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      Sleazy strip club owner, Chaz Wellington Smith, III is at it again with an all-male revue called the Cheeky Monkey, catering to girls’ nights out and bachelorette parties. Recently, his new venture has been plagued with annoying pranks that have turned costly, and of course, private eye Delanie Fitzgerald is the one he calls to find out who is center stage for all the mayhem.

      In this fast-paced mystery, Delanie and her computer savvy partner, Duncan Reynolds, are hired to uncover the culprit who ordered five hundred mattresses for Chaz’s new club, the origin of a creepy, child-sized cowboy doll, and the instigator of rowdy mob protesting false claims of human trafficking. And if Chaz’s problems aren’t enough, Delanie has two attractive men vying for her attention and distracting her from signs of impending danger.

      The team from Falcon Investigations has to connect the dots before it’s lights out for Delanie, and someone closes the curtains on Chaz’s new business.
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      “If you mixed Kinsey Millhone and Stephanie Plum with the latest in stakeout technology, you’d end up with Delanie Fitzgerald.”

      
        
        Kelly Brakenhoff, Author of the Cassandra Sato Mysteries

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Glitter, Glam, and Contraband

          

        

      

    

    
      “Drag queens and pawn stars and snakes! Oh my! Throw in other intriguing cases for P. I. Delanie Fitzgerald to solve, sprinkle with some old-fashioned sleuthing, toss with interesting and well-researched history on Edgar Allan Poe, and you’ve got yourself a recipe for an honest-to-god page turner!”

      
        
        Jayne Ormerod, Author of Goin’ Coastal and Other Cozy Mysteries set along the Shore

      

      

      

      “Heather Weidner has once again written a must read with this work. Delanie Fitzgerald, the P. I. heroine created by Weidner, engages readers with her snappy, sassy, intelligent attitude and wicked one-liners.” 

      
        
        J. L. Canfield, Author of What Hides Beneath and Icy Roads 

      

      

      

      “Glitter, Glam and Contraband is fast-paced and humorous. P.I. Delanie Fitzgerald’s investigation into a series of thefts at a gentlemen’s club introduces her to a world of drag queens with fanciful stage names like Tara Byte and Anna Conda. But there is nothing funny about the illegal sale of exotic reptiles or antiquities that she uncovers. Delanie juggles a number of interesting cases with real world settings. Great read!”

      
        
        Charlotte Stuart, Author of Survival Can Be Deadly
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      “Smart, sassy Delanie is back for more murder and mayhem, and readers will enjoy every twist of Weidner’s cleverly plotted mystery.”

      
        
        LynDee Walker, Agatha Award-Nominated Author of Lethal Lifestyles

      

      

      

      “Weidner’s latest Delanie Fitzgerald mystery delivers everything her fans have come to expect—a spunky P.I., a fast-paced plot, and a supporting cast of deliciously sleazy characters.” 

      
        
        Mary Miley, Author of The Impersonator

      

      

      

      “The intrepid Delanie Fitzgerald once again teams up with a computer geek and an English bulldog named Margaret for a hair-raising adventure in The Tulip Shirt Murders. You’ll be hooked from page one.”

      
        
        Maggie King, Author of The Hazel Rose Book Group Mysteries

      

      

      

      “In Heather Weidner's latest mystery, The Tulip Shirt Murders, feisty private investigator Delanie Fitzgerald proves yet again that she can handle everything from bootleggers to murderers to strip club owners. Never shying away from dangerous situations, Delanie doggedly chases down clues until she flushes out the bad guys and solves the crime. The Tulip Shirt Murders is a fun read that will keep you laughing...and guessing...until the very end.”

      
        
        Frances Aylor, Author of Money Grab, A Robbie Bradford Novel

      

      

      

      “Stakeouts, disguises, and surveys lead PI Delanie Fitzgerald on the road to catch the Tulip Shirt Murderer.”

      
        
        Teresa Inge, Virginia is for Mysteries & 50 Shades of Cabernet Author
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      “Move over Kinsey, there's a new sassy PI in town – Delanie Fitzgerald.  Secret Lives and Private Eyes is an impressive debut for Heather Weidner.”

      
        
        Debra H. Goldstein, Author of Should Have Played Poker

      

      

      

      “If you like spunky sleuths and mysteries brimming with local color, then you’ll love Heather Weidner’s fun debut set in Richmond, Virginia!”

      
        
        Meredith Cole, Award-winning Author of Posed for Murder and Dead in the Water

      

      

      

      “Delanie is masterfully written. She’s the strong woman readers cheer for.”

      
        
        Lyn Brittan, Author of The Mercenaries of Fortune Series

      

      

      

      “Watch out Stephanie Plum. Delanie Fitzgerald has arrived. And she doesn't take ‘no’ for an answer.”

      
        
        Betsy Ashton, Author of the Mad Max Mystery Series
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      Delanie Fitzgerald picked up her iced coffee from the counter at Sacred Grounds, an eclectic hangout for students and creative types near Monroe Park and the Virginia Commonwealth University campus. She found a lemon-yellow straight back chair at a homey table in the corner and settled in to wait. Brightly colored paintings of cows and hedgehogs dotted the lime green walls. She chose the chair that faced the door and large glass windows. Setting her purse on the table next to her, she wiggled out of her coat, located her phone, and pretended to be engrossed.

      Half-way through her drink, a gangly millennial opened the front door and glanced around. Delanie pushed the button that activated the hidden camera in her purse. He ambled over and dropped a black messenger bag in the lavender chair across from her. “Hi, Kelly. It’s good to finally see you in person. I’ll be right back.”

      Delanie nodded, acknowledging the name she had given him online, and returned to her phone while he ordered. She glanced at a local news alert. Another creepy doll had been found in the Richmond metro area. That is the fifth or sixth one in two weeks. Odd, child-sized dolls in a variety of costumes, had been spotted at intersections and area businesses. Half the town was curious to find the perpetrator, and the other half seemed to be spooked.

      She looked up as the man approached again. Turning on her best smile, she pocketed her phone. “Hi, Donnie. It’s nice to finally meet you, too.”

      “Yeah.” He pulled out the aqua chair and sat down. “I feel like we’re old friends. We’ve talked for days online. I feel a connection. We’re on the same page with our dreams and goals and stuff.”

      Delanie smiled again. “I’ve enjoyed our chats. So, what news do you have for me?”

      He blew on his coffee. “I’ve thought this over. I’m in. I’m not happy with where my job is going. When I joined, it was a startup company with a mission to make a difference. Kip, the owner, had all these lofty plans of doing pro bono work and donating large amounts of the profits from the regular work to social groups. He got us all hyped up about being the change. We didn’t mind giving up our lives and working round the clock for a cause. Tons of dollars later that hasn’t happened.” He took another sip of his drink and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “And now there are rumors that he’s looking to sell the company and retire early. He’s going to pocket bazillions and trade us all like commodities. That’s not what I signed up for. I gave my blood, sweat, and tears to this, and all I got were broken promises.” He had a lost-puppy look in his eyes as he stared at her across the table.

      “I think our relationship can be mutually beneficial. And I hope it helps you find your center again.” Delanie flipped her long, red curls over her shoulder and flashed a toothy smile.

      Donnie leaned forward and pulled something out of his pocket. “Here. This should give you enough to start with. You’ll get more after I receive payment.” He pushed a black thumb drive across the table.

      Delanie picked it up and waved it around in the air in front of her purse. “It’s amazing that something so tiny can hold something so important. This will be extremely helpful to my client.”

      He snatched the thumb drive from her grasp. “I’m not doing this for the money,” he whispered. “It’s my way of righting the wrongs of corporate America. But the money will provide me a cushion when the job comes to an end. Maybe with your help, I can strike out on my own and do consulting work. You can have this when the funds reach my account.”

      “I’d like for us to work together again.” Delanie licked her lips. “I’ll make sure the bitcoin is transferred to the account you gave me. You should have confirmation this afternoon. Let me know and then we’ll talk about some future work. But I kinda need that now, or you’re going to have to meet me this afternoon to do a handoff.”

      Donnie’s gaze darted around the room. “I guess I can trust you. We’re friends, right?” He dropped the thumb drive on the table and picked up his bag and coffee. “Okay. I’ll be watching for my money. I’ll text you when it lands. I have to get back to work.”

      “Thanks,” Delanie replied. “I’ll let my client know immediately. He’ll be pleased to get this.”

      Donnie nodded and rose. “I’m available and interested. I am the change.” He pumped his fist in the air as he walked out.

      Delanie turned off her camera and texted her client about the encounter. The video and thumb drive were enough to confirm Kip Thornhill’s suspicions that one of his employees was stealing his corporate data.
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      Delanie Fitzgerald reached for her credit card and bag of books. “Thanks, Mary.” She left the Little Bookshop with a variety of books for her nephews and niece. On her way down the steps, her purse trilled, and she fished through it for her vibrating phone.

      “Hey, Chaz. What’s up? I haven’t heard from you in a while.” Chaz Wellington Smith, III, was her private investigation firm’s best cash-paying client and a local strip club owner. He had called on her in the past to clear his name when he was charged with murdering the mayor, to shut down a blackmailer, and to uncover a time capsule in a statue that contained historic valuables. Wonder what he wants this time?

      “Hey, can you meet today or tomorrow? I have a job I want to talk to you about.” It sounded like Chaz was chomping on something.

      “Sure. What about this afternoon? Are you downtown?”

      “Yep. I’m at the Treasure Chest now. How about you meet me in an hour or so at the Cheeky Monkey? See you then.” Chaz disconnected.

      Delanie fired up her black Mustang and glanced at the clock on the dash. She had enough time to grab lunch and head to the West End to Chaz’s new club that featured an all-male revue.

      After balling up the wrapper from her lunch in a bag, she pointed her car toward Route 288 and told the radio to call her partner, Duncan. Duncan Reynolds, who had the uncanny ability to get computers to cough up information, worked with Delanie and did web design on the side, often his euphemism for white-hat hacking.

      “What’s up on this fine afternoon?” her geeky friend said in a sing-song voice.

      “Hey, Dunc. Guess who I got a call from?”

      “Tell Chaz that Margaret and I said hi.”

      Delanie smiled at the mention of Duncan’s rotund sidekick and shadow, Margaret the English bulldog. “I’m headed to his new club now.”

      “Let me know what he wants. With Chaz, you never know. At least he’s a regular source of income.”

      “I’ll call you later with details. In the meantime, I wrapped up the work for Kip Thornhill. Can you make the social media stuff for my alter-ego Kelly vanish?”

      “I’m on it.” Duncan disconnected, and Delanie merged onto the interstate.

      About twenty minutes later, she exited and found a spot in front of the Cheeky Monkey’s main doors, next to Chaz’s black Mercedes. She grabbed her purse, hip-checked the car door, and looked around the parking lot.  A large white ragdoll, about the size of a small child, stood with its arms wrapped around Chaz’s huge neon sign of a monkey in a cowboy hat. The doll sported a cowboy hat, jeans, and a red-and-white checked shirt with black “Xs” where the eyes, nose, and mouth should have been. Delanie snapped several pictures with her phone. Whoever was planting them around town took time to match them to their location. This couldn’t be what Chaz wanted to see her about.

      Delanie pulled on the brass bar of the glass door, and it swung toward her although the club didn’t open until seven in the evening. Interesting. Delanie made her way through the lobby to the main bar, which was decked out in a kitschy cowboy motif. The dining room with the stage was fairly dim except for the emergency lighting. A red and yellow neon monkey sign blinked on and off over the bar. Delanie searched the bottom of her purse for her phone at about the time a tall blond man in a form-fitting athletic shirt came from the back, carrying several crates of glasses.

      “Oh, hi. I remember you from Chaz’s club downtown. Is he here? I’m Delanie Fitzgerald.”

      “I’m Sven. He’s in his office. Just a sec. I’ll take you back there.” He set the crates behind the bar and dusted his hands off on his jeans. “This way.”

      Delanie followed the bartender down a narrow dark hallway past the kitchen. He knocked on the door and waited for a “Come in” before he opened it.

      “Hey, Delanie.” Chaz jumped up from his desk and hurried around to hug her. “Thanks for coming over so quickly. Can I get you anything?”

      Delanie shook her head and shed her ski jacket before settling in one of the dark chairs across from Chaz’s black lacquered desk. The furniture looked exactly like what was in his office at the Treasure Chest. The only difference was that this office didn’t have a jumbo-tron-sized flat screen TV and a bar.

      “I’m having some issues here at the Cheeky Monkey that I’d like for you to look into.”

      Delanie suppressed a giggle at the mention of the name of his latest entertainment venture in Goochland County, west of the bustling Short Pump area. “Definitely a hit for girls’ nights out and bachelorette parties. I heard the food is really good.”

      “It is. Business has been off the charts, but we’ve had some weirdness going on lately. Have you heard about those blasted dolls that keep showing up in town?”

      Delanie nodded. “I saw it on the news. And out by your sign.”

      “The place was crawling with people taking pictures of it and the news cameras have shown up a couple of times. I think this one was the sixth one found in the last month.”

      “Any idea of why it was left here or by whom?” Delanie leaned forward.

      “No. That’s just another annoyance. This place seems to be jinxed. The latest problem is that the internet was down, so the cameras here didn’t work. I think this is part of a bigger effort to sabotage my business. I mean the free publicity from the doll has been good. It’s creepy, and it’s the cherry on top of a whole list of other weirdness.”

      Delanie pulled out a notebook and pen from her purse. “What else has happened?”

      “It’s all been in the last few weeks. The computers go down for no reason, and we can’t take credit card payments. The internet was down, and that knocked out the security cameras. Oh, and last week, we got a huge booze order. It was over ten thousand dollars, but it wasn’t what we ordered. The distributor insisted it was the order we placed.” Delanie raised an eyebrow and he continued, “Our normal order is wine, champagne, and vodka. I was charged for cases and cases of whiskey and bourbon, not this clientele’s preference. It took Violet, my manager, a couple of days to get that straight and smooth over hard feelings with the distributor.” Chaz rolled his eyes and ran both hands through is blond hair, cut to look hipster cool, even though he had aged out of that demographic years earlier.

      “Sounds like someone’s playing dirty tricks. Any ideas?”

      “Nope. That’s why I called the experts, you and your computer whiz partner.” Chaz pulled a thick white envelope out of his drawer and pushed it across the desk to her. “Here, start with this and let me know if you need more.”

      “Can I get a list of employees and contractors who have access to this facility? And any that have left recently.”

      He nodded and picked up his phone. “Hey, Violet. Run me a list of all the active employees with their info and a list of any that have quit, or we canned. Thanks. Uh, now.”

      Delanie heard the woman say something, but Chaz disconnected the call.

      “Duncan and I’ll get to work. Anything else I should know before I start poking around?”

      Chaz furrowed his brow. “Marco runs security for both places. Since he’s downtown, he hired Gwen for this facility. She’s ex-Army and has two or three contract security people each night, depending on what’s going on. Sometimes she has to break up girl fights. Violet is my operations manager. She runs the day-to-day stuff. We have three or four bartenders, either full-time or part-time. There’s probably another fifteen people when you add waitstaff and kitchen prep. I have an outside cleaning crew, but they don’t come in until mornings. Oh, and there are five to ten dancers at any one time. And if they aren’t scheduled for a show, they often wait tables or tend bar.”

      A steady rat-a-tat-tat on the door interrupted him. “Enter,” Chaz bellowed.

      A rail-thin woman with angular cheekbones strode in the office and handed Chaz a folder. “Thanks. Violet, this is Delanie Fitzgerald. She’s my private investigator. She’ll be here for some time doing some research work for me. Please give her whatever she needs.”

      Violet looked Delanie up and down and nodded. “Okay, Chaz, do you need anything else? I’m training new waiters.”

      “Is Easton in his office?” Chaz asked.

      The woman paused and pursed her lips. “He’s still at lunch, but he should be back soon.”

      Chaz handed Delanie the folder as Violet slid out the door and closed it with more force than needed.

      The noise didn’t seem to bother Chaz. “Easton Marsh is my cousin. He moved back to town and needed a job, and I needed someone to oversee this place. Right now, he’s doing marketing for us and acting as a director. If he does a good job, he’ll run this venue eventually. But for now, Violet does all the heavy lifting, and I sign off on the business decisions.”

      “I’m going to see what Duncan can dig up.” Delanie dropped the folder and Chaz’s envelope filled with cash in her purse. “Thanks for calling us.”

      Chaz made a face like he had licked a lemon. “Who else would I call? You and Duncan are almost family. You’ve kept my butt out of trouble so many times.”

      Delanie rose.

      “Come on,” he said. “I want you to meet Easton if he’s back.”

      Chaz strode out of his office, and Delanie had to pick up her pace to keep up with the taller man. He stopped suddenly in the narrow hallway, and Delanie almost plowed into the back of him. “Hey, Easton. When did you sneak in?”

      “I’ve been back for a while,” floated out from an interior office.

      Chaz stepped across the threshold, and Delanie followed. The office, more modest in size and décor than Chaz’s, sported a wooden desk with a laptop and a leather office chair. A pine green ginger jar lamp looked small on the empty credenza behind the desk. Two guest chairs faced the desk in front of two empty bookcases.

      A tall man with wavy dark hair and piercing blue eyes stood when he saw Delanie. His megawatt smile reminded her of a make-believe Disney prince.

      “Easton, this is Delanie, my private eye. She’s going to get to the bottom of all this nonsense. Give her whatever she needs.”

      “My pleasure. Please let me know if I can assist you in any way. I’m at your service.” He shook her hand longer than customary.

      Delanie hoped she didn’t roll her eyes. He did everything but bow and kiss her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I don’t think I’ve ever met any of Chaz’s family before.” Delanie looked Easton over. He was the anti-Chaz with his tailored charcoal gray suit and crisp white dress shirt. Easton’s red tie and cuff links made him look like a banker or a stockbroker, while Chaz’s shiny, rumpled suit looked slept in.

      “My door is always open.” Easton winked. “Just let me know what you need.”

      Delanie nodded and followed Chaz out in the hall. “Call me when you find something. This is making me nuts. Delanie, I’ll give you a quick tour of the place before you head out.”

      “It was nice to meet you,” Easton yelled out the door.

      Chaz stopped abruptly at the next office. “This is Violet’s office. She’s always here and knows everything.” Delanie looked inside the empty, dark office.

      A few steps later, Chaz stopped again at a T intersection of three hallways. “The dressing room is back here along with the prop room, and this hallway leads to the back of the stage. That one goes to the kitchen, prep area, and the main dining room.” Chaz turned on the heels of his pointy-toed gray shoes and walked down the hallway to the main dining room. “This is where the magic happens. We do one show daily, and a special brunch show on Sunday. Easton wants to open up for lunch, but I’m not sure the numbers are right for that yet. Our audience wants an evening of fun. They don’t want to have to rush back to work after their lunch hour. Anyway, business is great. I need these annoying pranks or whatever they are to go away before they damage my bottom line.”

      Delanie nodded, taking in the darkened dining room filled with rows of tables in front of an elevated stage. A glass booth, opposite the stage, looked like the sound and lights area. Western gear and memorabilia covered every inch of space.

      “It looks like a fun place. I’ll be back tomorrow. What time do they start their prep work?”

      “Around four.”

      “If you think of anything else, let me know. In the meantime, I’ll get with Duncan and see what he can uncover.”

      “Appreciate it. The pranks are stupid, but the other stuff costs me money. And that sends me into orbit, especially if someone is doing it on purpose.” Chaz furrowed his brow.

      “We’ll see what we can find.” Delanie patted him on the arm.

      After stepping out on the sidewalk, she zipped up her jacket against the January chill. The temperature had dropped since she’d been inside. Chaz saluted and waved to her from the front door.

      Delanie pushed the button for her heated seats and told the car to call Duncan. “Hey, there. What are you and Margaret up to?”

      “We’re packing up. I’ve been doing a website for an art gallery. It’s game night, and Evie and I are bringing the food. How’s the Cheeky Monkey?”

      “It’s over the top with its cowboy motif. I’ve got a list of names of current and former employees for you. Chaz had one of those creepy dolls left by his sign. I’ll send you photos.”

      “Ha. Central Virginia’s wild, wild west. I guess Chaz is playing off of the fact that it’s in the West End with all that cowboy stuff.” Duncan laughed at his own comment. “I’ll be in early tomorrow morning if you want to brainstorm. And those dolls are weird. According to the news, no one has a clue who keep leaving them all over town. I guess it's harmless.”

      “It didn’t look at all that threatening to me. He said he’s had other problems, too. Have fun at game night. Tell Evie I said hello.” Evie Hachey had been Duncan’s girlfriend since they hit it off at a local Comicon. She was the perfect match for the computer geek who liked to fly under the radar.

      “Will do.” He disconnected the call.

      Delanie made a quick stop at Kroger and picked up a salad and iced coffee for dinner. She would plow through the list of names since her evening was wide open. She hadn’t had anything resembling a date on her social calendar since Eric Ellington, the FBI agent she had been seeing for the past few months, was away in Boston on assignment He was fun to hang out with on the rare occasion that he was in town. When he was on a case, the phone calls and texts were few and far between.
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      Delanie managed to unlock the front door of her office, while balancing two coffees, her purse, a messenger bag, and a box of doughnuts. She set her stuff on the empty receptionist’s counter and relocked the door. Falcon Investigations inhabited a small suite in a strip mall. She picked up the load and walked past the darkened kitchenette. Following the sound of voices past the empty offices, she headed to the conference room at the end of the hall. Duncan had his feet on the large oak table as he talked to someone on Zoom. He waved. Margaret, the Wonder Dog, who had taken up residence beside her pal sniffed the air as Delanie put the doughnut box next to Duncan’s laptop.

      Duncan smiled and raised a “wait a minute” finger. “Okay. I’ll get the files to you today. Gotta go. Got another meeting.” Pulling off his headset, he opened the box. “Good morning. Thanks for bringing these.”

      “I thought the sugar and caffeine would help.” Delanie rooted through her messenger bag and pulled out Chaz’s list. “I went through this last night and made a spreadsheet of all the players. I was hoping you’d be able to find more in the secret places you traverse on the dark web. Chaz thinks someone is sabotaging him and the creepy doll was the latest antic.” Delanie filled Duncan in on the weirdness at the Cheeky Monkey as he reached for a doughnut.

      When she finished, Duncan tapped his lip with his finger. “Give me a bit to see what I can dig up. I did some quick research on the dolls last night. It’s pretty interesting. The phenomenon started in in the midwest in the nineties. Someone left decorated dolls around town for about three years. No one knew who did it or why. In another town at about the same time, someone left creepy clowns. Those spooked a lot of people. Around here, no one has caught the culprits on camera which is odd. Everyone has cameras these days. But the dolls have an almost cult-like following on social media. People drive around and take pictures of them. They have their own Facebook page.”

      “I’ve seen pictures of them at businesses and in intersections. Chaz’s is hugging the monkey sign in the parking lot,” Delanie said.

      “Someone’s putting some time into these. Look at these pictures.” He turned his laptop around, so she could see dolls with wigs, hats, and costumes. All of them had an X for the eyes and mouth.

      “They don’t feel threatening. It’s like a joke or those lawn decorations that people used to have years ago. Now the clowns would creep me out.” Delanie turned on her laptop.

      “Me too. I’ve seen too many horror flicks.” Duncan shuddered and stared at his screen.

      “I put the spreadsheet on the server, so we can share it. I’m going to call my friend to see what she knows on the dolls. She’s usually got her finger on the pulse of what’s going on here in River City.”

      Delanie picked up her phone and walked down the hall. Margaret raised her head but stayed put since the doughnut box remained in the conference room.

      Settling in her office chair, Delanie punched her contact for Ami Lawrence at Essence Weekly magazine.

      Ami answered on the first ring. “Hey, girl. What’s up? I haven’t heard from you in ages. We need to get together soon.”

      “It’s been all work here. How are things with you?” Delanie cradled her phone with her shoulder and picked up a legal pad.

      “It’s been crazy busy, but at least I have a job. So many papers can’t make it these days.”

      “You’ve found your niche. I see people reading it all over town. I’m glad things are going well. Hey, the reason for my call is that it seems that one of my clients found a creepy doll outside his business. I wanted to see what you knew about them since you always know what’s going on in RVA.” Delanie sifted through the pile of mail on her desk.

      Ami laughed. “Yeah, for a girl who has no social life, I know what everyone else is doing. Let me see here.” Delanie heard papers shuffling. “We did a story on it a few weeks back. The first one was at a bowling alley on the southside. The doll was dressed in a bowling shirt and jeans with a ball hat. Then there was a boy doll, dressed as a kid, on Boulevard. He had a helium balloon. Then there was a girl in a sunhat at a nursery off Forest Hill Avenue. Oh, and another female doll in a dress at an intersection off Granite near Libbie Avenue. And then of course, Chaz’s.”

      “It’s at the Cheeky Monkey in Goochland near Short Pump. It was dressed as a cowboy, and it was hugging Chaz Smith’s sign for the all-male revue.”

      Ami snorted when she laughed. “At least it wasn’t one in the buff at the Treasure Chest. We’ll probably do a follow-up next week. The dolls are a hit on social media. They’ve spawned their own hashtag, #creepydollsRVA.”

      “Any idea who’s doing this?” Delanie asked, doodling on a notepad.

      “Nope. So far, they’ve successfully evaded being caught. They seem to know about the areas where they leave the dolls. I don’t think it’s politically motivated. And who knows, it could have caused copycats to try their hand. I’ll send you our articles.”

      “Thanks. Duncan found articles from Missouri and Kansas about other creepy doll and clown sightings,” Delanie said.

      “Not sure the reason, but the doll’s have done a good job of creating a buzz. I think some of the local TV stations have kept the stir going.” Ami’s voice trailed off.

      “We need to find a day to get together soon. Miss you.”

      “Sounds good. Miss you, too.” Ami clicked off.

      Delanie stared at the legal pad filled with squiggles and weird drawings. It didn’t seem like the doll was targeted at Chaz or his business specifically, but the other pranks were. She started a timeline of what Chaz had told her. She’d fill in more details after tonight’s visit.
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        * * *

      

      A little after four-thirty, Delanie parked near the front of the Cheeky Monkey and shrugged off her jacket. Pocketing her phone and keys, she locked her purse in the Mustang’s trunk. She pulled on the club’s front door, but it was locked. Not seeing anyone inside, she wrapped her arms around herself and tried to warm up. She hiked around the shopping center to the back. The chilly afternoon air made her wish she hadn’t left her jacket in the car. The door, near the blue dumpster, stood open. Slipping inside, her eyes adjusted to the interior darkness. Muffled voices echoed through the empty corridor.

      Delanie walked toward the noise and paused at the intersection. Deciding whether to make the dining room her first stop, she looked toward the dressing room. She heard footsteps, and someone put a hand on her shoulder. Delanie yelped and swung around.

      “Hey, hey. I didn’t mean to startle you. Welcome back. Is there anything I can help you with?” Easton stood a little too close.

      Delanie exhaled to try to calm her heart rate. “Yes, do you know where Violet is?”

      “Here, I’ll show you. She and Javi are training the new waitstaff. Follow me.” Easton, sporting another designer suit, squeezed past her in the narrow hallway. He brushed against her, and a whiff of his cologne tickled her nose.

      Delanie wasn’t sure if being caught unawares or Chaz’s cousin gave her a spark of adrenaline. Nah, he’s not my type. Taking another couple of deep breaths to ward off the jittery feeling, she followed him to the spot where the hallway opened into the main dining room. This time, the stage and the red and yellow neon lights around the bar made the almost empty room seem more alive.

      Violet looked up from the cash register as Delanie followed Easton. Three waiters who could have been bodybuilders in previous lives, leaned over her shoulders to see what she was demonstrating.

      “And that gentlemen, is our point-of-sale software. Food and drink orders need to go in as soon as you can. The sooner in, the faster you’ll be able to serve your clients. Be accurate. Be beautiful, and the tips will flow. Any questions?”

      A puzzled look flashed across the blond’s face. “I wanna try it before I have to do it for real,” he said in a heavy Boston accent.

      “Not a problem,” Violet said. “You go first. I want cheeseburger sliders, well done with no pickles, fries, and a Diet Coke.”

      The would-be waiter moved closer to the screen and stared at the buttons.

      “You need to put your code in first,” the dark-headed guy behind him said.

      “Oh, yeah,” the blond replied. He used one finger to type in a code. Then he stared at the screen. “What did you want again?”

      Violet rolled her eyes and repeated her order in a sharper tone.

      “Come on,” Easton said. “She’s going to be tied up here for a while. I’ll show you around while you wait. Would you like something to drink?”

      “I’m good for now.”

      Easton looked her over and grinned like a four-year-old with a secret. “This way, then.” He pointed toward the other hallway.

      “This is the prop room.” He pushed the door open to reveal a room with floor-to-ceiling racks on one side and shelves on the others. Chaps, sequined outfits, and every kind of cowboy prop imaginable covered the room.

      “Wow.” Delanie marveled at all the hats and gun belts.

      “It’s probably a fire trap in here, but we definitely have the costumes. And this is the dressing room.” He held the door open, and she peeked under his arm. “The guys should start getting ready around five-thirty.”

      “Interesting.” It reminded Delanie of the backstage area at Freeda’s, a downtown drag club where she’d gone undercover last fall to find out who was stealing from the entertainers. “Is Gwen here?”

      “Uh, yes. You sure you don’t want anything while you wait for the entertainers.”

      “I’m working but thank you. Gwen’s office is back here?” Delanie pointed behind her.

      “Such dedication. I’m sure that’s why Chaz speaks so highly of you. Yes, her office is right this way.” He stepped in front of her and blocked the hallway.

      When he didn’t move, she asked, “So how are you kin to Chaz?”

      “My mother and his father are siblings. Chaz and his brothers visited us a lot growing up. We lost touch as we got older.” He turned and led the way to the security office.

      “Chaz is an only child,” Delanie said.

      “Huh?” Easton stopped to look at her. “No, I meant Chaz visited with me and my brothers.” He shook his head and proceeded down the hall. He stopped abruptly in front of an office that could have doubled as a broom closet. There was enough room for a metal shelf, a folding guest chair, and a tiny desk.

      Gwen looked up and hung up the phone.

      “Hey, there.” Easton turned on his dazzling smile. “Delanie’s here to see you. I’ve been giving her a tour.”

      “Come in.” Gwen, who sported a Cheeky Monkey polo shirt and braids pulled back into a tight bun, stood to shake the private eye’s hand.

      “I’ll be in my office if you need anything.” He patted Delanie on the shoulder as he retreated down the hallway. Both women waited until Easton was out of earshot.

      “I’d say close the door, but it gets a little claustrophobic in here. I usually leave it open. What can I help you with? Marco said you’d be by.”

      “Marco’s the best. He said you’ve been having some issues lately.” Trying to get comfortable, Delanie fidgeted in the aluminum chair.

      “He’s a good boss. He raved about how good an investigator you are. I could use your help. Most nights, it’s all I can do to keep everything running smoothly. You’d think that women would be easier to manage than a bar full of drunk men, but it has its own set of problems. I don’t have the time to watch security feeds, look out for pranksters, and keep an eye on the clientele, too.”

      “Chaz said that you are former Army.”

      Gwen smiled. “Yep, but MPs are armed. Usually, if I had issues with a drunk GI, I could go to his commanding officer. Here, I’m finding lost purses, breaking up girl fights, dragging women out of the dressing room, and calling Ubers for those who had too much fun.”

      “What can I help you with?” Delanie pulled out her notebook and pen.

      “Let’s see. I’ve been here almost two weeks. In that time, someone stole half the costumes for the big finale. We found them the next day in the dumpster.” Gwen paused and raised a finger to highlight each point
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