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Chapter One
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Are you ready for our night of chaperoning the kids?” Mark asked as they prepared to leave to pick up Jennifer and her new boyfriend, Paul.

“As ready as I’ll ever be. I’m looking forward to seeing Bill and the members of his band. I remember when you first started coaching at the high school. I knew they were destined for great things even before they won that talent show in Chicago.”

Rhonda dropped her detective’s shield into her purse. If the kids got too rowdy, she could flash it and remind them she was a police officer and, even off duty, could easily arrest the troublemakers.

Jen and Paul were waiting for them when they pulled up to the apartment house where they’d moved just weeks earlier.

“I can’t believe you were able to get us approved to be chaperones,” Jen said as soon as they got into the car.

“It wasn’t hard. There weren’t many of the teachers who wanted the job. I figured it would be safe enough with two of Clark County’s finest along with me. I did take a lot of flak from the kids, but that’s part of being a member of the faculty. You know how kids are about the older generation horning in on their get-togethers. I had to remind them with the show being held on school property, having chaperones was a must.”

Paul laughed.

“I can understand these kids. Back in the day, I certainly didn’t want adults putting a damper on the things I liked to do with my friends.”

“I can only imagine what you were doing,” Jen teased.

“It’s not as bad as you think. I wasn’t drinking or having sex. When I was in high school, I spent a lot of time learning how to play poker online. I never lost money or anything like that, but I did learn how to play the games. Being a computer geek helped me in learning how to beat the house on the slots and I’ve always been good at Blackjack.”

“Sounds harmless enough,” Mark mused.

“It was until I got to college and started playing for money with my fraternity brothers. I took them for quite a bit until their fathers complained and it got back to my old man. Of course, by that time, I was twenty-one and started investing my winnings at the casinos here in town. The rest, as they say, is history.”

“It sounds like you’re good at what you do, otherwise, you and Jen couldn’t afford that fancy new apartment of yours,” Rhonda commented.

“He is,” Jen replied. “Thanks to your friend Tyson, that’s how he got his job. He’s not at the top of the ladder like Tyson is, but he’s got his foot in the door and the money is good. I’m sure he will go far with that company.”

Rhonda smiled. She knew Paul worked for the same company as Tyson. It didn’t come as a surprise their friend connected him with the owners of the company along with a good recommendation.

~ * ~
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Even though they’d arrived early for the performance, the auditorium was filled with teenagers, all talking at once about the upcoming show.

“How do you put up with this every day?” Jen asked.

Mark laughed at her comment. “I might ask you the same thing. How do you put up with murders daily? To answer your question, though, they aren’t always this hyped up. Admit it, you’re as pumped as the kids about the show. Once they start to play, these kids will calm down a bit.”

They were about to take their seats, when Billy’s manager, Rusty Phillips came up to Mark. “Mr. Pohs, it’s good to see you again. You too, Mrs. Phos. I was wondering if the two of you could come backstage with me.”

Rhonda and Mark exchanged anxious glances. Something was wrong. They knew Rusty as well as they did Bill, and something was off about the demeanor of the young man.

“You two get all the luck,” Jen said pretending to pout. “I’d give anything to meet Billy Roller.”

Rusty looked at Jen skeptically. “And you are?”

“I’m sorry, I should have made introductions before this,” Rhonda apologized. This is my partner at the Sheriff’s Office, Jen Sims. Do you think Bill would mind if she came along with us?”

“It might be a good idea, Mrs. Pohs.”

Rhonda knew calling them Mr. and Mrs. was instilled in Rusty. They were all adults now. She would have been more comfortable on a first name basis.

She turned her thoughts back to what had been unspoken up until now. She had a sinking feeling. Something was wrong and the expression on Rusty’s face confirmed her apprehensions.

While the auditorium still buzzed with youthful conversation, both couples followed Rusty out into the hallway and down to the door leading to the backstage dressing rooms.

“I was pleased when they told me you were going to be chaperoning. Both Billy and I were looking forward to seeing you tonight, but not this way.”

“What are you saying, Rusty?” Rhonda questioned.

The young man turned back to face her. The look in his eyes confirmed her earlier apprehensions. Something was terribly wrong.

“We heard you’re working for the Sheriff’s Department, Mrs. Pohs.”

“Please call me Rhonda,” she interrupted.

“I will, Rhonda. After the show, Billy was going to have you brought backstage because of the death threats he’s been getting.”

“Death threats?” Jen echoed. “Who would be sending Billy death threats?”

“That’s what we were hoping to find out. When I went into his dressing room, I found...”

Rusty’s voice cracked and Rhonda noticed tears in the green eyes. “What happened, Rusty?”

“It’s Billy. Maybe you should see for yourself.”

Rhonda’s mind ran crazy with thoughts of what was wrong. She watched as Rusty turned and opened the door to the dressing room. There was a makeshift sign on the door indicating it was to be used by Billy Roller, complete with a giant star and his name written in block letters.

Hoping for the best and anticipating the worst, Rhonda stepped into the room. Immediately, she could smell the odor of spilled blood and death. Billy lay slumped over the dressing table with a knife protruding from his back. On closer inspection, Rhonda could tell the knife had been stuck in his back after he was dead. Before finding its final resting place, the knife had been used to cut Billy’s throat.

“Oh my god,” Mark said, his voice hardly louder than a whisper. “How in the hell did you stay so calm when you came out to get us?”

It took a moment for Rusty to regain his composure. When he did, it was evident, he was using every ounce of strength he had to be able to speak.

“Billy and I have been best friends since kindergarten. Neither of us took the threats seriously. Then-then I found this. What do we do now, Rhonda?”

“I need to call this in and get the coroner over here along with a forensics team. When was the last time you saw Bill alive?”

Rusty lowered his head. “It-it was this afternoon at his wedding.”

“Wedding?” Rhonda and Jen asked in unison.

“Billy has been going at it hot and heavy with Connie Williams. Last week Connie told him she was pregnant. Billy was over the moon about becoming a father. He insisted on getting married as soon as we arrived in Vegas.”

“Didn’t the two of you listen in health class when I emphasized using a condom until you were married and ready to start a family?” Mark asked.

Rhona could hear the anger mounting in his voice.

“He always did, but it must have broken, leaked or something.”

“None of that matters now,” Jen said. “How long has Billy known Connie?”

While Jen asked the necessary questions, Rhonda pulled out her phone and reported the murder.

Mark took over the mundane job of closing and locking the door, so no one else would enter the room.

“He met Connie in Sacramento last year. The two of them hit it off right away. They’ve been tight ever since. To be truthful, if Billy didn’t use a condom, she would have been pregnant long before this.”

“Where can we find Connie?” Rhonda asked, once she hung up the phone.

“She wanted to come, but Billy said no.”

Knowing Connie would not be able to shed any light on what went on here she went on to another line of questioning. “Who has access to this room?” Rhonda probed.

“That’s just it, being at a school, it’s not as secure as when we play at one of the hotels. Oh damn, what about the show? Billy is due on stage in fifteen minutes.”

“For now, only the five of us know what’s happened. The authorities don’t count. Have the band announce Bill’s not feeling well. They can put the show on without him tonight. Until the forensics team finishes with this room, no one is to know Billy was murdered right here at the school.”

~ * ~
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Mark decided it was best if he talked to the band and make the announcement to the kids. He recognized several of the band members as kids he’d either taught in health class or coached in high school back in Wisconsin. Tommy Baxter had been a star pitcher as well as an accomplished keyboard player. Mark saw Tommy coming toward him and swallowed the lump in his throat.

“Mr. Pohs, Billy told me you’d be here tonight. It’s good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you too, Tommy. I’m afraid you and the band will have to go on without Bill tonight. Rusty came to let me know Billy isn’t feeling well. It could be he’s caught one of the bugs that’s been going around.”

Tommy looked worried. “Who’s going to break the news to the kids out there? It’s not like we can’t put on the show, but these kids came to see Billy.”

“Let me talk to the kids. Being a teacher here I think I can calm them down.”

The look on Tommy’s face was one of relief.

Taking a deep breath, Mark walked out onto the stage to confront the students who had been looking forward to the concert, “Good evening,” he said into one of the mikes.

Almost immediately the kids became silent.

“I know you came here to see Billy Roller tonight but there has been a bit of a change. The band will still perform, but Billy isn’t feeling well. He thought it was best if he went back to the hotel to rest. If it is something contagious, he doesn’t want to pass it on to any of you. The band is still here to put on the show.”

There were a lot of murmurs from the teenagers. Even so, the kids seemed to take things in their stride and quieted down when the band came on stage. Once they did, Clay Michaels took the mike from Mark.

“We’re sorry about you not getting to see Billy, but we plan to give you a great show. Since I know all the songs, I’ll be taking Billy’s place for tonight. It’s not the first time I’ve taken over when Billy’s gotten sick. To be truthful, at one time or another we’ve all had to step in and help each other. Now sit back and relax and enjoy the show. We promise we’ll do our best for you.”

By the time Mark returned to the dressing room, the place was buzzing with county deputies as well as a forensics team and the coroner. He glanced at Rhonda, surprised by what he was seeing. “How did you keep this quiet? I never even heard a siren.”

“I told them to come without lights or sirens. It’s not a life and death situation. The death has already happened,” Rhonda replied. “Jen and I will start the investigation as soon as forensics are finished, and the body has been removed. Rusty says he has several of the death threats with him. The ones he can access are on Bill’s laptop. The rest of them are at the office he maintains in Los Angeles. Once we clear him, he can fly out to Los Angeles and bring them back so we can go over them.”

Mark looked around the small room and saw Rusty sitting on one of the two folding chairs set against the wall. Instead of the mature manager for Billy Roller and his band, he saw the young man remembered from high school. For a moment, Rusty was the kid who wasn’t athletic enough to be on the teams but clamored to be accepted. He was the computer nerd who acted as team manager.

“Is there someone you want us to call, Rusty?” Mark asked as he put his hand consolingly on the young man’s shoulder.

“This is something I need to do. I need to go back to the hotel and tell Connie what happened. Oh god, how am I going to tell her this?”

“There isn’t anything else we can do here,” Rhonda said, joining the conversation. “When the show is done, we’ll have to tell the band, then we’ll go with you.”

~ * ~
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Rhonda watched from the wings as the band finished the show to a standing ovation from the kids in the auditorium. She ached, knowing in just a matter of minutes she would be telling them the young man who was the cornerstone of their band was dead and his death was far from natural. Someone killed him and until she got further into her investigation, anyone and everyone close to Bill was under suspicion.

“Did you hear us, Mrs. Pohs?” Tommy asked as soon as he saw her standing there.

“I caught a little of it,” she replied. “Can you get the band members together and meet me in the rehearsal room?”

Tommy’s face went white. “What’s wrong? Has something happened to Connie or the baby? Is that why Billy didn’t perform tonight? I mean, they just got married and she wasn’t feeling well.”

“No, Tommy, it’s not Connie. Just get everyone together and I’ll meet you there in a few minutes.”

Rhonda knew she should have confided in Tommy, but it was best to break the news to those closest to Billy at the same time. It was bad enough the man many of them followed from Wisconsin to stardom was dead. As things stood now, every one of them was a suspect and would have to be questioned.

By the time she arrived at the rehearsal room, Mark, Paul, Jenny and Rusty were waiting for her with a young woman who could only be Connie. Rhonda ached for the poor girl. Married for less than twenty-four hours, and now she was a widow with a child growing in her belly who would never know its father.

She was surprised by the number of young men in the room. Beside the band, there were roadies who traveled with Bill. Just seeing the number of people she would need to eliminate as suspects, reminded her of the last case she worked in Wisconsin before relocating to Nevada.

“Thank you for meeting with me. I’m sorry to have to inform you the reason Billy was unable to perform tonight is because he was murdered before the show began.”

“Murdered?” Clay questioned. “How, by who? Why weren’t we told?”

“Because the show needed to go on,” Rusty said, taking the explanation out of her hands.

Behind her Rhonda could hear Connie sobbing, being comforted by Tommy. Taking a deep breath, Rhonda continued. “Billy was stabbed in his dressing room earlier this evening. Rusty found him and came to find us. My partner, Jennifer Sims, and I are homicide detectives with Clark County. This school is in the county and therefore we are the ones who will be investigating Bill’s murder. For now, I must ask you not to leave the county as, beginning tomorrow, we will be interviewing each of you.”

“Are you saying we’re suspects?” Clay asked.

“At this point everyone is a suspect. In an investigation like this one, we need to start with the people who were closest to Bill.”

“Even me?” Connie choked out between sobs.

“I’m afraid so. You have my sympathies, but in order to do my job I have to have contact information for each of you. As I said before, none of you are to leave town.”

“Can I see Billy?” Connie finally managed to ask.

“I’m afraid not. The coroner has taken him to the morgue for an autopsy.”

The statement brought on a fresh onslaught of tears from Connie. The girl wasn’t much over twenty and now she was facing a life as a widow as well as a widow of a man who achieved only to be murdered before his twenty-fifth birthday.
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Chapter Two
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By morning, the media picked up on the story of the murder of Billy Roller and every station seemed to be announcing the news. Most of them were putting up impromptu obituaries for Bill along with videos of many of his performances.

“I can’t believe all these stations have this much information all ready. Bill hasn’t been dead for twelve hours. The body is hardly cold.”

Mark poured Ronda a cup of coffee and joined her at the kitchen table, his cup in hand.

“Bill is big news,” Rhonda replied after taking a sip of her still too hot coffee. “I’ve heard most of the networks have obituaries and films on all of them. Remember how quickly they had information on OJ Simpson and Robin Williams, as well as several others over the past several years. It’s the same with Bill.”

“Let’s change the subject. How did you sleep last night? After seeing that, I experienced terrible nightmares, but whenever I woke up you were sound asleep.”

“You need to remember, this is my job, I’ve been to some gruesome murder scenes. I guess I’m numb to it. It’s too bad you and Paul had to see it. It’s worse knowing Bill didn’t deserve this.”

She finished her coffee and got up from the table. “I’m sorry I can’t spend a leisurely Sunday with you, but I have a case to solve. I know I won’t have the physical letters, but the ones sent to Bill’s email are waiting for me to go through them.”

As much as Rhonda wanted to enjoy the day with Mark, she left for work. All the way she listened to the news reports of the murder on the radio. She was grateful no one leaked the information on how Bill died. Beside police personnel, only Rusty knew what transpired in the dressing room at the school and he promised not to talk to the press about what he found.

She pulled into the parking lot and was immediately surrounded by several reporters all clamoring for information.

“Is it true you were the first officer on the scene of Billy Roller’s murder, Detective Pohs?” The first reporter to make it to her side asked.

“I attended the performance, because it was held at the school where my husband works, and we were chaperones for the evening.”

“How was Billy killed?”

“No comment.”

“Do you have any idea who is responsible for the murder?”

“No comment. Look, the case is barely twelve hours old. Give us time to do our job.”

“Then you’re certain you can solve this crime? Do you have any suspects?”

“No comment.”

Tired of being harassed, Rhonda pushed her way through the sea of reporters and hurried toward the security of her office.

“I see you ran the gauntlet,” Karl Brannigan greeted her.

“It was to be expected. This is a high-profile case. Did the forensics team come up with anything last night?”

“Not much. There were no prints on the knife, but we’re still going over all the prints in the dressing room. I doubt they will lead us anywhere, though. As you know that room has been used by school staff as well as students. If there are no prints on the knife, I doubt we’ll find any in the room from the murderer.”

“Last night we confiscated Bill’s laptop. According to Rusty Phillps, Bill was receiving hate mail. He also said he’d get us the paper copy of letters from Bill’s office in LA, but we need to start somewhere.”

“There’s something else you should know,” Karl said.

From the sound of his voice, she was certain she didn’t want to hear what he had to say. “What’s that?”

“The tox screen came back from the coroner’s’ officer. Billy had cocaine in his system. We could be looking at a drug-related hit.”

“Cocaine?” Rhonda whispered the word.

She thought Bill was as clean as they came. To her he was the kid they’d known back in Wisconsin. Of course, it was entirely possible he’d fallen into the same trap as most people who found instant celebratory status. Big money brought big temptation and the lure of drugs was one of those temptations. One that was too much to resist. Frankly, she’d expected to find alcohol in his system, He just got married and had every right to celebrate. The finding of drugs was a mystery to her.

“Guess it’s time for me to get to work on this one. The first people I want to talk to are Rusty and Billy’s wife, Connie. I’ll arrange for them to come in for a sit-down.”

“I’m way ahead of you, Rhonda. Jen got here about twenty minutes ago and left with two uniformed officers to bring them in,”

Rhonda nodded and headed toward her office. This was one case she wished she wasn’t involved in. She knew Bill’s parents and the thought of talking to them brought a sick lump to her throat.

She’d just finished reading the online threats when Jen arrived with Rusty and Connie in tow.

“Have you found out who killed my Billy?” Connie sobbed as soon as she entered Rhonda’s office.

“Not yet, Connie. Why don’t we go somewhere more private to talk?”

Rhonda allowed Jen to lead the way to an interrogation room away from the prying eyes of anyone who walked past Rhonda’s office.

“Can you tell us everything that happened yesterday?” Rhonda asked once they were seated at the table and the recorder was activated.

Connie sniffed and appeared to be composing herself. “We went to one of the wedding chapels and were married. The band went with us, and Rusty was Billy’s best man.”

“Who was your maid of honor?”

“That was Sara Trent. She’s Jackson’s sister.”

“Jackson?” Rhonda asked, bewildered by the unfamiliar name.

“He just joined the band two months ago. He plays the drums.”

“What happened to Joe Kramer? I don’t seem to have time to keep up on all the celebrity news.”

“Joe had a problem with drinking,” Rusty replied. “He showed up late and drunk one too many times.”

“Did Joe hold a grudge against Bill?”

“Hardly. Billy paid for him to go to rehab, and they’ve remained close friends. He even came to Vegas for the wedding. Even though the wedding was a spur of the moment thing Billy made certain Joe could be with us.”

“What about Bill’s folks? Were they here?”

“They couldn’t make it. After this gig last night, Billy and Connie were going to fly out to Wisconsin. They were planning to have a honeymoon before we were scheduled to be back in Los Angeles. I talked to Billy’s parents last night and they will be arriving here about noon today. Tommy said he’d pick them up at the airport.”

Rhonda thought for a long moment. “Give me the flight number and the name of the airline. I’ll be there to meet them instead of Tommy. I’m sure they have a lot of questions. It’s best if we’re the ones to answer them. I know Tommy means well, but he doesn’t know all the facts in this case.”

“What facts?” Connie questioned.

“I’m sorry, Connie, we’re not at liberty to say.”

“Do you know what she’s talking about Rusty?”

Rusty nodded. “For now, I agree with Detective Pohs. It’s bad enough Billy’s been murdered. You must think about the baby and just leave it at that. I’m sure everything will be explained when they catch whoever is behind this.”

Jen continued the questioning, while Rhonda tried to come to grips with this senseless crime.

“What did you do after the wedding?” Jen inquired,

“Tommy reserved a small dining room at the hotel where we’re staying. There was supposed to be champagne for everyone, but Billy insisted we all have sparkling grape juice. I look older than I am, so I can get into most bars without ID. Both Billy and I are adamant about no one drinking. Even if I was twenty-one, I would never risk Billy’s reputation or doing anything to the baby. To be truthful, I tried some of my dad’s beer when I was a little kid, and I didn’t like it. So, I was in no hurry to try anything else. Besides, Billy never drank either, He said he didn’t like the taste any more than I did the first time he tried it.”

“Where is the detective handling MY son’s murder?” The voice of a hysterical woman pierced the air. “I demand to talk to whoever is handling Billy Roller’s murder case. I saw everything on the news this morning.”

Before Rhonda could question the identity of the woman, Rusty answered the question Rhonda didn’t ask.

“Oh god, Lydia Franklin. How in the hell did she get here so quickly? I thought we left that crazy bitch back in Los Angeles.”

“Who is Lydia Franklin?” Rhonda inquired.

Rusty took a deep breath before answering, “She contacted Billy about six months ago with some crazy claim to being his birth mother. She said she’d been reading everything she could get her hands on about him. She was certain he was the son she gave up for adoption. We told her there was no way she could be Billy’s birth mother; I’ve known Billy all my life and I would have known if he was adopted. We told each other everything.”

“I see,” Rhonda replied. “I’ll go out and talk to her. She doesn’t need to see you or Connie.”

Rhonda went out into the hallway, where she was greeted by Karl and a woman of about forty years of age. Her hair was dyed a dark auburn to match Bill’s, not her natural coloring. The fake diamond necklace she wore along with the matching earrings set off a low-cut black dress.

“This is Mrs. Lydia Franklin, Rhonda. She says she’s Billy’s birth mother.”

“The title is Ms. I’ll thank you to get it right. I want to know who this little twit is.”

“This little twit, as you’ve called me, is the detective investigating Bill Riley.”

“So what? My son’s name was Billy Roller.”

“Billy Roller is nothing more than a stage name for Bill Riley. I’ve known his family for several years, since we’re both from the same town. Now would you like to accompany me into one of our more private rooms to continue this conversation?”

The woman seemed to calm down and followed Ronda to an interrogation room across from where Jen was interviewing Rusty and Connie.

“Now, Ms. Franklin, tell me how you think you are related to Bill?”

“Twenty-Five years ago, I was fifteen and I was pregnant. My parents convinced me it was best if I gave the baby up for adoption. I knew I wasn’t fit to be a mother at such a young age. Then Billy became famous, and I could see he was my son. He even looks like my boyfriend, the one who knocked me up.”

“What would you say if I told you Bill wasn’t adopted.”

“That’s all hype. I know it is. Even if his parents didn’t have the balls to tell him he was adopted, I did. He was mine and I can prove it.”

Rhonda raised her eyebrows. “How can you prove it?”

“My son was born on the same day and the same month as Billy. He must be mine. We have the same hair color, and our eyes are the same too.”

“If that’s so, which I doubt, you won’t mind taking a DNA test to prove what you say is true.”

“I-I don’t think such a thing would be necessary. I know he’s mine and that’s all that matters.”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to prove it sooner or later. Why not now and get it over with?”

The woman began to cry, putting on a performance that would have been perfect in a ‘B’ movie.

“I demand to know how my son died. Was it drugs?”

“Why would you say that?” Rhonda asked, remembering the cocaine found in his system.

“He was a rockstar. Everyone knows they’re all into drugs. I just assumed...”

“You know what they say about assumptions, Ms. Franklin. It doesn’t matter what you think, I’m not at liberty to tell you anything more. Thank you for coming in. Where can we reach you if we need more information?”

“I’m at the Tropicana. My ex-husband allows me to use his comped room whenever I’m in town.”

“Thank you, Ms. Franklin we will be in touch.”

Lydia gave Rhonda an indignant stare and got up to leave the room. Before she stormed out, she got in one last jab. “I’m certain we WILL be seeing each other very soon.”

As soon as Lydia left the room, Karl entered. “What do you make of her?” he asked.

“She isn’t Bill’s mother. Of that I’m certain. I know Rick and Sue Riley and Bill is their natural. I’m also wondering how Lydia got here so quickly. What bothers me is she asked me about drugs. Just how much cocaine was in Bill’s system?”

“Just a trace. What are you getting at?”

“I know Bill and the band were tested by the school when they first came to town on Friday. It’s a prerequisite of the school, not to host anyone involved with drugs. Even the roadies were tested, and all the tests came out as negative. So, in that case, how did he have cocaine in his system at the time of his death? I’m also wondering how Lydia got here so quickly. In my mind, I just added her to my list of suspects.”

“Then there’s another mystery within this mystery.”

“There certainly is. I think I want to talk to Rusty alone.”

Rhonda crossed the hall and entered the room where Jen was talking to a distraught Connie and a bewildered Rusty. “Jen, why don’t you take Connie down and get her something to drink. I’d like to talk to Rusty alone.”

Jen cast her a quizzical look before escorting Connie from the room.

“What do you need to talk to me about without Connie?” Rusty asked.

Rhonda took a deep breath before broaching the subject of the cocaine in Bill’s system. “Was Bill into drugs?”

“Drugs? Are you kidding? If anyone












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Who
KILLED

BILLY
ROLLER?





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





