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  This book is dedicated to my brother and best friend, Rick Taylor, for being such an excellent writer himself that he inspired me to return to my earliest wish – write a mystery. 








  
  Praise for Sheila Lowe


“Utterly compelling! “Outside the Lines” joins the ranks of those rare thrillers that expertly blend nonstop plotting with keen perceptions of the characters—good and bad—who populate this wonderful tale.” 

Jeffery Deaver, New York Times Bestselling Author  

“Dynamite” - Starred review – PUBLISHERS WEEKLY
“Lowe wins readers over with her well-developed heroine and the wealth of fascinating detail on handwriting analysis.”  - BOOKLIST

"The well-paced plot develops from uneasy suspicions to tightly wound action." — FRONT STREET REVIEWS

"[A] fast-paced, crisp, and gritty novel that penetrates the world of celebrity and the dark appetites of those who live in that world. — ARMCHAIR INTERVIEWS

"A perfectly paced mystery with an easy fluidity that propels the reader through the story at breakneck speed." — BOOKPLEASURES.COM 

“Sheila Lowe’s writing is fast-paced and suspenseful and made believable by her own background as a forensic handwriting expert. Yet another page-turner for Claudia Rose fans.” — Rick Reed, Author of the Jack Murphy Crime Series









Dead Letters starts at high speed, and it stays there…Lowe presents a clear and compelling story—and thusly a respect for the reader’s experience. - Pen World 


"Dead Letters is an entertaining thriller set in Egypt, Gibraltar, Arizona and London, starring two heroines, an expert handwriting analyst and her intrepid niece. This novel will get your heart racing and also give you a fun education on ancient Egypt history at the same time." — Matt Witten, bestselling author of The Necklace


“Lowe expertly delivers a solid criminal investigation while guiding her readers into a unique culture where tattooing and the murder of a young girl come together on the autopsy table. Hit the lights and siren because this is one fast ride from beginning to end.” — Lee Lofland, Author of “Police Procedure and Investigation” and founder and director of the Writers’ Police Academy


"This is a good read that’s hard to put down. If you have any interest in reading handwriting, there’s a lot of good information about that included in the story. You may even have to watch how you write in the future. You don’t want anyone to think you’re a psychopath…" — Long and Short Reviews
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  Chapter One


Forest Lawn Memorial Park 
To Claudia Rose, Lindsey Alexander’s funeral was the worst kind of Hollywood spectacle: news copters thudding overhead. Paparazzi shouting at celebrities in luxury cars rolling through the cemetery's towering gates. Fans lugging beach chairs and sunshades from cars jammed along Glendale Avenue. All that was missing was Ryan Seacrest and a red carpet.
Lindsey would have approved. 
Inside Forest Lawn, Claudia watched from the hilltop, irritation pricking at her—like a splinter working its way under the skin—slow, relentless, impossible to ignore. If she'd still harbored even the tiniest shred of affection for the woman they had come to bury, maybe standing here, with sweat trickling down her back might have made an ounce of sense. But she didn't. Which made wasting an afternoon on air kisses and crocodile tears with the Tinseltown crowd feel like the ultimate insult. 
She was hot, cranky, and not ashamed to admit it. Her best friend Kelly Brennan, on the other hand, was unapologetically sexy in a black cocktail dress that would have raised eyebrows at a nightclub. They might both be broiling in 101-degree heat, but Kelly looked as cool as if she’d just stepped out of a spa. 
Claudia leaned over and muttered, “If there’s such a thing as funeral weather, this isn’t it.”
Kelly just snickered. “Aww, poor baby. Would you feel better if it rained?” 
“If it killed the carnival vibe, I would.”
“Too bad, no thunderstorms in the cards. Or, more accurately, in the clouds. So, what’s really on your mind?”
“Nothing.”
Her friend’s wordless expression spoke volumes. Claudia sighed. “Fine. Anywhere but here—that’s what I’m thinking.”
“Liar. I see that look in your beady little eyes. You’re busy exhuming memories. Admit it.”
“Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do at a funeral—think about the dead?” 
“Some memories are better left buried, grasshopper.” Kelly pressed her palms together in the Namaste position and made a slight bow. 
They had known each other too long and too well for Claudia to quibble. Kelly was an attorney and never lost an argument. She sighed again. “Then what are we doing here?”
“Making sure she’s really dead, silly.” 
Not for the first time, Claudia was caught between being amused by her friend, who rarely filtered her thoughts before blurting them, and being appalled. More often than not, Kelly’s trademark sassy grin tended to excuse her. And in this case, she was right, and for the moment, Claudia had no comeback. Her attention had caught on the hearse and a long white limousine that were slowly cresting the hill. 
The vehicles stopped at the curb where the crowd of mourners waited and six matching hunks in white suits stepped out of the limo. 
“Have mercy and pass the defibrillator,” Kelly breathed. “Is this a funeral or a screen test?”
The men gathered at the back of the hearse. They withdrew the magnificent silver pearl casket and lined up like a platoon of white-gloved Marines bearing a fallen hero, hoisting it onto their broad shoulders for Lindsey’s short, final journey across the lawn.
“They must be as hot as hell in those suits,” Claudia said with a flicker of sympathy. Or maybe she was just projecting.
Kelly’s eyes rolled. “Too appropriate. Lindsey wouldn’t be caught in hell without an entourage of beautiful demons.”
Lindsey wouldn’t have recognized appropriate if it smacked her in the face, Claudia thought. But then again, Kelly had a fairly relaxed relationship with the concept too.
They had all been friends once—the three amigas. Not that any of them spoke Spanish; the appellation just felt right. And then Lindsey showed them who she really was.
Claudia had tried to forgive and forget, but underneath, even after all these years, the rancor burned as hot as ever. So, the lump of emotion that suddenly clogged her throat took her by surprise. Maybe it was because facing the death of someone her own age forced her to confront her own mortality. 
The Grim Reaper had come too soon, taking Lindsey Alexander after only thirty-eight years on earth. Far too young to drown in her own Jacuzzi. 

      [image: ]There were no family members to lead the march to the burial site. Ivan Novak, Lindsey’s business manager, walked alone at the head of the casket, followed by the most mega of Lindsey’s mega-clients, and trailed by the lesser personalities. The rest, including Claudia and Kelly, brought up the rear. 
“You go ahead,” Claudia said, fighting the twitchy urge to bolt from the funeral as fast as she could. Picturing the waiting hole in the ground was making her queasy. 
But Kelly, her attention already on another conversation a few feet away, tugged Claudia aside so she could eavesdrop on the two women, who couldn't have been more different from one another—one elegant, the other scruffy.
The first, a Zendaya lookalike in beaded Fulani braids and a designer dress molded to her slim frame, had either been dressed by a Beverly Hills stylist, or possessed impeccable style of her own. The other, probably in her late teens, sobbed into a soggy tissue. Spiky, blonde-tipped black hair. A crop top that revealed a tattoo: seven daggers stabbing a heart that bled tears. A curved silver barbell pierced her navel above a pair of low-slung Levi’s fashionably ripped at the knees. She stood out among the dry-eyed mourners like a dot of spaghetti sauce on a white dress. 
Her companion, Fulani beads swinging in agitation, jabbed an angry finger at her. “Suicide.” She spat the word as if it tasted foul. “Lin’sey would never kill herself.” Her accent carried the rhythms of steel drums and dark rum on sunny Caribbean beaches. 
“But how do you know?" the girl whimpered. “How do you really know?” 






  
  Chapter Two


“Who are they?” Claudia stage-whispered. 
“No idea. Let’s get closer.”
“Let’s not…”
“Shhh.” Kelly snatched a handful of Claudia’s dress and yanked on it. “Come on.”
Feeling like Lucy to Kelly’s Ethel, Claudia reluctantly followed until they were close enough to hear.
“I know because I knew Lin’sey,” the beaded woman hissed. “I thought you did, as well.”
A fresh flood of tears spilled down the girl’s pale face. She pulled a tissue out of her pocket and dragged it across cheeks already smudged with a muddy trail of mascara. “I’m scared, Des,” she mewled. “I’m freaking out.”
So much for assuming her tears were for the dead. But now the older woman had a name. Des.
“You should be freaking out and all. There is plenty enough to freak out about.”
“TMZ tweeted that she killed herself. The cops said so too.”
Scathing disdain settled on Des’s features and hardened there. “So, you believe what the policemen say, do you now? Look—I am tellin’ you this one more time: before she come to the earth, that one make a deal with God how she is goin’ out. And suicide? “She shook her head and set the beads swinging again. “No! That is not her way.”
“So, maybe it was an accident.”
“An accident?” Des stared at her, incredulous. Then, with a dismissive wave of her hand, and her spine stiff as a lance, she stalked off toward the graveside, leaving the girl gaping after her.
Claudia offered a clean tissue from her purse. The girl swung on her with the suspicious glare of a feral cat, snatched it, and muttered something that might or might not have been ‘thanks.’ She blew her nose with a loud, wet snuffle, jammed the soggy tissue into her jeans, and walked away—in the opposite direction from Des. 
“Well, that was interesting,” Kelly said as they watched her head toward the parking lot.
“Interesting? That woman was implying Lindsey was murdered.”
“Why are you surprised? Everyone hated her.”
“Maybe so, but she's talking about murder dressed up as suicide.”
“Why not? There was a time I wanted to kill her every thirty minutes.” All humor had evaporated from Kelly’s sky-blue eyes, leaving them bleak.
“There’s a big leap between wanting to kill someone and actually doing it,” Claudia said, letting her skepticism show. 
“The cops should have hired you to look at the suicide note. Maybe that Des woman was right. You might have come up with a different opinion.”
Sometimes, the police called on Claudia’s expertise as a forensic document examiner. This time, they hadn’t. 
“If the coroner had no doubts Lindsey killed herself, they didn’t need me.” She gestured to the canopy next to the burial site. Roped-off seating was for the biggest name guests who were deemed deserving of protection from the blazing sun. “Let’s see if we can get close enough to hear anything.”
Kelly shook off her grim mood, and as they joined the hoi polloi jockeying for standing room on the grass, she recovered her usual sunny tone. She jerked her chin toward the front row. “Who’s that guy Ivan’s talking to? He looks familiar.” 
As if hearing his name invoked, Lindsey’s business manager, Ivan Novak, swiveled his head in their direction. He excused himself from his conversation and began making his way toward them. Claudia took a good look at the man who had been seated next to him. “If I’m not wrong, that’s one of our state senators.” 
“Think Ivan will invite us to sit with them?” Kelly asked hopefully. 
“No, and don’t suggest it.”
“Is that a challenge, Kemosabe?”
Claudia gave her the stink eye. “Definitely not.”
Ivan made his way through the crowd like a president at the State of the Union, shaking hands and graciously thanking people for coming. To Claudia, the puffy pouches under his eyes suggested that he, unlike so many others— herself and Kelly included—had shed real tears for Lindsey.
“It means so much that you’re both here,” Ivan said after the obligatory air kisses. “I know it couldn’t have been easy for you.”
Kelly hugged him, then stepped back. Eyeing the rivulets of sweat trickling down his bright pink face. “Are you okay? You look kinda shit,” she blurted in typical Kelly fashion. “No offense.”
Ivan tugged a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his face. “None taken. And I’m about as far from ‘okay’ as I can be. But there’s not a whole lot I can do about it, is there?” Before Kelly could respond, he turned to Claudia. “You and I need to talk. Not here. Privately. Find me at the reception.”
Her heart sank. Cocktails with Lindsey’s glittering clientele hadn’t figured into her afternoon plans. She was already searching for an excuse to beg off when Ivan read her intention and cut her off. 
“You have to come, Claudia please, come. It’s important.”
She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Lindsey may be dead, but the drama goes on. 
“Oh, look, the service is about to start,” she said, gesturing toward the podium where the funeral director had stepped up. 
Ivan gave her sad puppy dog eyes. “You and Lindsey were friends once. Don’t let her down now.”
Claudia scowled at his receding back. Ivan the Terrible—as sweet as Moscato, and as unyielding as granite. “They’re having the reception at Lindsey’s penthouse,” she grumbled to Kelly. “Where she died, for Chrissake? How creepy is that?”
“As creepy as Lindsey, of course. I’m going, and of course, Zebediah is too.” She nodded toward their friend, Zebediah Gold, in the front row. “Look—he finagled himself a prime seat.”
Claudia spotted him right away, exactly where he’d want to be: between two beautiful women. She smiled. “Of course he did. And wearing his seersucker jacket.”
“In this weather, I’m surprised he didn’t show up in a thong.”
“Jesus, I could have gone all day without that image in my head.”
Her comeback was cut short by the funeral director’s introduction of the officiant, Bishop Flannery. 
Dressed in long purple vestments and mopping his bald pate with a handkerchief, Flannery looked as miserable as Claudia felt. If there was any mercy to be had, he would make this the fastest service on record.
He looked out over the crowd, opening his gilt-edged missal. “We are gathered together on this sad occasion to bid a final farewell to a woman greatly respected—"
“Good thing he didn’t say ‘greatly loved,’” Kelly stage-whispered.
Claudia poked her with an elbow. “Shhhh.”
The bishop dabbed at his forehead again. “Often seen in the news with the clients to whom she devoted her life, Lindsey Alexander came to Hollywood with nothing but raw energy and a unique gift for recognizing talent in others. Lindsey was not a celebrity in her own right, but ably represented those whose reflected light shines on her now.”
His reedy tenor was no competition for the news choppers and drones overhead. Claudia, who could not bring herself to care, gave up trying to listen. The truth was, Lindsey had been a self-serving ball-buster who exploited the hell out of her clients. But brutal truths like that did not belong in a eulogy.






  
  Chapter Three


Traffic between the cemetery in Glendale and Beverly Hills had been brutal—as usual. Parking along the Wilshire Corridor, nonexistent. Trudging three endless blocks to Lindsey’s building in high-heeled sandals, excruciating. 
Claudia entered the lobby cursing herself for a fool. Ivan had caught up with her again after the service, pleading with her to meet him in the penthouse, where, six days ago, Lindsey had been found dead.
The concierge took a quick glance at her driver’s license photo: emerald eyes framed by winged brows, a slightly pouty mouth; glossy auburn hair falling just below her shoulders. Returning it with a professional smile, he asked her to sign in.
Running a practiced eye over the signatures was second nature for a handwriting analyst. The celebrity names interested her less than what the signatures revealed about the personalities behind the pen: tall capital letters and strong rhythm of powerful people; the showy, elaborate styles of the rich and famous who wanted to be seen; and the illegible scrawls that demonstrated a need to hide the reality of a poor self-image behind a grand facade.

      [image: ]Even before she stepped into the circular foyer of Lindsey’s condo, the blast of music and conversation hit her like a wave. With so many of Hollywood’s ‘A’ list in attendance, it might as well be an Oscar party. 
A chandelier that would have done the White House proud shimmered down on an array of glorious floral tributes: rose sprays and chrysanthemum crosses, carnation hearts and arrangements of lilies. Claudia sniffed one or two perfect blossoms, not finding any trace of natural scent—a fitting metaphor for Lindsey—impressive on the outside, but lacking heart.
The sunken living room, furnished in black and white, was both stark and beautiful. From the top step, it looked like an Ansel Adams photograph—high-contrast and carefully staged. A sprinkling of recognizable TV and film actors occupied the Italian leather banquette that spanned one wall. Lesser-knowns wandered around, champagne glasses in hand, working the room.
Lindsey herself gazed down on them all from a life-sized oil portrait above the fireplace, impossibly slender in a low-cut, satiny Jean Harlow style gown. The artist had captured, not the hardboiled armor she had worn to get what she wanted, but a wistfulness that softened her eyes, her mouth. She stood with one hand resting on the Steinway grand piano—the same pearl color as her casket. One of her famous guests sat there now playing ‘Memory,’ the melancholy ballad from the Broadway musical, Cats.
What had she been thinking when she posed for that painting? 
Claudia was startled from her reverie by a voice close to her ear. “Darling. I’ve been looking all over for you.” Zebediah Gold. Old friend, one-time lover. These days, he had more hair on his chin than his head—but still resembled a bearded Sean Connery. He dropped a kiss on her cheek and squeezed her shoulders. “Were you at the cemetery?” he asked.
“You mean you didn’t see Kelly and me sweating it out at the back with the other peons.” Claudia gave him a hug. “Unlike you, I might add. How’d you rate that front row seat?”
Zebediah gave her a look of mock reproach. “Sweetie—where else would I be?”
“Come on, Zebediah, who’d you have to sleep with for the privilege?” She said it with a glint of humor to soften the jab.
He threw an arm around her shoulders. “In a bitchy mood, darling? Tell Daddy all about it.”
“Chalk it up to crappy traffic and too-tight shoes.” She glanced around. “And all this.”
“I know you hate this kind of thing.” Zebediah had left his full-time psychology practice for semi-retirement as a consultant. He gave her a long, clinical look. “Considering how things were between you and Lindsey, I didn’t expect you to be here.”
“Serious arm-twisting by Ivan. Something important he wants to talk about.” She shrugged. “You know how it was with Lindsey—everything was important if it was her emergency.”
“She had many faces, sweetie. I strongly doubt those of us who thought we knew her ever saw them all.” He hooked an arm through hers. “Let’s get out of this iniquitous din and find somewhere we can talk.”
He shepherded her through the sweeping condo like he knew it well, snagging two champagne flutes from a waiter bearing a laden tray. They passed through a sliding door in the stunning glass wall and onto the sundeck. 
Too high up to hear the traffic sounds of Wilshire Boulevard fifteen stories below, the West Side sprawled for miles: a panorama of old and new L.A., shoulder-to-shoulder like longtime pals. Dwellings and commercial properties, the UCLA campus, the Armand Hammer Gallery. In the distance, a bloody sun pushed through the late afternoon marine layer, lolling on the horizon just above the Pacific.
Claudia raised her glass. “Champagne at a funeral. That’s the Lindsey I knew.” Her smile was rueful. “I keep expecting her to pop out of a cake and yell ‘Surprise!‘”
Zebediah grinned. “She would enjoy the shock value.” 
“That girl was a bundle of contradictions. I once saw her make a large donation to the Children of the Night—the nonprofit that helps kids living on the street.”
“Really, darling? That gives me a warm feeling in my nether regions.”
“In the spirit of ‘nobody is all bad, or all good?”
“Even Lindsey wasn’t a cardboard cutout. She didn’t like to show it, but writing that check showed she had a sensitive side.”
“She did a good job of hiding it,” Claudia said. “Just ask Kelly if you want some Lindsey horror stories.”
He hiked an eyebrow. “Kelly is the quickest person I know to forgive and forget.”
“Some things are hard to forgive.” 
“Such as?”
Now that she had opened the door to memories that sent her tumbling back through the years, she regretted it. But Zebediah was looking at her expectantly. 
“You know we met at university. That’s when it started. First, Lindsey scored with one of Kelly’s boyfriends, and claimed it was ‘just for fun.’ She begged for forgiveness. But it got way worse.” 
“Go on. Tell me a story I haven’t heard.”
“Do you know about Kelly’s first wedding?” 
He shook his head.
“About a dozen friends drove to Las Vegas with Kelly and her fiancé, Luca for the wedding. Afterwards, we partied hard—like you do when you’re young.” She paused. “The next morning, Kelly woke up in bed, naked—with Lindsey. Luca was in the other bed with Lindsey’s plus-one—I don’t even remember who it was. Kelly was freaking out. Lindsey thought it was hilarious. Nobody remembers what actually happened that night.”
“I’m guessing Lindsey roofied them.”
“Yep.”
“The wedding night from hell. Christ.”
Claudia drew a deep breath and puffed it out on a long sigh. “Maybe this whole ‘suicide thing’ is one of Lindsey’s bad practical jokes.”
“Maybe that’s why they had a closed casket?” Zebediah chuckled. “It was empty.”
“And she’s living the high life in Brazil in the Witness Protection Program, laughing at us all.”
It was dark humor, but it would not have surprised Claudia if it turned out to be true. She turned her face to a welcome breeze. Maybe the world wasn’t any poorer for losing someone who had made a career of hurting people.
“Ivan called me that morning, asking if I’d heard from her,” Zebediah said. “She missed an important meeting. And you know that as flaky as she was in her personal life, Lindsey was dead serious when it came to business. He came here to her condo, saw her car in the garage. He had a key.” 
Zebediah set his empty glass on a side table. “He was the one who found her in the Jacuzzi. The coroner said the drugs and booze in her system would have impaired someone twice her size.”
“Do you believe she killed herself?” 
Zebediah looked surprised. “What else, darling?”
Claudia repeated the conversation she and Kelly had overheard. 
“These women think she was murdered?” 
“There are people who hated her.”
“But murder—that’s farfetched. I imagine what you heard was out of context.” 
“Context or not, there was no question that those women were scared—at least, the younger one was. The other just seemed angry.”
“What about the note they found with her body? It convinced the police it was suicide.”
“I wish I could have seen it.” Claudia said, then changed topics. “How did Ivan get a bishop to officiate—I thought they wouldn’t bury a suicide in consecrated ground. Besides, Lindsey was no churchgoer.”
“Things have changed. And a hefty donation can work wonders,” Zebediah said with a knowing smile. 
“And you know that, how?”
“The ubiquitous grapevine, of course.”
Zebediah could always be counted on to know what was going on. He dipped a hand into the pocket of his jacket and brought out a coral carved pipe. He had given up smoking years ago, but liked to joke that contemplating the universe while holding the stem in his mouth satisfied his persistent oral fixation. “A year or two ago, that bishop was on TV defending a priest who had been arrested for keeping the altar boys on their knees a little too long. Maybe he needed the donation for legal fees.”
Claudia glanced past him through the barrier of dual pane window doors. Inside, the crowd of famous guests moved like silent film actors playing their roles—elegant, distant, unreal. Did any of them hate Lindsey enough to kill her?

      [image: ]Leaving Zebediah to the charms of an up-and-coming actress who seemed to think he could help her career, Claudia went looking for Ivan. 
The bodies were packed as tightly as the Chateau Marmont bar on a Saturday night: Bel Air stick-figure women, and men who spent as much time at beauty salons as their wives. Botox was abundant across all genders, and the air in the penthouse was thick with a potpourri of high-priced perfumes and the faint tang of sweat.
Claudia turned a corner—and crashed into a man built like Bigfoot. Her yelp of pain was lost in the noise of music and voices as his size twelve brogue landed on her sandaled foot. She bent to massage her toes just as the man dropped to his knees. Their heads collided. 
“Shit!” she cried.
“I am so sorry,” He grabbed her foot and began to probe it, his broad face crimson-splotched with embarrassment as he looked up at her. “Is anything broken?”
“I’m fine, I’m fine. Let it go.” 
The man let go of Claudia’s foot and hauled himself to his feet. “Martin Grainger, mortified to meet you.” He offered a beefy hand. “In case you hadn’t figured it out, I’m the neighborhood klutz.”
Claudia tried to smile. “Oh, I figured it out.”
“Martin?” an imperious female voice said. “What’s going on here?” 
She was a small woman—about five feet tall. In five-inch heels, her coiffed platinum head barely reached his lapel. 
“I just stomped on this poor lady’s tootsie, Lil,” Martin Grainger said. 
Her parchment-thin skin was pulled tight over sculpted cheekbones. Her sleek black dress whispered money. “Do you need a doctor?” she asked Claudia.
“No. Please don’t make a fuss.”
The manicured hand the woman extended was weighed down by a twelve-carat headlight. “Lillian Grainger. And you are—?”
“Leaving,” Claudia said, turning to go. 
“Wait just a moment, please. I’d like to take your name and number in case you need medical attention later. We’ll cover any costs, of course.”
“Thanks, but I don’t need a doctor, and don’t worry, I’m not going to sue anyone.”
Lillian Grainger’s eyes suddenly narrowed as if trying to place her. “Have we met before?”
“Not that I recall.” And I certainly would not have forgotten your husband.
“I never forget a face and I know yours.” It took only a moment for her to make the connection she was looking for. “You were on TV last week, weren’t you?”
Channel 2 News had done a series highlighting women with unusual careers. Handwriting on the Wall, a three-minute profile of Claudia, had aired several times and lived on their website. 
“Wait, don’t tell me.” Lillian snapped her fingers. “I’ve got it—Poppy. No. Camellia? A flower name, am I right?”
“Claudia Rose.”
“There, I knew it. Rose. What an incredible coincidence to meet you here. You’re the handwriting expert. When we saw that piece, I told Marty, ‘We have got to call that woman.’” She took an embossed business card from her Gucci bag and handed it to Claudia. “I’d love your take on an applicant we’re considering. Our office is in the same building as Lindsey’s agency. I'll have my assistant, Yolande Palomino, call you on Monday to schedule a meeting.”
Discussing business at a funeral? Tacky didn’t begin to cover it.
Claudia took the card and stuffed it in her purse. “Would you excuse me? I need to find Ivan.”






  
  Chapter Four


When Lindsey Alexander first met Ivan Novak, she was working out of a one-room office in a run-down building on Beverly Boulevard. They were poles apart in personality, looks, philosophy—yet something had drawn them to work together. Years later, Lindsey would say that it didn’t matter whether hiring Ivan had been a stroke of genius or pure dumb luck. His business savvy had transformed the agency into a successful corporation that occupied a corner suite at a 90212 address. 
The trouble was, Ivan, with his thick black mustache, baby-pink cheeks, and thinning patch of dark hair that stretched over too much forehead, he had never been young enough, handsome enough, or thin enough to fit the Hollywood mold. In the final analysis, the Alexander Agency had never been anything but Lindsey’s business. Lindsey’s money.
He was standing alone in a corner of the formal dining room, looking dazed and reeking of weed. Claudia touched his sleeve. “Here I am, Ivan. What did you want to talk about?”
At first, he stared at her as if he didn’t know who she was. Then his eyes focused. He reached into his pocket for a fresh linen handkerchief and wiped his nose. “Let’s go upstairs to Lindsey’s office. This is confidential. It’ll be quieter there.”
He was lifting his foot to the first step of a floating staircase, stopped by a booming voice calling his name. Claudia recognized Senator Heidt, the man who had sat beside Ivan at the graveside. Handsome in a hand-tailored silk suit, with just enough silver at the temples to qualify him as distinguished. 
“The minister at our church will be eulogizing Lindsey tomorrow, Ivan. I know you’ll want to be there, so we’ve reserved a place for you in our family pew.”
Ivan looked less than pleased. He quickly pasted on the Hollywood version of a sincere smile. “That’s so kind of you, Bryce. I’ll let you know.” He swept a hand in Claudia’s direction. “Have you met Claudia Rose our world-famous handwriting expert? Claudia, Senator Bryce Heidt.”
The senator took her hand in a firm grip, flashing a high-intensity smile that made his eyes crease at the corners. His signature on the sign-in log in the lobby flashed through her mind—more style than substance, with attention-grabbing capital letters, an elaborate swirl under his name. His smile would not be so wide if he knew her voting record.
“Nice to meet you,” she said. 
“Handwriting expert, eh? Who hires you—the police?” 
She got the distinct impression that Heidt was measuring her potential value. “I work for all kinds of people.”
“What exactly does a document examiner do?”
“In my case, handwriting authentication—identifying forgeries. And sometimes behavioral profiling.”
The magnificent brows rose into his hairline. “Profiling from handwriting? You can tell how someone behaves by looking at their signature?”
As accustomed as Claudia was to dealing with skepticism, it still stung when her work wasn’t taken seriously. At least he hadn’t held out his palm and asked her to read it—It wouldn’t have been the first time someone had asked her to tell their fortune.
“Not just a signature, although it does provide some information. Handwriting reveals a lot about the writer—like body language and tone of voice.“ She’d repeated it all so many times before that the words came as automatically as a recorded message. 
He favored her with another thousand-watt smile. “Maybe I should have you analyze my opponent’s handwriting in the next election. You could be our secret weapon.”
When pigs fly.
“People often don’t realize that handwriting analysis is based on scientific research. It gives clues about how the writer functions, shows their potentials and weaknesses, and so on.” She glanced around for their host, but Ivan seemed to have disappeared. “Senator, would you excuse me?”
Heidt’s face fell. “Don’t go yet, Ms. Rose. I want you to meet my wife. You can look at her handwriting and tell me what she’s been hiding from me all these years.”
She answered without a smile. “I don’t do quickies, and I don’t talk business at funerals.” 
“Oh, come on, be a sport.”
She started to retort, but suddenly, his smile faded and the blood drained from his face. She turned to look for what had caused the sheer panic she saw: one of the women from the cemetery. 
The beaded braids swung as she moved toward them, her gaze locked on Heidt’s. Her elegant Louboutin threads clung to her curves like paint. She brushed past Claudia as if she were invisible. 
“Hello there, Mr. Senator,” she said, pressing her voluptuous body against him.
He recoiled as violently as if she had held a match to his bare feet, and started stammering. “I’m afraid I—I—I don’t—er, excuse me—“
Her smile showed off a set of movie star-perfect teeth. “Oh, come on, senator, you haven’t forgotten me already, have you?”
For what felt like eternity, Bryce Heidt and the woman occupied a private zone of frozen silence in the noisy condo. Then the moment passed and the mask of poise slid back into place. “I’m sorry,” he said smoothly. “You must be mistaken.”
But the woman doubled down. “No, no, no, Senator, there is no mistake. Let me remind you, I am Destiny.”
Des. Destiny.
Heidt turned, already pulling away. “The name doesn’t ring any bells.”
She gave him a wink, slow and deliberate. “I thought it rang your bell.”
A hand landed on her arm. “Destiny, dear heart, how are you? Let me get you a drink,“ Ivan was back. “Don’t go anywhere,” he said to Claudia, and hustled Destiny away. 
The senator abruptly excused himself, too.
Claudia stared after them. Who was that woman? A spurned lover? Was she drunk? She’d looked neither spurned nor drunk. She had looked downright pleased with herself.

      [image: ]At last, Ivan led Claudia up the swirl of white Carrara marble stairs, a wall of framed photographs following them up: Lindsey, posing with her clients, Oscars and Emmys clutched to their chests. Laughing with Johnny Depp, snuggling up to Tom Cruise, clinking glasses with Brad Pitt—none of whom had shown up for the funeral.
“She never expected to live a long life,” Ivan remarked as they entered a home office as grand as you’d expect of someone who had made it as far as Lindsey had in the entertainment industry. He removed his jacket and hung it on the back of the throne-like chair as if he owned the place. 
“She couldn’t stand long faces,” he said, seating himself behind the wide glass-topped desk set on a black lacquer base; gesturing Claudia to a guest chair. “She made plans a long time ago for her passing. She wanted a party.”
“You’ve certainly given her that.”
Ivan shook a smoke from a pack of Marlboros that lay on the glass top. “I don’t really smoke,” he said, immediately proving himself a liar by lighting it with a silver lighter on the desktop. He leaned back against the inset moiré silk of the chair and took a generous drag, exhaling slowly as his eyes followed the blue smoke curling toward the ceiling. 
“It’s been a day,” he said with a long sigh. 
Claudia sat quietly waiting. Finally, he stubbed out the cigarette on a crystal ashtray among a scattering of half-smoked butts and said, “Okay, here it is. I can tell you this—she may have planned her funeral well in advance, but one thing she never planned was to kill herself.” 
“And yet, her death was ruled suicide,” Claudia said. 
Ivan took an envelope from a drawer and pushed it across the desk. 
Seeing she was supposed to open it, Claudia removed the single sheet of paper that was inside. It was on Alexander Agency letterhead—crumpled up, then smoothed out. Six words were hand-printed in black ink.
IT WAS FUN WHILE IT LASTED
She studied the note, finding nothing remarkable in the style. There was too little writing to infer something as serious as depression or suicidal ideation. She saw no signs of tremor or illness; nothing that immediately pointed at drugs or attempt at forgery. No signs that the writing might have been coerced: nothing unusual at all. 
A longer sample of writing would have offered further insight. “This is what they’re calling the suicide note?” she asked.
Ivan’s lip curled. “Yes, and it’s b.s.”
“You don’t believe Lindsey wrote it?”
“There’s no way she wrote it.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“She never used printed writing. Ever. She never wrote in black ink. She wouldn’t have used company letterhead.”
“Even for a suicide note?”
Ivan turned a knowing look on Claudia. He was well aware that she was familiar with Lindsey’s quirks—like bragging to her friends that she had more money than God, while scribbling personal notes on the backs of junk mail and sending them in reused envelopes, a mailing label in her trademark green ink slapped over the original address.
Extreme recycling.
“…I’m not satisfied with the way this situation was handled,” Ivan was saying. Claudia shut down the reminiscence and focused. “The cops came up with this bogus theory that she wrote the note, then changed her mind and balled it up, and then went ahead and killed herself anyway. Well, I’m not buying it. Not for a second.”
“What if it was an accident?” Claudia heard herself repeating the words of the tattooed girl at the cemetery. “The drugs and booze—“
Ivan slammed his hand on the glass desktop. “It wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t suicide. Lindsey was murdered.”
On some level, Claudia had known all along what was coming. Still, the bald words shook her. Reflexively, she massaged her temple, which had begun to throb with an impending migraine. “Have you told the police what you think?”
Ivan slumped back against the chair. “They aren’t interested. Case closed.”
“Don’t they have to be extra-careful with someone as high profile as Lindsey?”
“They would be if she was one of our clients.” Ivan’s eyebrows pulled together in an angry vee. “The only limelight Lindsey ever got was because she stood next to them. Reflected glory, isn’t that what they call it?” 
He lit another cigarette. “That damn detective never took it seriously. He claimed their experts examined the note, but if they did, they don’t know what they’re talking about.” 
They had arrived at the reason she’d been summoned. “I need you to prove she didn’t write the goddamned note.”
He opened the desk drawer again and removed a fountain pen and a leather-bound checkbook. 
“The insurance companies are dicking me around. They won’t pay out on a suicide. What’s your retainer? Five thousand? Ten? Name your price.”
The platinum nib scratched against the paper as he began to write her name on the ‘Pay To’ line. 
Claudia held out a restraining hand. “Wait, Ivan. It’s not the money. I need some time to—“
Ivan sprang to his feet, his eyes drilling into hers from across the desk. “There is no time. Look, Claudia, I want you because you’re the best in the business, but you also used to be her friend. Don’t you want to know if she was murdered?”
Sitting in front of Lindsey’s desk with Ivan Novak glaring at her, Claudia silently catalogued the long list of inexcusable acts Lindsey had committed against her and Kelly through the years. She weighed it against the years when they had still been friends. 
And when she was done, despite everything, she knew there could be only one answer.






  
  Chapter Five


All the noise and chaos at Lindsey’s had left Claudia desperate for some peace and quiet. Her bruised toes pulsed in time with the headache that had been throbbing since leaving the penthouse. She grabbed an ice pack from the freezer and dragged herself upstairs to her office with a tall glass of iced tea and some ibuprofen. 
Ivan, wielding guilt with the skill of a Jewish mother, had extracted her promise to take the case. But not before she made him understand that her opinion was not for sale—she would not automatically agree that the supposed suicide note was a fake—regardless of who was paying her retainer. 
As she always did, she would make a thorough examination of exemplars of Lindsey’s known handwriting and compare them with the note before reaching an objective conclusion and rendering an opinion. 
The process included measuring the size and proportion of the letters, the angle of the slant, the space between letters and words. Her stereo microscope would expose additional pieces of the puzzle, and a special piece of equipment called an electronic handwriting comparator would add more details. Only after the handwriting sample had yielded all its secrets would she be prepared to decide whether or not the samples had a sufficient number of similar characteristics to qualify as a match. Regardless of what she concluded, the opinion she gave him would be an honest one.
If she concluded that Ivan was right and she could eliminate Lindsey as the writer of the note, she would write a report for him to take to the police and the insurance company. It might persuade them to reopen the case. If not, Ivan was out of luck.
On the other hand, if Claudia concluded that the samples were authored by the same hand—that the suicide note was genuine—he would have to accept that for whatever reason, Lindsey had found life too unbearable to live. 
Yet, even as she considered that grim truth, the more troubling possibility nagged at her—what if it wasn't suicide at all? What if someone had helped her along? Kelly was right—Lindsey had more enemies than there were cockroaches in New York. But was that simply the price of a trip up the Hollywood ladder? Or was there someone who hated her enough to kill her and arrange her death to look like suicide? Someone who had missed out on a film role and blamed her? Someone she had refused to represent, or had fired? People had killed for flimsier reasons.
And, just as people kill for a multitude of reasons, so do those who kill themselves. Money worries, jilted by a lover, fear of damaging information being exposed, terminal illness. Regardless of why, the bottom line was the same: the hopeless belief that life would never improve.
Lindsey had been a talent agent at the top of the game, usually seen in the company of some hot dude she was promoting. She lived in a high-priced penthouse. Was it possible that things were not as rosy as they appeared? Had Lindsey made unwise investments, or was otherwise struggling for money? Had she been ill? Was someone threatening to expose a secret? 
There was another possibility. What if Lindsey had authored the note under duress? Could someone have forced her to write her own death sentence and then carried it out?
Claudia mentally kicked herself. Getting involved with anything that involved Lindsey Alexander was a no-win proposition. She had agreed to return to the penthouse the following day to gather the appropriate samples of Lindsey’s exemplar handwritings—a decision that, even now, felt like inviting trouble. What the hell had she been thinking, taking this job? 
The answer was a practical one. She had bills to pay, and couldn't afford to turn down such a healthy retainer. Now, she was second-guessing herself. 
I had to be out of my mind.

      [image: ]Once the ibuprofen kicked in, Claudia checked her email. A string of unsolicited porn filled the inbox on her desktop computer—a stubborn leftover from the last guy she had briefly dated and quickly booted. She deleted that one and a half-dozen e-mails with subject lines like, “Here I cum,” “Barnyard Beauties,” and “I’m lying here waiting for you,” and opened a welcome one from her brother.
Pete, still making the adjustment to being a widower and single-parenting thirteen-year-old Monica, was pleading for her help. As if Claudia knew anything about raising kids. She had given up trying after the third miscarriage, needing to avoid yet another bitter blow.
After answering Pete the best she could, she moved on to business and worked until her neck and shoulders protested. She had sat too long. 
She went down to the kitchen and traded up—a shot of vodka and a generous helping of cranberry juice in exchange for her iced tea. Crossing the dark living room with her drink, she stepped through the French doors onto the deck, letting loose a loud curse as her damaged toes met the ceramic pot she had placed there the day before. Tomorrow, she told herself like Scarlett O’Hara. Tomorrow, she would find the asparagus fern a new home. 

      [image: ]Once her glass was empty, she changed into sweats, slapped Band-Aids over her bruised toes, and carefully inserted her feet into a pair of sneakers. Standing in her driveway, she lifted her face to the cool dampness of marine air, savoring the peace. 
A happy bark came from the other side of the wooden fence that separated her tiny backyard from her neighbor's. “Hey, Flare,” she answered. “Walk?”
Not having a pet of her own, Claudia was grateful for the company of her neighbor’s German Shepherd as the dog was for hers. She crossed the front lawn, wisps of fog curling around her like wraiths in the darkness and rang the doorbell—the opening bars of an old Frank Sinatra song, Strangers in the Night.
Even in the relatively safe beach community of Playa de la Reina, Marcia Collins looked through the peephole before she opened the door. Tall and slim in her cutoff blue jeans and man’s Oxford shirt, she looked like Cate Blanchett. “Hey, neighbor, want a dog?”
Claudia grinned. “I’ll just keep on borrowing yours, if you don’t mind. After my day, I need a run at the beach.”
Marcia invited her in, wagging a finger. “Honey, what you really need is a man.”
“Thanks for the advice, but I’ve bagged my limit for this year.”
“Oh, come on, you’re too young to give up.”
“I haven’t given up; I’m just taking a time-out. How’s work?”
Marcia waitressed at Cowboys, the bar and grill down the hill at the beach end of the short string of shops and restaurants comprising Playa de la Reina’s main drag. “One of the waitresses took a hike, so guess who got stuck with the extra hours until Dooley gets off his butt and hires someone. I need the money, but I totally hate having no time to myself. Flare’s lucky you want to take her out. She wouldn’t get diddly-squat of a walk out of me tonight.”
Claudia followed her into the kitchen. “I went to a funeral today. You would've loved it—movie stars up the yin-yang.”
Marcia swung around, her face lit up. “I saw it on the news. Zac Efron was there; did you see him?”
“Uh huh.”
“Oh. My. God.”
“Just a glimpse. He rushed out right after the service.”
And who could blame him?
“He is so hot.” Marcia unwound a leash from the doorknob and attached it to a harness, then opened the back door and let Flare inside. Big paws clicked loudly on the tiled floor. The dog slid to a stop at Claudia’s feet and began nosing her. “Dammit, Flare, don’t do that.” Marcia snapped the harness around the excited animal’s forequarters. 
“She killed herself, right, that woman? Flare, sit. Do they know why she did it?”
Claudia shook her head. “Kiddo, I haven’t a clue.”
Why did Lindsey do any of the crazy things she’d done?
Maybe one of those crazy things got her murdered…
“I need to show you something.” Marcia handed Claudia a greeting card. “What does his handwriting tell you?”
The handwriting scrawled inside read,
Your the greatest. This is going to work! Love Justin.
Ignoring the bad grammar, Claudia gave her neighbor a rueful glance. “This is your new dude?”
“Yep.”
“Regardless of what he tells you, it won’t be easy to get him to commit.”
“That’s okay; I’m not looking for anything permanent right now.”
“Well, then, go for it. But look at how he disconnects the last letter of this word, ‘going.’ He’s the kind of person who rushes into new relationships, but when it’s time to put his money

      [image: ]
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