where you know I can’t smoke?” Myrna demanded, hands on hips.

      “Maybe I like breathing better than you do,” Herb shot back, turning to go.

      “Hey!” Myrna barked. “You ain’t even said hello to Macy here. Quit bein’ rude.”

      “Sorry, hey Macy, nice to meetcha. My wife is obnoxious, but you get used to it after a while.”

      Macy’s mouth fell open and she stared at his retreating back. Myrna shook her head.

      “That’s my Herb, ain’t he a hoot?” She chuckled.

      Macy wanted the floor to open up and swallow her.

      “We…uh…only have like seven minutes to get back to the ballroom,” she said, glancing at her phone.

      “Just let me get a couple of puffs in and we’ll head back,” Myrna promised.
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        * * *

      

      Energized by the sessions that she’d attended all day, Macy left one of the conference rooms, her stomach growling with hunger. By the time she saw Myrna heading toward her from a different room, it was too late to escape. Like a raptor on the hunt, she focused in on Macy and headed over.

      “Hey Macy! Is your head spinning yet?” she asked, with her smoker’s laugh. “I was just getting ready to head to dinner if you want to walk down there together.”

      “Oh, uh, thanks, but they had really great snacks in my last session, so I’m going to skip dinner tonight. Thanks anyway.” Macy smiled. She planned to check out the casino too, since she’d never been in one before this trip, but she wasn’t about to offer up that information.

      “No problem – we’ll be here all week, so there’s plenty of time to eat and get acquainted.” Myrna patted Macy’s arm. “You should try your luck in the casino. Never know, Lady Luck might be good to ya!”

      “Maybe I will.” Macy smiled. Myrna was an odd duck, but she was nice. And entertaining.

      “Alright, honey. I’ll see you in the a.m.”
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        * * *

      

      If anyone had attempted to tell Macy how exciting and addictive it can be to play slot machines, she would not have believed them. Which is why it was hard to believe that, when she checked the time after cashing out and stuffing nearly three hundred dollars of winnings in her pocket, that it was almost two o’clock in the morning.

      While it was odd for her to be up and functioning at that hour, it seemed to be a normal thing for casino goers and there were quite a few people still trying their luck when she slipped into the elevator to the VIP floor. Macy tried to be as quiet as she could when she got out of the elevator and walked through the hall to her room, but as soon as she rounded the corner of her hall, she heard a voice that she recognized – Myrna. And it wasn’t a happy voice.

      Macy cringed when she realized that Myrna’s voice was coming from behind the door that was right across the hall from her room. A man’s voice – her Herb, Macy guessed – punctuated the rant by Myrna in a manner that suggested he was probably just trying to get a word in edgewise. Neither of the arguing parties seemed terribly invested in solving their conflict, from what Macy could hear, but that was none of her business. Trying not to hear what was said, and feeling like an accidental intruder, she hurried into her room and shut the door, which muffled, but unfortunately didn’t eliminate the sounds of the battle.

      Turning on the TV to cover up the background noise, because the news was oddly less contentious than her across the hall neighbors, Macy was asleep practically before her head hit the pillow. When she woke up the next morning, she turned off the television and was relieved that there were no sounds of a fight playing out in Myrna’s room.

      She dressed casually, but donned the one blazer that she’d brought, rather than a sweater or hoodie, and stepped out into the hall, closing the door softly behind her. Standing at the elevator, she nearly jumped out of her skin when Myrna greeted her with a “Hey honey! How’d you sleep?”

      The irony wasn’t lost on her.

      “I slept well, thanks. How about you?” she asked.

      Myrna waved a hand. “Ah, you know…when you get to be my age, you take what you can get.”

      “Something to look forward to.” Macy laughed. “Isn’t Herb going to join you for breakfast?” she asked, wondering what was taking the elevator so long.

      “Nah, he left for the casino long before I got up. Besides, if he wants breakfast, he knows where to get it, he’s a grown man…sort of.” Myrna rolled her eyes.

      “Wow, I wonder what’s going on over there.” Macy frowned when they stepped out of the elevator, glancing toward the fountain, where a massive crowd had gathered.

      “Let’s go take a look,” Myrna replied, power-walking toward the spectacle.

      A man was face down in the rear portion of the fountain, almost out of sight, and when Myrna saw him, she went deathly pale and screamed. “Herb! Herb…nooooooooo!”

      She darted toward her husband and was intercepted by a policeman who gently but firmly took her to the side to talk with her. Another policeman approached Macy, who had stopped, stunned.

      “Friend of yours?” the cop, who was so handsome that he looked like an actor portraying a policeman, asked.

      “Uh, not exactly. We’re attending the same convention. I just met her yesterday. What’s going on – this is really creepy,” Macy said, glad she hadn’t had breakfast yet.

      “Most likely nothing to worry about if you’re not a relative or close friend of the deceased. People have passed out and fallen into the fountain before and I’m sure this won’t be the last time.” The cop rested his hands on his gun belt, seeming bored.

      “Well, I guess I’d better get to my workshop,” Macy said, feeling sick and awkward and utterly appalled that she’d even noticed how attractive the policeman was.

      “Yeah, no sense hanging out here with the gawkers,” he replied. He nodded to her and hurried to the front of the crowd to move them away from the death scene.

      When Macy went into the workshop, no one was seated. The platters of bagels, donuts, and granola bars were largely untouched, and people stood around in clusters, murmuring. Macy went to the coffee urn and was getting herself a cup when an older blonde woman, who was well-dressed and looked vaguely familiar, approached.

      “Hi, I’m Celisse, Myrna’s sister. I saw you with her yesterday…did you hear what happened this morning? You must have, it’s all anyone is talking about.”

      “Hi, I’m Macy. I just met Myrna here at the conference. It’s so sad what happened.”

      “Do you know anything about it?” Celisse asked, seeming more curious than grief-stricken.

      “Uh, no. I just saw…uh…Herb, when I got off the elevator. The police are talking to Myrna, so I just came in here. Didn’t really know what else to do.” Macy shrugged.

      “I always figured that one of them would kill the other,” Celisse mused. “They fought like cats and dogs. Myrna was convinced that he was gonna gamble away everything that she earned. If she’s done talking to the cops, she’s probably out having a celebratory smoke.”

      Macy’s jaw dropped, and before she could even think about a reply to the gallows humor, one of the conference hosts grabbed a microphone and announced that all workshops for the day had been postponed, and that they’d let the participants know if or when they’d resume.

      A younger woman came up to them immediately following the announcement and entirely ignored Macy, addressing Celisse.

      “Hey, Auntie C, have you seen Mom and Herb? I just got out of the casino, so I thought I’d join them for breakfast.”

      “Oh Katelyn, sweetie, which casino were you in?” Celisse asked.

      “The Roundup, why?”

      “So you didn’t see it,” Celisse murmured.

      “See what?” Katelyn, Myrna’s daughter, asked.

      “We’ve gotta talk,” Celisse replied.
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      Macy left the conference room and was headed toward the lobby when a tall, paunchy man with bad breath and bushy sideburns stepped directly into her path.

      “Hey, you’re all buddy-buddy with Myrna, right?” he asked.

      “Uh, we met yesterday in the opening workshop.” Macy frowned, wondering how many people had assumed that she and Myrna were besties because they had sat together.

      “Right, right. Well, dish it out, girl, what’s the scoop?”

      “Scoop? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Macy said, stepping back a bit to get away from the miasma of poor dental hygiene that surrounded the man.

      “I’m not surprised that old Herb kicked the bucket. Myrna has been so wrapped up in her business that she’s neglected him for years. Probably either drank himself to death or had a heart attack, I’d guess,” he mused.

      “I wouldn’t know,” Macy said, stepping around him and striding toward the lobby.

      He apparently couldn’t take a hint and followed.

      “I was in the top ten of all of VendMore until Myrna knocked me out, you know. I wonder if she’s going to be dating soon,” he mused.

      Macy stopped in her tracks and turned. “Are you serious?” she asked.

      “What?” the absolute oaf challenged. “Me and Myrna would make an unbeatable team. It would be bonuses galore for us.” He shrugged. “Hey, you wanna go to lunch with me? I’m sure Myrna and I could work you into our partnership. I’m Kent, by the way.”

      “I seem to have lost my appetite,” Macy snapped. “Funny how thinking about a woman grieving the loss of her husband while another predatory guy hits on her makes me sick to my stomach.”

      “You’re a feisty one,” Kent practically licked his lips. “Seriously though, lunch?”

      “Not in this lifetime, Kent.” Macy turned on her heel and strode to the elevator.

      “At least you remembered my name,” Kent called after her.

      Macy fumed, then realized that Kent may have killed Myrna’s husband, with the goal of merging their businesses. She shuddered at the thought.

      “Too cold, miss?” the elevator attendant asked pleasantly.

      “No, I’m fine, thank you.” Macy tried to summon a smile, but felt that she hadn’t quite managed a convincing one.

      Back in her room, she tried to distract herself from the dark reality of the day by going through some of the materials and notes that she’d gleaned from the previous day’s workshops.

      She pulled out a worksheet entitled: Identifying and Achieving Your Dreams. Reading through her notes, she allowed her mind to wander.

      What are my dreams? A house near the beach, with about a thousand dogs. Somewhere close to where Jake and I went on our honeymoon…

      Macy was jolted from her thoughts by a fast, but light, rapping on her door. Glancing out of the peephole, she saw that it was Myrna. Sighing inwardly, she opened the door.

      “Myrna, I’m so sorry…” she began, as the older woman strode into the room and sat down on the loveseat without waiting for an invitation.

      “I’m telling you, Miss Macy, this whole thing stinks. It stinks to high heaven and I don’t think those cops are taking it seriously. Herb was murdered, I’m sure of it. Once they get those autopsy results, they’ll know, and by then the murderer could be who knows where,” Myrna fumed.

      “What makes you think that he was murdered?” Macy asked gently, easing down onto the love seat.

      “Because he wasn’t exactly superman, but he wasn’t on death’s door either. His heart was in good shape and he wasn’t a heavy drinker. There’s no way that he could have passed out and just fallen in that fountain. It’s so weird…I just threw some coins in it yesterday and made a wish. I guess I should have wished for a long and happy life for both of us, but I only thought of myself,” Myrna murmured, shaking her head.

      “Who would’ve killed him though?” Macy asked, Kent’s face popping up immediately in her memory, followed closely by Celisse’s.

      “I don’t know, and that’s why I need your help,” Myrna replied. “I’m old and wrinkled, but you’re young and cute. I need you to sweet talk the security guys into taking a look at the video footage for that area of the casino.”

      “Don’t you think that the police probably thought of that already?”

      Myrna stared at her like she’d grown horns. “No, I don’t think they did, because they think he passed out and drowned. I need your help. I’d do it, but they’d just laugh at me. You could charm ‘em.”

      “Look, why don’t you try to get some rest. Things are always easier after a good nap.” Macy put out her hand to help Myrna up and led her to the door. When she opened it, they saw Kent, knocking on Myrna’s door.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Macy asked Myrna quietly, glancing over at Kent.

      “No worries, honey, I know what makes this one tick,” Myrna replied, with a wink. “Well, if it ain’t the second best seller in the company!” she exclaimed, getting Kent’s attention.

      Macy watched her cross the hall and lean in for a hug from the malodorous lout. She worried about Myrna’s safety if Kent was indeed the killer, but then reasoned that it wouldn’t do him any good at all, other than eliminating competition, to kill Myrna.

      “How do I always get involved in this stuff?” she muttered, shutting the door as the two of them went into Myrna’s room like old friends.
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      The last thing that Macy wanted to do, all things considered, was leave her room and deal with the aftermath of Herb’s death. She didn’t want to chat with people who thought she was Myrna’s best friend, she didn’t want to walk by the fountain where Herb had been found, and she definitely didn’t want to run into Myrna, who might have killed her husband. So she did what might just give her the relief from the horrific situation that she needed – she ordered room service and selected a couple of movies to watch.

      The gnocchi that she’d ordered from the Italian restaurant was by far one of the best meals she’d ever tasted, and she was about halfway through devouring it and its accompanying salad and garlic bread, when there was a knock at her door. With a sigh she set down her fork, paused her movie, took her napkin from her lap, and placed it next to her plate on the small dining table.

      When Macy peered out of the peephole and saw that it was Myrna on the other side of the door, she debated with herself about just ignoring her and going back to her food and movie.

      “Macy, honey? You alright in there? I hear the TV…” Myrna called, letting Macy know that she’d been busted and couldn’t fake like she wasn’t there.

      She waited a moment, until Myrna knocked again, then opened the door. If Myrna was indeed a killer, as her sister had seemed to imply, it might be the last thing that she ever did.

      She manufactured a smile. “Hey Myrna…everything okay?” she asked, when she saw the wide-eyed expression on the new widow’s face.

      In what seemed to be her typical practice, Myrna barged in without being asked and plopped down onto the loveseat.

      “Nope.” She shook her head and tapped a pack of cigarettes, sliding one out, lighter at the ready.

      “I’m gonna have to stop you right there. We can’t smoke in these rooms,” Macy blurted.

      “Oh honey, the hotel doesn’t care about that.” Myrna waved a hand and put the cigarette between her lips.

      Macy stood her ground. “Look, I’m not judging you at all for being a smoker. If that’s what works for you, that’s fine, but it doesn’t work for me, so I have to ask you not to do it in my room,” she insisted.

      Myrna blinked at her for a moment, then took the cigarette, lipstick marks and all, and put it back into the pack. “I’ll make it quick then. Kent Barnaby left about an hour ago and…I think he’s the one who did it,” she whispered.

      “Did what?” Macy frowned, playing dumb.

      “Killed my Herb.” Myrna’s lower lip trembled.

      “But why would he do that?” Macy asked, wondering if Myrna was just trying to cover her tracks.

      “Two reasons. One, he’s been flirting with me for years – finds me irresistible, I guess. Two, he wants to merge our businesses so no one can beat us for the number one spot.”

      “Do you think those are good enough reasons to kill someone?”

      “They wouldn’t be for me, but who knows how Kent thinks. I mean…he’s not like, regular people, you know what I’m saying?” Myrna asked.

      “Well yeah, he does seem to march to the beat of his own drum, that’s true enough.” Macy nodded.

      “He seems like the obvious choice to me.” Myrna looked at her cigarettes with what seemed like longing.

      “Oh, I met your sister and your daughter downstairs this morning. Your daughter didn’t know what happened. I don’t know if your sister told her, I left right after meeting them.”

      “Katelyn probably wouldn’t be too fazed by the news anyway.” Myrna shrugged. “She and Herb never really liked each other. I mean, they weren’t hostile or anything – I raised her right – but they didn’t have much of a relationship. And my sister…” Myrna barked out a humorless laugh. “She couldn’t stand him. She made no secret about the fact that she thought I married beneath myself. That’s her problem though, not mine. She always thought that she was too good for us. She spends all her money buying expensive clothes and bags so she can pose as some kind of socialite. Trying to catch the right kind of husband, I guess,” she concluded bitterly.

      Before Macy could react to that whole raft of new information, both women jumped at the sound of a loud banging out in the hall. They hurried to the door and Macy flung it open without looking out of the peephole.

      “Katelyn, why are you making all that racket?” Myrna asked, when she saw her daughter at her door across the hall.

      Katelyn turned, an ugly expression on her mascara-streaked face.

      “The police were asking me all these questions about you,” she hissed. “What did you do, Mom? Did you kill him? Because there are much smarter ways to get out of your situation without putting us all in a bad position.”

      Myrna darted across the hall and practically shoved her daughter into her room. “You hush now. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The door closed behind them with a slam, and Macy closed hers as well, leaning against it with her eyes closed. What had started out as a fun and informative conference had turned into a nightmare of murder and intrigue. Craving normalcy, she wrapped up her dinner and put it in the mini fridge, then dialed Sync’s phone number to see how things were going with him and Dex.

      His phone rang and rang, but he didn’t pick up.

      “I refuse to let that freak me out,” Macy murmured aloud. “I may have a murderer across the hall and I need to keep a clear head.”

      She went to her door and pulled the security latch across, then set the deadbolt. Pouring another glass of wine from the bottle that she’d ordered with her dinner, Macy put her movie back on, turned up the volume, and vowed to tune out anything that might be happening across the hall.

      After the second movie, she turned on the news, as her eyelids began to droop, and crawled into bed. She was asleep in no time, exhausted from the events of the day, and slept deeply. At least until there was another frenzied pounding on the door across the hall.

      Heart pounding in her chest, Macy flung the covers back and hurried over to the peephole, but when she looked out, there was no one at Myrna’s door.

      Convinced now that Myrna wasn’t quite who Macy thought she was, Macy eased herself back into bed, pulling the covers up tightly under her chin. Eventually, with the news playing in the background, her adrenaline ebbed, and she fell back to sleep.

      When she woke the next morning, there was a letter that had been thrust under the door indicating that the VendMore workshops would continue.

      “Just another day in paradise,” Macy mumbled sleepily. “Thank goodness there’s a coffee shop downstairs. Room coffee just isn’t going to cut it today.”
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      After trying mostly successfully to hide the bags under her eyes with makeup, Macy dressed in jeans and a pretty pink top, no longer caring how other people at the conference saw her…much. She tiptoed to the peephole, and when she saw that Myrna wasn’t in the hall, she let herself out of her room, wincing when the door closed behind her with a loud ka-chunk.

      She practically sprinted down the hall and willed the elevator doors to open before Myrna could join her. Once she was safely inside the elevator, she exhaled the breath she’d been holding.

      “Everything alright, ma’am?” the elevator operator asked, with a sympathetic smile.

      “Oh, yeah.” Macy chuckled. “I’m fine. I’m just not a morning person and I haven’t had my coffee yet.”

      “I feel you on that, ma’am.” The operator nodded. “You have a good day now, coffee shop is right around the corner.” He grinned and held the door for her.

      “Thank you,” Macy replied, the intoxicating aroma of freshly brewed exotic coffee drawing her in like a moth to a flame.

      She’d have enjoyed her everything bagel, slathered with garlic cream cheese, and her Peruvian mocha latte much more if she hadn’t been averting her eyes from her fellow conference goers – all while darting glances at the door, hoping that Myrna didn’t walk in.

      With her bagel and coffee sitting in her belly like lead, Macy slunk into the conference room for her first workshop, and when she saw a solitary seat between two total strangers, she crawled across seven other people to get to it. Safe in the knowledge that Myrna, and everyone associated with her, wouldn’t be plopping down next to her, Macy was able to sit back and lose herself in the wealth of information being presented in the workshop. For perhaps the first time since she arrived, she was actually able to relax and enjoy herself.

      There was a subtle disturbance in the back of the room that distracted the speaker, making everyone else turn to see what was happening. Macy was horrified to see Myrna being escorted from the back of the room by two suited men who looked like they must be detectives. It didn’t seem as though she was being arrested, but it was abundantly clear who was in charge, and for once, it wasn’t Myrna.

      The speaker cleared her throat and continued as though nothing was happening, and the rest of the crowd faced the front again, with a bit of murmuring before settling back down and paying attention.

      Macy’s thoughts raced, and she wondered if Myrna had indeed killed her husband, which made it difficult to pay attention, but the workshop concluded shortly after the interruption, so she didn’t miss much by staring into space and thinking about the mysterious death of Herb.

      When the workshop ended, Macy was startled from her thoughts by a smattering of polite applause and rose from her seat automatically, drifting toward the back of the room.

      “Hey, Marcy, have you seen Myrna?” Celisse approached her just outside of the conference room.

      “It’s Macy. I didn’t sit with her, but I saw her leaving with a couple of guys in suits just before the workshop ended.”

      “Macy. Hmm…odd choice. I wonder where they were going,” Celisse mused, frowning.

      “I have no idea,” Macy replied, continuing on to the elevator when Celisse didn’t acknowledge her existence.

      She has almost reached the VIP elevator when Myrna appeared out of nowhere, looking stressed.

      “Oh thank goodness I found you. I really need to talk. Can we have lunch or something?” Myrna asked, her mascara smudged.

      Macy sighed inwardly, but agreed, and suggested that they head out to the pool area, since she hadn’t seen the light of day for quite a while.

      They seated themselves at a table under a blue and white striped umbrella, and Macy breathed in the sun-warmed air, wishing she had time to take a swim. A handsome server came and took their food order, and Macy just ordered a salad since she felt as though she still hadn’t quite fully digested her bagel.

      Myrna jumped right into the heart of things without preamble. “I talked to a couple of detectives during the last workshop – one of ‘em was a handsome devil – and they told me…” she stopped, swallowed hard, took a breath, and continued. “They told me that my Herb was poisoned. They got the lab reports back, proving it. The worst part was, they treated me like a suspect. Me. He may not have been a total prize, but I loved him.”

      Macy stared hard at the woman across from her. Her grief didn’t seem contrived, but she still wanted to be careful.

      “Who do you think might have done it?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. My sister maybe? She was always miffed that he never gave her the time of day, even if she did think he wasn’t good enough for her. He may have said something to her that was the straw that broke the camel’s back, ya know? Or it could have been Kent. He makes no bones about the fact that he wants to be on my team…in more ways than one.”

      Macy felt her bagel rise at the thought.

      “Did they tell you how he was poisoned, or what kind of poison was used?” she asked, banishing the distressing thought of Kent and Myrna from her mind.

      “Nope, they acted like they were trying to trick me into telling them what the poison was. If I don’t figure out who did this horrible thing to my Herb, those cops are gonna send me to jail just so they can close their case.” Myrna reached into a pocket and brought out a cigarette pack, but when she tapped it, she discovered that it was empty. The inconvenience seemed to send her into an emotional spiral. A tear rolled down her cheek, taking the rest of her eyeliner with it, and she looked up at Macy.

      “I need help. If I go around asking questions, it’ll look suspicious, but somebody has to have seen something. Somebody has to know what happened. Can you talk to the girls working the floor and see if they know anything?” she pleaded.

      “I’m sure the police have done that already, and besides…I wouldn’t even know where to start. Those casinos are huge,” Macy pointed out.

      “I can tell you which machines Herb liked. You wouldn’t have to do anything but play some of the slot machines that he liked, and when one of the servers comes up to ask you if you want a cocktail, you can talk to her. Please? I’ll give you some money for the slot machines.”

      Myrna’s expression was so maudlin that Macy was afraid she’d break down right there at the table.

      “You don’t have to give me money,” Macy replied, reluctantly. “I was planning to try my luck anyway, so I’ll help you out. But, I can’t do it until after the last workshop. I have a ton to learn.”

      “That’s actually perfect, because you’ll probably run into the server who served Herb, because he didn’t start playing until the evening. Thank you, Macy. This means a lot to me.” Myrna patted Macy’s hand, blinking rapidly.

      “Well, don’t thank me just yet. I may not find out anything, but I’ll definitely try.”

      “You’re a peach, truly. Come with me after lunch and I’ll show you where he was playing. The machine he used was taped off for a while, but it’s back in service now.”

      Macy shuddered at the thought.
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      Buoyed by her new knowledge of how to increase her VendMore sales, Macy left the last workshop with her stomach growling. She’d left nearly every bite of her lunchtime salad on the plate – too nervous about interviewing the casino servers to even think about eating. She’d since made her peace with the idea and was ravenous.

      “Hey there, sweet young thang,” Kent leered, stepping in front of her on her way out of the conference room. “How about I buy you some dinner? We can get to know each other better.”

      “I don’t eat dinner, but thanks anyway,” Macy said, moving to step around him.

      He sidestepped so that she had to stop or run into him. She stopped, the alternative unthinkable.

      “That’s a shame, but hey, if you’re not available, do you know where Myrna is? Poor doll is having a rough time, so I should probably check in on her.” He grinned and an image of the big, bad wolf flashed through Macy’s mind.

      “I think she went across the street to the Nugget to catch dinner and a show,” she replied, not feeling the least bit of remorse. It was becoming easier and easier to see Kent as the villain in this particular murder.

      “Pity,” he said, stepping close enough that Macy could smell his fetid breath. “You sure you don’t wanna keep me company while I have some chow?” he asked.

      “Nah, I’m good, but if you go to the Italian restaurant, be sure to get the garlic Alfredo pasta. I think you’ll like it.” Macy grimaced and sped past him, heading to a nearby gift shop where she could hide and wait for him to leave before heading to one of the restaurants in the casino for dinner.

      She waited until he was out of sight before venturing out of the gift shop after receiving a knowing nod from the cashier. There was a steakhouse in the casino, and the thought of a juicy ribeye and a loaded baked potato made her mouth water. She was determined to enjoy her food, since this trip was supposed to be a vacation of sorts.

      The steak was luscious, and the baked potato was tender and flavorful. Macy ate slowly and was dismayed when she discovered that apparently her stomach had shrunk, and she could only get almost halfway through the meal before feeling full. The server boxed up the leftovers and assured her that he would send it up to her room and have it put in the refrigerator.

      Enjoying the feeling of being nice and full without being overstuffed, Macy headed for one of the upscale clothing shops in the hotel. If she was going to have the confidence to go to the casino to do some sleuthing, she needed to fit in, and her simple blouse with jeans wasn’t exactly the way to do that.

      Overjoyed to discover that she was now a size smaller than she thought, Macy purchased a shimmering gold mini dress with matching strappy sandals. The saleswoman pointed out a perfect pair of earrings and a necklace to complete the look, and she bought those too, then went back to her room to tease and curl her hair and put on loads of makeup.

      By the time she was done, she hardly recognized herself in the mirror, and hoped that she wouldn’t run into anyone that she knew. Her mission was to find clues that would lead to Herb’s killer, and she hoped that they wouldn’t lead directly back to Myrna.

      Feeling more attractive than she had in years, Macy strode confidently into the casino and made a beeline for the machine next to the one that Herb had used. There was no one at any of the machines in that particular area, which seemed odd, but she was glad for the solitude.

      “Hey gorgeous, what can I getcha?” a gum-popping server who looked like an 80-something version of Elizabeth Taylor, complete with a black wig, asked.

      “Oh, uh…how about a club soda with lime?” Macy replied, caught off guard.

      “You want some vodka in that?” the server asked, brows raised.

      “Umm…yeah, that would be great.”

      While the server was gone, Macy scanned the area around the machine that Herb had used, and saw nothing. The entire casino was immaculate, and this area was no exception.

      “Here ya go,” the Elizabeth Taylor wannabe announced, setting down the cocktail next to the machine where Macy had settled.

      “Oh, thank you. How much do I owe you?” Macy asked, opening the small clutch purse that she’d brought along.

      The server stared at her and blinked, then smiled. “First time in a casino?”

      “Second,” Macy admitted.

      “Gotcha. The drinks are complimentary as long as you’re playing the machines or the tables, but you’re definitely allowed to tip.” She tapped the plastic cup full of small bills that was fastened to her serving tray.

      Macy stuffed a five-dollar bill into it, grateful for the info.

      “You’re pretty brave playing over here, or did you not hear what happened?” the server asked.

      “Oh, you mean the man who…” Macy let her voice trail away.

      “Yeah. So you did hear. I was the one who served him when he was playing on this machine,” she tapped the one next to Macy. “Nice guy. Not much of a talker, but he tipped well.”

      “Was he by himself?” Macy asked casually, stirring her drink with a thin plastic straw.

      “Mostly. Although there was this blonde woman who came up and talked to him for a while. I remember because I complimented her sweater and she looked at me like I was a cockroach or something.”

      “How rude,” Macy sympathized, her heart beating a bit faster. These were potential clues. “What did her sweater look like?”

      “Super cute. It was a cardigan that had leopard print all over it, with black collar and cuffs, and the buttons were like those door knockers that you see with the lion’s head on them. I would’ve asked her where she got it if she’d have been nicer.” The server made a face.

      Macy nodded as though her heart wasn’t threatening to explode from her chest. Myrna’s sister, Celisse, was blonde, and she had been wearing a leopard print sweater when she first met her.

      “I bet you could google it and find one,” she murmured, her thoughts racing.

      “Yeah, but I probably can’t afford it anyhow. It didn’t look cheap. This woman looked upscale, you know what I mean? She even smelled good. Was wearing my favorite perfume – Poison.”

      Oh the irony. Had Celisse planned that? Was she that cold?

      “But yeah, I felt bad for the guy. He seemed kinda sad. It’s really too bad that he chose this spot to play in. It’s one of the few places in the casino where there are no cameras. Here and the back corner behind the fountain. How’s your drink?” the server asked.

      Macy took a sip and nearly choked. “It’s…uh…good. Is there any club soda in here?”

      The server winked. “They make ‘em strong and I keep ‘em coming. You have a great time playing and let me know if you need another. Hope Lady Luck is on your side.”

      Still a bit dazed by the revelation that Celisse may have been the last one to see Herb alive, Macy tapped at the spin button on the slot machine, lost in thought.

      Myrna’s daughter, Katelyn, wandered over and sat down at the machine where Herb last played. She seemed down and Macy’s heart went out to her.

      “Hey, you’re my mom’s friend, right? Mary or something?” she asked.

      “Macy. Yep, that’s me.”

      “Wow, you look great, I didn’t even recognize you with your hair and makeup done.” Katelyn tilted her head to the side and regarded Macy closely. “You must be one of those people who hides how pretty they are for some reason,” she remarked, then turned her attention to the machine in front of her, while Macy digested the comment.

      “This is where my stepdad was playing before he died, you know,” she murmured. “It’s so sad. He wasn’t perfect, but I could tell he loved my mom, even if they did argue a lot.”

      “Yeah, your mom seemed pretty upset.” Macy nodded.

      “The police said he was poisoned. That freaks me out. I mean, it’s not like he had enemies. Why would somebody kill him? I guess it could have been that creepy dude from the conference – Kent what’s his face – or like, maybe even my aunt Celisse. She never liked him and didn’t care who knew it. I suppose maybe even my mom could’ve done it if they argued and she like…just snapped or something.” Katelyn’s lower lip trembled, and she wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist, still staring at the slot machine.

      “I’m so sorry this happened to your family,” Macy said, guessing that the young woman felt a bit guilty that her relationship with her late stepdad could have been better.

      “Thanks. I just…like, where do we even go from here? How are we supposed to function?” she mumbled, shaking her head.

      “You and your mom still have each other,” Macy replied gently.

      “Yeah. I guess.” Seeming dazed, Katelyn rose and wandered away, leaving Macy staring sadly after her.
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      After Katelyn left, Macy took a couple of giant swigs from the powerful drink that Elizabeth Taylor had left for her and fed a twenty into the slot machine. She could mindlessly press the button over and over again while she tried to think through everything that she learned while sitting in front of the slot machine in her gold dress.

      It seemed as though even her niece felt that Celisse could be the killer, and the server had described a woman that fit her to a T, right down to the buttons on her leopard sweater. Spite could make a person do horrible things, that was a fact, and Macy mulled over the rest of the details she’d picked up on from meeting Celisse herself, but she still wasn’t ready to declare Kent innocent in the matter just yet.

      Macy tapped at the green button in front of her and nearly jumped out of her chair, startled, when the machine roared to life with lights and sounds. A quick glance at the screen in front of her showed a steadily rising number, along with the word Jackpot flashing in huge letters.

      “Oh no,” she whispered, glancing around her to see if anyone had noticed the cacophony.

      “We have another Jackpot winner!” she heard, blaring over the loudspeaker in the casino.

      Elizabeth Taylor meandered over, a big smile on her face.

      “What do I do now?” Macy blurted, panicking.

      “Congratulations, sugar, you won! Someone will be on their way over to escort you to the Redemption Center in a minute. Don’t look so scared, this is a good thing.” She grinned.

      “That sounds like a religious thing.” Macy frowned.

      “To some folks, it kind of is.” The server laughed. “It’s where you redeem your winning ticket for cash, or a great big check in your case.” She nodded at the machine, where it now flashed the jackpot total in huge, brightly lit numbers.

      “Wait…I won forty-seven thousand dollars?” Macy gasped, her mouth dropping open.

      “Yes, ma’am. Don’t forget your favorite server when you collect all that money.” She winked and walked away.

      After trailing behind the casino representative in a daze, Macy collected her money, thanked them profusely, and hurried back to her room to hide the check in the lining of her suitcase, where it wouldn’t be discovered by anyone but her. This was life-changing money. It might not be much to the high rollers who usually inhabited the VIP floor, but for her it meant the ability to invest in her business and still be able to put some money aside for someday living out her real dream of moving to the beach.

      She had just safely stashed her winnings away when a loud knock at her door sent her adrenaline through the roof. It was Myrna of course, asking if she’d found anything out. Since Macy couldn’t positively eliminate Myrna as a suspect, despite the evidence pointing toward her sister, she didn’t share what she had discovered.

      “You didn’t find out anything at all?” Myrna moaned. “How am I gonna keep the police from throwing me in jail?”

      “I’m sure they just questioned you because sometimes spouses just snap. They had to make sure that you didn’t, that’s all. It’s obvious to everyone that you loved Herb,” Macy replied. Her own daughter thought that she might have snapped, so it seemed logical that the police may have thought so too.

      “I didn’t snap. I didn’t do anything. Apparently, you didn’t do anything either,” Myrna groused, heading for the door. “What do you care if I go to jail anyway?”

      She slammed the door shut before Macy could reply.

      Perfect….now I have a murder suspect mad at me.
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        * * *

      

      When Macy arrived at the first workshop the next morning, after a restless night of sleep, she scanned the room, looking for an empty seat, worried that Myrna would try to talk to her, but when she spotted the older woman, Myrna simply glanced away and pretended that she hadn’t seen her. Which honestly, was more than a relief. Macy was too tired to deal with Myrna’s issues at the moment.

      While she filled a Styrofoam cup with coffee, Katelyn appeared at her side.

      “Hey, Mary. Have you seen my mom this morning?” she asked, looking troubled.

      “Macy. Third row from the front, right in the middle,” Macy replied, grabbing a pitcher of cream. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, thanks,” Katelyn said, seeming preoccupied.

      Macy poured cream into her coffee, watching light color bloom into the dark brew, then reached for a couple of packets of raw sugar. She was going to need all the help that she could get to stay awake in this first workshop.

      She had torn open the first packet and was spilling it slowly into her cup when Celisse approached, frowning.

      “Hey Marcy. What’s up with Myrna?”

      “Macy. I’m not sure what you mean,” Macy replied carefully, hoping that Celisse couldn’t hear the fact that her heart was thudding against her chest.

      Celisse stepped closer.

      “She’s acting weird,” she whispered, glancing about as if to make sure that she wasn’t being overheard. “It’s making me wonder if she actually is the one who…you know.”

      “I don’t think that’s the case at all. I mean, who wouldn’t act a bit off when their spouse is found dead in a fountain?” Macy said, keeping her eyes on the sugar that flowed into her cup.

      “I hope you’re right.” Celisse’s tone seemed to drop several degrees. “But, if I were in your shoes, I’d be careful.”

      A chill ran down Macy’s spine. Just how did Celisse mean that?

      Acting as though she hadn’t a care in the world, Macy stirred her coffee and brought it to her lips. She needed caffeine and sugar stat if she had to deal with Myrna’s relatives and an unsolved murder. She closed her eyes in relief as the sweet, creamy brew hit her tongue. When everything else seemed to go wrong, coffee was always right.

      “Hey, I want whatever you’re having,” a malodorous voice grated in her ears.

      Macy’s eyes flew open and she instinctively stepped backward. Kent made her skin crawl with revulsion, but if she wanted to find out whether or not he was involved in Herb’s death, she had to speak to him.

      “There’s plenty here.” She gestured at the coffee pot. “Help yourself.”

      “I think I will. Do you have your seat already?” he asked, grabbing a styrofoam cup.

      “I haven’t looked for one yet,” Macy replied, the thought of sitting next to him making her shudder.

      “Well, I’m up front, so there aren’t any left up there, but maybe after the workshop we can go have some lunch. Whaddya say?” he asked.

      Macy wondered how he could make an innocent activity like having lunch sound evil. Maybe because he was a killer?

      Bile rose in the back of her throat, but she made a brave decision and blurted it out before she could change her mind.

      “Sure, that’d be great.”

      “I knew you’d come around. They always do,” Kent drawled, making her instantly regret her decision. “I’ll find you after the workshop.”

      “Great,” Macy replied faintly, feeling like she wanted a shower.
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        * * *

      

      “So, what made you get into this crazy business?” Kent asked, crunching the complimentary chips and fresh salsa - provided by the casino’s amazing Mexican restaurant – without bothering to close his mouth or swallow before speaking.

      Macy had no idea how she’d be able to force any food down under the circumstances.

      “It was sort of an accident. I had to come up with a way to make a living after my husband passed.” She shrugged, taking a sip of her lemon water. There was no way she was going to have a margarita around this guy. She needed to keep her wits about her.

      “An accident,” Kent repeated, staring at her while she chewed. “You’re doing awfully well for someone who started accidentally.”

      Macy stared back, trying to keep her expression neutral rather than hostile. “I do okay,” she said finally.

      “And I’m so sorry to hear about your husband,” Kent said with an oily smile as he reached for her hand. He had corn chip stuck in his teeth and she repressed a shudder, placing her hand in her lap so he couldn’t get near it. “You’re awfully young for such tragedy.”

      “I’m pretty sure tragedy sucks at any age,” Macy replied, wincing at her own tone. “I mean, like, look at poor Myrna. She’s lost without Herb,” she finished, hoping to provoke a response that would clue her in to Kent’s innocence or guilt.

      Kent’s smile turned into something malignant. “Is she though?” he asked. “Seems to me like a whole lot of doors are open to her now that he’s gone. Have you actually seen her shed a tear?” he asked.

      “People grieve in lots of ways.” Macy swallowed. Was Kent trying to implicate Myrna? And if so, was he throwing her under the bus to take attention away from himself?

      “Did you know him?” she asked.

      “Herb? I don’t know that anyone really knew him. Probably not even Myrna. The guy lived in his own universe.” Kent made a face.

      “He seemed nice.”

      He stared at her again. “Nice? Sure. I guess he might have been nice. Hard to say.”

      Before Macy could open her mouth to reply, Myrna rushed up to the table, causing Kent to look rather unsettled.

      “Macy, I’ve been looking all over for you,” she blurted, out of breath and shaky. “Can I speak to you privately for a second?” she asked, darting a glance at Kent.

      “Yes, of course,” Macy agreed, standing and following Myrna from the restaurant, thankful for any excuse that got her away from the lizard in human form sitting across from her. “What’s going on?” she asked, when Myrna pulled her to the side in the hotel lobby, outside the restaurant.

      “I didn’t want Kent to hear this because I don’t trust that man as far as I can throw him, but…the police and hotel management are up in your room. I don’t know what they’re doing, but they’re in there,” Myrna confided.

      “Oh no,” Macy gasped. If they found the check from the hotel that she had hidden in her suitcase, would they think that she had somehow cheated to get it? “Thanks for letting me know, Myrna. I’m going to go see what’s going on. Can you tell Kent that I was called away?”

      “Sure, honey. I could use some lunch anyway. You go on and see what’s happening up there and I’ll take care of Mr. Kent.” Myrna patted her arm.

      Macy took the elevator to the VIP floor, wondering if the attendant was looking at her funny or if she just had a guilty complex, and when she hurried down the hall and saw the door to her room, she gasped, feeling the color draining from her face. There was a blood-red handprint on her door.

      Her gasp attracted the attention of the policeman who was standing outside her room, making some notes.

      “Is this your room, ma’am?” he asked, his pen frozen just above his notepad.

      Unable to speak, Macy simply nodded and moved closer, her feet propelling her automatically. When she got to the door, she saw that the room had been violated. Clothing and personal items were strewn about, and even the door to the mini fridge was left open. She felt in her jacket pocket for her key card and realized that she didn’t have it.

      “Did you guys do this?” she asked, dazed.

      “No ma’am. Housekeeping alerted us when they saw the handprint on the door.”

      “Oh, I see. I’m missing my key card. I put it in my jacket pocket when I left the room this morning,” Macy replied. “But you guys will be able to identify whoever did this by that handprint, right?” she asked, shuddering.

      “Unfortunately, no. Whoever did this wore a glove. Do you have any idea who might be trying to send you a message?” the policeman asked.

      “Well, call me crazy, but I’m guessing maybe it was the same psycho who poisoned Herb.”

      The cop stared at her, then directed her to stay put and went to speak with the hotel manager. When he was done, they both came back to where Macy stood, trembling.

      “I understand you lost your key card, Ms. Garson,” the manager said, his voice a soothing change from the interrogatory tone of the cop.

      “Yes, I did. I’m sorry.”

      “No worries at all. If you’d like to come with me, while the officers are finishing up, I’ll issue you new ones so that the old one won’t work if someone happens to find it. We’ll get you a glass of wine while you wait, and have housekeeping come up and tidy your things. How does that sound?”

      Macy’s eyes welled with tears at his kindness. “That would be great – thank you. And maybe a sandwich, since I missed lunch.”

      “Absolutely. Soup, sandwich, whatever you’d like.” The manager smiled.

      As they made their way back to the elevators, Macy had a thought. “Are there any security cameras in this hallway?” she asked, craning her neck to look.

      “No, I’m afraid not. Our VIP clients value privacy and discretion.”

      “Which is great until someone’s room is broken into,” Macy observed.

      “Indeed, ma’am.”

      After a soothing lunch and a glass of wine, Macy felt much better, but she wanted to make sure that her jackpot check hadn’t been stolen, so she went back to her room to make certain. Ignoring the scarlet print on her door, she let herself in with her new room key and was relieved to find that everything was back in order. The check was still in the lining of her suitcase.

      With a quick glance at her phone, Macy checked the time.

      “Well, I could go back down for today’s last workshop, but I’m not going to,” she murmured aloud. “I’ll call Sync and check on Dex instead, then it’s TV and bed for me. Maybe a bath.”

      Sync picked up on the second ring.

      “Hey, how are things with you and Dex?” Macy asked, thrilled to hear a voice from home.

      “We’re doing great, I think she likes me best, so she’s just gonna have to come home with me forever now. How are things with you?” Sync asked.

      “Interesting, as usual, and don’t even think about moving in on my territory and taking Dex. I’ve programmed her to attack if anyone ever tries to remove her from my house.” Macy laughed, and it felt good. “Your voice sounds kinda funny. Do we have a bad connection or something?”

      “No. It’s…uh…it’s allergies.” Sync’s reply was less than convincing, but Macy decided that she’d had enough drama for one day and let it go…almost.

      “You sure?”

      “Yep, like, a seasonal thing. I’ll be fine, I promise,” he replied.

      “Did I ever tell you you’re a wonderful friend?” Macy asked.

      “Yep, and I never get tired of hearing it. You take care of yourself, Macy. Dex and I are gonna be just fine.”

      “Thanks, Sync, I will.”
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      Macy nearly dropped her cup of coffee when she saw Celisse the next morning…with newly dyed red hair. She obviously had done it herself, because Macy spotted the faintest trace of red rims around her fingernails when she shook a sugar packet before tearing it open to put in her coffee.

      The server in the casino had said the woman who spoke to Herb on the night he died had blonde hair. Celisse had blonde hair…until this morning.

      “Hey Marcy,” she said, stirring her coffee with a flat wooden stir stick.

      Macy didn’t bother to correct her this time. She was kind of okay with the fact that a woman whom she suspected just might be a killer could never seem to be bothered with remembering her real name.

      “Good morning,” she replied, with as much enthusiasm as she could muster.

      “Is it though? I try to never say good morning, because I’ve always thought of that as a contradiction of terms,” Celisse mused.

      “I feel you on that. I’m subhuman until at least ten or eleven o’clock, and by then it’s barely morning.” Macy heard herself babbling, but she was desperately trying to act as though nothing was wrong. Which was quite a feat when chatting with a possible murderer. “Your hair looks great, by the way. Not everyone can wear that color, but it totally works for you.”

      Celisse’s hand went to her hair.

      “Thanks. Gotta change things up every once in a while, you know?”

      “Good gravy, Lissy, what on earth have you done to yourself?” Myrna demanded, making a beeline to the coffee and pastries table.

      “Oh hush, you. You’re just jealous because you can’t pull off this color.” Celisse rolled her eyes, not seeming offended in the least.

      “Herb loved red hair,” Myrna told Macy. “I tried it on myself once and ended up looking like a dime store hooker.” She cackled.

      As if things couldn’t get any worse at that hour of the morning, Kent approached, standing much too close to Macy.

      “Hey girl, you ran out on our date yesterday,” he said, in a manner that sounded like he was teasing…on the surface.

      “Oh leave her alone.” Myrna gave him a playful shove. “She had a phone call from home that she needed to take.”

      “Well then, I’ll just have to keep chasing you, since these young chicks aren’t dependable.” He gazed at Myrna and waggled his eyebrows. Celisse’s nostrils flared and there was no mistaking the look of contempt that she directed toward Kent. But, when he turned in her direction, she pasted on a Mona Lisa smile.

      “I’m not busy tonight,” she cooed.

      “Well, alright then, cherry girl, let’s make some plans.” Kent practically licked his lips and Celisse giggled as though he was the most clever person she’d ever met.

      Macy was horrified when she realized that she wasn’t worried at all about the possibility of Kent becoming the next victim. The two suspects strolled away, chatting like old friends, and Myrna shook her head.

      “Makes you wonder if the two of them were in on it together,” she mused.

      Macy played dumb.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Well, neither of them liked Herb and both of them want to make as much as I do.” Myrna shrugged sadly. “Maybe they partnered up to do him in so they could swoop in and take advantage of me while I’m grieving.”

      “Maybe it was just a random thing. Maybe there just happened to be a wacko killer in the hotel and they got to Herb,” Macy suggested, watching Myrna for a reaction.

      “Ha! Maybe. But we’ll never know because the cops can’t seem to get it out of their heads that I could be the killer.” Myrna grimaced. “I think you and I need to team up and try to figure this thing out. Don’t you think it’s suspicious that the two of them just seem to be all lovey-dovey all of the sudden?”

      “I don’t know. Kent treated me that way and we’re complete strangers.” Macy shrugged.

      “Well, fine. I’ll just have to figure it out on my own then,” Myrna huffed, turning and striding toward the front of the room, most likely to get a good seat, but possibly to keep an eye on her sister and Kent.

      “You do that, Myrna,” Macy said under her breath. “And I’ll be talking more to your sister.”
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      A boxed lunch after the first workshop of the day was provided by the casino, and Macy was ravenous. She took her lunch and sat down at one of the tables in the banquet room. Oddly, Celisse sat down next to her and began unboxing her lunch as though it was the most normal thing in the world.

      “I am starving,” she commented, pulling out a turkey sandwich, a bag of extra crunchy potato chips, an apple, and a freshly baked chocolate chip cookie.

      “Yeah, me too,” Macy replied, unwrapping her sandwich. Could she eat while sitting next to a woman who might be a murderer? Yes, yes she could.

      Celisse chewed and swallowed a bite of her sandwich, then chased it with a swig of coffee.

      “You know, I still have to wonder if Kent killed Herb,” she said, opening her bag of chips.

      Macy inhaled swiftly and choked on a piece of turkey sandwich. She coughed and sputtered, while Celisse looked at her as if she were gum on the sidewalk. When she finally recovered, after a long drink of iced tea, she wiped her eyes, glad that no one aside from Celisse had seen her distress.

      “If you think that’s a real possibility, why were you so chummy with him yesterday?” she croaked, her near death experience giving her no patience with the ruminations of a killer.

      Celisse raised an eyebrow at her. “To throw him off guard…duh.” She munched on a chip, staring at Macy.

      “Yeah, that makes sense, I guess, but, is wanting to partner with Myrna really a strong enough motive to make Kent actually murder someone? Seems like a bit of a reach,” Macy said, cringing inwardly as the words fell from her lips.

      Celisse’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you so interested in all of that anyway? What business is it of yours? You didn’t even know Herb. He was basically a decent guy, he just didn’t get along with my sister.”

      “You’re the one who brought it up,” Macy pointed out. “And besides, if we’re pointing fingers here…wouldn’t you be a prime suspect?” In for a penny, in for a pound. She never was terribly good with being tactful when her dander was up.

      Celisse barked out a humorless laugh. “Myrna has gone her own way for years now, but just because I don’t approve of her choices doesn’t mean that I’d try to…reverse them like that. If I did kill Herb, I’d have been doing her a favor, but Myrna and I aren’t exactly besties. I wouldn’t get my hands dirty on her behalf. I don’t even usually admit to people that we’re related.”

      Macy’s mouth fell open in astonishment. “That’s a pretty awful thing to say about your own sister. Does she know you do that?”

      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous. I don’t say those things to other people. I just don’t mention her existence. At this convention, everyone already knows, but normally, people think I’m an only child, and…I let them.”

      “Wow. If I had a sister, I can’t imagine feeling that way about her. Did something happen between you two to cause this?” Macy asked, frowning.

      Celisse started at Macy. “You’re awfully nosy about someone you just met. Why do you even care about my relationship with my sister? Are you the one who killed Herb? Maybe I should tell the police that you’re asking an awful lot of questions.”

      “Go ahead, I have nothing to hide.” Macy’s brows rose.

      Celisse began angrily tossing her lunch items back into the box.

      “Hey ladies, what did I miss? It looked like you were sharing some important gossip,” Myrna said, seeming to appear out of thin air.

      “Boring conference stuff,” Celisse muttered, standing. “What else would we be talking about at one of these horrific things?” She strode away from the table and Myrna sat down.

      “She’s always such a ray of sunshine, isn’t she?” Myrna chuckled. “I’m glad I caught up with you. Are you ready to go talk to the security people now, so we can get our hands on the footage from that night? I bet if you wear your hair and makeup like you did to the casino, they’ll let you in.”

      Macy stared at her, feeling like a deer caught in the headlights.

      Myrna grinned. “Yeah, my daughter told me you were down there looking good. I’m surprised you didn’t find anything out, but maybe the security guys will be more outspoken than the casino staff.”

      At a loss for words, Macy nodded. “Uh…yeah, I guess I’ll give it a shot.”
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      Macy was exhausted when she trudged up to her room after lunch, but she figured that giving in to Myrna and trying to talk the security team into allowing her to review the footage from the night of Herb’s death might just be the only way to shore up her suspicions so that she could crack the case and put it behind her.

      There was a Wet Paint sign on her door when she got to her room, and no trace of the blood red handprint that had been there when she left, thankfully. Once inside, she flopped onto the bed and turned on the TV. Fully intending to just close her eyes for a second, she immediately fell asleep, only to be startled awake hours later, cold and starving. Her heart racing and eyes fluttering, Macy sat up on the bed, rubbing her upper arms and feeling distinctly disoriented.

      A loud sound squawked out in the hall, clueing her in to what had obviously woken her up.

      “A police radio?” she murmured, her mouth dry, and her adrenaline surging.

      Practically leaping to her feet, Macy tiptoed to the door and peered through the peephole. She nearly gasped when she saw a forensics team heading into Myrna’s room, but relaxed, at least a little, when she saw Myrna and her daughter standing to the side to allow the techs to pass by.

      “There’s really no reason for me to go out there. It’s not like I’m involved in this mess…not really,” she mumbled, leaning back against the door.

      She couldn’t determine which was the stronger driving force – her curiosity or her conscience – but either way, the result was the same. Taking a deep breath, and feeling like it might be a big mistake, Macy opened her door and hurried across the hall to talk to Myrna.

      “Myrna, what’s going on? Is everything okay?” she asked, wishing she’d taken a moment to at least brush her hair and teeth. She must look atrocious after her nap, but it was too late by the time it occurred to her.

      “Does it look okay?” Myrna snapped, her eyes wide with what looked like indignation. “I don’t even know what they’re looking for in there.”

      Katelyn’s eyes flashed fire as she stood, arms crossed, in solidarity with her mom, staring at the techs. “This is absolutely ridiculous. They’d find the killer much faster if they’d stop harassing my mother,” she said loudly, seeming to direct her ire at a policeman standing just outside the door to the suite. He either didn’t hear, or didn’t care, judging by his lack of reaction. “Meanwhile, there’s a killer out there!” she continued.

      “Katelyn, hush. They’re just doing their jobs. Herb may have left something behind that will give them an idea of what happened. Just be still or you could make things worse,” she stood close to her daughter and hissed.

      “Got it,” one of the techs called out, holding up a small, clear vial. “Was in the pocket of one of these complimentary robes,” he said, pointing to the closet.

      “Got what?” Myrna squinted. “Herb and I never even touched those robes. We brought our own.”

      “You recognize that vial, ma’am?” the cop who ignored Katelyn asked, suddenly seeming to reanimate.

      “No, never saw it before.”

      “You know where it came from?” the policeman continued.

      “How would I know where it came from if I never saw it before?” Myrna gave him a look.

      “We’re going to be running some tests and we’re gonna need you to stay here in the hotel until we get some answers,” he replied flatly.

      “Where else would I go?” Myrna threw her hands in the air.

      Katelyn put an arm around her mother’s shoulders. “Come on, Mom. Let’s get out of here while they do their thing. I’ll get you some coffee,” she soothed, leading her mother away.

      Macy stood in the hall and watched them go, her mind whirling.

      “Ma’am, I’m gonna have to ask you to move along,” the policeman inclined his head down the hall.

      “Oh, right. Yeah, sorry,” Macy stammered.

      Wandering slowly down the hall to the elevators, she formulated a plan. Hopefully, with this latest development, the police would have enough to find the murderer, and Myrna wouldn’t ask her to talk to the hotel security team. Things looked pretty bad for Myrna right now, but Macy still wondered if Celisse  or Kent, or maybe the two of them were the actual killers. She’d have to do more snooping to find out.
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      “Hey!” a familiar voice startled Macy from her thoughts before she turned the corner to go to the elevators. She turned quickly and saw Celisse closing the door to her room and heading her way.

      Great. And this is how I die…

      “Hi Celisse. I was just going downstairs,” Macy said, backing away.

      Myrna’s sister stared at her and suddenly the wrinkles, that she seemed to take great pains to conceal, stood out, her newly-red hair forming a harsh contrast to her sallow skin tone.

      “So I see. What’s going on down in Myrna’s room?” she asked, nodding her head toward the gaggle of techs and policemen in the hallway.

      “I…uh, I don’t really know. When I came out of my room, the big guy by the door told me to clear out, so I did.” Macy shrugged, hedging. If Celisse was the killer, she didn’t want her to know that the cops may have just found a clue.

      “She didn’t do it, you know,” Celisse blurted, swallowing hard.

      “Umm…what are you talking about?” Macy asked, wincing at how lame her words sounded. She wasn’t good at lying, or at playing dumb, apparently.

      “My sister may have some rough edges,” Celisse continued, staring at the floor between them. “But she doesn’t have a mean bone in her body. She and Katelyn are both destroyed by this whole mess. They’ve both come to my room crying about it, more than once.” Celisse’s lower lip trembled just a bit, and Macy couldn’t quite determine whether the movement was genuine or not.

      “But…I thought that Katelyn didn’t exactly see eye to eye with Herb,” she replied.

      The corner of Celisse’s mouth lifted in a wry half-smile. “That was just typically bratty young adult stuff. She loved Herb. She just thought she was too cool to show it. I bet she’s regretting that now. Besides, I’m sure she feels bad for Myrna too.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty obvious that Myrna is shaken by all of this,” Macy agreed. Shaken by the police finding evidence, or shaken because she lost her husband, she wasn’t sure, but shaken was true enough. “Do you think maybe Kent had something to do with it?” she asked, hoping to startle Celisse into a reaction if the two of them were both in on it.

      Celisse’s brows rose. “Maybe. With everything turned upside down it’s hard to say. You think you can trust people and suddenly everyone is a suspect,” she said, staring at Macy thoughtfully.

      Macy felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise, but before she could respond, her phone rang.

      “Sorry, I have to take this,” she blurted, hurrying toward the elevators before she even looked to see who was calling.

      “You do that,” Celisse’s voice followed her down the hall, though thankfully, Celisse did not.

      Macy turned the corner and slipped into a small room that housed an ice machine and three vending machines. When she looked at her phone, she saw Sync’s name on the screen and her heart sank.

      “Sync! What is it? Is everything okay? How’s Dex?”

      “Whoa, you sound like you need to smudge or something,” Sync replied, his voice sounding oddly nasal still. “I do have a little issue, but Dex is fine.”

      “Wow, your allergies must really be awful.” Macy had a horrific thought as soon as the words left her lips. “Oh no, Sync…are you allergic to Dex?”

      “No. I tried some new incense…that might be the problem,” he said. His voice sounded funny and alarm bells went off in Macy’s head. “But that’s not why I’m calling. You got an order in for a Kewpie doll with a flowered dress, shoes, and a hat, and I can’t find her anywhere. If she doesn’t go out tomorrow, you lose your superseller status and it’ll be all my fault.” His voice sounded unbearably sad.

      Macy breathed a huge sigh of relief. “Oh, is that all? Don’t worry a bit, I know exactly where it is. Go look in the cardboard box on the top shelf on the left-hand side of the office closet. It’s labeled ‘September Auction’. It should be in there, in the original box, underneath the G.I. Joes.”

      “Can you stay on the phone with me while I look there? I’ll put you on speaker.”

      “Of course, go in there and I’ll stay on the phone,” Macy promised, smiling despite herself. Sync was a saint. He cared about every aspect of every person’s life. Which sounded exhausting to Macy, but he seemed to pull it off really well.

      “Found it!” she heard, from what seemed like far away.

      With some rustling and a clunk, Sync picked up the phone again. “Okay, I will get her to the post office tomorrow. Thanks, Mace.”

      “No. Thank YOU, Sync,” Macy replied, laughing.

      “Anytime. Talk to you soon.”

      Macy slipped her phone back into her pocket and headed for the elevator again. When she got out of it on the main floor, Kent, who was standing nearby, made a beeline for her. She thought about hopping back onto the elevator, but the doors had already closed, so she pasted on a smile and tried to brush past him. No such luck.

      “Hey, girl. You going to the newbie awards tonight?” he asked, his smile making her uncomfortable.

      “Uh…I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought about it. Social events aren’t exactly my thing.” Macy shrugged, and when she tried to step around Kent, he moved squarely in front of her.

      “I think you should. A little birdie told me that it might be very important for you to be there.” He gave her a knowing look.

      “Why on earth would it be…” Macy wondered aloud, then realization struck. “Wait…did I…?” Her mouth fell open at the thought that she might have actually won a newbie award.

      “Those in a position to know seem to think so.”

      “Oh geez.” Macy panicked. “I have to buy an outfit.”
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      Thankful that the hotel had a good selection of swanky clothing stores, Macy made up her mind to not be horrified by the prices. She needed an outfit for an awards ceremony, and she’d just won a huge jackpot at the casino. It wouldn’t kill her to overpay for an outfit. Again. This time though, she’d be going for elegant and professional rather than fun and casino-ish.

      Along with a flowy burgundy pantsuit, she bought a thin wallet that attached to her bra strap. She wanted to be extra careful after someone broke into her room once, so she stashed her jackpot check and room key in the wallet and put it in place. Adding just enough makeup to bring out her eyes and make her cheeks glow, she put her hair up into a bun, leaving curling tendrils hanging down near her face, and donned the jewelry that she’d bought to match her more daring casino dress.

      “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.” She sighed, gazing at her reflection, painfully aware of just how alone she was. Jake would have been so proud of her. He’d have been telling everyone at the conference how hard she worked and how amazing she was. Macy’s eyes welled with tears and she waved her hands at her face, willing them away before they ruined her makeup. “Maybe since this is a newbie event, I at least won’t have to deal with Myrna or Celisse tonight.”

      Macy surveyed the banquet room, relieved when she didn’t see anyone familiar, then she spotted Kent and made plans to sit as far away from him as possible. She slid into the last remaining seat at a table of senior women before he saw her.

      Surprised to find herself laughing and enjoying the pre-show dinner, Macy felt at ease with the women at her table. They accepted her immediately and their questions seemed to be from genuine interest and not in the least bit predatory. They were newbies too, so it didn’t take long for them to all start talking shop, once the initial pleasantries were completed.

      After dinner, Macy was thrilled to be honored as the Fastest Rising Star. She went forward and received a trophy and other prizes from the president of the company, feeling somewhat dazed. A couple of the other newbies at her table won awards too, but hers was the most coveted. After the ceremony, she said her goodbyes and rose to go, only to smell a familiar stench near her left shoulder.

      “Congratulations.” Kent purred in her ear, his breath nearly making her gag.

      “Thanks,” Macy replied, stepping away, her hands filled with prizes.

      “Hey.” He grabbed her upper arm and she whirled to face him, pulling herself from his grasp.

      “What?” she snapped, his touch having filled her with loathing.

      Kent raised his hands in mock supplication.

      “No need to get upset. I just wanted to see if VendMore’s newest Rising Star wanted to maybe consider a partnership with an old pro,” he leered. “You’re single, I’m single…we could be partners in more ways than one. If you know what I mean…”

      Something within Macy broke and she didn’t care one bit if Kent was a killer or not. She was going to have her say.

      “For your information, I’m not single. I’m a widow, and I’m still mourning my husband, who would’ve have thrown you out on your ear if he had seen the way you just grabbed me. Honestly, what is wrong with you? Don’t act that way. If you want to talk to a woman, just be nice. Nobody wants to be fed a line. And before you ask, no, being nice won’t work with me. I’m not available. I’m in love with a man I’ll never get to hold again.”

      She clenched her teeth and swallowed hard, determined not to cry in front of Kent.

      “I…I’m sorry,” he said quietly. Before Macy could reply, he turned on his heel and walked away, shoulders drooping in what looked like defeat.

      She felt a little bit bad about how she’d spoken to him but was glad that she’d had the guts to call him out on his behavior. It wasn’t cute, it wasn’t funny, it was wrong. And now he knew. And if he was a killer, she might well be next on his list, but she’d go to her grave feeling justified.

      Taking in a shaky breath and releasing it slowly, Macy headed up to her room feeling stronger somehow.

      When she got to the end of her hall, Macy saw Katelyn standing in front of her room, trying to make a key card work.

      “Hey, Katelyn,” she said softly. “Are you okay?”

      Katelyn stared at her for a moment, looking exhausted. “Yeah, I’m just trying to see my mom and the key card she gave me isn’t working. She won’t answer the door and I’m worried.” She tried sticking the card in Macy’s card slot again and shook her head.

      “That’s my room, Katelyn. Your mom’s is across the hall,” Macy said. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Well, apparently my brains are more scrambled than I thought.” She smiled faintly. “Sorry about that. I heard you won a newbie. Congrats. I remember when my mom won one…a long time ago.”

      “Thanks, I was surprised.”

      “You know, I think I’ll let my mom sleep rather than bugging her. I could use a drink. Wanna come down and have one with me? My treat,” Katelyn offered.

      “Thanks, but if I have a drink, I’m afraid I’ll be asleep with my head on the bar top.” Macy laughed, covering a yawn.

      “Long day, huh?” Katelyn asked.

      “Very. Have a good night,” Macy said, glad she had her key card in her hand rather than having to try to slip it out of her bra wallet in front of the younger woman.

      “Thanks, you too.”

      Macy trudged into her room, kicked off her heels, and barely made it into her pajamas before falling asleep with the TV on.
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      Macy woke up early after her first full night’s sleep since she arrived and decided to go down to the coffee shop for one last fancy coffee drink before the farewell breakfast. Celisse was standing in line when she arrived, and when Macy saw her wearing her leopard print sweater, her heart did a little flip. When she got closer, one thing was certain…Celisse did not look happy. Macy thought about turning away before Celisse saw her, but the quest for coffee conquered the awkwardness of chatting in line with a possible murderer.

      “Morning,” Macy greeted Celisse, taking her place in line behind her.

      “Yes, it is definitely morning,” Celisse replied sourly.

      “I didn’t see Myrna or Katelyn at the awards last night. Do you know how they’re doing, after the police were there yesterday?” Macy asked. It was the final day. Do or die time, so to speak.

      “I’m sure they’re fine, but Katelyn is lucky to still be drawing breath,” Celisse grumbled.

      “Oh?” Macy’s brows rose. She wondered if Katelyn was going to be the next victim.

      “Yeah. I let her borrow my favorite sweater and she returned it with a red stain on the cuff.” She thrust out her slim wrist and Macy’s stomach churned when she saw the crimson mark.

      “When did she borrow it?” she asked, feeling bile rise in the back of her throat.

      “It was the first night we got here. It makes me so mad. I wanted to wear this on the plane home and now I’m going to have to find something else to wear so I don’t freeze to death,” Celisse muttered.

      “When’s the last time you saw Myrna and Katelyn? It’s important,” Macy blurted, grabbing Celisse’s arm.

      Celisse extracted herself. “I haven’t seen Myrna in a while, but Katelyn was just leaving the coffee shop with coffee for her and her mom when I got down here. Why?”

      Macy dashed from the coffee shop and ran to the security office as fast as her kitten-heel-clad feet would take her.

      “I know who killed Herb and if you don’t come with me right now, his wife is going to die too,” she yelled at the first guard she saw sitting near an open box of donuts in the security area.

      “Slow down, lady.” The guard put down his donut and brushed crumbs from his hands. “What’s…?”

      “I don’t have time to explain. If you don’t come with me right now, a woman could die, I swear to you.” Macy ran to the door and held it open. The guard looked skeptical but hurried out behind her.

      “Where is this alleged victim?” he asked, his long legs keeping up with Macy with ease.

      “VIP floor,” she replied, not bothering to turn around.

      The guard sped up and beat her to the elevator, but waiting until she charged in after him before telling the operator where to go.

      “Follow me,” Macy said, kicking off her shoes and running down the hall toward Myrna’s room. With the guard at her heels, she reached the door and pounded on it.

      Katelyn opened it, saw Macy and the guard, and lowered her voice.

      “You guys need to leave, okay? My mom isn’t feeling well and she needs to rest.”

      “She doesn’t need rest, she needs a hospital. I know you poisoned her and you probably used the same stuff you used on your stepdad,” Macy snarled.

      “You’re crazy.” Katelyn glared at Macy through slitted eyes, then affected an innocent, almost bored look and turned to the guard. “You know she’s crazy, right?” she asked.

      Before the guard could reply, they heard a faint moan. “Helllllp…”

      It was Myrna and she sounded very weak. It was the last straw for Macy. She shoved Katelyn out of the way, yelling, “don’t let her leave!” to the guard as she crashed into the suite.

      Myrna was on the bathroom floor, in the fetal position, clutching her stomach. “Help,” she murmured, eyes closed.

      “Myrna, hang in there, sweetie. We’re going to get you some help, okay?” Macy asked, dropping to her knees beside her new friend, alarmed by the odd greyish green shade of Myrna’s skin.

      Myrna moaned again and the guard peered around the bathroom door.

      “Get the police and an ambulance right away,” Macy told him, while he held Katelyn’s wrist in a vice grip.

      Myrna blindly reached a hand toward Macy and Macy took it, assuring her that everything would be okay. Macy turned to Katelyn, who stood glowering down at her while struggling to free herself from the guard.

      “Do you see this?” Macy shouted. “You did this. Just like you did to Herb. When you borrowed the sweater from your aunt Celisse, you also took the glove she used to dye her hair out of her trash and used it to make the handprint on my door after you broke in with the key card that you took out of my pocket when we first met. I never thought to check my pocket after you bumped into me at breakfast, but that’s when you must’ve stolen it. Then you planted the vial from the poison that you used in the pocket of the robe so that the police would suspect your mother. When they didn’t take her to jail, you figured you had to kill her. Was that what you were planning to do to me last night too, when I found you trying to break into my room again? Is that why you invited me out for a drink, you twisted little wretch?”

      Macy heard a gasp and Celisse charged into the room.

      “Katelyn! Is that true?” she shrieked, pushing past her niece and dropping to the floor beside her sister.

      “We’ll take over here,” Macy heard a deep voice say, and was relieved to see a policeman guide Katelyn away from the security guard, while EMTs rushed in to assist Myrna.

      “She hated that I got married,” Myrna moaned, as the EMTs inserted an oxygen cannula in her nostrils. “She told me after I drank my coffee that…” Myrna sucked in a breath. “I only had hours to live. Said she…”

      The EMT told her not to speak, but Myrna weakly shook her head.

      “If I die, they need to…know.” She sucked in another breath. “Said she’d own the business that…that meant more to me…than…than she did.”

      Celisse rushed from the bathroom and Macy could hear her confronting Katelyn as she was led away by the police.

      “Did you do this?” she yelled. “Is it true?”

      “What do you care?” Macy heard Katelyn reply bitterly. “You cared more about your stupid sweater than your own sister.”

      Celisse began to sob and ran back to stand in the bathroom doorway, gazing down at her sister as the EMTs worked on her.

      “That’s not true, Myrn. I’ve been a horrible sister, but I’ve always loved you and I’m so proud of you. We’ll get together more when you’re feeling better,” she wailed. “I promise, Myrn.”

      “Waah waah waah,” Katelyn mocked her aunt from the hall.

      Celisse turned a murderous glare toward the door. “Go to jail, Katelyn.”

      Macy nearly jumped out of her skin when a policewoman placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m going to need a statement from you, ma’am. The EMTs will take good care of your friend,” she said quietly, drawing Macy aside as a stretcher was brought in.

      “Is she going to be okay?” Celisse cried, watching her sister being carried away.

      “We’ll do our best, ma’am,” one of the EMTs replied.
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      Macy missed her scheduled flight home, because the police wanted her to make an official statement at the station, while they dusted her suite for Katelyn’s fingerprints. The server in the casino picked Katelyn out of the lineup as being the last person she saw with Herb, and the security guard who held her while waiting for the police had seen her in the security room before, pretending to be lost while she checked out where the blind spots in the casino, where cameras didn’t reach, were.

      Myrna got to the hospital in the nick of time and managed to survive, with Celisse by her side. It was rumored that while recovering, she became incensed because they wouldn’t let her go out for a smoke.

      Finally on the plane, headed for home while sipping a much-needed glass of wine, Macy leaned her head back, her mind a whirl of thoughts and emotions. Distracted by movies and a four course meal, the flight went by quickly. When she stepped out of the airport, greeted by the wickedly humid Florida night air, and the sound of palm trees riffling in the breeze, she breathed a sigh of relief. It was so good to be home.

      She found her car and tossed her suitcase into the backseat, thoughts of Dex on her mind.

      “Honey, I’m home,” she called out when she opened the front door.

      “Hey!”

      She heard footsteps padding toward the door and Sync appeared, Dex in his arms.

      “Holy moly, Sync! What happened to you?” Macy gasped.

      His nose was a violent shade of purple, and he had two black eyes, one of which was swollen nearly shut.

      “Well, it’s kind of funny, actually,” he began, in that same nasal voice she’d heard on the phone.

      “Funny? I fail to see how anything that caused that could be funny. Are you okay?” Macy asked, moving to take a closer look and plucking Dex from his arms.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I came back from my shift at the shelter one day and I forgot to bring your keys with me, so I went to the backyard and popped the screen from your office window to get inside. All of the sudden, out of nowhere, this guy comes charging into your back yard and tackles me. He hit me in the face and put my hands behind my back because he thought I was breaking into your house. I told him to take my phone out of my pocket so he could see our text messages to each other and he finally believed me and apologized. He’s a really nice guy – Kyle. I’m glad you have someone like that looking out for you.”

      Macy shook her head and smiled.

      “Sync, only you would find good things to say about someone who punched you in the face.”

      “Well, his intentions were good.” Sync shrugged and tried to smile but winced.

      “And what did you do to my house? It’s spotless and it smells good,” Macy marveled, turning in a circle while cuddling Dex and surveying Sync’s handiwork.

      “I just did a little cleaning and fixed a few minor things that needed to be repaired. Oh, and also…there were some stuffed monkeys in one of your unlisted boxes that really had a pretty sketchy previous aura attached to them, so I smudged with a blend of herbs and burned some incense to cleanse them. I gave them a bath with dish soap too. They’re all soft and clean now.”

      “Wow, I’m going to go away more often, Sync. You’re a way better housekeeper than I am.” Macy chuckled.

      “Awww…how nice of you to say. Did you learn good things at your conference?” he asked.

      Macy could tell that it was killing him to not be able to smile.

      “Yes, I did, but the most important thing that I learned wasn’t part of the scheduled programming,” she replied.

      “Oh?” Sync cocked his head to the side.

      “Yes, I learned a huge lesson about priorities and putting people and relationships ahead of work and achievements sometimes. It’s about balance.”

      “Yes, it soooo is,” Sync agreed, with as much enthusiasm as his sore face would let him show. “I’m happy for you.”

      “Thanks Sync, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Well, fortunately, you’ll never have to figure that out. You’re my in with Dex, so we kind of have to remain friends, because I can’t live without her in my life.”

      Macy laughed. “Totally understandable. Oh! Guess what! I won an award at the conference.”

      “I’m not surprised in the least.”

      “It was fun, but it’s so good to be home. I missed Dex and the shelter and all of you guys,” Macy confessed.

      “I can’t wait to tell you about the new dogs we’ve gotten in. There are some that are going to melt your heart. But I should probably go, so you can get settled.”

      “Or…you could tell me about the new dogs after I order some food for us and then we can watch TV,” Macy said.

      “Is this part of you prioritizing friendships even though you’re tired from traveling all day?”

      “Absolutely. Are you in?”

      “I’m in, but I get to hold the cat.”

      “We’ll share the cat, and you make the popcorn while I order food. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      **

      If you enjoyed Sell, Bark, Repeat, check out Perps on Parade, book 6 in the Junkyard Dog Cozy Mystery series, next!
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      Check out all the books in Summer Prescott’s catalog!

      Summer Prescott Book Catalog
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      I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on—reader feedback is very important to me. My contact information, along with some other helpful links, is listed on the next page. If you’d like to be on my list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc.… just shoot me an email and let me know. Thanks for reading!

      Also…

      … if you’re looking for more great reads, Summer Prescott Books publishes several popular series by outstanding Cozy Mystery authors.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTACT SUMMER PRESCOTT BOOKS PUBLISHING

          

        

      

    

    
      Twitter: @summerprescott1

      Bookbub:  https://www.bookbub.com/authors/summer-prescott

      Blog and Book Catalog: http://summerprescottbooks.com

      Email: summer.prescott.cozies@gmail.com

      YouTube:  https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCngKNUkDdWuQ5k7-Vkfrp6A

      

      And…be sure to check out the Summer Prescott Cozy Mysteries fan page and Summer Prescott Books Publishing Page on Facebook – let’s be friends!

      

      To download a free book, and sign up for our fun and exciting newsletter, which will give you opportunities to win prizes and swag, enter contests, and be the first to know about New Releases, click here:  http://summerprescottbooks.com
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