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			​CHAPTER 1

		


			I clicked off the call and sat a moment in my kitchen as waves of queasiness rolled over me. The young woman at the other end sounded desperate to have a reading with me. But the idea of going back to reading tarot cards for clients brought back many painful memories. I wasn’t sure I could do it. Guilt for what I hadn’t done had stopped any readings for several years because, even now, I blamed myself for my fiancé’s death. I’d seen the Death card for him, and I had brushed aside the notion that danger could be near. That decision had cost my fiancé dearly. 

			Maybe, I thought, the call had been a sign to move forward, to get on with my life. I had to remember the Death card was only a warning, only announcing the possible demise of someone I knew, had just met, or was soon to meet.  The Death card’s meaning didn’t always signify death—it could simply be an ending or a new beginning.

			I went into my office, got out the tarot cards from my desk drawer, and took them into the kitchen, where I’d meet with the client. I placed them on the table and sat down to wait for her. My heart began to pound as fear washed over me. “What if the Death card shows up? What would I say?”

			While I waited for my client to show up, I tried to think of pleasant things, but the tarot cards reminded me of the last time I’d used them. It was still painful for me to think back to that time of Jeff’s death. It seemed like it was just yesterday I had been planning my wedding to a man I adored. Jeff was a nice man through and through, which actually became a liability for him. As can happen to people in any position of power, there can be opportunities to take advantage of situations that exceed what is “right” or legal. Jeff had come close to crossing the line, but in the end, he had opted out.

			There had been a drug bust within the police department, and someone had to take the fall. Everyone there was aware Jeff knew who the players were and his honesty could take them all down. In hindsight, it was no surprise to me he was found dead in a car accident that was due to his “falling asleep at the wheel.” That was the statement the cops made to the press. I knew that would’ve never happened. Jeff had more energy than any two people and was cautious in all ways --- especially behind the wheel of a car. Their story didn’t ring true by a long shot, and I wanted to prove them wrong. I wanted to clear Jeff’s name, but I didn’t know how I could do that.

			I heard a car door slam shut at the same time my small black, tan, and gray Silky dog, Sweet Pea, began to bark. Melissa had arrived. I drew in a deep breath and whispered a prayer before I got up to let her in. Sweet Pea danced at Melissa’s feet as she came through the door, and she immediately bent down to pat her. When Melissa looked up and saw me standing there, she looked surprised. She probably expected someone older than 32.

			As she walked down the short hallway of my townhouse, she looked around. “Nice,” she said, and then followed me into the kitchen. “Your house is so pretty. I’m going to decorate my house like this,” she added before she sat down.

			“Thank you,” I said as I picked up the tarot cards from the table. “Shall we get started?”

			I didn’t know who was more nervous, Melissa or me. The tension in the air built as the beautiful girl across the table from me waited anxiously. I turned over one card, then another. Then I came to the last tarot card that would foretell her future. As I reached for it, much to my consternation, a card came loose from the deck, as though someone had jerked it free. We grew silent as we faced the dreaded Death card; my client and I both gasped at the same time. I quickly glanced at her and noted the frown as it deepened on her brow. I wondered whether she saw what I did—death (perhaps her own?)—all around her. What was I going to say? I needed to be careful with my wording.

			“Discernment!” I heard my grandmother whisper from the energy surrounding me. ”Discernment, Rosalie!”

			I began by saying, “Melissa, the Death card doesn’t necessarily mean death. It stands for something coming to an end, a change, or new beginnings.” I paused. “I envisioned you in new surroundings, which we haven’t really discussed yet. Do you want to tell me what that’s all about?”

			“Well,” said Melissa with a sheepish grin, and confirming what I’d seen, “I’m starting a new job next week. A real job, a professional job.”

			“Wow,” I said, feeling strangely uneasy. “It sounds as if you’re making a big change. What did you do before?” I asked, knowing it wasn’t good.

			She blushed and said with some defiance, “I was a dancer down on the Las Vegas Strip. That’s why you said earlier you saw me dancing, remember?”

			Worry began to eat at me. “Did you have a hard time getting out of that field? I’ve heard that sometimes it can be difficult to do, particularly if drugs are involved at the establishment.”

			Her face fell. “I’m okay. Anyway, I need to make changes in my life. I’m willing to earn less money just to live a decent life—one my mother would be proud of. I really want to have a family of my own too,” she added, wistfully.

			“So what’s your new job?”  

			Melissa’s face lit up. “I signed up with PUP.” 

			“PUP? What’s that?”

			Melissa laughed. “It stands for Pick Up, the new taxi service, like Uber. You know, the one where I get an alert from PUP and I pick up the rider in my new car. It’s a lot less expensive for them than a regular taxi. The percentage of the money I make is more than I would get if I were a taxicab driver. I even have my own hours! It’s a good deal all around.”

			“Is it safe?” I asked, sounding stodgy and triple my age. “I mean, with strangers in your car?”

			My client shrugged her shoulders. Sounding a bit annoyed, she answered, “As safe as any taxi driver, I guess.”

			“Oh, well. That makes sense, I suppose. And we girls always keep our safety spray handy, anyhow, don’t we?”

			She shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

			The rest of her reading and the overview went as well as expected despite the Death card’s message looming over us. Since she was only 23, Melissa talked to me some more about how she was planning to make changes and create a new home life. I reviewed with her all the cards’ meanings, including the one of a star-crossed love where it would be her choice to be involved—or not. She asked, “Do you see anything bad? I mean with the Death card?”

			“I always tell my clients, with or without the Death card, to become more aware of their surroundings and more sensitive to what their inner body is telling them. Times are different today. Las Vegas is an area filled with many visitors and transient people. You never know what can happen. The world isn’t as safe as it used to be. Just be careful, and follow your inner voice.”

			She looked at me long and hard. “Okay.”

			“Keep in touch, and let me know how your new job is going, okay?”

			She smiled and said, “Thank you,” before she grabbed her large purse and slung it over her shoulder, and headed to the door. “I have some things to work out for sure. I might need another reading in a few weeks, okay?”

			“Of course. Just call me for an appointment, and we’ll do this again.”

			“You did well, Rosie girl,” my grandmother said from the mist at my side. “I know you were worried about getting back into your readings, but just remember, you are there to guide. It’s ultimately up to each of us to make our own choices, right? Love you, sweetheart. Bye for now.”

			She faded away. My grandmother amazed me because she always seemed to know when I needed her and then, poof, off she’d go, gone until she had something more to say. It probably seemed strange to most people that my grandmother and I had communicated spiritually ever since she had passed several years before. She had always been there for me ever since I was a little girl.

			I paused. Looking at the cards, I remembered I’d been just seven years old when I had taken and hidden those same tarot cards from one of an assortment of babysitters who were assigned to me at that time. I’d been drawn to the cards from the very first time I’d laid my eyes on them. They looked so pretty and magical. My mother had been furious with me for taking them and told me I was never to touch those cards again. As it turned out, I never did return the cards to that sitter because she was never asked back. I realized now that my mother had been upset with me because she feared I had my grandmother’s psychic abilities, and she was worried that I’d follow in her my grandmother’s footsteps—something she didn’t want to happen.

			My parents had been Shakespearean actors traveling the world performing at various less-famous but notable venues until their small plane crashed. I was almost nine years old. Instead of a nanny to care for me, I had my grandmother on my mother’s side, who moved into our house and took over rearing a shy, introverted little girl—one who knew about things before they happened. It took me a while before I realized she did as well.

			She’d say, “Answer the door, Rosie girl!” long before anyone knocked at our front door.

			Or she’d say, “Aunt Mary wants us to go to lunch with her today. You’d better get dressed, Rosie girl!” long before Aunt Mary telephoned with the invitation.

			So I began to open up to my grandmother about things that came to me—visions of happenings or simple premonitions. She would just smile and say, “I know, Rosie girl. You take after me.” Then she would hug me tight and tell me how much she loved me, covering my face and neck with kisses. That is when my heart began to open—really open—to all the possibilities of unconditional love and safety within a happy home life.

			It wasn’t that my parents didn’t love me; it was that they were never home to share in my everyday events. And so, in my grandmother’s care, I began to blossom. I was a somewhat unusual-looking little girl because I was an odd mixture of cultures. My grandmother was an Irish gypsy, and I inherited her thick, wild, dark hair. I understood without being told that my mother was somewhat ashamed of my grandmother because of her psychic gifts and dark looks. I guessed it was one of the reasons I hadn’t spent much time with her before she moved in to take care of me.

			On the other hand, my mother was thrilled that I had also inherited my father’s green eyes and pinkish-white skin, so my skin was more the color of an apricot. Today, some might call me a natural beauty, but to be honest, I didn’t see myself that way. I saw myself as one of the many attractive women my age, just with a mop of unruly hair that had a mind of its own.

			As I became older, I grew to 5’ 10” and lost my pudginess and some of my awkwardness. I began to understand that my psychic abilities were a gift to be used with caution. I learned the hard way that not everyone wanted to be warned of things before they happened, especially if the news wasn’t good. Many people were afraid of anything psychic, and that included many of my classmates—especially the boys, once they discovered I had those abilities. 

			One time in junior high school, I lost my temper. I walked up to the boy who was taunting me, and I punched him in the eye, making him the laughingstock of the entire school. I had been a brat to him, calling him names and becoming the bully to him that he had been to me. The whole incident caused an uproar with people taking sides. Truth be told, I was very pleased with myself.

			My grandmother was certainly not pleased to be called to the school office to claim her granddaughter, who had a dirty trail of tears running down her face. In fact, she was more upset with me to think that I had stooped to his level and had fought back. I heard her mumbling, “She’s just a child. She doesn’t understand the consequences of what she’s doing …”

			Later, I found out that my grandmother had visited the boy in high school who had been the worst bully—making me unhappy enough to skip school. Her visit stopped any bullying—and any kind of friendship. I never knew what took place, but from that time on, no one bothered me again, which, unfortunately, included most of the kids in my class. To say the least, it was a very difficult time for me during those school years, and even later. I had to admit it now, but it must have been hard on my grandmother as well. She was ridiculed by others in town; yet, many of those same critical women sneaked to our house for a tarot card reading with her.
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			​CHAPTER 2

		


			A few weeks later, after my reading with Melissa, I got ready to fly to Los Angeles. I was going to meet with Sarah, the editor of Women Living Well, a magazine where I submitted monthly mind/body/spirit articles. I always looked forward to our meetings since she and I were in sync in our thoughts and many of our beliefs. However, traveling today was not the fun it used to be, especially when more time was spent waiting in terminals than actually flying. I had the idea I’d call PUP for a ride to the airport to try them out. Hoping to have Melissa as my driver this time, I used the app I had downloaded on my phone and waited for a response. I looked at my watch to make sure I was calling in plenty of time for my request to be met.

			“Who’s there?” demanded a deep, gruff, male voice. 

			“Is this the number for PUP?”

			“Sorry about that,” a sweet, female voice cut in. “Where are you heading?”

			“To the airport. I’d like to request Melissa Johnson if she’s available. Tell her it’s Rosie.”

			“I’ll see. She’s awfully busy lately. Let me check.”

			As I waited for her response, I thought it odd she was that busy. Didn’t they usually let the drivers who have been there the longest get the better rides? Or isn’t that the way it worked? I had no idea.

			“I got hold of her. She said she knows where you live. She’ll be by within the next 20 minutes. Is that okay?” 

			“Sure. I’ll be ready.” I was glad it was going to be Melissa for my first ride with PUP.

			I talked to my dog, Sweet Pea, and told her not to worry because I’d be back later that night. With tail down, she left me and headed to her dog bed, unhappy to be staying home. Exactly 20 minutes later, Melissa pulled up in her brand new blue Honda CV-R. I heard grumbling coming from the back seat of the car as I headed to the car. “Come on, lady, hurry it up. I’ve got a plane to catch.”

			“Hold on, Cowboy, I’m coming.” I hurried to the car.

			When Melissa met me and took my carry-on bag, the man jumped out of his seat to help her lift it into the back of the car. I opened the other door to the back seat and hopped in. The man climbed back in and scowled at me. “What’s your problem, Cowboy?” I asked, dismayed he was annoyed with me.

			“I’m a reporter. I have to catch my flight to Reno, and because we had to pick you up, I’ll probably miss it.”

			“Really, don’t worry. You’re not going to miss your flight, so just calm down.”

			“How do you know?” 

			When Melissa and I locked eyes in the car’s rearview mirror, I noticed she had a black eye. She saw me staring and immediately turned away. All is not well, I thought. Too bad. I turned my attention back to my fellow passenger, giving him the once over. Nice looking. No, I thought, more than that. Really handsome with his deep red, curly hair and bright blue eyes. 

			I turned away and looked out the window and tried to get a grip on my thoughts. Strange, I hadn’t been interested in any man since my fiancé’s death three years ago. And now, here was this grumpy man who had stirred my thoughts. “Enough!” I admonished myself. “You don’t have time for this. Besides, a man in your life right now is the last thing you need!”

			The reporter was readying himself and his backpack to jump out of the car at the first opportunity. As we pulled curbside of Terminal A, he bounded out. As he did so, his business card fell to the floor of the car. I picked it up. His name was Brian Boyce. He handed a wad of cash to Melissa and raced away through the swinging doors. I opened my door and headed to the back of the car to collect my bag. Melissa met me there and pulled out the bag, tucking her head into the turned-up collar of her jacket to hide her face.

			“Melissa, if you’re in trouble or need any help, please let me help you.”

			“I’m okay,” she muttered. “Just don’t let my boss know there were two of you in the car for the airport ride, okay? He doesn’t know I’d already picked up a side job, and I don’t want to get in trouble.”

			I nodded. “Just be careful. Don’t put up with anything or anyone who doesn’t treat you right, do you hear?” I warned. “Remember my offer. Call me if you need me.”

			Melissa just nodded her head and moved to the front of the car—but not before I saw a tear running down her cheek. She straightened her shoulders and climbed into the driver’s seat. She pulled away as I stood there watching her go. With a deep sigh, I went into the terminal.

			My thoughts traveled to Melissa and her obvious plight. I’d had only one other client who had been in her line of business. It hadn’t ended well. The Death card had come up in her reading too, and later she was found dead of an overdose. I vowed at that time not to get involved again with a dancer. And now, here I was stretching out a hand to Melissa. Sometimes it seemed I never learned.

			The trips into Los Angeles to meet with Sarah at the magazine’s office were usually fun. That day was different. I was still thinking about Melissa and her situation when I literally ran into a couple arguing outside the Women Living Well offices. They were young and seemed high on something.

			I heard the girl say, “Ow! Why did you slap me?” 

			“Because you pissed me off. I told you before not to keep asking me for a hit. I’ve given you enough.”

			“Just one more,” she pleaded as she stepped back so he couldn’t reach her.

			The guy looked over at me and hollered, “What are you looking at, bitch? Why don’t you mind your own business?

			C’mon, let’s get out of here,” he said as he pulled the girl along with him.

			“What was going on? What was the world coming to?” I wondered as I walked into the building. I thought about how happy I used to be, holed up in my little house writing and doing my readings … escaping life. Those days were gone. After Jeff’s death, my escape from life had left me feeling incomplete. I lived a somewhat safe, boring life—a pretty lonely one, actually. Thank God I was finally beginning to get interested in living a much fuller life again. “Wasn’t it about time?” I chided myself.

			As soon as she saw me, Sarah came bouncing out of her office. She threw her arms around me. “I’m so glad to see you, Rosie. I’ve got some exciting news! We’re going to take our magazine up a notch and do more reality stories. I want you to be the first one on board. C’mon in so I can explain.”

			I sat wide-eyed with excitement as she explained. “I have the approval of the entire magazine staff to expand what we do to address more fully the reality of what is happening in our everyday living. There’s so much physical and verbal violence from men toward women. Even words of songs now strongly devalue women and call us bitches. No one seems to say anything nice anymore. Have we all lost our sense of courtesy towards one another? We want to step up our magazine to recognize and talk about the world as it is. Are you with me?”

			“Well, it’s certainly about time to have more pushback for sure. What exactly is it you want me to do?”

			“I was thinking that since you live in Las Vegas, you could report on what’s really going on there. I’m sure that’ll provide you with plenty of material to write about. We’re trying to bring it to the forefront that it is women who have the power to demand changes in how we are treated and represented, whether it’s sexually, financially, or any other way. You could feature those who have made a difference. This extends to all the other issues as well. What we’re asking you to do is become more aware of what’s hip in Las Vegas. We want both the glamorous and even the seamier side. Then report to us what you’ve learned—in the form of a monthly column.”

			Sarah stopped just long enough to catch her breath. “Oh, and also address how we women can be more effective in changing society for the better. Of course, once again, that also means featuring some of the shakers and movers in Vegas who are doing just that—both female and male. Obviously, you could use a different name if you want to separate yourself from your current column. But perhaps you can give it a twist with your mind/body/spirit sort of thing too. Would this work for you? Are you interested?” she asked with excitement. “Oh, please say yes.”

			As I remembered the incident with the couple outside the magazine’s offices, a headache began to form. “Well, let me think about it.”

			“We’d pay you your regular rate, and if it takes off, there may be more money in it for you. Of course, you’d still have your own spiritual column with your name and byline as usual. In the next month or so, will you send us a couple of potential articles? We’ll want to review them before we change the slant of the magazine with what you and some others will be contributing.”

			In spite of the fact I’d worked with Sarah for quite a while now, she had no idea that I was an intuitive and read tarot cards. Maybe that would be an advantage for me. Could I really do a good enough job for them? I’d become even more secluded since Jeff’s death. I tended to hide behind my writing, and I’d not been willing to step out and steep myself in the negative energies of living in today’s world. Yes, this certainly would be a challenge.

			My grandmother whispered, “This will bring some excitement into your life, and you will be helping others, just in a different way.”

			I waved away the interference of my grandmother’s voice and looked up to see Sarah staring at me in a questioning way. “Is that your answer? No?”

			“Oh, no,” I countered. “Just brushing some hair away.” I knew it was time for me to step out of my self-made shell and do more. “If you believe I can do what you’re looking for, then you can count on me. I’m willing to at least give it a try.”

			“Wonderful! I knew you’d want to be a part of this. We’ll send you the outline of what we are looking for and the contract covering all aspects of this new assignment. Let’s grab some lunch so we can get caught up on other things, okay?”

			I arrived home with an air of excitement. I was glad I’d be doing something different. There was no question I’d have much to learn. Becoming a Las Vegas reporter was exciting, just in a scary sort of way. I hoped I’d made the right choice to charge ahead. Time would tell.
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			​CHAPTER 3

		


			For the second morning in a row, I woke up exhausted from a night of tossing and turning. I was excited about the prospect of my new writing assignment for the magazine. I climbed out of bed, grabbed my robe and headed downstairs. I let Sweet Pea out back to do her thing, and then I headed to the front door to retrieve the newspaper that usually awaited me. As I bent down to pick it up, I saw a fat, brown envelope had been stuffed halfway under the doormat. I grabbed it and the newspaper and entered the house, tossing both onto the kitchen counter.

			I needed my morning cup of coffee. As I waited for it to finish dripping, I looked across at the envelope waiting for me. Who would have left it for me and what did they want? And why had it been shoved under my doormat with nothing but my name scribbled across it? My heart lurched for I didn’t think anything good was going to come of it. I reluctantly stepped forward and picked up the bulging envelope with trepidation. I searched for a knife to slit it open, and I held my breath when I peeked inside. It was packed full. When I went to empty it, dollar bills flew everywhere. Then a white envelope with “Mom” written on it and a scrap of white notepaper dropped to the floor. I picked up the small sheet of paper and saw a handwritten note.

			“Rosie, you were right. It’s not so easy getting out of my kind of business. I’m going to need your help after all. I’ll call you later today to explain so we can make arrangements. Meanwhile, if something happens to me, please be sure my mother gets this money and her letter. Thanks—Melissa.” Her mother’s address was at the bottom.

			I gathered the bills and counted them—$23,345. Wow! That was quite a pile for a PUP driver, I thought. As I studied the money, I had a vision of several men arguing with Melissa, so it seemed not at all likely the money was from PUP. Oh, dear! Now what?

			I began to read the beginning of the letter to her mother and returned it to its envelope after I saw “I’m sorry, Mom, for all the trouble I caused you …” That was personal and not anything related to me or something I had a right to read.

			I sat down, overwhelmed with this turn of events. None of this was good. I had a sudden urge to turn on the TV and watch the morning news, something I normally didn’t do. It was going to be a hot day, no surprise as it was June weather. I watched a few local stories which were of no interest to me. Why had I turned on the TV? Just when I thought I’d turn the TV off, the female commentator’s voice broke in as she announced another murder had taken place the night before in Las Vegas. The victim had been beaten to death, she said and left beside the road next to her car with the engine still running.

			As I looked at the car, I recognized the blue Honda CR-V. I knew who the victim was—Melissa. My stomach roiled as the coffee turned to acid inside my belly. I sat on the couch for a while to catch my breath and calm myself. My heart sank. Poor Melissa.

			I thought about Melissa’s excitement about having a new job and her hope for a better future. Seeing her black eye, I knew things weren’t good for her. Had I done enough to help her? I was aware that being a dancer wasn’t at all glamorous like some thought. What could I do? Maybe by making about what’d happened to Melissa my first story for my new column, I could bring to light some of the danger that exists at night in any city for a woman alone. Perhaps there was a possible connection with her being a dancer in Las Vegas. I felt her death must have had something to do with that. I desperately wanted to find out what had happened to her and why. Yet, I wasn’t exactly sure where to begin. Obviously, I told myself, I should start at the scene of the crime. I hurried to take a shower and get dressed before I headed out to the crime scene.

			By the time I arrived in the old downtown, the police had cordoned off the area with yellow tape. The forensic team was doing their thing. I stepped into the middle of the crowd that had gathered outside the barricades to try to pick up some gossip or news. I had read in a few of my favorite “whodunit” novels that often the perpetrator would return to the scene of the crime to view his (or her) work. I searched each face in the crowd and looked for clues. I stopped dead when I saw the rude PUP passenger staring back at me in surprise. He nudged a few people away from him and came toward me. “What are you doing here? A little sightseeing?” he teased.

			“I might ask the same question of you, Cowboy,” 

			“Touché,” he smiled.

			“Well, then? What have you found out? Have they caught the person responsible for Melissa’s death?”

			“So you knew her, then? What about you? What do you know?”

			“Nothing.” I didn’t want him to report my name and connect me in any way to the murder.

			He looked at me long and hard. “Look, I know I was a bit of a dick on the ride to the airport. I apologize. Let’s start again. My name is Brian Boyce. Pleased to meet you.”

			He held out his hand, and I took it. “My name is Rosalie Bennett.” 

			“I already know who you are.” Seeing my surprised expression, he added, “I saw your name tag on your carry-on case when I put it into the trunk of Melissa’s car.” 

			He began to turn away, but I pulled at his sleeve. “So, what have you found out about this crime? I really want to know.”

			“Not much to tell yet. She was a dancer at the Purple Passion Club before she signed on with PUP. Anything you can tell me?”

			“Nothing, really. We weren’t actually friends, more like acquaintances.”  

			He stared at me for a moment. “Are you sure you’re not hiding anything?”

			“Of course not!” I exclaimed indignantly, not about to mention the money and the package Melissa had left with me.

			“Just asking,” he said, holding his palms in front of him in a defensive manner.

			My face warmed. “Don’t you have some reporting to do, Cowboy?”

			He smiled. “I like you calling me Cowboy, you know. I can conjure up a lot of pleasant thoughts with that one if you know what I mean,” he teased, waggling his eyebrows up and down.

			I turned away. “Happy riding!” I called over my shoulder. I heard him chuckle as I walked away. What was it about that man that got me rattled? No question Brian was certainly handsome; when he’d walked toward me, several women had turned to admire him.

			I figured he was probably close to my age or even a bit
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