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        April 2024

      

      

      I was second in my police class in marksmanship and first in hand-to-hand combat in my weight class and now I’m a politician’s babysitter. Any competent twelve-year-old could do my job.

      Donna Summer Wyznecki. That’s my name. Yes, I was named after the Queen of Disco. It’s a long story. I’m a detective with the Las Vegas Police. Guarding a celebrity was the ultimate assignment, high status, and lots of juicy overtime. Police work paid my bills and fulfilled my life until I got my dream job, a karma delivery service. Someday.

      Penny, my kindergarten-age charge, and I sat in the immense living room of her father’s suite in the Big Sky Resort on the Las Vegas Strip. I could spot the skyline from the floor-to-ceiling windows. Every politician in the state was here for the debates and political sparring to become Nevada’s next governor. Security was tight. The force had to guard against rooftop shooters, explosives, and random attacks. I sat, eating room service and watching cartoons with a little kid.

      Penny squatted near the coffee table and devoured her hot fudge sundae as though she had not seen food in days. “Slow down, Penny, or you’ll get a brain freeze.” Adults had been saying that for decades, without any success.

      I eyed the mixture of light and dark colors from vanilla ice cream and hot fudge. Of course, a little white whipped cream crowned the goblet, and a bright red cherry sat on top, a startling contrast to the light and dark palette of colors. I took the first bite. Oh, wow, this was good. My fries from room service were still warm. I dipped them in my sundae. Fries and ice cream, the greatest combo since tacos and tequila.

      If I won the lottery, I would get room service every day.

      Andy, my boyfriend, texted me a string of heart and rose emojis. I had texted him with some romantic thoughts when I found out I would be in a suite in the Big Sky Resort on the Strip, all on the Las Vegas Police Department’s dime. A flood of explicit ideas had filled my mind. Instead, I was tasked with babysitting, not guarding a politician. My schedule had changed. Alone time was not going to happen. This would be telling—the first time I had gotten his hopes up and had to dash them. I wondered how he would respond. Would he be angry? Disappointed? Maybe, but Andy was a kind soul.

      After a few seconds, his reply came back.

      No problem. Rain check.

      No problem? Rain check? He didn’t seem disappointed at all. WTF? My text was pretty clear on my intimate plans, and he’s not upset? Was he not interested in me anymore? Was he not attracted to me? Am I reading too much into those four words? I wanted to talk to someone—my sister Gloria, maybe my Disco Divas—but not with Penny nearby.

      As the minutes clicked by, I noticed Penny slowed her eating, and her eyes began getting heavy. Did kindergartners take naps? My babysitting skills needed a refresher course.

      Five minutes later, Penny faded off to sleep, the spoon still in her hand, and I couldn’t blame her. We had hours before the press conference, when Penny could join her politician father for a few posed family photos.

      I moved her dish and spoon to the coffee table. She was out. I hoped her father, Las Vegas Mayor Steve Shale didn’t expect her to be bright-eyed for a campaign photo late tonight. She started a gentle, rhythmic snoring. I had to chuckle.

      I turned my attention to my last few bites of ice cream. I strongly believed it was morally wrong to not finish a dessert, especially one with chocolate. I turned off Penny’s cartoons to save my sanity.

      While I had a few quiet moments, I called my sister. She answered on the first ring. “Hey, Gloria.” I enjoyed a big bite of hot fudge.

      “Donna, are you eating?”

      “Always.”

      “You know every woman on earth hates you.”

      “Except you, right?”

      “Keep thinking so, Donna. What’s up?”

      My almost five-foot frame hid my age. Despite my daily donut and taco intake, I never gained a pound. I had a metabolism disorder and had to consume four thousand calories a day or I became lightheaded. Even with those eating habits, I could not break one hundred pounds. I could pass for a junior high boy if I hid my dark mop of hair. Don’t hate me too much.

      “Gloria, I need relationship advice.”

      “I’ll tell you the same thing as last time, get a boob job.”

      “Ouch, sis. I’m serious.”

      “Okay, okay. What’s going on?”

      “Well, I told you about Andy, right?”

      “Yeah, the short Asian guy.”

      “He’s not short to me.”

      “Good point. What’s going on?”

      “I have a security assignment for the next few days, and I thought we might have a liaison on the Strip.”

      “Tell me more, sis.”

      “I texted him about the opportunity.”

      “And then?”

      “I had to cancel. Work obligation.”

      “And how did he reply?” Gloria asked.

      “He texted back. No problem. Rain check.”

      Gloria exhaled loudly.

      “Should I be worried? Is he not interested in me?”

      “Maybe. How are things going in that area?”

      “I thought they were fine. I’m worried there is a spark but no flames there.”

      “Do you have flames when you’re with him?”

      “Now I’m not sure.”

      “Donna, I wouldn’t do anything rash. Just wait until this assignment is over and see how he reacts. If he’s chasing after you like a dog in heat, no problems. If not, let’s talk again.”

      “Thanks, Gloria. I love being able to talk about things with you.”

      “You still should get a boob job.”

      “I just had a hot fudge sundae.”

      “You stink.”

      “Love you too, sis.” I put down my phone to conclude my epic culinary experience. Once I finished my dessert, I needed to put my sticky goblet and spoon away. Penny’s rhythmic snoring was adorable. Should I have kids? They seem cute when they’re asleep.

      I stood up too fast, and my balance betrayed me. I nearly fell. I shook my head to clear the cobwebs. I felt super groggy. Why? I got plenty of sleep last night. I tried to focus on my watch, but my vision blurred. I was so lightheaded. I could feel myself slipping away, like I had consumed too much champagne, my kryptonite. But I hadn’t had a drop of bubbly today or yesterday or anytime recently. What was wrong?

      My forehead started to throb. I struggled to breathe, like someone was sitting on my chest. I dropped my ice cream dish onto the floor. My hands didn’t work anymore. What was happening to me? Sweat ran down my face. Was I having a stroke? I tried to grab the hotel phone but knocked it off the coffee table. The floor rocked and swayed like a boat in a storm. I was in trouble. I needed to call for backup. I reached for my cell phone, and it slipped from my numb hands. My vision turned cloudy as the world spun around me.

      “Help . . . Officer down! Officer down . . .” I called out. My last thought was protecting Penny. Then everything went dark.
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      I could not open my eyes. “Officer down . . . officer . . .” I tried to call out. I heard voices, but they were not coming from my phone. Someone slapped my cheek.

      “Donna! Donna, can you open your eyes for me?”

      “Officer down,” I repeated. The soft slapping continued, and I didn’t like it. “Stop, stop, stop slapping me.” I strained to focus.

      Images blurred around me. At least ten officers stood in the crowded room along with two EMTs. Too many voices talked at the same time. I was completely disoriented. Where was I? I looked around. I was in the immense hotel suite. I noticed the ice cream dishes, one on the coffee table and one on the floor.

      A first responder shined a light in my eyes.

      “I’m fine. Leave me alone.”

      Captain Creek’s breath was a familiar smell, thanks to too many cigarettes. “Donna, let the EMTs check you out.”

      “Ouch.” I felt a stabbing pain in my arm. Suddenly my alert status went way up.

      “Taking your blood so we can determine what you took,” the EMT reassured me.

      “I didn’t take anything.” How dare he imply I was intoxicated or something. I should bite him.

      Captain Creek puffed. “We know. Likely, you were drugged.”

      Things happened so rapidly, I was dizzy. A cool rush ran up my arm.

      “We’re giving you fluids to dilute whatever is in your system.”

      I tried to stand. Paramedics stopped me before I made any progress. My legs collapsed under me. I had no balance.

      “Stay down,” the EMT said, as if I had any choice in the matter.

      Captain Creek’s face approached mine. “Donna, are you with us?”

      I nodded. His cigarette breath nearly knocked me back unconscious.

      “Donna, what happened?” the captain asked.

      “We were just eating ice cream and—” I looked around the room with still blurry eyes. “Wait. Where’s Penny?”
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      The kidnapper dropped Penny on the bare mattress. He shined a flashlight into her eyes. He lifted her little arm, and it dropped lifelessly. “She’s out of it,” he said into the phone. “Did we give her too much of the drug?”

      “No, I doubt it,” replied the accomplice. “Don’t let anything happen to her until we get the money.”

      “After that?”

      “Who knows. Who cares. Are you sure no one will find us?”

      “No one is even looking yet.”
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        Six hours earlier

      

      

      I’m going to guard Elton John! I love his music. Who doesn’t?

      Guarding the powerful and well-connected usually involved doing little more than standing around. Of course, the extra pay and well-stocked snack tables made it tolerable. Nothing ever happened to warrant my constant guard, but a girl can dream, can’t she?

      Rumors flew across Vegas that Elton John was going to perform a couple of songs to kick off the Vote Nevada Conference. A headliner would attract an audience. Elton John would pack the place.

      The political season was in full swing and judging from the television ads and political junk mail, we had a wild set of elections looming. Nevada’s governor was retiring after serving nearly two thousand years. Only the dinosaurs knew for sure. Now every politician wanted to make a jump up the ladder. From dog catcher to congress, everyone wanted to move up. Every Nevada voter was running for office but me.

      Captain Creek cleared his throat, and his cigarette breath nearly knocked me to the floor. The captain, my captain, smoked incessantly, usually where it was permitted. He was a barrel-chested Native American man who naturally commanded attention.

      “We have a combined press conference and a public debate at Big Sky Resort. Seven candidates for governor, so all hands on deck. Each detective will be protecting a specific candidate. Uniformed officers will be positioned around the auditorium and the hotel. While I know you try to rank these assignments, all the candidates are worthy of your best efforts and protection.”

      Political security had its own pecking order. The higher the seniority of the officer, the more important the person you guarded. Big time bragging rights among the force.

      I was promoted to detective last month, thank you very much, so I was sure I’d be guarding one of the high-status people. I never paid much attention to politics, but even I knew our current Las Vegas mayor, Steve Shale, was running for governor. He came from a political family, and he expected this as his birthright. Politically, he was completely connected. Personally, he was a hot mess. He had four ex-wives and a current one in a holding pattern.

      The captain continued. “Most of the candidates are also having events at the Big Sky Resort today and tomorrow, so this will be a long forty-eight hours.”

      And all of it overtime. That meant new shoes for Donna.

      I don’t mean to brag, but we recently had a big case in Las Vegas, a bomber called the Messenger, and I pretty much caught him all by myself. Detective Donna Summer Wyznecki, supercop and, yes, a Disco Diva. Guarding Elton John was my reward for saving the city. I texted just a few friends and family to mention my impending boost in status. One picture of me and Elton on Facebook, and I was golden.

      A wave of cigarette smell washed over me. Captain Creek dropped a stack of files on the table. Most of them were half an inch thick. Usually, a thicker file indicated more importance. Some were as thick as a donut, which reminded me, where were the donuts?

      Captain Creek doled out the assignments. I was not familiar with all the names. None of the detectives seemed overly excited or depressed with their assignments. The captain parsed out the duties, but my name was not called. The last folder, a thin one, remained on the table.

      “Detective Wyznecki⁠—”

      I stood at attention with a salute. “Yes, Captain Creek.” He didn’t call me “Donna.” I was so guarding Elton John. I just knew it.

      “This assignment was specifically chosen for you.”

      I flipped open the folder. Empty. I was confused.

      “We will discuss your assignment in my office,” the captain explained.

      If my charge did not have any paperwork, that meant my person was special. OMG. I would definitely be guarding Elton. Freak, I am guarding Elton John. Yes, yes, yes. I texted a few more friends to modestly brag. A couple of friends started responding with happy emojis. My sister texted, “I love his music.” I was so proud of myself I could just pee.

      I followed the captain and sauntered by the snack table on the way. A Long John called out to me. I probably shouldn’t eat just before meeting Elton John. Could I call him by his first name? Wait. He was British royalty or something. He was Sir Elton John. How should I address him? Sir Elton? Sir John? Sir Elton John? The King of Music?

      Anyway, I was too hungry to pass up a treat. I got a strawberry iced Long John. Don’t hate me too much. I tried to eat right, sometimes, but when it came to pastries, I had the willpower of a hungry newborn.

      The secret of my super status was out because several uniformed officers gave me thumbs up and positive nods.

      I tried to visualize my outfit. I needed to look my best for this. Today I wore my fancy blue blazer. This was a useful accessory. It went with everything and hid the bulge of my service weapon. I got it on sale and used all my Kohl’s Cash, but it still hit my detective’s budget pretty hard.

      I wondered how my hair looked. And what about lipstick? I rarely wore it, but this day was special. I imagined my strawberry Long John might have eliminated what little bit I had applied this morning.

      I would be guarding the Rocket Man himself, Elton John. What should I say? Should I play this cool? Should I gush with praise and flattery? I conducted a cost-benefit analysis of my first words and finished the last bite of my strawberry treat when we arrived at the captain’s door. The captain went in, and I followed, still debating my introductory comments. Could my world get any brighter?

      I might be spending the night at a big resort on the Strip on the department’s dime. Maybe I could also add a little rendezvous with my boyfriend, Andy. I could envision him in my mind: trim, cute, and always well dressed. He was taller than me, but not by much. He was a successful local business owner and had a certain charisma of gentleness and confidence. A romantic retreat with Andy was an enticing thought. I texted him my idea.

      I scanned the captain’s office. No one else was in the room. Wait, if I was guarding Elton John, he would still have a security detail, maybe an entourage. I was sure of that. I would have to meet him in a discreet and secure location. I was ready to burst. “Where⁠—”

      Captain Creek smiled. “Here’s your big surprise, detective.”

      Penny Shale, the mayor’s kindergarten age daughter, darted from behind me. “Donna, we’re going to be buddies today. Isn’t that swell?” Penny was one giant smile.

      Wait. Why was Penny here? Did she want to meet Elton John too? Who wouldn’t? I looked around for an entourage. Nothing.

      What did Penny say? Be buddies? Was she with me and Elton?

      I looked at my captain. “Is anyone else . . .” I didn’t complete that question. My brain got traction, finally. I wasn’t guarding Sir Elton. I took a moment to segue into my drastic change of assignment. I would be watching Mayor Shale’s daughter. Crap on a cracker. I wasn’t guarding Elton John. I was the mayor’s babysitter.
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      “Remember me, Donna?” Penny smiled as my self-esteem dropped through the floor.

      My mother texted and asked for Elton John’s autograph. I put my phone on silent and considered dropping it in the garbage. How does a person unsend texts? Should I pretend I had a brain hemorrhage?

      “Of course I remember you, sweetie.”

      Penny raised her bright pink cast, and we gently bumped fists. She broke her arm when I saved her from the Messenger’s bomb. I risked my life to protect her. And this was my reward, being her babysitter. I received another request for Elton’s autograph. Ugh.

      Penny was adorable. She wore a navy-blue dress with a Peter Pan collar, and a matching hairbow held her long curls back. She looked like she had walked off a Norman Rockwell painting.

      “How’s your arm, baby?” I asked.

      “I’m not a baby. I’m in school.” Penny gave me a smile.

      In the background, the uniformed officers who had given me thumbs up moments ago cackled about my rapid downfall.

      Captain Creek chuckled, and his large chest heaved. “You two could be sisters.”

      We could be sisters.

      I looked into the starry eyes of my charge. When life gives you lemons, make lemon bars. “What are we going to do, girlfriend?”

      Penny smiled. “A new Incredibles movie. I’m so excited.”

      “Me too.” I exhaled. I really hated lemon bars. They needed chocolate. “How’s your daddy?”

      Penny leaned in and whispered. “He bought me this new dress.”

      “It’s very pretty.”

      “I know.” She beamed without modesty.

      “How’s your mommy?”

      “She’s good. My mommy said that you’re evil because you can eat donuts and don’t get fat.”

      “Isn’t that interesting,” I said. Three things always tell the truth: kids, drunks, and yoga pants.

      “And my mommy said your rump is way too small for anyone who eats that many tacos.”

      “I think she meant that as a compliment. Maybe we shouldn’t share anymore.” I tried to divert the conversation.

      “Look.” Penny smiled. “See? I lost a tooth. The tooth fairy left me fifty dollars! I can spend it on anything I want.”

      Fifty dollars. I used my tongue to check my teeth. Did I have one that I didn’t need? “That’s great.”

      Penny’s expression turned serious. “Do you still have that ouchy on your . . . badonkadonk?”

      “On my what?”

      Penny used her uninjured arm and gestured towards her tiny bum.

      “Yes, my badonkadonk has an ouchy.” The Messenger had terrorized Las Vegas with explosions. I was too close to his first bomb, and a bank pen had impaled my keister. Yeah, I was stabbed in the rump with an ink pen on a little silver chain. Everyone thought it was hysterical but me. Physically, I was nearly healed. Emotionally, I was not discussing it. “I’m fine. How about you?”

      Penny nodded.

      Captain Creek smiled. “Do you think you can handle this assignment, Donna?”

      “I won’t let you down,” I replied.

      “There’s no way you can.”

      Penny whipped out a campaign ball cap which read, Shale for Governor. “This is for my daddy. He’s going to be the gub-ner.”

      “Governor,” I corrected.

      “I got a hat for you too.” She handed me a matching cap.

      “Maybe later.” Like after I regained my dignity.

      We wandered by the snack table. It had been ten minutes since my last pastry. I felt deprived. I inhaled the wonderful scent from Poppy’s Donuts and spied their round logo on the box. Someone had cut all the pastries in half, like that would lower my consumption rate. Isn’t that dainty? I placed a half with chocolate icing on a paper napkin as I hovered over the full box. “Want one?” I asked.

      Penny shook her head, and her curls and ribbon swayed.

      I picked up another half with multi-colored sprinkles.

      “I don’t want one.”

      “I understand. I have a metabolism disorder. I’m hungry all the time.”

      “I’m allergic to gootens.”

      “Glutens?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Donuts make me sick.”

      That was the saddest story I had ever heard, and I get teary-eyed when little Zuzu says, “Every time a bell rings an angel gets its wings.” Oh Clarence, help me.

      I think I have driven my guardian angel into therapy.
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      Penny and I departed for the Big Sky Resort, a giant, four-thousand-room hotel, convention center, and casino complex on the south end of the Strip. It was the size of a small city with two dozen restaurants in every price range and an attached shopping mall with stores selling everything from tacky T-shirts to diamond-encrusted wristwatches that cost more than a middle-class home. Of course they offered gambling opportunities for every budget.

      I did not want to drive. I would have to leave my car in their monster parking complex and hike a mile to the hotel, dragging our overnight bags. That’s a lot of hiking for two short-legged girls like Penny and me. Handsome officer Rick and a rookie were headed that way, so we hitched a ride.

      Rick should be a male model. He was every girl’s dream: tall, dark, and handsome. He had an infectious smile and the body of a Greek god. I innocently flirted with him constantly, as did every single woman on the force. I never seemed to capture his attention. Penny and I slid into the back seat of his police cruiser.

      “I’ve never ridden in a police car,” Penny said.

      I winked at Rick. “Let’s give her the whole show.”

      Handsome Rick nodded and flipped on the lights and siren.

      Penny loved it. Halfway to our destination, Penny leaned over to me and whispered, “This car smells funny.”

      She was too young to understand the constant dousing of nervous sweat that soaked the back seat of police cruisers.

      Then, it happened.

      Donna Summer’s “She works Hard for the Money” came on the radio.

      “Pull over. Now!” I commanded.

      “What?” Rick gave a startled response but did as I requested, killing the lights and siren and opening my door.

      “Turn the music up! Time to get down!” I hopped onto the shoulder. “Come on, Penny, let’s dance. Shake your badonkadonk.” I took Penny by the hand, and we boogied without shame to the sound of Donna Summer belting out her disco anthem.

      Rick mentioned “the Disco Divas” and the rookie giggled.

      “I heard that,” I said. “May I remind you that the Disco Divas won a dance contest. Winning a trophy is nothing to be ashamed about.”

      Handsome Rick held up his hands in silent surrender.

      Penny waved at them to join us. “Aren’t you going to dance with me?”

      Rick and the rookie stared at Penny, confused.

      “Gentlemen, she invited you to dance.” I grinned.

      No one could say no to her precious face. Within seconds, the two officers joined us in an enthusiastic disco rendition. We formed a dancing quartet on the shoulder of the road. Did this count as a date with Handsome Rick? I would count it.

      Once my namesake had belted out her last note, we got back into the cruiser and returned to our journey, lights and siren on full. When we got within a half mile, we darkened the lights and quieted the siren.

      Big Sky Resort was the newest mega-resort in Las Vegas. Each one had a theme: an exotic city, pirates, or castles. This one had a western motif. Not a Clint Eastwood western, more like a western designed by RuPaul with lots of sparkles, lights, glitter, and an enormous number of bare-chested men.

      Twenty yards from the six-lane grand entrance, protestors approached, armed with nothing but homemade posters covering a multitude of issues. They were intimidating and loud, but harmless. They were surrounded by a large contingent of Vegas police ready to arrest anyone advancing beyond the temporary barricades. We were not their target audience. The protestors played their part for the hordes of media outlets from every television network—local and national—and a couple of TikTok influencers dabbling in politics.

      A dozen Pro-Life men shouted at an equal number of Pro-Choice women. Penny looked serious. “Why are those boys mad about what girls do?”

      “I’ll explain that when you’re a little older.” I noticed a Girl Scout troop holding signs advertising their cookies. “Now that’s an issue I can support.”

      We pulled to the curb and a sign-wielding protestor squeezed in front of the Girl Scouts, pushing several sashed salesgirls to the ground.

      I jumped out of the cruiser and stuck my finger in the face of the offending protestor. “Nobody messes with Girl Scout cookies. Ever!” The concerned citizen stepped back, unaccustomed to being confronted. “You mess with Girl Scout cookies, you mess with me. Get it?”

      The protester left for an easier target.

      I was ready to spar with the sign-wavers. Me against the world. But I settled down. Let this be a teaching moment. I looked at the scouts. “Girls, don’t take any . . . ah . . . don’t take any . . . crap from anyone standing in your way.”

      I bought a couple boxes of Samoas, my favorite. Rick and the rookie wanted Thin Mints and Penny wanted Trios, their gluten-free option, so I got each a box. I was so generous. You say cookies, I say I’m helping young female entrepreneurs.

      Several of the Big Sky valets were nearby, sporting pants, chaps, and boots with lots of rhinestones. They also wore unbuttoned vests with lots of sequins and nothing else above the waist.

      Penny covered her mouth. “Those boys aren’t wearing shirts. You can see their tummies.”

      I lowered my sunglasses to take in the view of the well-sculpted midriffs. “I know. Isn’t that . . . interesting.”

      Handsome Rick put Penny’s backpack and mine on the sidewalk. I stopped to admire his gentle way of . . . putting the backpacks on the ground. So . . . graceful. That was it. Graceful.

      The bags were easy to distinguish. Mine was all black and contained my Kevlar vest, my backup pistol, extra ammunition, and my clothes. Penny’s backpack was bright pink with images of unicorns and rainbows with lots of sparkles.

      I picked up her colorful bag and slung it over my shoulder. “Come on, let’s go to our room.”

      Penny put her hands on her small hips. “That’s my bag, silly.”

      “Are you sure?” I teased.

      Penny smiled, and I handed her the unicorn bag and picked up my own.

      “See you later?” Rick winked.

      “Yes, of course,” I said without thinking. Wait. Did I just make a date with Rick? I have a boyfriend. Ugh. Where was my brain?

      I spied Raincoat Ronnie, my dutiful covert informant, standing fifteen yards away from the entrance.

      “Penny, wait here a second.” I darted across the taxi lanes to talk to my secret helper while Rick guarded Miss Penny.

      Raincoat Ronnie was a long-time member of the Las Vegas homeless scene. He was so named because rain or shine, Ronnie wore a raincoat, every single day, all the time. Ronnie was crazy as a bed bug, but he was the perfect informant. He was quiet as a mouse and moved in and out of crowds without attracting attention. He was my ninja crime fighting assistant. The FBI and Secret Service had an army of officers and a network of drones. I had Ronnie.

      “Ronnie, can you help me?” He nodded.

      I approached him and gave him a pocket notebook and pen. “Write down anyone who leaves the commercial loading area tonight. We have a lot of political officials attending the event.” I gave him twenty-two dollars, all my spare cash. “Be sure and get something to eat.”

      Big Sky Resort had a multitude of video cameras, but most were in the public areas and around the gambling money. I wanted someone to be a backup, and my ninja-like friend was perfect. He noticed everything but no one ever noticed him.

      I walked back to Penny. Lots of limos and private security clogged the entrance.

      Penny whispered, “Your friend looks funny.”

      I nodded.

      “Why does he wear a raincoat?”

      “Just in case it rains.” That answer made little sense for Las Vegas, since it only rained about seven times a year, but it satisfied Penny for the moment.

      So many important federal, state, and local officials meant every law enforcement agency was in attendance, jockeying for control. They had agreed to scan everyone coming into the hotel and casino and had set up metal detectors and X-ray screeners like the airport. This slowed down the flood of entrants, but only briefly. X-ray machines were a strange addition to a hotel on the Strip, but this was Las Vegas. Strange was normal here.

      I jumped the line with Penny in tow, walked straight to the front, and badged my way in, bypassing the metal detectors. The officer made a digital scan of my ID and gave me a puzzled look. “Problem?” I asked.

      “The picture doesn’t look like you.”

      I glanced at my official ID card. Ugh, my brief experiment with bangs. It was not a success. I needed to get a new photo taken soon.

      My phone rang. It was Andy, my boyfriend. “How are you? Working on a big case?” Andy was the boyfriend any mother would approve. My mother did. He was kind and owned his own business, which were her only two standards for her daughters. He ran one of the Vegas tabloids. He was also a concierge guide for wealthy Asian tourist groups.

      Had I told him I would be guarding Elton John? He didn’t mention it, so probably not. “Yes, high profile. The highest.” We chatted for a couple moments and made a date for this week, assuming I am not recruited to be a world champion babysitter. Maybe I could trade my service pistol for a pacifier.

      OMG. Had Andy not seen my text about the intimate rendezvous on the Strip? Obviously not. I would have to cancel that. With Penny on my hip, romance was not on the schedule.

      Penny grinned ear to ear. I supposed she could see the joy on my face. “Is he your boyfriend?”

      “Yes. His name is Andy.”

      “Do you have two boyfriends?” Penny asked.

      “No. You misunderstood. Rick’s not my boyfriend. He’s just a friend.” A very handsome friend, but still just a friend. I hoped Penny had a short memory.

      “Does Andy give you flowers?” Penny’s giant smile revealed a missing tooth. Adorable.

      I had to smile. I tapped her gently on the nose. “Someone will give you flowers, I promise.”

      We walked two feet before I bumped into a clown, a real clown with face paint and a comical, colorful outfit that could be seen from outer space. I was startled but hid my fear. My eyes darted around the hotel lobby. Clowns dotted the registration area, lots of clowns, in full garb. Freak.

      Penny was enthralled. “Do they have a circus here? I love the circus.”

      I didn’t share Penny’s enthusiasm. Clowns disturbed me. They were creepy. I had read too many Stephen King novels. Big Sky Resort was hosting a clown convention this week in addition to the political events. Something about a clown convention at the same place as a political debate made me smile.

      Penny and I walked into the expansive hotel atrium. Bright lights read Nevada Politics This Week. A political roundtable of pundits broadcasted live from the lobby. The glaring lights displayed the makeup-caked newscasters engaged in a lively discussion of the local political races.

      “This is Nevada Politics This Week with Randy Wrinkle. I’m your host Randy Wrinkle. Let’s kick off the roundtable discussion with the key political race this year, Nevada’s Governor. Las Vegas Mayor Steve Shale is polling in the middle of the pack. He’s not ready for prime time,” the blue-suited news anchor said.

      “Five marriages. He’s got more baggage than Delta Air Lines,” another pundit offered.

      “He’s slow on fundraising, has inadequate campaign staff,” Randy Wrinkle continued.

      Another pundit leaned into the microphone. “Rumors are a staffer ran off with fifty thousand dollars in donations.”

      “Poor oversight,” the only female broadcaster said. “Shale has been tight-lipped about the theft.”

      Randy continued. “Shale will need a bucket of money to make this election competitive. It will take ten million or more to win this race. Seven candidates, it’s wide open. Going to cost a fortune.”

      “Has he raised that much?” the female newscaster asked.

      “No one knows, but probably not,” Randy said. “Rumors I’ve heard say he has less than three million dollars in the bank. Not enough for this fight.”

      Penny made a sour face and put her hands on her small hips. “Why are they saying bad things about my daddy?”

      “They’re not being mean,” I assured her. “They are just talking about your daddy’s work.”

      We walked by the auditorium as a dozen ornately costumed clowns strolled in the opposite direction, toward the convention rooms. They all smiled at Penny. She loved the attention. I tried not to make eye contact. If I saw just one clown with an evil smile and a red balloon, I would run for the exit.

      Big Sky’s Grande Auditorium was usually reserved for their headlining group of female impersonators and their comedy act. Today, it had been converted into an election Parthenon, everything in red, white, and blue. A small army of workers arranged rows of seating while others loaded hundreds of patriotic-colored balloons into giant nets before hoisting them high above.

      A team of technicians installed two more metal detectors at the entrance to the auditorium. Captain Creek and an FBI agent argued about needing two or three more. He waved in my direction, but his attention was on my sidekick. “Hello, Penny. You look so pretty.”

      “I know.” She smiled and revealed her missing tooth.

      The captain replied, “Oh, you lost a tooth. Congratulations.” He looked at me. “Remember, Detective Wyznecki, every one of our tasks deserves our best effort.”

      Wanna trade? Ugh. The captain stared. Did I say that out loud? His expression didn’t sour, so I had kept my thoughts to myself. I smiled and told the captain, “We’re going up to the room now.” I had to get away from all these clowns before I had a panic attack. I may have to sleep with the lights on.
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      Penny and I waded past rows and rows of slot machines. Casinos never offered a direct path to the elevators. Once in the gambling area, there were no windows, no clocks. A person could be lost here for days.

      At the elevators, more security. No one got on the elevator unless they had a room card, and plenty of guards kept the lines moving.

      In the elevator alcove, Penny and I were met by a well-dressed man with a rapidly receding hairline and an upturned nose. “I’m Franklin Avilla, Campaign Coordinator. I will be your contact person with the campaign.” Campaign Coordinator? Was that title supposed to impress me? He hiccupped, and I would swear that he was a little tipsy. He wasn’t driving, and this was Las Vegas, so a little alcohol was not that unusual, even during breakfast hours.

      Franklin, Penny, and I got into an elevator with a young woman who must have been one of Las Vegas’ many escorts. She had to be. Young and super pretty, she sported two extra-large implants. Her skimpy outfit provided an anatomy lesson for anyone interested. Franklin looked. He had to, all men did. I looked too. She was a sight. Her top exposed most of her floatation devices and her skirt was alarmingly short.

      “Franklin? Franklin!” I repeated to get his attention. “Are the floors restricted?”

      “Yes.” He stopped staring for a moment. “Card-only access to suite-level floors.”

      “Any video cameras on the floors?”

      “Yes, on the regular floors but not on the suite floors. This is Vegas, and some people pay extra for . . . discretion.”

      Penny looked at me. “What does discretion mean?”

      I pondered how to explain this to someone of tender years without getting too explicit. “Some people do naughty things here, and they don’t want anyone to see.”

      The escort chuckled and looked at me, prompting me to explain more, but I didn’t have anything more to offer.

      Franklin raised his eyebrows, not sure how to explain this to a child either.

      “Hmmm,” Penny said. “Like eating candy before dinner?”

      Franklin and the escort nodded. “Yes,” they said in unison.

      “Yes,” I repeated, “like candy before dinner.” Wow, I dodged that bullet.

      The escort got off one floor before ours, and when she exited, I noticed she had no back to her skirt. Her rear end was exposed. She wore a thong. Oh, my sweet, sweet hometown, Las Vegas.

      Penny, eyes wide, pointed and said, “You can see her⁠—”

      I covered her mouth before she could finish that sentence. When this was over, Penny would probably be the worldliest kindergartner ever.

      When we reached the suites floor, I saw that the Nevada State Bureau of Investigation had placed a security desk immediately off the alcove. The pair of NSBI agents scrutinized our IDs and made sure they matched the room guestlist on a laptop. They kept detailed records of everyone coming or going from this floor.

      We followed Franklin to our suite. The double-door entrance proclaimed this was the Mountain Bluebird suite. I said the suite name aloud.

      Penny smiled. “Teacher says that’s the name of our state bird.”

      “Yes,” I said. “That’s right.” That might be the only thing I remembered from my eighth-grade Nevada State History class. I grew up here. Las Vegas was my hometown. Tourists never understood that Las Vegas was a normal city, with schools, libraries, restaurants, and escorts who wore thongs. Well, we were close to normal. Maybe normal adjacent.

      Once in the suite, I dropped my bag beside the couch and did a quick physical inspection. Two spacious bedrooms, each with an enormous suite bathroom and a group-sized jacuzzi tub, that branched off an over-sized sitting room with two plush couches and a giant television and a half bath. A well-stocked, hardwood bar overlooked the immense sitting room. The suite had a working gourmet-quality kitchen, much bigger than the one in my apartment, and had its own half-bath. I guessed this was how the wealthy “roughed it.”

      I had Penny watch a cartoon while I dealt with the campaign coordinator.

      Franklin handed me a notebook. “This book describes everything you need to know for the next forty-eight hours. My phone number is on the front. Feel free to text me anytime. Don’t call me. Text me. Only text me.”

      “Frankie, I doubt I will be calling you⁠—”

      “Franklin.” He paused to ensure my attention. “My name is Franklin. Not Frank, and certainly not Frankie. Franklin.”

      I nodded. “Franklin. I got it. Franklin. My mistake. Will not happen again.”

      Franklin spoke. “Before we get started, I’m homosexual. Will that be an issue?”

      “Is that why my feminine charms did not overwhelm you?” I batted my eyelashes. No reaction. This was a tough room. “That won’t be an issue. Not at all.” I opened the notebook to the first page.

      “The detailed schedule is in the notebook, down to a minute-by-minute planner. Everything you need is in the notebook. Got it?”

      “Check. Everything is in the notebook.” I nodded. I looked around the room. “First things first,” I announced. “We need to stock this suite for the officers about to arrive.”

      “The bar is already fully stocked,” Franklin said, eyeing an expensive bottle of bourbon.

      “For Vegas cops, we need donuts and coffee.”

      Franklin pulled out his phone. “I’ll call room service. A pot of coffee and a dozen⁠—”

      “Not enough,” I corrected. “Better make it three dozen.”

      Franklin looked shocked. “Okay, three dozen pastries, assorted. How much coffee?”

      “Two gallons should get us started. A lot of officers will be stopping by.”

      Franklin dropped his phone back in his pocket. “Your essentials are on the way. Penny will be needed for a family photo after the debate and press conference at eight tonight. It will be a long day. That is estimated to be”—he checked his wristwatch—“nine hours from now.”

      “Wonderful,” I said. Nine hours? What am I supposed to do for nine hours?

      Penny twirled in the middle of the sitting area. “This place is huge.” She was so excited. “They have cartoons and the new Incredibles movie.”

      “Great.” I cannot believe I went through police combat training for this.

      Franklin made himself a stiff drink from the well-stocked bar and downed it in one gulp.

      “When you get hungry, order food from room service.”

      “We can go downstairs to the buffet.” The Big Sky’s Jackpot Buffet was newly remodeled and rumored to be the largest in Vegas. I was anxious to experience it first-hand.

      “No,” Franklin paused again for effect. “Stay here and order room service. Security issue.”

      I thought I was the security. I was guarding a kindergartner. I didn’t need SWAT backup. I realized I wasn’t going to win this fight. “As you wish.” I smiled.

      “The campaign is paying for everything, of course.”

      “Of course,” I echoed.

      Franklin turned the notebook to the second page. “Penny has medical concerns. She is allergic to bananas, which is not a problem because she doesn’t like them anyway.”

      Penny frowned. “Yuck, bananas.”

      I was never a big fan of bananas either, unless they were covered with ice cream.

      “She must also avoid glutens.”

      “Yes.” I smiled again, lest I be perceived as disagreeable “She told me about glutens.”

      “Luckily, Big Sky’s room service has a great deal of gluten-free options. Let me know if you have any questions. Remember, text me, don’t call me. Text me. Always text me.” Franklin poured himself another tumbler of bourbon and carried it out of the room.

      Penny and I scouted out the bedrooms. I told her she could pick which one she wanted.

      Someone, I assumed her mother, had dropped off Penny’s clothes for this two-day event. Several dresses, lots of ruffles. She always looked like a doll. Someone had already unpacked her play clothes, pajamas, underwear, and socks in the dresser. I guessed that made it feel like home. A politician’s kid lived in hotels.

      I put my bag on the bed in my room. I checked for phone reception. In Vegas hotel rooms, cell service was worthless. I tried to get a Wi-Fi signal. Pitiful. An app from the Big Sky Resort told me I could have “executive class” Wi-Fi for a mere $34 a day. Were they kidding? I was about to call my captain when the app prompted to “Click here to charge to room.” I input the suite number, and my phone lit up like a Christmas tree. Thanks, Mayor Shale.

      Penny moved from room to room, checked out all the bathrooms, closets, and every space that was large enough to hold her.

      A chime went off. Our suite had a doorbell. Of course it did. I opened the door to the wonderful aroma of donuts and coffee. Franklin’s delivery crew must have worked overtime. The room service crew set up the police rations on the
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