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Suzette Bishop pushed the off button on the phone and set it back on its stand. She took a deep breath and shoved her trembling hands in her robe pockets. 

What is the matter with me?  Suzette thought, “It was just a phone call.”  But the phone call disturbed Suzette more than she wanted to admit. Slowly, she shuffled over to the sliding glass door. She slid it open and stepped out on to the tiny balcony. Looking out at the thick spring fog that hid her view of the Golden Gate Bridge and San Francisco Bay, she pondered the voice on the phone. 

The caller was Allie Chandler, Suzette’s former college roommate, but the voice hadn’t sounded like Allie’s. It had sounded distressed, nervous, highly frustrated, and furiously angry, but it had also sounded deep and Allie had sung Soprano in the church choir. In all the years Suzette had known Allie, she had never been nervous, frustrated or angry. Cool and chic had been her mantra although she had been a total ditz most of the time. 

So, was it Allie or was it James trying to impersonate Allie?  James, her ex-husband who had been so sweet and loving before they were married, who had threatened her, then hit her and then taken to stalking her when she left him.

Anxiously, Suzette shuffled over to the metal gun cabinet tucked back in the far corner of her robin’s egg blue and white bedroom. Normally, the cool, restful room would soothe her soul, but tonight, her hands were still shaking as she turned the key. 

“Suzette, don’t be an idiot,” she said to herself as she took deep breaths and fought to hold her hands still. You can handle James, you know you can. When her hands were steady, she unlocked the cabinet, reached in the top drawer, and pulled out a small, two shot Derringer. After loading it and making sure that the safety was on, she dropped it in the pocket of her powder blue, terry cloth bathrobe. The tiny gun barely made a bulge in the huge patch pocket.

The intercom buzzed twice. Suzette pushed the button, and forcing her voice to be steady, asked, “Who is it?”

A picture of James, her hostile ex flashed into her mind as she had last seen him, standing at her door, a gun in his hand. Terrified, she hadn’t opened the door. She’d called the police, but he’d gone before they got there. Every time the doorbell rang, it made her jumpy.

“It’s Allie.”  This time the voice sounded more like her one-time roommate.

“Come on up,” Suzette said, as she pressed the door release. Her hand slid into her pocket, almost like it had a life of its own, and fastened around the gun as she opened the door and stood waiting. The woman came up the third flight of stairs in a rush. Before Suzette could react, the woman grabbed her.

Allie hugged Suzette, then stepped back. Her glance traveled from Suzette’s mussed, short dark hair, past the old fuzzy blue bathrobe, to her feet, swathed in bandages and encased in gray, surgical shoes. “Heavens, what happened to you?”

“I had bone spurs removed from both big toes. I thought I’d recover faster than I have.”  Even in her own ears, her voice sounded weary. Suzette stepped back into her apartment and motioned for Allie to follow her in.

“Darn, I can’t ask you to help me if you’re disabled, but I really need you.”  Her voice was jerky as she paced back and forth. “What am I going to do?  What am I going to do?” 

Shocked, Suzette looked closer at Allie. Her appearance didn’t match her frantic manner. Allie’s blond hair hung to her shoulders in a perfect bob. She was dressed in a fantastic French-blue pants suit with a deeper blue cashmere turtleneck sweater under the jacket. Her shoes were T-strapped heels in a rich black leather. Her purse matched her shoes perfectly. Her nails had been freshly manicured and her make-up was gorgeous.

“Allie, what’s wrong with you?”

“If you knew what I’ve been going through, you’d be frantic, too.”

Suzette pushed her into a big, comfortable rocking chair, then sat across from her, putting her feet up on the coffee table. “Tell me about it. Maybe I can help.”

“You can’t help when your feet are in orthopedic shoes,” she cried hysterically.

Frustrated and alarmed, Suzette said, “Allie, quit worrying about my feet. I’ll worry about my feet. You just tell me what’s wrong.”

Allie clasped her hands tightly together, her deep pink nails standing out against the white knuckles. Taking a deep breath, she said, “My father and his current girlfriend probably burned to death in a hotel fire in Las Vegas, three days ago.”

“Allie, I’m sorry,” Suz blurted, then what Allie said sank in. “Probably?  What do you mean, probably?”

“They don’t know for sure who died in the fire, if anyone, but three people are missing. My father, my stepmother, Loran, and father’s significant other whose name I don’t know. I figure it must be my father who died because he told the family that he’d gotten several threatening letters. He just laughed them off. When I wanted him to show them to the police, he said he could handle it, that he wasn’t afraid. I think he should have been afraid. You can’t tempt fate and survive.”  

“Allie, I’m so sorry. How terrible for you,” Suzette exclaimed, running her hands through her hair.

Ignoring Suzette’s comment, she continued, “The police think that Loran set the

fire to get back at my father for cheating on her. Do you remember Loran?  

Suzette nodded. “Yes. She wasn’t there a lot when I used to visit you. She had some high-powered position in your father’s company, didn’t she?”

“She was CFO as well as being his third wife. She’s disappeared.”  Allie jumped to her feet and began pacing the room. “She wouldn’t do anything like that. I know she wouldn’t do anything like that.”  Her voice was jerky, her sentences short and clipped. “Inspector Marshall won’t listen to me.”  She sank into the chair and began twisting the long shoulder strap on her purse, wrapping it tightly around her hand. 

“Marshall is quintessential cop, square jawed, hard, cold, unbelieving. He scares me to death.” Then reverting to the old Allie, she added “He’s a total hunk. Really, Suz, he’s gorgeous. When I first saw him, I thought I’d enjoy being interviewed by him until I realized that he considered me a suspect and treated me like one. I was so mad.”

Suzette smiled. This sounds like Allie my roommate. Always looking for and finding gorgeous men, even though she was married to one.

“Allie, let’s stick to the problem you want me to solve.”

“Oh.”  She pouted for a second, then smiled, “On top of everything, the insurance adjuster is a real jerk. He treats us like we started the fire, all of us, even the children. The papers are crucifying us. It’s awful.”  

She started to cry, letting the tears roll down her cheeks.

It’s not fair. Even when she cries she looks fantastic. I just get a red nose. 

“Paul blames me because I insisted on coming so all we do is fight. The children are all upset. I really can’t take much more. I need your help, Suz.” 

Suzette rubbed her hand over the soft white afghan that was lying across the back of the couch, then looked at her heavily bandaged feet in their grey orthopedic shoes. She sighed, “What do you want me to do?”

“I know the agency you work for does insurance investigating for people like me.”  Allie flashed a smug little grin. “I’ve done my homework, as you can see. So, I was hoping that you could look into this for me, and do whatever it is that a private investigator does on insurance stuff.”  

Without warning, she flung her purse aside and dropped to her knees. She grabbed Suzette’s hands, squeezing hard, ‟Suzette!  Loran was the best friend I had. She was wonderful, gorgeous, funny, loving. She helped me with my kids. We did things together even though she was tremendously busy. She was the Chief Financial Officer of my father’s company and the board of directors loved her.”  She shook her head, “Suz, she didn’t care enough for my father to bother to kill him and his girlfriend. She had her own money. She owned a lot of stock in the company.  She could have divorced my father if she was tired of putting up with his affairs, so why kill him?”

Suzette said thoughtfully, “Who knows what causes someone to take another person’s life. Maybe, Loran had just one too many stresses—”

Allie tensed, pulling her hands away as they closed into fists. “Suz, you are siding with the police. I want you to give Loran a fair shake. She didn’t do it. I know she didn’t do it.”  Her voice was strident.

“Allie, I’m not siding with anyone. I’m trying to make a point. I can’t prove that someone is innocent because you say they are. All I can do, is try to find the facts about the fire to help with the insurance claims. That’s the only way my investigation might show who is innocent and who is guilty.”

“That’s what I want. The facts will show that she is innocent. I just know they will.”

As Allie leaned back against the chair, Suzette slowly massaged her temples. Aloud, she said, “Who is the insurance adjuster and what company is it?”

Allie laughed, bitterly, “I can’t believe that you don’t remember?

Suzette shook her head, her frustration level rising.  “What am I supposed to remember?”

“You sold him the policy,” She grinned. “He was your first client.”

“Allie, who are you talking about?”

“My father. You sold him that huge policy when you first started with Price-Hartley. Remember?”

Suzette looked stunned. “You mean he kept it?  Bob Rawlins told me that he let the policy lapse a couple of years after I sold it.  I wasn’t getting paid for the renewal premiums and I asked why. What a liar he is. Rawlins might just end up with a lawsuit for back commissions and it would serve him right.”

Ignoring her comment, Allie added, “Well, this might come as a shock to you, also.  The adjuster is your ex, James Grey.”

“Ugh!”  Suzette shuddered. “If James is involved, it will get ugly, really fast.” Without thinking, she said, “I guess I can’t allow my old roommate to get screwed by the world’s worst insurance adjustor.”  But as soon as she said it, she shivered. IF she went up against James and Bob she could end up dead.

“You’ll take the case?!”  Allie leaned forward and hugged Suzette. She stopped suddenly, then added, “What about your feet?  How can you help me when you can’t even walk?”

“Well, they are going to be a problem.”  Suzette tried to push the irritation out of her voice.

“I know,” Allie bubbled. “We could fly to Las Vegas. I’ve got a car there. I could drive you around. It would be great!  I could learn what you do. We could visit and have a great time.”

Suzette held up her hand, “Whoa, Allie. As much as I’d like to do that, it wouldn’t work. I won’t be of much use to you, if I don’t concentrate on the case, especially if I’m going up against James. He’s a slimy creep, but he’s a highly intelligent, manipulative, slimy creep.”  

She paused for a moment, thinking.  “Randy, my boss, worked with a taxi driver in Las Vegas when he was on another case. I wonder if I could work the same arrangement with him that Randy did.”  

“I’ll do whatever you say.”  Allie said humbly, “I just want you to know that I will pay you for this. I’m not asking you to do it for free because we were roommates.”

“I couldn’t work on the case if you didn’t pay for it. I’m an employee of the agency and I signed a non-compete agreement.”  Thank heavens.

Suzette settled back in her chair, propped her feet back on the coffee table, and opened her laptop. “Your father was an electrical engineer and an environmentalist, although that seems like an oxymoron to me.”

“That’s right, although Loran did say that some of Dad’s environmental activities were being investigated by some government agency.”

Suzette nodded, “Who was this woman who died with your dad?”    

“The last time I talked to the police they hadn’t identified anyone. Inspector Marshall was not happy that I couldn’t tell them anything about her, but really, how often does a married daughter know about her father’s extramarital affairs.”

Suz looked at her friend, then said seriously, “Allie, are you sure you don’t know anything about his girlfriend. You can lie to the police, but you can’t lie to me. If you do, I won’t take your case.”

Allie bit her lip and sighed. “I don’t know much about the current one.”

“Current one?”

“Dad changed girlfriends like you change clothes. You know that. I remember you commenting on it, even back when we were in college. Remember, he went for them young, blond, and bimbo.”

“Yeah, I remember. He even put the moves on me and all I had going for me was young–blond and bimbo definitely aren’t me.”

Suz made a couple of notes on the computer, then said, “Tell me about the fire.” 

‟Well, the way I understand it, the fire alarm rang in the room under the penthouse suite at 2:38 a.m.”

“You did say ‛under’ the penthouse suite, not ‘in’ the penthouse suite?”  Suzette stifled a yawn. Glancing down at her watch, she saw that it was after midnight.

Allie nodded. “Yes, that was the thing that really got to the good inspector and the hotel people. The fire alarm didn’t go off in the room with the fire or in the security office although the sprinkling system went off in the other rooms in the suite. The fire was in the master bedroom. I guess the scene of the crime people found something that makes them think there were two bodies consumed in the fire. I don’t understand when they talk DNA and genes and that sort of stuff. I struggle to help Marisa with her sixth-grade Earth Science class.”

“Marshall thinks the system was sabotaged?”

“It had to be sabotage,” Allie snapped.

“Maybe, but I can think of several reasons for something like that happening without it being sabotage.”

“Yeah, but you graduated magna cum laud with a double bachelor’s degree in physics and chemistry and a minor in what, geology?”

Suzette nodded.

“I’m not sure Inspector Marshall even knows how to spell. Anyway, the last time I talked to him, he was fussing because he couldn’t get the people who installed the fire system to call him back.”

“I can check on that. We have a lot of connections with different companies. Now, who was in Vegas at the time of the fire? Besides the 7 million people who live there, that is.”

Relaxing for the first time, Allie smiled, “Smart mouth. All of us were there.”

“As I remember, you have a large family. Isn’t it a case of yours, mine, ours, hers, and his?”

“I don’t think it’s as bad as that. My father was married three times. He had children by all three wives. Dad had insisted that the whole family be there—”

Allie ran her fingers through her hair, then grabbed her purse and pulled out a brush, quickly smoothing it back into place.

“–which is weird when you think about it.”

Surprised, Suzette looked at her. “Why?”

Nervously, Allie stood up and began walking around. She walked over to the floor to ceiling bookshelves that covered the entire wall and picked up a large pink plush stegosaurus that had red felt hearts forming the spines on its back. “I remember this. Matt gave you this to apologize for giving you a hickey.”

Suzette laughed, “Yeah, after I slapped his face and refused to return his science paper that I had been critiquing.”  She added, “Allie, you’re stalling.”

Ignoring her, Allie looked at the book titles for a few minutes. “You sure have a lot of books. I can’t believe you read Emerson, Goethe, and Jill Churchill.”

“Also Poul Anderson, Kevin Anderson, and JK Rowling.”

“You always did like to read. I think that’s why you’re so smart.”  Allie looked at her enviously.

“It’s my secret vice,” Suzette said lightly, feeling like she’d been caught reading a porn magazine.

Trying to be patient, Suzette added, “Allie, I can’t help you unless you tell me what is weird.”

Acting like Suzette hadn’t said anything, Allie stopped in front of a large porcelain doll that stood in a place of honor. The doll was wearing a velvet walking dress cut in the style of a Gibson Girl. It had a pulled back skirt with a bustle. The soft brown hair was pulled back into a loose bun on the top of her head. She was wearing a large hat with an ostrich feather that curled up and over the brim of the hat. 

“Mother gave you this, didn’t she?”  Allie’s voice broke and her eyes filled with tears. “I still miss her even though she’s been gone nearly twenty years. She never got to know Travis and Marisa.”  She pulled a tissue from a box on the couch next to Suzette. “I think if she had lived, things would have been much different. I sometimes think that she was the only person that Dad truly loved.”

“I loved her, too,” Suzette’s voice broke. “She was the mother I never had.”

“You never were able to find out anything about your parents?”

“No. I actually visited the scene of the accident, but it was so long ago that there was nothing left. The road hadn’t changed much. Have you ever been on the California 101 to Yosemite?”

Allie nodded. 

“It was just like that only there was a cliff on one side and a drop off to a river on the other. I’ll never understand why a loaded gas truck was coming down that road.”

Allie shrugged. “The driver must have been an idiot. But he paid for that with his life.”

“So did I,” Suzette sighed. “So did I.”  Looking at her computer, she said impatiently, “We need to get back on track. What was weird about your dad wanting the whole family together?”

“Suz, can’t we talk about something else for a while?”

“We have been.”  Suzette looked at Allie who was still standing by the bookcase. “Why don’t you want to answer my questions?”

“It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s—” She picked up a stuffed floppy eared Basset Hound and hugged him hard, burying her face in his soft fur. She swallowed, then said, “I hate to admit how dysfunctional my family really is. You see, he never spent any time with any of us. Growing up, he never came to a ball game or a recital. He wasn’t with us for Easter or Christmas or any of the holidays. We never took a family vacation.”  

She walked over and dropped gracefully into the recliner. “So why, why, why?” she almost shouted, “Did he order us to come here?”  She looked at Suzette, “It was an order. He threatened to disinherit anyone who didn’t show up. Pierce refused to come until Riley began making life miserable for Loran. In fact, if it hadn’t been for Loran, none of us would have come.”

Allie began wringing her hands, then twisting her diamond wedding ring. She looked like she was going to cry again.

Suzette looked at her watch, then her laptop “It’s nearly 1:00 am. You said you needed to go, and I’m exhausted. Besides, I need to clear this with my boss before we go any farther. I don’t think he’ll have a problem with the case but I must talk it over with him.”  She pushed herself to her feet. ‟Where are you staying?”

Allie frowned at her. “I thought you said you’d take the case because of James.”

“Allie, I told you I work for the agency. I’m an employee. If it were just me, I’d take the case in a minute but—”

Allie stiffened, then started to cry, “Suz, I really need this.”

Instantly, Suzette was transported back to her freshman year. The memory was so clear that she could see the cobalt blue sky overhead and hear the crickets in the grass. The sun was just setting, tinting the clouds a gorgeous lavender. She even smelled the honeysuckle that grew up the side of the dorm. Allie had stopped her on the steps at the front entrance. She had said, word for word, the exact same thing, only that time, the first time it happened, she had wanted to borrow Suzette’s only black sweater for a date. She had ruined it but got angry when Suzette asked her to replace it. Every time Allie used the phrase, ‘I really need this’, something bad happened to Suzette. Be tough, Suzette. Think this through. 

Digging her nails into the palms of her hands, she said, “I’m sorry. Allie. Give me your phone number and I’ll call you in the morning.”

Allie glared at her for a moment, tossed her streaked blond bob, and turned toward the door, “Oh, all right. I’m staying at the Weston. Call me as soon as you know if you can take the job.”
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Chapter 2
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The next morning, Suzette hobbled into her boss’ office. “Hi, Randy.”

Randy was very tall and very, very thin. He had wiry red hair, freckles, a long nose and a wide mouth. Only his eyes kept him from being considered totally homely. His eyes and his deep, liquid voice–a voice that made Suzette think of smooth dark chocolate.

He jumped to his feet, looking from the rain streaked window to Suzette’s feet, covered in thick plastic bags. “Suz, what are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in bed recuperating.”  His voice was gentle and concerned.

He looked at her miserable expression. “Sit down and tell me about it. I can tell from your face that you have a problem.”

Suzette dropped into the worn, gray leather chair, pulled off the plastic bags, shook the water off them, and dropped them by her chair. “I don’t really know how to put this.”

“You’re not going to quit, are you?”  The lines between his eyes deepened as his brows drew together.

“Good heavens, no! It isn’t anything like that.”  She looked around the room. Randy ran a business on a shoe string budget, but the office had a warm, comfortable, almost homey feeling.

“Then just tell me. I don’t need any fancy explanations.”  He lowered his already deep voice like Joe Friday on Dragnet, “Just the facts, ma’am.”

Suzette smiled. “Yes, officer.”  Suddenly, she began rubbing her temples. “Sorry, Randy, I have a throbbing headache. In fact, it’s making me a feel a little sick.”

He reached in his desk drawer and handed her a bottle of aspirin and then got up and got her a cup of water from the water cooler. 

She opened the bottle and dropped two into her hand, then tossed them into her mouth and downed them with a swallow of water.

“Thanks,” she said. “My college roommate came to see me last night. She wants me to investigate a fire, probably arson and possibly murder in Las Vegas. She thinks her father and his girlfriend died in a fire in the penthouse at the Magic Lamp. She says the police think that her stepmother is the killer but she doesn’t think they’re correct.” 

When Randy shook his head, she added, “On top of that, I wrote the policy when I was working for my ex-insurance company. My ex-husband is the insurance adjuster assigned to the case. The face amount of the policy is a fifteen-million-dollar double-indemnity policy.”  

“Wow, that’s a lot of money,” Randy said.

She thinks that the insurance company is going to screw them, but her main concern is her stepmother.  She knows that she didn’t start the fire or kill her father. She wants me to investigate the fire and give the police the benefit of my experience. 

“I really don’t feel up to doing it, but Allie helped me out several times with both money and moral support when we were in college. In fact, she wrote the recommendation that got me my first job. She has the money to pay our fees. It’s really up to you.”

He shook his head, “Suzette, I understand that you want to help your friend, but I’m not sure that this is a good idea.”

She opened her mouth, but he held up his hand. “Hear me out. I’m not saying that you can’t do it, I just want to point out some things that I think you need to consider. Okay?”

She sighed and nodded. 

He smiled, “You know it’s not a good idea to work for family or friends because it’s so hard to take an objective viewpoint. If you do have an objective viewpoint, they get mad. I get the feeling that she wants you to prove her stepmother innocent. Right?”

Miserably, Suzette nodded, again, thinking, oh, Randy, if you only knew how much I don’t want to take this case–how much I want to get out of it, If I could only figure out how to do it so I don’t feel guilty for the rest of my natural life and half of eternity.

“You know it doesn’t work that way. We look only for facts which apply to the insurance claim. Of course, it could be murder, but we aren’t there to find the killer.”

“Randy, I told her that I could only look for the facts, that I couldn’t prove anyone guilty or innocent,” she said desperately. “I’ve already thought about everything you said, but I feel like I need to do this. Sometimes we must honor our obligations even though it won’t be fun or easy. I’m afraid my guilt trip would be worse on me mentally than trying to figure out what actually happened would be on me physically.”  

“There is one other thing to consider.” Randy said, thoughtfully.

“What?”

“It might not be murder. It could be an accident–some kind of fluke.”

“I hadn’t thought of that, but I still feel that I need to help her with the insurance part. I did write the policy. Her eyes filled with tears, “I think James is being more of a jerk than normal because he felt it was Allie’s fault that I divorced him.”

He nodded, “The next step is to have her come in and sign the contract and put down the retainer.”  He shrugged. “Why don’t you ask her to come in? We can talk to her. It’s always good to make sure that everyone understands what is going to be done.”  

He looked at her for a moment. “Suz, I know you feel you need to take this case, but I’m concerned about you. To be honest, you look like death warmed over. The dark circles under your eyes cover half your face. Your hands are shaky. You look like you are in a lot of pain”

“Gee, thanks,” Suzette said softly.

Ignoring her comment, he continued, “Are you sure, I mean really, really sure, you can handle this case. You said you don’t feel up to doing it but it sounds like you’re going to do it anyway. It’s hard enough to solve an arson case when you’re feeling good. It could be almost impossible when you’re feeling lousy and this case looks like a stinker. Remember, it hasn’t been a full week since you had the surgery.”   

Wearily, she pushed her unwashed hair from her face, her voice rising shrilly, “Randy, what else can I do?  I wouldn’t be working for you if it hadn’t been for her. I wouldn’t have even graduated. I’m under an obligation.” 

“Chill. I won’t try and talk you out of it.”  His rough voice didn’t quite hide his concern. He pushed the phone across the desk. “Get her down here. Let’s clarify what you’ll need to do.”

A few minutes later, she said, “She’ll be here in fifteen minutes.”

She looked up at him, “Besides the fact that she’s my friend, I did the inspection on the Magic Lamp when I was working for Price-Hartley. I feel like my reputation is on the line here. Did I miss something?  I don’t think so, but I’d like to find out. Who knows, I might be able to expedite the investigation.”  She looked at her shaky hands with their dry, chapped cuticles. “You might call Price-Hartley. Maybe they would like me to look at this as a consultant since I also sold Riley Martin the policy.”

“Bad idea. It would give you a more official standing with the police but, not only would it be a conflict of interest as far as your roommate is concerned, it would also put you at odds with Grey. Can you handle working with him after what he did to you?”

She groaned. “I think so, but he might not be able to. He’s called and left threatening messages on my machine a couple of times lately. I’ve just ignored them and saved the tapes.”  

Randy stood with old fashioned courtesy as the receptionist ushered Allie Chandler into his office. 

Suzette said, “Allie, this is Randy Watts. Randy, Allie Chandler was my best friend and roommate in college.”

“Please sit down, Ms. Chandler.”

“Please call me Mrs. Chandler or better yet just Allie.”

“Why don’t you tell me what you want us to do?”

Quickly, Allie told him everything she had told Suzette the night before. “I came to Suzette because I know that she is totally honest. I don’t think she could lie if she had to. I know that Loran didn’t kill my father although she did have provocation. Heavens, I could have killed him when he got in one of his abusive moods.”

Randy said, “I know that you don’t want to hear this, but I must say it. Everyone has their breaking point. It’s just possible that your father pushed her past that point.”

She shook her head, “Loran had money of her own. She was young and good looking. I think she only stayed in the relationship to protect Hugh and Pierce. I had to admire her for that because Pierce is the son of my father’s second wife. Had she divorced my father, she would have gotten custody of Hugh without any problems, but I’m not sure that she could have gotten custody of Pierce without a hell of a stink. Pierce and my father didn’t get along at all. It was so bad at times, that Loran wouldn’t let Pierce be home alone with my father. You’ve heard of a love-hate relationship?”

Suzette and Randy nodded.

“Well, this was a classic example of a hate-hate relationship. My father even blamed Pierce because he didn’t look like a Martin. He looked more like his mother.”

“How come Pierce doesn’t live with his mother?”

“She died a few months before father married Loran.”

Suzette said, “Loran wasn’t around much when I visited you. I do remember she used to tease me because I looked a lot alike her, but I don’t remember her other than that. Tell me about her. Help me to visualize her.”  Suzette touched her voice activated recorder.

“Loran was only ten years older than me so we were more like sisters than stepmother-stepdaughter. She was fun, outgoing, caring. She donated tons of time and money to a bunch of organizations that helped kids. It didn’t matter whether the child was poor, disabled, or from another country. Loran would help. She started a foundation to bring children who needed surgery in Africa here to the U.S. so they could get the best medical care.

“Not only that, Loran was really brilliant. She could see a column of figures and instantly tell you if the total that was on the paper was correct or not.”

Suzette sighed, “Where was she when I was trying to balance my checkbook.”

Allie laughed, “Probably balancing mine. She had money when she married my father, but it wasn’t inherited. She made a fortune on the stock market–all legally, too, no insider trading, which I know my father has been guilty of, even though he hadn’t been caught.”  Her voice turned bitter.

“You think that Loran would have divorced your father if it hadn’t been for Pierce?”  

“Loran definitely didn’t qualify as the wicked stepmother you’re always hearing about. She treated Pierce as well as she treated Hugh even though they were always fighting. I’m sure that any court would have awarded her custody of the two boys, but she would have had a fight from my father.”  

She shook her head, “I know she seemed worried about something just before we all came here, but I don’t know what it was. She was always helping someone. It could have been that.”  Allie paused, then held up her hands. “I guess that’s all.”

“I’m sure that Suzette told you that we can only find out the facts of the fire. We can’t prove that one person is guilty or another is innocent. We can help you file a claim against the insurance company if she finds that they should pay the settlement but won’t. She can do some snooping about the murder because of the policy on Martin’s life, but the police don’t have to help her on that aspect of the investigation. They don’t even have to help her in the insurance investigation but they probably will since you have money and since James Grey is the adjustor. It won’t take long for Grey to rub the police the wrong way.”  

“He already has,” Allie laughed. “Inspector Marshall was swearing under his breath about him the last time he came to question me.”

“There is just one problem that we need to discuss,” Randy looked down at the file that Maria, the secretary, had prepared. 

“What’s that?”  Allie didn’t look concerned. It was obvious that she thought she had won.

“I’m very concerned about Suz taking the case right now. She just had surgery on her feet and she was sick with pneumonia a few months ago. I wish you’d consider letting me send someone else.”

“No!”  She turned on Suzette.  “I knew you’d weasel out of this. You hate me. You always have!”  She jumped to her feet and turned to look out the window.

I knew this was coming. Allie’s temper is legendary. 

“Mrs. Chandler, sit down,” Randy thundered. He stood up and waited until Allie returned to her chair and sat down. 

“Suzette said she’d take the case. I’m simply asking you to consider her health. It isn’t fair to you if she can’t do the kind of job she normally does because she feels like crap. It’s not fair to her, either, because if she does fail then she will feel like a failure when it wasn’t her fault. This could also ruin your friendship if things don’t turn out the way you want them to.”

Allie looked over at Suz. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have exploded at you. I’ve just been so frustrated lately. I guess I’m taking it out on you.”  

She looked at Randy. “I guess if I can’t have Suz, I’ll just let the police and Grey take care of it.”

“Allie, I said I’d do the investigation. I didn’t ask Randy to say the things he said. He was just trying to make you understand that I’m not at my sharpest right now, but I will do the best I can to discover the truth.”

“That’s all I can ask. That’s all anyone can ask.”

Yeah, right. I don’t think I believe you. Allie always said the right things at the right time.

Allie said quietly. “Do you want me to call Inspector Marshall and tell him I’ve hired you and why?”  

He thought for a moment, “Yes, I think that would be a good idea. I wouldn’t say anything about the murder aspects of the case. You can say that you don’t trust James Grey to do a proper investigation, so you want your own consultant. That is perfectly legal and within your rights. Besides that, no one trusts an insurance company to treat them fairly.”

“I’ll do that. I also suggested to Suz that I’d drive her around but she didn’t think that was a good idea.”

“It isn’t. I know a taxi driver in Vegas that helped me on a couple of cases. I can make arrangements with his company. We pay them extra so everyone is happy. He’s a huge, well-muscled black man who is honest and loyal. Investigating this case will cost you a lot of money. Are you sure it’s worth it?”

“I have the money, but it isn’t that. Don’t you see? I owe Loran. I don’t know why she’s disappeared but there must be a very good reason. I am closer to her than I was my own mother. She has always been there for me. Now I need to be here for her.”

Suzette asked, quietly, “What about Paul?  Does he feel the same way?”

“It’s my money I’m spending, not his.”  Her voice was cool.

“Who’s Paul?” Randy asked.

“Paul is my husband. He doesn’t like my family so he’s against my spending the money but it is my money. I inherited it from my mother.”  Her voice was hard and cold.

“Will he interfere in the investigation?” Randy said.

“No. When he gets mad at me, he plays golf. He’s played a lot of golf lately. He thinks that everything is my fault because he’s been inconvenienced over this mess.”

“When are you flying back?” Suzette said.

“My flight leaves at three. I wish I had more time to spend here. I love San Francisco. It’s such a beautiful city and it feels so good to be away from the tension and stress, but, I can’t leave my children with their nanny and Paul any longer.”

“I’ll get Suzette a flight tomorrow. I know she’ll have some things she needs to do before she can leave. There is one other thing, Allie.”

“What’s that?”

“You can’t treat Suzette like a friend and she can’t treat you like a friend. She must treat you like a client and you must treat her impersonally. If Suz wants to tell Inspector Marshall that you were roommates and are still friends, that’s okay, but you shouldn’t say anything about it. All right?”

“I won’t say anything but the rest of my family knows that we were roommates.”

“If anyone asks, be honest, but don’t volunteer anything. You could jeopardize Suzette’s credibility with the police if you tell them of your relationship.”

“I won’t. I’ll even sputter about what she’s doing if you want me to.”

“Well, we don’t want to go too far the other direction since she is working for you. Just don’t say much about her at all. You don’t have to tell Inspector Marshall or Grey anything about what she finds out. That will be her responsibility.”

“Got it.” She opened her bag and pulled out her checkbook. She handed the check to Randy, who raised his eyebrows. Not only had she paid them a retainer of $10,000, she had paid for two months of expenses.

“This is more than what we normally charge,” he said slowly.

“I know,” Allie said. “I called and talked to the receptionist before I came. I know you think I’m heartless because I’m forcing Suzette to help me, but I will pay top dollar for her help. Whatever she doesn’t spend on expenses, I want to give her for a bonus.

She looked at her watch, then said, “Suz, I forgot
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