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  About the Book


Without proof, the killer gets away with suicide.  
A house sitter is found dead in a ritzy California mansion and the police are eager to sweep her suicide under the rug. But when amateur sleuth Becky Robinson notices inconsistencies at the crime scene, she makes it her mission to prove murder.  
Desperate for a lead, Becky and the gang investigate a string of neighborhood robberies. But the only link between the crimes is a priceless tea set from the golden age of Hollywood.  
Tracking the missing valuables puts Becky in the crosshairs of a skilled cat burglar who will stop at nothing to remain anonymous.  
Can the wild goose chase unmask the house sitter’s killer before the case is closed? Or will Becky be cast as a stand-in for the next crime? 
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  1
Small-Town Girl


I repeated my mantra as I entered the mundane office building. Inhale confidence, exhale doubt. Positive thinking, self-love mumbo jumbo but at least it reminded me to breathe. 
At the entrance, I reread the casting call. Before I announced my presence at reception, I wanted to make sure the role suited me.
Monica (Female 20-25) is a small-town girl from the South. She moved to the big city after inheriting her estranged grandmother’s inn.
The generic description fit perfectly and open calls meant a nobody like me might wow the casting director. But what kind of chance did I have at a lead role? My eyes scanned the competition. Full room, even for an independent film offering little pay.
My heart thumped as I compared my wardrobe to the other ladies, practically a casting call for Devil Wears Prada. My choice of jeans, a cute top, and minimal makeup might as well be overalls and a straw hat in comparison.
Putting on blinders, I scanned the script the receptionist provided. Corny dialogue, predictable storyline, tragic ending. I sighed, knowing I couldn’t afford to be picky. Hollywood agents didn’t beat down my door to sign me.
The casting director made a brief announcement and summoned the first girl. Somehow, I forgot the movie standard for the girl-next-door type – supermodel with glasses to obscure her beauty.
I leaned to the actress beside me. “Aren’t you in the Geico commercial?”
“Shh. I’m trying to read this before they call me. Bother somebody else.”
No wonder the serial killer located her hiding spot with such ease. She wasn’t the sharpest chainsaw in the shed.
The front door swung open, bouncing the Venetian blinds. A woman with her hair piled in a messy bun, sweats, and Uggs bustled to reception. She slung sunglasses through her reddish-blonde roots and smacked gum as she signed in.
I twisted my head, recognition flooding. She was one of the Blondies from the country club – Strawberry. I ran across her during the Maria Sinclair murder investigation.
She plopped into the chair next to me. “I know you, right?”
“Yeah. We played suspects for Agent Cornwallis.”
Strawberry flashed dimples. “I remember you saved the day. I’m Vicky Berryhill.”
“Becky Robinson.” I pointed to my chest. “I’m glad I’m not the only one here without a subscription to Saks Fifth Avenue.”
“These stuffy, uptight ones usually land the role. Directors figure they can dress someone down but they can’t do much for an ugly duckling.”
“Shh!” The over officious Geico Girl hissed.
Vicky’s eyes widened and she spread her arms. “If you want quiet study time, go to the library.” She rolled her dark blue eyes. “These people need to lighten up.”
“Can I ask about your ensemble, Vicky?”
“Well, I can dress exactly like thirty other girls, or I can be memorable.” She grinned. “I tried the other way. Never experienced much luck with callbacks.”
“We reached a similar conclusion.” I waved a hand over my outfit. “Not like the other option is within my price range.”
“You’re new to the business, aren’t you?”
My eyes crossed. “Did I forget to remove the rookie stamp from my forehead again?”
“You’re too wholesome for this industry, Becky. You’ll never make it.”
I filled the silence with nervous laughter. How did someone respond to such an incredulous claim? “You never can tell. Perhaps my charming personality will play right into the director’s hand.”
“Hey, don’t be insulted by my bluntness. I hung around this life for a long time. You’re from some no-name Nebraska town where you excelled on the tiny stage. People from the surrounding counties talked about your sure rise to fame. You made the move, live in a dump, and barely make ends meet.”
“Sounds like an autobiography.”
She cackled, despite the intended insult. Maybe I was too saccharine. “Might be my story if I didn’t marry up. Didn’t do squat for my acting career but at least my roof doesn’t leak."
“Is your husband in the business?”
“A writer. Situational comedies and a few plays.”
“Nothing major for him either? So, what makes you the expert?”
“Success is relative out here. One minute you’re hot, the next you’re yesterday's news.” She closed one eye. “I like you though, Becky. You have…”
“Spunk?”
 “No. I’m thinking more along the line of manners.” She huffed. “But you would benefit from some pluck. It may develop over time.”
“Are you trying to psych out the competition?”
“Sweetie, if that is the case, I would talk to Miss Tennessee over there.” She adjusted her messy bun. “I admire you for taking the plunge but first auditions are disastrous. If you remember your name, you’re ahead of the game.”
“Perhaps IQ factors into the name thing.”
“How about spunky in training?” She took a swig of green tea. “Since you’re such a good sport, I’ll do one thing to help you out.”
“Which is?”
She reached inside her oversized bag and produced a business card. “No one will take you seriously without an agent. This is mine. Give him a call. He doesn’t solicit new clients but he owes me a favor.”
Flip Warner? A Hollywood name if I ever heard one. I rubbed the cardstock between my fingers, unsure if I should accept. The entire conversation with the woman confused me.
“I’m up next. Try not to throw up in front of the panel.”
My stomach vaulted on command, wracked with nerves. “Thanks, but I’m not worried.”
She pointed a thumb at the audition area as she left. “Hope you’re more believable in the room.”
Geico Girl leaned over and whispered. “She’s a piece of work.”
I squashed the fierce temptation to shush her back since my personality forbade such cruelty. “Who made Vicky the authority? Self-appointed?”
“She’s as far from a breakthrough as the rest of us,” Geico Girl said. “But the difference is, she hangs around a ritzy crowd and thinks she’s above us. Somebody should knock her off the high horse.”
The clock on the wall ticked by at an agonizing pace. With the last name Robinson, my turn didn’t come until the bottom of the list. The point in the audition process where the casting directors already chose a favorite and became annoyed by all the talentless hacks wasting their time.
I handed my resume to the man at the end of the table. He passed it down the line to the others. Printing one copy - rookie mistake.
Each person skimmed the paper. The more I studied them, the more I fixated on the resemblance to the original American Idol judges. Almost dead ringers. Or perhaps the likeness came from their attitude and the vulnerability they evoked as I waited in agony for the trio behind the table to speak.
As I stood in front of the panel, my anxiety multiplied. My eyes found my shoes and I wished I wore the ruby slippers. Three clicks to blink home. I attempted to quiet my fidgeting but the hyperawareness caused a chain reaction of ticks. Strawberry’s words reverberated in my head.
“Do you sing or dance?” the Simon Cowell character asked.
I swallowed the sandpaper clogging my voice. “The flyer didn’t call for any talent in music.”
“But you left the section blank on the sign-in sheet.”
I cleared my throat. “Tone deaf and two left feet. This isn’t a musical is it?”
Paula Abdul raised her hand. “I’m impressed by this president of the Lake Falls Theatrical Society. Where is this?”
“My high school in Lake Falls, Texas.”
“Oh.”
“You are from the South though?” Randy asked.
“Texas.”
He adjusted his glasses. “Accent doesn’t sound authentic. Are you putting something on to impress us?”
“No this is my normal drawl. Born and raised.”
Simon clicked his tongue. “The girl from New Hampshire did it better.”
Paula pushed his arm. “Well, it won’t hurt to allow her to do the scene. She’s waited this long.”
“If we must,” Simon shrugged.
The audition was doomed to fail from the start. Less than a page in, Simon gave the stop signal, “Enough.”
They offered the obligatory thanks for coming down, we’ll be in touch. But I didn’t hold my breath.






  
  2
Hello Old Friend


Lois squirted ketchup on her hotdog. “You’re joking. It wasn’t that bad, was it?” 
“For the last two days, I relive the horror of my audition every time I close my eyes.” I demonstrated. “I can visualize their displeasure as I read my lines and stumble over simple phrases. I tried to explain about my recent tongue transplant but they didn’t find my self-deprecating humor charming.”
“I picked the worst time to visit my parents. I’m sorry.”
“I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Safe to say I didn’t get the part.” I sighed. “How are Mr. and Mrs. Vo?”
“Um, well. Mom, Dad, and my grandparents want to record Prime Suspect so they can watch our scene.”
I froze mid-bite. “There are too many things wrong with your sentence. I can’t decide where to start… yes, I can. Prime Suspect is on Netflix. How do they plan to record?”
“I misspoke. My grandparents asked me to tape the program. On VHS.”
I shoved aside the VCR mess. “What’s this about us having a scene?”
“My family is under the impression you and I are on the show. Doesn’t matter I’m a director or hope to be. They expect to see us on the screen. Acting.”
My phone buzzed in my back pocket. As I maneuvered to answer, mustard splattered on my jeans. I dabbed the stain and debated the accept or decline debacle. “Speaking of parent problems.”
Gallagher Robinson flashed across my display with an outdated picture. Small flecks of gray dotted his temples. These days, the gray far outnumbered the brown. The call clicked to voicemail before I reached a verdict. Phew.
“You’re not going to answer?” Lois asked.
“This is his third barrage in forty-eight hours. I can predict how the conversation will go.”
“Uh, oh. What’s he up to now?”
“He’s searching for investors in his newest project. He wants me to act as a go-between and ask my mom for money. I will invest in his business and he will return the investment tenfold.”
“Guaranteed?”
I swatted her arm. “Lois! You know my dad. He thinks every gadget he makes is a million-dollar idea. He’s tried out for Shark Tank at least a dozen times. They, unfortunately, require sales or a workable prototype.”
“What if this thing is the real deal?”
I offered an eye roll. “I can’t tell you how often he repeated the same phrase. I think my mother listed it as the cause of divorce.” I sighed. “I’ll call him back later when I summon the energy.”
Lois plucked a crinkle-cut fry from our shared order. “Don’t look now.”
“What?” My head swiveled.
“Isn’t Cornwallis at the taco truck?”
“As in Agent of the California Bureau of Investigation? Think he came to this remote locale for the Boba Tea?”
“Why won’t you let it go? You said you craved a hotdog. Compromise.”
“We drove a half-hour out of the way for your specific Boba.”
Lois grinned. “Because this place is hands-down the best. Perfect combo of chewy and tasty.”
“All Boba is the same. Gross tapioca.” I scooted my plastic chair. “By the way, tea should not be chewy.”
“Where are you going?”
“To say hello to Cornwallis. I’m one of his favorite people.” Probably inaccurate but after cracking his last case, I should be. “Hey, Corny!”
“Oh no. Not you.” Hot sauce squirted into the air. “Wh… What, do you got my police scanner tapped or something? Why are you here?”
“Odd greeting. Lois and I are eating lunch.” My brows knit together. “You’re jumpy. Are you casing the joint?”
“No. I’m trying to enjoy a taco but these carts overcomplicate everything. From vegan free to gluten products, I can’t decipher what I’m supposed to order. Are meat, cheese, and salsa so complicated?” Cornwallis dabbed the hot sauce glob on his tie, smearing the stain. Did my clumsy moments look as awful as his?
“Are you here on a case?” Lois asked.
“Why? What did you hear?”
I pointed to the antenna protruding from his jacket pocket. “You’re carrying your police radio, meaning you’re on duty. What brings the CBI to Bradbury?”
He bit into a tofu taco wrapped in cardboard. “Yuck. This thing isn’t edible. I should cite them for false advertising.”
“How about a corndog, Corny?” I offered him an extra I ordered when my eyes trumped my stomach’s capacity.
“I’m supposed to be on a diet.” He grabbed the stick. “But I’m in a hurry. Thanks.”
I bounced on my toes. “Need any help on your case?”
“Becky.” Lois said my name through her teeth, a warning of some sort.
“You caused plenty of trouble last time. This one is open and shut.”
“Then why is the CBI involved?” I asked.
Cornwallis wiped a hand over his face, pulling the loose skin taut. “I… I appreciate what you did last time. Fine job and all. But one lucky break don’t make you ah, some kind of crime-solving expert.”
“I wouldn’t make such a presumption.” I faked hurt feelings. “I simply thought Lois and I might learn a thing or two by watching you investigate. We work on a cop show, and as you know, they never get the details right.”
Lois elbowed me in the side. “We don’t want to bother you anymore, Agent.”
“She’s right. Sherry has us reading potential scripts for an upcoming episode. I didn’t realize how many people submit ideas. Some are brand-new writers looking for their big break.”
Cornwallis’ eyes widened. “Your show accepts unsolicited screenplays? From anybody?”
“I’m guessing the people in our stack are connected to someone on the staff. I helped a friend of mine forward a script last week.”
Lois slurped her Boba. “You did?”
My turn to throw an elbow. “Yeah. I’m extremely helpful to my friends.”
Cornwallis parted his jacket. “You know, I’m working on a situational comedy about this ah, FBI agent with a dark past. But I can probably tweak it to fit your show.”
“Sure. I’m happy to add your idea to our stack. Of course, I’m not an expert on crime scenes, so I can’t say if something is factually accurate or not. I base decisions on my television knowledge.”
“No, no.” He waved. “They never portray the nitty-gritty of police work. Tests aren’t done in a blink. We don’t always pull usable fingerprints. The list goes on and on.”
“Hands-on experience would go a long way.”
Cornwallis exhaled. “I see what you did there. Fine. You two can come to the crime scene with me. But don’t go losing your lunch and making me a laughingstock of the department.”
Lois threw her head back. “This isn’t part of our plan today.”
“Come on, where’s your sense of adventure?”
“I reached my quota during the car chase with the loony mother last month.”
I dismissed her concern. Like Ethel Mertz, Lois needed to drag her feet when it came to my (Lucy’s) brilliant schemes. “So, what are we looking at, Agent? Robbery? Murder? Hostage crisis? Kidnapping?”
“Suicide.” Cornwallis checked his notes. “Vicky Berryhill.”
 “Strawberry?” My stomach sank. “I guess her audition went worse than mine.”






  
  3
Cause of Death


As we drove to the secluded, gated neighborhood in Bradbury my brain ticked through a list of scenarios. Vicky didn’t act suicidal at the audition. What happened in the last two days to change her mind? 
“Who’s this Strawberry character?” Lois adjusted her grip on the steering wheel.
“We bumped into her during the Maria Sinclair investigation. She ran with the Blondies at the country club. I met her at my tryout the other day. Her real name is Vicky Berryhill. Notice how close I came on the last name?”
“Isn’t she one of the people Cornwallis accused of the Sinclair murder?”
“He threw darts everywhere.” I chewed the side of my lip. “Vicky didn’t seem like the type. What if this isn’t a suicide?”
Lois waved her arms. “Time out. We aren’t diving into another investigation and getting ourselves into trouble. Trust the police since you aren’t a suspect this time around. You aren’t, are you?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know, we read for the same part. I guess they might call it motive.”
She punched me in the upper arm. “Don’t even joke. My nerves couldn’t handle another murder accusation.”
We swerved to a winding road, clinging close to Cornwallis. A gate parted as the agent showed verification. Lois rolled down her window. I pointed to the unmarked police vehicle. “We’re with him.”
Woodlyn Lane was one of two gated neighborhoods in Bradbury. According to Wikipedia, it landed in the middle range for the wealthy class with properties topping out at a meager two-acres.
I whistled as we rolled through an intricate wrought iron gate leading to Strawberry’s home. “I didn’t realize she was so well-off.”
Cop cars littered a circular driveway. Flashing red and blue lights created a strobe effect on the garden. The L.A. County coroner’s van parked underneath the arches at the front door.
We stopped behind Cornwallis’ vehicle and hustled to his side. He flashed a badge at a uniformed officer. “CBI, take me to your man in charge.”
A female cop in her forties approached. “Toni Feliz, deputy sheriff of the Temple substation. Thanks for coming down, Agent. The LASD is swamped with the Brewer Case and we can use all the help.”
“What’s the LASD?” Lois asked in a whisper.
“Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department.”
“Is that different than the LAPD?”
I nodded. “The sheriff is an elected position and he runs a unit for the county of L.A. The police department operates in the city limits.” I hoped her questions ended there. The hierarchy confused me as well but I managed to bluff my way through.
“You two wanted to come. Are you gonna listen or exchange recipes?” Cornwallis asked.
“Sorry, we’re all ears.”
Deputy Feliz thumbed through a notebook. “Victim is Vicky Berryhill. Classic markers of suicide. Discovered her hanging in the entryway and she left a note. They don’t come more straight forward than this one. The coroner is finishing inside. In the meantime, we have the guy who found her. He’s waiting by the pond.”
I hesitated at the door.
“Are you coming?” Cornwallis asked.
“We’ll catch up in a minute.”
He sighed. “Don’t go causing any trouble.”
Lois massaged her forehead. “What are you doing?”
“I want to inspect the crime scene without the cops. Deputy Feliz is way too eager for the CBI to sign off on suicide.”
“They are the experts.”
“I’m not jumping to any conclusions until I finish my examination.” I took a deep breath and opened the door. A strong pungent odor assaulted.
Lois clutched a hand over her mouth. “I’m going to canvas the bushes.”
I pinched my nose and entered the foyer. Marble tiles in various tan shades covered the floor. Cream paneling decorated the walls. An ornate lighting fixture hung from the twenty-foot ceilings. Twin staircases led to an upper level. Underneath the landing Vicky lay wrapped in an autopsy bag. The coroner’s back faced the door as he prepared for transport.
“Excuse me? Agent Cornwallis sent me inside to investigate the scene. Are you the medical examiner?”
The man swiveled. “Officer Robinson. Are you working on this case?”
“Dr. Eklund.” The L.A. County M.E. mistakenly assumed I was a police officer when I visited his office in uniform last month. I never bothered correcting the assumption. “I am assisting Agent Cornwallis.”
“Excellent.” The doctor removed magnifying glass goggles. “I just concluded my field report.”
“What is your preliminary assessment?”
“Ligature marks on the neck indicate strangulation and the apparent fracture of the hyoid bone is often consistent with hanging from this height.”
“Any signs of a struggle?”
He flipped on his eyeglasses, the gigantic satellite dish variety. “Nothing to note at this juncture. I’ll learn more when I haul her to the lab.”
“When is the time of death?”
Dr. Eklund lifted the victim’s arm. “The muscles are rigid, so the body is in advanced stage rigor mortis. A number of factors can skew the window including ambient temperature, state of the body immediately before expiration, electrocution, hemorrhages…”
“You think she was electrocuted?”
“Heavens no.” He adjusted his glasses. “I’m jibber-jabbering to delay my prognosis. My wife calls it coping techniques. She started a rotation in psych so these next six weeks will be fun for me.”
“Free therapy?” I shrugged.
“Or the end of my marriage. She already thinks she can read my mind. Now she’s studying how to burrow inside my head. I’m truly doomed.” Dr. Eklund massaged his forehead. “I think Mrs. Berryhill expired approximately forty-eight hours ago.”
“Meaning killed Monday?” I gasped. Same day as our audition.
“Died. I’m not comfortable ruling suicide or foul play at this time.”
“The deputy mentioned a note?”
“Crime scene bagged all the evidence if you want to take a looksie.”
“Handwritten?”
“Typed on her iPad. Nobody handwrites things anymore, even something this final.”
“Any signs of forced entry? A place like this must use alarms and security cameras?”
“I think I heard they were disabled.”
“Doesn’t that hint at foul play?”
“Or she didn’t want to record her leap from the balcony.” Dr. Eklund mimed the jump.
“Any of her family home? Did anybody hear anything?”
“Mrs. Berryhill was here alone, house sitting. Which is why it took two days for anyone to find the body.”
“This isn’t her house?”
“Agent Cornwallis didn’t tell you?”
“I guess he’s testing my investigating skills. Whose house is this?”
“Belongs to an actress, Kandi Mansfield. The deputies called her and she’s on her way. She is vacationing in Vegas.” Dr. Eklund checked his notes. “An Amazon delivery guy found the body.”
“Thanks, Doc.”
“Drop by the office in a few days and I’ll provide the updated report.”
“I certainly will.” As he pushed the body outside on a gurney, I debated my next move. Snoop around the crime scene or interview the Amazon driver?
A nerdy man in a CSI hat decided for me. “Excuse me, can I examine the suicide note?”
He squinted. “Who are you?”
“Becky Robinson. I’m consulting for the CBI.”
“The who?”
“I realize the acronym sounds fake, but the organization is real. Google us on Wikipedia.” His skepticism didn’t fade. “If I’m not a consultant, how did I sneak through two gates and a sea of police officers without a second glance?”
He handed me an iPad enclosed in an evidence bag. “Be careful with it. I’m on the line if something happens.”
A brief note illuminated the screen. The first red flag.
I’ve never been much of an actress and I can’t pretend any longer.
This is the best for all concerned.
“What other evidence did your team collect?”
The tech lifted his shoulders. “Standard stuff. We printed the banister and railing. Logged the rope. Collected particulates.”
“This screen is pristine.”
“So?”
“Well, a touch screen is a nightmare to keep clean. I obsessively clean my fingerprints but two minutes later, it’s grimy again.”
“Yeah. You’d think someone would invent a fingerprint-proof glass by now.”
“Why would someone type a suicide note and proceed to wipe her iPad? Aren’t those the actions of someone covering up a murder?”
He folded his arms. “She was a wannabe actress, pretending to be okay. Cleaning the screen fits her façade. She didn’t want to be found in a state of disarray.”
“Are you taking psych classes with Eklund’s wife?”
“Huh?”
I grinned. “Never mind. Thanks for your time.”
I followed the tech outside and located Lois. She finished speaking with a uniformed officer. “Becky, you’ll never believe what I learned.”
“What?”
“This isn’t Strawberry’s house. She was housesitting for the owner.”
“I know.”
Lois sighed. “Of course, you do. But the good news is you convinced me. I don’t think this is suicide. Who kills themselves in a friend’s house?”
“What about the cops? How are they proceeding?”
“Deputy Feliz is pushing her people to rule suicide. They’re too busy for a long investigation. Cornwallis is easing into his inquiry. I think we have time to influence his decision.”
“What did the Amazon delivery guy say?”
“He regularly drops off packages. Some of the items are rather expensive, so he enters a code for the front door and leaves the package inside. They use a six-digit pin instead of keys. How cool is that?”
“Anyways?”
“He entered the same as usual and discovered Vicky Berryhill swinging from a rope on the second-floor railing. He used a pocketknife to cut her down and searched for a pulse. He freaked when he felt the cold body. Sounds like she went unnoticed for a while.”
“I talked to Vicky extensively the day she died. She didn’t act depressed.” I interlocked my fingers. “This isn’t her house. What if Vicky wasn’t the target?”
“I guess we should talk to the homeowner of this mansion.”
“Speak of the devil.” A black town car zoomed into the driveway and a woman spilled from the backseat. Her shoulders shook as she blew into a handkerchief.
“Well, if it isn’t one of the other Blondies.” I tilted my head. “Lois, meet Platinum.”
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Platinum


L ois shielded her eyes against the sun as she stared at the town car. “You met this one during our last case too?”
“Platinum is the leader of the Blondies trio and the meanest of the bunch.”
“I thought Dirty Blonde is the meanest?”
I titled my head. “I call it a three-way tie.”
“Is this one the richest?”
“Probably.”
“Who is she? Is she a big-time actor or something?”
“Kandi Mansfield. She’s landed a handful of recurring television roles. Played a stalker nanny on a soap and a secretary on Mad Men. Her claim to fame came in a huge action movie playing Bruce Willis’ girlfriend who needed rescuing.”
“How does she afford a ten-million-dollar home?”
“I think I read somewhere about a side business in clothing or perfume. I’ll Google it later.”
Cornwallis approached the homeowner. Kandi grabbed a handful of his suit and collapsed on his shoulder in tears. “Now, now.”
“Come on, Lo. We don’t want to miss the show.”
“Think Agent Cornwallis will let us ask questions?”
“Doubtful.”
We eased behind Platinum as the CBI Agent led her inside. “I’m in shock since the police called me. I came home as soon as I possibly could.” Kandi resembled the glamour girls of the 1950s. Everything about her style, makeup, and hair added to the vintage vibe.
They cut through the foyer and entered the den. The room featured dark cherrywood paneling and French doors opening to the pool. Fancy books filled the shelves and an ugly orange couch dominated the space. The gigantic eyesore probably cost more than the car Lois and I shared.
“Ms. Mansfield, these two ladies are doing ah, ride-along thing with me. Do you mind if they observe our chat? They won’t be asking any questions. Or would you prefer privacy?”
She sniffled. “They’re fine.” She dabbed the mascara streaming down her face. “I can’t believe Vicky is gone. She’s my best friend. I met her the day she moved here from Nebraska.”
“Why did Vicky, Mrs. Berryhill, stay at your home?” Cornwallis asked.
“Robberies in the neighborhood put us on alert. Burglars hit the neighbor’s place last week while he was out of town. Another saw a shifty guy lurking around the property. Everyone in the community is on edge and worried to leave. Vicky is having some trouble with her husband and wanted a few nights away. The timing worked out perfectly. She got my house to herself and I didn’t need to worry.” Kandi covered her mouth with manicured fingers. “You don’t think this is a robbery gone wrong, do you?”
“We’re still collecting information, ma’am but it presents like a suicide.”
The tears again flowed. “I don’t believe this. Vicky isn’t depressed. At least I never thought she was. Oh, how did I miss the signs?”
Cornwallis passed her a tissue. “There, there.”
Kandi stood and smoothed her tight dress. “Does Andrew know? Her husband?”
“We’re in the process of contacting her family.” Cornwallis closed his notebook. “That’s all I have right now, Ms. Mansfield. As the investigation develops, I might ask additional questions. Stay available.”
“Sure.” She accepted the agent’s business card. “How long will my house be a crime scene?”
“A few more days. Is there somewhere you can crash?”
She bit a ruby lip. “Anywhere but here is fine. Please take your time. I’m not sure I can ever think of this place the same way again.”
Cornwallis dipped his head and ducked out of the den. I lingered to ask a few questions. “You mentioned a robbery in the neighborhood?”
“We aren’t supposed to interrogate her,” Lois whispered.
“Uh-huh, a couple of weeks ago.” Kandi fluffed the pumpkin-colored throw pillow the agent crushed. “Raided his extensive art collection.”
“Which neighbor?”
“The jockey down the street. I forget his name.”
“You said you were out of town. Where did you go Ms. Mansfield?”
 “I’m filming a television movie in a few weeks. Some of the actors went to Las Vegas this week for a bonding exercise.” She cleared her throat. “If I suspected Vicky’s depression, I would have postponed my trip and helped her.”
“When did you leave town?” Lois asked.
Her eyes cut across the living room. “Why?”
“The coroner is trying to establish a timeline,” I said. “It would help if we established when you left and when Vicky arrived.”
“I embarked on my journey Sunday night. Vicky came by sometime before I departed.”
I followed Kandi as she paced to the bookshelf. “Did she mention her audition?”
“She looked forward to it. Hopeful. Vicky isn’t getting many callbacks these days. A constant struggle. Especially when she imagines success all around her. A studio picked up her husband’s movie script last week.” Kandi dusted the shelf with her fingers. “I noticed the twinge of jealousy but I didn’t connect the dots to depression. Am I a terrible friend? Oh, here come the tears again. Please excuse me.” She darted down the hall, her red pumps clicking in a retreating echo.
Lois tiptoed and craned her neck around the corner. “What do you think?”
“Dostoyevsky? Proust?” I touched the spine of the showy assortment. “I doubt Ms. Mansfield’s ever cracked one of these books.”
“Are you judging Platinum on unsubstantiated cliches?”
I rolled my eyes. “If I turn out to be wrong, I’ll readily admit my error. But this collection is purely for show.”
Lois ran a finger across the shelf. “Not dusty, meaning well used.”
“Or perhaps an eleven-room mansion requires a maid.”
“Eight rooms, actually. Eleven bathrooms.” Kandi popped into the room wearing bunny slippers and carrying a suitcase. “I’m leaving for a hotel. Enjoy snooping through my house.”
I gulped, embarrassed by what she overheard. “We um… I didn’t mean to imply…”
“Happiness is beneficial for the body, but it is grief that develops the powers of the mind.” She waved and exited her home.
We followed her outside and returned to our car. Lois squinted. “Her self-help mantra sounded familiar.”
“I think she quoted Proust. Perhaps I misjudged her.”
“You think?”
“You girls bored already?” Cornwallis asked.
“Not hardly, Corny.” I grinned. “We’re planning to follow-up on a few leads.”
His red eyebrows lurched. “On the suicide?”
“We suspect foul play.” Lois folded her arms and jutted her head, attempting a cop demeanor.
“Well then, by all means, let me change the investigation to suit the assessment of two stagehands.”
“You forget who saved your bacon last month.” I winked. “Don’t worry, we aren’t asking you to take our word for it. We’ll investigate this on our own time and bring you proof. In the meantime, hold off closing the case prematurely.”
“The local deputy is breathing down my neck.” Cornwallis bounced on his scuffed loafers. “Good thing the CBI calls the shots. I’m not too fond of being pressured into a call without evidence. If you find something, I’ll consider it.”
“Excellent.” I opened the car door. “And feel free to e-mail your script when you finish.”
Lois started the engine. “Are we actually going to submit his screenplay? You realize we don’t possess the authority, right?”
I waved off her concern. “Semantics. After we saved the show, Sherry owes us.”
“And you’re going to cash in on the favor for Cornwallis?”
“Well, not like I can leverage the goodwill into a starring role. This is a decent alternative.”
“Where do we start with the investigation?”
I tapped my cheek. “I want to talk to Vicky’s husband, but we should wait for the police to break the news. I don’t envy their job.”
“Tomorrow after work?”
“Sounds like a plan.”
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