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Chapter 10 

As Bailey drove us back down the hill, I looked at the address Raynie had given us. “Brittany lives in Hancock Park.” Which was on the way downtown. 

“Go ahead and call, see if you can get her. But I’m going to need to get an update from Harrellson pretty quick, so we won’t be able to stay long.” 

“What’s Harrellson doing?” Don Harrellson, a great detective and a funny guy, was one of the team Bailey had assembled to help with the investigation. 

“He’s checking into Russell’s associates.” 

Meaning Russell’s possible enemies. “I guess it has to be done, but what enemy would risk a possible life sentence to get back at him?” 

“If we limited our investigation to rational possibilities, our solve rate would be two percent.” 

Hard to argue with that one. I fished out my cell phone and squinted at the number Raynie had written on an orange star-shaped Post-it. The late afternoon sun was hanging low enough to shoot a white-hot laser through the windshield, practically blinding me. I had to put on my sunglasses to read the number. I got Brittany’s voice mail. “Hi, it’s Brittany. Leave a message...or don’t. Beeeeep.” I chose the former and gave her my number and Bailey’s and told her to call ASAP. 

When we got to the station, Harrellson was at his desk in rolled-up shirtsleeves. “Having fun out there in Tinseltown, girls?” 

I don’t usually like being called a girl. But it’s all in the attitude. Harrellson gave the word an ironic twist that made it funny instead of condescending. 

“Probably not as much fun as you’re having,” I said. 

“Well, not everyone appreciates the joy of banging their head against a brick wall the way I do. Our boy Antonovich has helpers and advisers crawling around his house like it’s an anthill, and they all thought they had to “advise” yours truly about the galactic importance of His Supreme Highness Antonovich and the nefarious ways of jealous Hollywoodites. Man oh man, did they. Between that shark fin of a manager, whatsisname, Ian Powers, with the big swinging dick attitude, and his security adviser, Duncan Donuts—” 

“Donuts?” Bailey laughed. 

“Nah, Duncan Froehman. They had a lot to say about who I should look into and how I should do it. Got to the point I offered them a ladder—” 

“A ladder?” I asked. 

“Yeah, so they could climb out of my ass.” 

I barked out a laugh but Bailey was all business. 

“So what’d you get?” she asked. 

“Nada. Just a boatload of genius suggestions from Antonovich’s advisers about pretty much everyone in the film business and half the folks in television. Apparently everyone who labors to fill screens large and small is envious of Mr. Blockbuster.” 

“I’m about to check out the cell phone records,” Bailey said. “Maybe they’ll give us something we can work with.” 

“Already done, jefe,” Harrellson replied. “I made a copy and highlighted a few calls that might be worth checking out. Antonovich’s record has a million different numbers, but there are some calls after the first text message from our bad guy we should check out. The girl was pretty consistent. Same numbers every day. Only found one stray number that wasn’t a store or a club.” 

He handed the pages to Bailey, and I moved next to her so I could see. On Russell’s cell phone bill, Harrellson had highlighted a few calls that were made after the first kidnapping message—but before the ransom e-mail was sent. I held out Russell’s phone records. “Do you recognize any of these highlighted numbers?” I asked. 

Harrellson glanced back at the pages. “Not yet. But from what I’ve seen, a lot of these clowns have multiple numbers and they may not all be listed. So it’ll take a minute to run ’em all down.” 

We moved on to Hayley’s phone records for the past month. 

One highlighted number jumped out at me. Hayley had made a call to Brittany Caren just three weeks ago. Bailey and I exchanged a look. 

Bailey pulled out her cell phone. “This time, I make the call.” She punched in the number. And got Brittany’s voice mail. Then she punched in another number. 

“Russell, this is Detective Keller. I’ve been trying to get hold of Brittany Caren, but I keep getting her voice mail. Can you put me in touch with her?” Bailey listened for a moment. “I don’t know that she does.” Bailey listened again. “Yes, that’d be great. Thank you.” 

Five minutes later we were back in the car and headed to Hancock Park. 


Chapter 11 

“So how’d you get her to pick up the phone?” I asked. 

Bailey was threading her way through the traffic, taking surface streets because after three o’clock, the freeways were anything but free. Especially the 101. It crawled like a giant metal beast with thousands of agonizingly slow-moving parts. 

“I didn’t. Russell did. Don’t ask me how.” 

But we soon found out how. A young man whose Neanderthal-bouncer aesthetic clashed almost audibly with the Mediterranean tile-roofed mansion showed us into a massive living room. I found that the clashing aesthetic was a continuing theme. It was a house at war with itself. The outside had promised earthy simplicity and lots of open space. But the inside delivered a mishmash of styles that cluttered every available square inch. The only thing any of the furniture, window treatments, and objets d’art had in common was a high price tag. 

Heavy velvet drapery held back with gold-braided and tasseled tiebacks fought with giant Aubusson rugs. Overstuffed beige chenille sofas, pink leather ottomans, and barrel chairs covered in powder blue and rose fabric that nominally matched the rugs but clashed with everything else; vases, mini-sculptures (both ceramic and bronze) that cluttered every horizontal surface. If it’s true that a room sets a tone, then this one set off a screeching cacophony. 

The bouncer gestured to the other end of the room, where two women, presumably Brittany and her mother, sat side by side on a love seat. 

Had I seen her out on the street, I might not have recognized the once famous star. Brittany Caren had packed a lot of miles into her twenty or so years. Her long blonde hair was dull and overprocessed and her soft brown eyes had an unfocused, weary look. And she was far too thin—her cheeks were hollow and her arms protruded from her sleeveless silk blouse like winter twigs. But still and all, I could see what had set her apart: that indefinable “something” that turns all eyes to her, and only her. 

Whatever you called that “something,” it had skipped over Brittany’s mother. Mom was thickening through the middle, but she had good legs that were crossed primly at the ankle, the pose most likely dictated by her tight, above-the-knee skirt. Short blonde hair and a less than stellar face-lift topped a bright green and hot pink ensemble. No mystery about who was responsible for the interior design that was making my eyes cross. 

Bailey took the lead. “I’m Detective Keller and this is Deputy District Attorney Rachel Knight. Thank you for seeing us on such short notice.” 

Mom waved us toward the chairs with an irritable “You’re welcome.” 

“And your name is?” I asked the mother. 

“Patricia Caren. Russell said this was important, so I made time for you. But Brittany has an early call, so let’s make this brief.” 

I bit back the answer that would’ve gotten us thrown out and turned to Brittany. “Do you know that Hayley Antonovich is missing?” 

Brittany leaned forward and knitted her brow. Her frown showed concern, but there was a vagueness to her expression that made her look as though she were trying to see me through a cloud of smoke. “I—no. I didn’t.” She turned to look at her mother. 

Mom broke in. “I did tell you, sweetie. You probably don’t remember.” She turned to us. “She works very hard. She has a lot of lines in her next scenes, so sometimes it’s hard for her to tune in.” 

The words were protective, but the tone was condescending and controlling. We hadn’t been here ninety seconds and already I was restraining the urge to smack Mother Caren. I turned back to Brittany, who practically swayed in her seat. It was pretty obvious that Brittany’s condition had nothing to do with hard work. 

“What...what happened to Hayley?” she asked. 

“She’s missing, Brittany. We’re trying to find her.” 

“Oh, no...Hayley...that’s horrible.” Brittany teared up and bit her lip. “I love her. What happened? What can I do?” 

“When was the last time you spoke to her?” I asked. 

“Uh...no...I don’t remember exactly. Maybe a few months ago?” 

Not according to the cell phone record. “Could it have been a few weeks ago?” 

Brittany squinted with the effort to remember, but then her gaze drifted off. She was silent for so long, I thought she might not have heard the question, but at the last minute she rallied. 

“Um...it could be.” She gave me a wobbly smile. I smiled back, hoping to encourage her. 

“Do you remember what you guys talked about?” 

“Now, how would she remember that?” Mrs. Caren interrupted. “She’s got way too much on her plate to remember whatever they might’ve gossiped about.” 

On second thought, a smack wouldn’t be satisfying enough. I needed the satisfaction of a good solid punch to the midsection. “Why don’t we let Brittany tell us?” I turned back to the daughter. “Brittany?” 

Brittany glanced at her mother, then looked over my shoulder at the piano. “N-no. I’m sorry.” 

For Brittany, a train of thought was only loosely joined to begin with, so the uncoupling didn’t take much. I tried to come at it from another direction. “Did you and Hayley get together in the past month or so?” 

Brittany tilted her head to one side, her expression thoughtful. “We might have...I seem to remember seeing her at some point. I just can’t say exactly when.” 

“Do you know where you saw her? Maybe she came here?” 

This time her answer was immediate. “No.” 

It was the quickest, most definitive answer we’d had yet. I had a feeling I knew why. “Where else might you have seen her?” 

Brittany opened her mouth, then gave a sidelong glance at her mother. I took the hint. 

“Patricia, you really don’t need to stay,” I said as diplomatically as I could. “Besides, you both could wind up testifying, and if that happens, you being here now could pose a problem for me in court.” 

My standard—and true—advisory to all witnesses. Defense attorneys loved to thrash witnesses for having heard each other’s version of events because they could claim the witnesses had altered each other’s memories. Of course, that really wasn’t a concern here. We weren’t talking about eyewitness descriptions of a robbery suspect. But I didn’t have to tell Patricia that. The truth was that Brittany would be a lot more forthcoming if we were alone. 

“Testifying?” Patricia’s eyes widened. “To what? It’s perfectly obvious Brittany doesn’t have any information that could be of use to you.” Her eyebrows dipped into what would’ve been a frown if her face hadn’t been frozen by megadoses of Botox. 

She looked angry enough to throw us out. I didn’t want her to end the interview, so I reassured her. “I’m not saying I intend to put either one of you on the stand—we don’t even have a case yet. But I always have to prepare for the possibility. And interviewing witnesses separately is standard practice.” 

Mother Caren cooled off a few degrees, but not enough to capitulate. “I’m sorry to hear that, but Brittany doesn’t do interviews alone.” She turned to Brittany and patted her hand. “Isn’t that right, dear?” 

“Ms. Caren, this is a criminal investigation, not a movie promo for Allure magazine. It is inappropriate to have you here while we talk to Brittany,” I said, keeping my voice as low and level as I could. 

Patricia Caren narrowed her eyes at me. “You can either talk to her with me here or not at all. Your choice.” 

Mommy Dearest ruled this roost with an iron hand. That’s why Brittany had been so certain she hadn’t seen Hayley at the house. She probably never brought anyone here if she could help it. It didn’t matter that she was legally an adult, or that she had paid for everything and everyone in this house. Brittany was mommy’s prize pony and mommy was going to keep her in the race. I’d have to capitulate for now. I sat back and Bailey took over. 

“Do you happen to know whether Russell had any enemies?” Bailey asked. “Anyone who held a grudge against him?” 

We knew that Brian was our kidnapper, but we didn’t know whether he was in league with someone else. Since Warden Patricia wouldn’t leave, and she—like Brittany—had known Russell for a long time, Bailey had wisely decided to use the opportunity to grill her too. 

Patricia gave a bark of a laugh. “Anyone who held a grudge? There’re probably thousands. Every actor—” 

I’d heard this litany enough to repeat it in my sleep. I shook my head. “We’re talking about something out of the norm. Very few actors or producers are going to do something as crazy as kidnap his daughter just because he didn’t hire them or buy their script.” 

Patricia gave me an incredulous look. “You don’t know much about this town, do you?” 

I knew enough to say I was sick of hearing about “this town.” And all the people in it. Besides, I’d lived here long enough to know that although there were vampires in the industry, there were a heck of a lot of smart, talented people who were just decent, hardworking folks. 

At that moment the bouncer came in and announced that the script had been delivered. Should he sign for it? 

Looking annoyed, Patricia sighed and stood up. “I’ll be right back.” 

Brittany had been leaning on the arm of the sofa, staring off, but I noticed that when she’d heard the bouncer mention a script, her brow had furrowed. 

“You okay, Brittany?” I asked. A thought of some kind? Was it possible? 

Brittany nodded. “Yeah. You got me thinking about Hayley...and the script...it reminded me. Back before Russell was a big director, when he was a co-producer on my show. It was when he’d just sold his first film script, Wonderland Warriors—you’ve heard of it, right?” 

“Maybe,” I said. The name was somewhat familiar. 

“It was huge. Wonderland Warriors was what made Russell. Tommy said Russell stole that script from him.” 

“Tommy? Who’s that?” Bailey asked. 

“He was a writer on Circle of Friends.” Brittany peered at us hazily. “You’ve heard of Circle, right?” 

We both nodded. “Of course,” I said, eager to get her to refocus on this Tommy guy. “So Tommy said Russell stole the script for Wonderland Warriors?” 

Brittany nodded. “Yeah. Tommy always wrote by hand on a legal pad. He was kinda strange. But I always thought he was a pretty good writer.” She started to drift off again, so I quickly reeled her back in. 

“What happened when Tommy accused Russell of stealing his script?” 

“It got really gnarly. Tommy—” 

“Do you remember his last name?” 

She squinted for a second. “Maher. Tommy Maher.” 

“What did he do?” 

“They got in a big fight. Tommy got moved to the other end of the lot—” 

The rapid click-clack of heels on marble told me Patricia was on her way back. Brittany’s expression told me she’d noticed that too. 

“Did Tommy file a lawsuit against Russell?” The theft of a script was no little thing—especially if the script had been the star maker Brittany said it was. 

“No. I don’t think—” 

Patricia had the ears of an owl. As she entered the living room she said, “Don’t think what?” 

“Nothing,” Brittany said. Her face had closed. We’d reached the end of this line. 

I tried another tack. “Did Hayley ever talk to you about a boy named Brian?” 

At this, Brittany looked puzzled. “Brian? No, I-I don’t think so.” 

Patricia walked over but remained standing. “I never heard her mention the name either.” She reached down and took Brittany by the hand. “Now if you don’t mind, Brittany’s got an early call—” 

I stood and pulled out a card. “Brittany, thank you. I know you and Hayley were very close at one time. If you remember anything else, will you get in touch?” 

Brittany nodded. “Of course. I want to help any way I can.” She took the card and held it in front of her as though she didn’t know what to do with it. Bailey added her card to mine and gave one to Patricia too. I knew Bailey did it just to tweak her. I also knew both cards would land in the trash before we made it to the car. 

“Thank you both for your time,” Bailey said. 

Time flies when you’re trying to pry information out of a zombie and end-run the zombie’s keeper. It was six thirty by the time Bailey and I left the Carens’. Too late to knock on any more doors. 

“Feel like a drink?” I asked. 

“I feel like day-old bacon. I’d like a drink. Maybe several.” 

“Brittany looked like she had several before we got there,” I said. “If I had a mother like that, I would’ve been dipping my pacifier in vodka.” 

“She’s a classic Momager—” 

“And a classic something else.” I thought back on Brittany’s vague expressions and floaty demeanor. “But I think it’s more than booze. That girl’s a pill head too.” 

Bailey nodded. “So I guess the stories are true.” 

“Sadly, some of them are.” 

Bailey headed for the 101 freeway south, taking us back downtown. 


Chapter 12 

We decided to have dinner at the Biltmore bar—or rather, Bailey decided we’d have dinner at the bar. She said it was because it would be faster, less hassle. 

“Admit it,” I said. “You just wanted to come here so you and Drew could coo and slobber all over each other.” 

“You really want to say that in front of the person who makes your martinis?” asked Drew, who’d walked over to where we were seated. 

“Ignore her, she’s in a cranky mood,” Bailey said. “We’ll have the usual. How was your day?” 

“Same-o. But it looks like the loan’s coming through. Just waiting for the broker to okay the deal on the space,” Drew said. 

Drew was on the brink of realizing his dream of opening his own upscale bar. Though his place would be within walking distance, nothing beat the convenience of living an elevator ride away. Yet another perk I enjoyed as a permanent resident of the Biltmore. 

“How’re you doing? Any leads?” he asked Bailey. 

Bailey ran a hand through her short blonde hair and sighed. “Nothing that blows my skirt up at the moment.” 

Drew gave her a lascivious look. 

I pointed to Drew and Bailey. “No. You may not do that in front of me—” Drew went off to fix our drinks when my cell phone buzzed. It was Graden. The sound of his voice immediately brought a smile to my face. I turned away to take the call. We exchanged brief updates on our day—something I’d sorely missed during our breakup. 

“I know you’ll be running hard on this case, but if you catch a quiet pocket, want to do dinner sometime this week?” he asked. 

“Love to. If my elopement hunch plays out, this could wrap up pretty fast. Want to play it by ear for this weekend?” 

“Sounds perfect. And you’ll let me know if you need anything in the meantime?” 

The cool thing was, he didn’t just mean he’d pick up my dry cleaning; he meant knocking around investigative leads and ideas. It was one of the nice perks of dating a smart cop. But it also had a downside. Graden had an obsessive need to know everything about everyone. Bailey and Toni said it was what made him such a great cop, and there was no doubt they were right. But that particular trait was about as incompatible with my privacy issues as you could get. Graden swore he could rein himself in for my sake. Only time would tell. But right now, things were good and getting better by the day. When I ended the call and turned back around, I saw that Drew had delivered our drinks and was about to put our steaks down. Both he and Bailey were looking at me with raised eyebrows. 

“What?” I asked. 

“Good phone call from the boyfriend, I see,” Drew said. 

“I seem to remember someone saying something about cooing,” Bailey said. 

I had to laugh. 

“Seriously though, you guys are doing pretty well, right?” Bailey asked. 

“Yeah, why?” 

“Because I think you should consider letting Graden check out those reports Lilah mentioned in her last text.” 

Lilah Bayer, née Rossmoyne, was a sociopath responsible for three murders that I knew of, not to mention the near demise of myself and Bailey. We’d set a trap for her majordomo, Chase Erling, that nearly cost us our lives. But the trap had worked. We got Erling. Unfortunately, we didn’t get Lilah. She’d managed to hop a private plane to parts unknown. But on her way out of town, she texted me, claiming to have found two reports filed one month and six months after Romy’s abduction, reports that might prove my sister was still alive. The text was an implicit threat and message: if I backed off and didn’t pursue her, she’d get me more on Romy’s whereabouts—if I didn’t...you can fill in the blank with just about anything, including a biochemical attack, because for Lilah there was no such thing as overkill. 

Bailey, taking my hesitation as resistance to the idea of drafting Graden to help with Lilah’s leads on Romy, added, “Graden has the resources, and the time—which you don’t. And take it from me, he doesn’t get out in the field as much as he likes.” She gave me a long-suffering look. “It’s driving some—who shall remain nameless— crazy.” 

Bailey knew that since the DA investigators had their hands full chasing down leads on Lilah herself, I’d been doing the legwork to track down the alleged reports on Romy. So far, I’d come up empty. I’d thought more than once about asking for Graden’s help, but after our fight, I hadn’t been sure how he’d react. Hearing Bailey suggest it now, though, I couldn’t imagine him being anything but happy to help. “I think it’s a great idea, actually.” 

“Oh.” Bailey looked surprised. Whether it was because I’d responded rationally, or given her props, I’d never know. 

“Yeah, I’ll ask him about it tomorrow.” 

“Speaking of tomorrow,” Bailey said. We talked about our plans for the next day as we ate. Tired from too many hours chasing down too few leads, Bailey and I were both ready to collapse by the time we finished dinner. 

“You should probably crash with me,” I said. “It’s too late and you’re too wiped to drive home.” 

Bailey yawned. “I am thrashed. Okay. And I’m never saying no to room service for breakfast.” Drew was at the other end of the bar filling a drink order for a waiter, so Bailey blew him a kiss and we headed for the elevator. 

A permanent room at the Biltmore didn’t come cheap, and it would’ve been way out of my league but for a sweetheart deal I fell into by happenstance. A few years ago, I’d prosecuted the man who’d murdered the Biltmore CEO’s wife in the underground parking lot of the hotel. During the trial, the CEO had given me a room so I could stay near the courthouse. After I got the conviction that put the killer away for life without parole, the CEO offered to let me stay on as a permanent resident for a deal no sane person could refuse. And so I’d moved into the Biltmore for good. Last year, he’d upgraded me to a suite with two bedrooms because it got so little use. That meant it was easy to accommodate overnight guests, like Toni and Bailey. It hadn’t yet meant Graden. 

We headed for our respective bedrooms, and Bailey warned me we’d be starting the day bright and early. The downside of Bailey as an overnight guest was that when she said “early,” she meant the crack of dawn. She’d yanked me out of bed in the past, and let me tell you, it’s bracing. I set my alarm for six thirty to make sure I didn’t give her the chance to do it again. 

I woke up before my alarm, which tells you how much I didn’t want to relive the Bailey Shake. I put on my robe and walked onto the balcony to sample the weather. The sky was an unmarred powder blue and there wasn’t even a hint of a breeze. An early harbinger of yet another cooker of a day. Damn. I’d planned to wear a dress, but that’s such a pain when I’m running around in the world, as I knew I would be today. I pulled out the lightest pair of cotton slacks I could find, a sleeveless buttoned blouse, and a light cardigan to combat the blast of air-conditioning I’d be in and out of all day. 

When I came out to the living room, Bailey, who’d left some clothes behind when she’d had an extended stay at my place during our last case, was already dressed and digging heartily into her breakfast. It was a tantalizing stack of pancakes with a side of bacon. Bailey is tall and lean and one of those obnoxious people who can eat anything and not gain weight; and she loves to rub my nose in it every chance she gets. Toni and I have plotted her demise on many an occasion. I noticed that Bailey was dressed in similar attire to mine, except she wore a jacket to hide her shoulder holster. Personally, I preferred to carry my gun in my purse. It accommodated everything from my little .22 Beretta to my .44 Glock. 

“Did you order for me?” I asked. I poured myself a cup of coffee from the large pot on the table. 

“Yeah, your pathetic little egg whites and stewed tomato are over there.” She pointed to a silver dome on the side table. 

I sat down and spread a napkin on my lap. “What do you think of the story Brittany told us about that writer, Tommy Whatsisname?” I uncovered my sad little egg whites, scooped up a forkful, and tried to look ecstatic. 

“Tommy Maher,” she said. “So now we’ve got someone with a possible motive.” 

“If that script really did turn into a mega-blockbuster, I could see how someone would go nuts enough to want to destroy Russell.” 

“But it’s been what? Ten years since that movie came out?” 

“At least. Yeah, that’s an awfully long time to wait for revenge.” 

“Still, we may as well see where it takes us. I looked up the show Brittany starred in at the time: Circle of Friends. They shot it at the Warner Brothers Ranch Studio in Burbank. We can go talk to them and see if anyone remembers the story.” 

“You want to call ahead and make sure they get us a ‘drive-on’?” I said as I slithered my fork toward Bailey’s pancakes. I was getting into position to sneak a bite while she made the call. 

“Look at you, using the lingo,” Bailey said. “Been there, done that. And I see you, Knight, so put down the fork.” 

Seeing my crushed look, Bailey relented and pushed her plate forward. “I’m done anyway. But make it snappy, we’ve got to get moving.” 

Ten minutes later, and a little high on carbs and syrup, I was in the car and we were heading for the freeway. 

The Warner Brothers Ranch Studio is a little gated city. The head of security had arranged a parking space for us and sent out a guard in a golf cart to escort us to his office. Bailey and I had discussed whether we should just ask Russell about what happened with Tommy. But if this argument had some significance to the case, it would be better for us to find out all we could from uninvolved—or less involved—third parties before we heard Russell’s side of things. 

The guard drove us to a building at the far end of the studio lot and stopped in front of a door marked head of security. The nameplate under that title said ned junger. We knocked on the door, and a ruddy-faced man as wide as he was tall—and he was at least six feet two—answered. 

“Detectives,” he said. 

We shook hands, and mine disappeared into his gigantic paw as I told him I was a prosecutor. No sense getting off on the wrong foot by pretending to be someone I’m not. This time at least. He gestured for us to take a seat in the wire-framed chairs in front of his desk, and he settled into his own much larger and cushier chair behind it. 

I told him what we’d heard about Tommy Maher and Russell. He nodded. 

“I remember that. I’d just started here. That was, what, ten years ago? But I heard about it. You thinking that has something to do with Hayley being missing?” 

“We don’t know,” Bailey said. “We’re just checking into all possibilities.” 

“Sure. Though it’s hard to see the...well, why don’t I just tell you what I know and leave you two to connect the dots?” 

Ned leaned back and held on to the arms of his chair. “Russell came up with that screenplay, and right away there was talk about it being a blockbuster. Wonderland Warriors. You ever see it?” 

We admitted we hadn’t. I could see Ned was winding up to tell us a story that was probably recycled for every newcomer on the lot. 

“Movie wasn’t half bad. Kind of a kid thing, but adults liked it too. Can’t go wrong when you hit the whole family that way. Action-type film like The Transformers but with a fairy tale attached to it, like The Princess Bride. Anyway, the buzz started right off the bat about this great script and the big deal Russell would be getting. For a young TV writer—hell, for anyone—it was a huge deal. You ask him, he’ll tell you.” 

Bailey nodded encouragingly and Ned continued. 

“So Tommy gets wind of it and goes apeshit. Starts yelling that it was his script, that Russell stole it from him. Now, Tommy always had been a bit of a loose cannon. Wasn’t the first time he’d complained about someone taking credit for something he’d done. Got into a lot of fights in the writers’ room over people stealing his story ideas—” 

“Maybe they did,” I said. 

“Sure, maybe they did. Problem was, he cried wolf one too many times in the past. So when he got all nuts about this script, no one really paid attention.” Ned sighed and sat forward. “But that film script was the end of him. Tommy started coming to work drunk, sometimes even got drunk while he was at work—and he wasn’t a nice drunk. Got more and more belligerent. Then, one day, he got into it with Russell over some network notes and decked him. Just ‘boom’! Coldcocked ’im, knocked Russell on his ass.” Ned shook his head. “After that, they moved Tommy out to the edge of the lot—” 

“Why didn’t they just fire him?” Bailey asked. 

“He was under contract. Easier to put him in Siberia and let his contract run out at the end of the season. ’Course Tommy had to know that was coming.” 

“So did he ever sue Russell over the theft of the screenplay?” I asked. 

“No.” A look of sadness crossed his face. “Day after the holiday party for the cast and crew, he went home and blew his own brains out.” 

“Damn,” Bailey said. 

“Did not see that coming,” I said. I guessed we could probably scratch Tommy Maher off our suspect list. 

Ned leaned forward and poked the keyboard of his computer with his thick finger. As it whirred to life, he said, “There was a blurb about it in the papers. See if I can pull it up for you.” He scrolled for a few minutes, then turned the monitor so we could see it. “Article doesn’t tell you much, but that’s the holiday picture of the cast and crew on the set.” Ned pointed to the right side of the screen. “Tommy’s the guy on the end.” 

Bailey and I leaned in to get a better look. There was something about him that I couldn’t put my finger on. I tried to analyze what it was. He was of average height and size, not the look of a big bruiser who’d have the guts to knock someone down. But everything else about him fit that bill: the sour expression, hunched posture with hands shoved into his pockets; every bit of him telegraphed misery and barely restrained anger. I could see that guy getting wound up enough to coldcock someone. Or even commit suicide. I remembered one of the forensic shrinks saying that it takes a violent person to commit suicide. 

I’d been staring at the photo as these thoughts circled, but then the something I couldn’t put my finger on suddenly became clear. “He looks like Brian.” 


Chapter 13 

We read the obit. Sure enough, it said that Tommy Maher was survived by his wife, Estelle—and his son, Brian. Brian Shandling was Brian Maher. Had to be. It all fit. Brian taking jobs around Russell’s studio, using a fake name, getting next to Hayley. The article also mentioned that Tommy had a sister, Janice, who was an author and lived in upstate New York. 

“Mind sending me this article?” Bailey asked. 

“Sure.” He carefully punched a few more keys. I tried to imagine what it was like to type with fingers that big. “Done. I’m going to take a wild guess that this business with Tommy Maher’s important?” 

“Might be,” Bailey replied. 

He nodded. “Okay. I’ll ask around, see if there’s anyone who knew him.” 

We thanked him and, to my annoyance, Bailey declined the offer of a ride back to the car. 

“What’s up with nixing the ride?” I groused, once we were outside. “I dug that little golf cart. Reminded me of Autopia.” 

“I hated that ride. Those cars were too slow.” 

“But the golf carts are faster,” I said as we got to our car. “So we’re not passing up the ride next time. Got it?” 

Bailey rolled her eyes. “When was the last time you hit the gym?” I folded my arms and refused to answer. Bailey nodded. “Exactly.” 

But all joking aside—or more accurately all joking now possible— we were fired up. Finally we had what felt like a real lead. 

Bailey and I got into the car and she pulled out her cell. “I’m forwarding the article to you. I’ll put out the alert with Brian’s true name, you call in and get the info on the wife and sister.” 

We made our respective calls. “I’ve got a suggestion,” I said when we’d both finished. 

“Space Mountain?” 

I gave her my steely-eyed look. She yawned in terror. “Since we’re on the Valley side of the world, why don’t we hit the jewelry store where Brian was last employed?” I said. 

Bailey started the car. “A surprisingly good idea.” 

“You can’t teach it. It’s a gift.” 

Twenty minutes later, we were riding the escalator up to the shops at the Galleria. From the moment we stepped off, we were surrounded by clusters of teenagers—boys on one side, girls on the other, with occasional meetings between the two that generated squeals and hugs all around. 

“You remember hugging that much when you were a kid?” I asked. 

“Yeah, that’s me. I’m a hugger,” Bailey deadpanned. “Ask me, it’s just the guys looking for a way to cop a feel.” 

“Perhaps today’s youth are simply more effusive in their displays of affection.” 

“Or perhaps boys are always looking for ways to cop a feel.” 

“Or that.” 

But seeing the kids, their clothing, and maybe just the way they walked reminded me of an earlier hunch. I approached a cluster of girls. “Any of you go to Clarington?” 

A girl with pink fringe for bangs looked me up and down before answering. “We all do.” The other girls nodded. 

“What about those guys?” I asked, nodding toward a group of boys ten feet away. 

“Yeah, them too. Why?” 

“Just taking a survey.” 

“What do I get?” 

I looked at her quizzically. 

“For answering your questions,” she added impatiently. 

“My undying gratitude.” I walked back to Bailey, who was waiting in front of the jewelry store, and tried not to grumble about “kids today.” 

“What’s got your knickers in a twist?” Bailey asked. 

“Misspent youth. Theirs. And like we thought, the Clarington kids hang here.” 

Bailey opened the door and we walked in. 

“So maybe Brian took the job to get next to Hayley,” I said. 

“Or he found a better job as a manager here and just got lucky when she floated by.” Bailey looked at me, her expression amused. “Sometimes a cigar really is just a—” 

“Whatever.” 

The security guard was chatting with the salesgirl, who was wiping down the glass counter. 

“Is your manager here?” Bailey pulled out her badge. 

The girl’s eyes widened momentarily. “Yeah, he’s in the back.” 

She excused herself and went to the back room. The security guard held out his hand to Bailey. “Stephen Wareby.” 

“Nice to meet you, Stephen.” They shook. “And this is Deputy District Attorney Rachel Knight.” 

Stephen looked less impressed to meet me, but he reluctantly shook my hand as well. I decided it’d be smarter to sit this one out and let Bailey take the lead. 

“Do you know Brian Shandling?” she asked. 

“Yeah. He’s the manager who’s usually here.” 

“What do you think of him?” 

Steve shrugged. “He’s okay, I guess. He—” 

At that moment, the stand-in manager came out, his hand extended. “Adam Meisner. What can I do for you officers?” 

“We’re looking into a matter involving Brian Shandling. Do you know him?” Bailey asked. 

“No. I usually work in our store at the Beverly Center. I’m subbing for him.” 

“He took some time off?” 

“Yeah. Said he was going to visit an aunt in New York, I think.” 

“Did he mention her name? Or say when he’d be back?” 

“He didn’t mention her name, but he said he’d be back next week.” 

Bailey’s phone began to ring. She looked at the number. “I’ve got to take this. Sorry.” She stepped away and I asked Adam if Brian had a good reputation with the company. 

“I guess so. I mean, he didn’t get fired or anything, but you’d have to ask Human Resources. I’m just a manager, like him, so...” 

Bailey came back, looking like she was in a hurry. “Adam, thank you for your help. We’ll be in touch if we have any other questions.” She shook his hand and pushed me toward the door. 

Bailey led the way through the mall and I trotted to keep up. She’s got a good three inches on me and a really long stride, so that wasn’t easy. Plus, I wasn’t all that anxious to leave the mall’s air-conditioned clime. 

“What’d you get?” I asked. 

“Turns out our boy Brian had credit cards in his real name. He bought two plane tickets to New York. I’m going to make some calls and get our airport division to check and see whether those tickets were used, and if they were, if the passengers fit the description of Hayley and Brian. And I’m going to have all the lots checked for Brian’s car.” 

“Two tickets. So maybe—” 

“Hayley’s alive. Exactly.” 

“Okay, while you work the airport angle, I’ll see if we’ve got a line on the aunt or the mother.” 

We ran down the escalator and all the way to the car. Bailey pulled out of the underground parking lot to a spot on the street where we could get a signal and work the phones. 

I got a number for the aunt, Janice Maher—which meant she was either unmarried or not willing to change her name—but got no answer, so I left a message. A records check by one of our DA investigators revealed that Brian’s mother, Estelle, had died of a heart attack three years ago. 

When Bailey ended her call, I told her what I’d learned. 

“But if the aunt’s in pocket, we’ll catch up with her soon enough.” 

It felt like we’d been running for the past two days straight, and I was a little high on adrenaline. I wanted to do something. 

Bailey saw my agitation and gave me a firm look. “Now we wait, Knight. Not your strong suit. But we need some answers first and that may take a day or so.” 

I nodded and sat back, letting my jets cool. “May as well make the best of it—” 

“Yeah. Call Toni.” 

I pulled out my phone, but the battery was almost gone, so I borrowed Bailey’s cell. 

Perch was a bar and restaurant that occupied the top two floors of a building that overlooked Pershing Square, which was across the street from the Biltmore. Both floors had rooftop bars, and especially in the summer, it was heaven to have drinks up there at night. A summer day in L.A. can be hot as blazes, but it’s a semi-desert, so at night the temperature can drop as much as thirty degrees. That can make outdoor dining a chilly affair. Not tonight. Tonight the air was so soft and balmy, it almost felt tropical. A perfect night for martinis on an open rooftop, where we could watch stars twinkle above and the city lights sparkle below, all around us. As we sipped our drinks, Bailey and I brought Toni up to speed on the case. 

“So, girl hates dad and wants to pay him back for dumping mom and going for a younger version,” Toni said. “Girl meets boy who also hates her dad and wants to pay him back for stealing a script from his father. It’s a match made in heaven.” 

“Young love is a beautiful thing,” I said. 

“Think they’re having a blast in the Big Apple on daddy’s ransom money even as we speak?” Toni said. 

“We don’t have confirmation that they actually boarded a flight yet. But I’m hoping—” 

“It’d be the best thing if that’s how it works out,” Toni finished. 

I nodded and lifted my martini glass. “To rebellious teens, who are alive and well—” 

“—and playing on daddy’s money,” Toni added. 

Bailey grimaced, but we all clinked and sipped. 

It was good to finally exhale. In fact, we exhaled so much, we lost interest in going to a restaurant and wound up back at my place with room service. 

We talked and laughed until it was too late for Toni to go home, so she crashed on the pullout bed in the living room. I fell into my bed, tired but relaxed, and set my alarm for the civilized hour of eight o’clock. 


Chapter 14 

I must have been dreaming about flying, because when I woke to the ringing of a bell, I felt as though I’d come crashing out of the sky. 

I opened my eyes and reached out to hit the “snooze” button. But the clock said it was only four a.m. Then it hit me that the sound I’d heard wasn’t my alarm, it was Bailey’s phone. I’d forgotten to give it back to her last night. I forced my eyes to focus—not easy when you’ve been flying in your sleep—and answered. “’Lo?” 

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Detective Keller. This is Officer Bander, Airport Division. We’ve located that car—” 

Car? Which...? Then my brain kicked into gear. Brian’s car. I probably should’ve told Officer Bander that I wasn’t Bailey, but I wanted to hear the news. 

“Where?” 

“In Parking Lot C, a remote lot. What do you want me to do?” 

I couldn’t give orders...well, I could, but I shouldn’t. 

“Secure the lot and tape off the area around the car. Don’t let anyone near it until I get there. I’m on my way.” 

As I ended the call, I thought I’d done a pretty good job impersonating Bailey. Then I ran to wake up the real article. We dressed quickly in jeans and sweatshirts—it’d be cold out there now—and I left a note for Toni, who was still fast asleep. 

When we got into the car, Bailey threw me her phone. “You’re so good at being me, put in the call to SID and get a criminalist to meet us there. Try for Dorian.” 

The streets were empty at that hour, and Bailey practically took us there on two wheels. Though I’d fastened my seat belt, I had to hold on to the dash while I made the call to keep from falling all over the car. 

The vast Parking Lot C, a cheap option because you had to take a shuttle to the airport from there, was brightly lit. But at this hour, the lot was still and quiet, which gave me the eerie feeling that we were the only survivors in a postapocalyptic world. Bailey drove slowly as we looked for signs of life. Finally, at the far corner of the lot, we saw the blue and red flashing lights of police cars. As we drew nearer, I could see that crime scene tape had been put up to enclose a white vehicle within a twenty-foot radius. 

Bailey parked and we walked up to one of the officers guarding the perimeter and identified ourselves. 

He lifted the crime scene tape for us and we ducked under. “Officer Bander’s handling the scene. He’s right over there.” He pointed to a short man who was standing near the trunk of the car. 

When we got closer, I saw that he was much younger than his voice had sounded on the phone. Bailey and I introduced ourselves again and she asked whether he’d seen anything inside. He handed her his flashlight—one of those super-heavy big black ones that double as a weapon—and I watched as she played the light around the interior of the car. 

“I don’t see anything,” I said. “You?” 

Bailey shook her head, and I stepped back to give her room as she circled the car with the flashlight. She paused and trained her beam on the trunk area. Still focused on the trunk, she asked, “Who found the car?” 

“I did,” Officer Bander said. “I started with the closest lots and worked my way out.” 

That was one hell of a lot of canvassing. There were a ton of parking lots. Just covering the closest lots at the terminal would’ve taken a couple of hours. 

“And did you stay here after you found it?” Bailey asked. 

She was making sure the scene hadn’t been contaminated—at least since Bander had found the car. 

“Yeah. I called you right away and had the area cordoned off, just like you said. I’m the only one who’s been this close to the car since I saw it.” 

Bailey looked around the lot. “How long since you called for a criminalist?” she asked me. 

“About thirty minutes.” 

“Did you try the doors?” she asked Officer Bander. 

“No.” 

Bailey bent down and shined the flashlight under the car. I was about to move in closer and join her, but just then, a beat-up Cadillac pulled up close to the tape. The driver rolled his belly out first, and when he approached us, I recognized the ruddy complexion, heavy cheeks, and small blue eyes of criminalist Ben Glosky. Bailey and I had him on a previous case involving a pedophile who’d done us all the favor of shuffling off this mortal coil. Ben wasn’t Dorian, but he was pretty good. 

Ben flashed his ID and struggled under the tape. “Dorian said to tell you she’ll be here in a few and not to pull the same crap you usually do. She also figured you’d need someone who could unlock the doors without damaging anything.” 

“You’re a locksmith?” I asked. 

“Before I joined SID.” 

I guess it shouldn’t have been such a surprise. It’s not like he’d said he used to train poodles for TV commercials. 

Ben gloved up, put on the regulation shower cap—though the few hairs slicked back on his head were unlikely to go anywhere—and slipped his shoes into booties. Then he took a small metal case out of his car and set it on the ground next to the driver’s side door. Bailey held the flashlight for him as he examined the interior through the driver’s side window. Ben took the flashlight from her and walked around the car, studying every inch. Bailey moved with him and pointed out various spots on the car. Then he crouched and shined the light under the car, as Bailey had done. He went back to his kit and took out a packet of sterile swatches, distilled water, an eyedropper, and long tweezers. Slowly, he moved around the car, lifting samples as he went. 

When he was done, he handed the flashlight back to Bailey and motioned for her to follow him over to the driver’s side. Bailey stood behind him, blocking my view, so I couldn’t see what he did from where I was standing, but two seconds later the driver’s door was open. One second later, the trunk flew open. 

And there, lying in a pool of blood, was Hayley. 


Chapter 15 

As many bodies as I’ve seen, as many crime scenes as I’ve visited, after a while, you get to be immune. But the sight of Hayley Antonovich curled up in a fetal position in that trunk hit me like a lead-handed punch to the head. Tears filled my eyes and my throat tightened with sadness and disbelief. I quickly turned away and blinked until my eyes cleared. Crying at a crime scene was unthinkable. 

When I turned back, I saw an ashen-faced Bailey watching me carefully. “You okay, Knight?” 

I nodded, but didn’t speak. I didn’t trust my voice. 

Bailey pulled out her cell, no doubt to call the coroner. When she’d finished the call, she ordered everyone to move farther back from the tape, then she came to stand next to me. I could feel her still watching me with a look of concern. If Bailey saw it, others would too. I needed to get a grip. So I swallowed hard and blocked the sight of Hayley from my mind. 

“Did he buy those two tickets to New York just to throw us off?” I asked. “Or do you think he’s working with someone else?” 

“I was wondering the same thing. But he bought the tickets using his real name, so if he was trying to throw us off, wouldn’t he use the one he’d made public out here?” 

“Or maybe he was sharp enough to know we’d figure out he was using an alias and he used his real name to buy the tickets—make it look more genuine.” 

“That’s pretty smart for a nineteen-year-old kid,” Bailey said. 

“And pretty tangled,” I agreed. “But not impossible.” 

Bailey sighed. “What is?” 

We both fell silent, trying to manage the pain of the unwanted discovery. I’d been so optimistic. Too optimistic. That wasn’t my style. But this wasn’t the time or the place to figure it out. Bailey would ordinarily be the one to make the notification to the family, but since I was in from the jump on this one, I thought I should probably go with her. 

“Brian doesn’t know we’ve found her already.” I glanced at my cell phone. It was five fifteen a.m.—eight fifteen in New York. “In about half an hour, I’m going to try reaching the aunt again. When I do, I’m going to tell her we’re looking for Brian and Hayley.” 

“So she won’t try to cover for him if he’s been in touch?” Bailey set her jaw and looked back at the trunk. “It’s not a bad idea. But it’s a now-or-never move. Once we make notification to Hayley’s parents, the news’ll go global.” 

Bailey looked at the ground and sighed. I knew she was dreading it. So was I. The coroner’s wagon pulled up and a guy in high-water pants and a nylon Coroner’s Office jacket jumped out. 

It was Scott Ferrier, the coroner’s investigator who was my longtime “friend with benefits.” The benefits in our case being his willingness to slip me reports on the sly in return for free lunches at his favorite restaurant, Engine Co. No. 28. 

No sooner had Officer Bander lifted the crime scene tape to let Scott in than Dorian pulled up in a brand-new forest green Tacoma. Still a pickup, but a lot snazzier than the faded old jalopy she used to drive. There was something comforting about seeing Scott and Dorian. It was like having family show up. 

“Hey, Scott.” I waved and stepped closer as he set his bag down next to the trunk and took out a camera. 

“Rachel!” He waved back before he turned and started taking photos. 

Dorian moved next to the car with her kit, a large toolbox with tray insets that allowed her to store every little thing in its own compartment, perfectly organized, not a single cotton swab out of place. Dorian put the D in OCD. We both watched as Scott finished taking the pictures. Dorian wouldn’t be able to touch the trunk until he was done. The coroner, or his investigator, has sole jurisdiction over the body. Until he’s through, everyone else waits. 

I greeted Dorian with a simple “Hey,” which was more than she was in the mood for. Never much of a talker, she was even less inclined to shoot the breeze after having been awakened before five a.m. 

“Nice wheels,” Bailey said. 

“It’ll do.” 

Scott had finished photographing Hayley and had gloved up, preparing to deal with the body. He pulled out the long steel needle to take the liver temperature—one method of determining how long the victim had been dead. I turned away. A few moments later, Scott’s assistant rolled the gurney up to the car and Scott carefully examined Hayley with his flashlight, looking for evidence that might be disturbed when he moved the body. 

“Dorian!” he called out. “Take a look here.” 

Dorian, who’d already gloved up and put on her shower cap, moved forward with her kit and peered in. She bent down, pulled out some tweezers, and carefully plucked something too small for us to see from the body. Dorian placed it in a small coin envelope and set it into one of the little compartments in the toolbox. Scott finished his examination and told Dorian she could start on the rest of the car. He and his assistant then lifted Hayley out of the trunk and into the body bag that was on the gurney. 

Her beautiful blonde hair was tangled and matted with blood and her pale pink sleeveless T-shirt was soaked in it. Her eyes were half closed, and I imagined her bleeding out, dying slowly in that trunk, alone. The lump re-formed in my throat and I quickly turned to focus on Dorian, who’d begun examining the driver’s side of the car with a flashlight and a magnifying glass. 

“Hey, Dorian,” I called out. “It’s a long shot, but can you let us know if you find a laptop?” 

“No. I figured I’d just put it on eBay.” She shook her head in disgust and muttered something about “inane questions.” 

Bailey almost cracked a smile. I heard the zip of the body bag and the wheels roll across the asphalt to the wagon. Only after I heard them slam the rear door did I risk speaking to Scott. “Can you tell cause of death?” 

“Stab wounds. But no murder weapon in the trunk that I could see.” 

And I doubted very much that Dorian would find it in the cabin of the car either. One of the many reasons why I prefer gunshot wounds for a cause of death. Between the casings and the bullets, you have something to work with. Knives can never be matched the way a gun can. And criminals don’t get attached to knives the way they do to guns, so they don’t mind dumping them. 

Bailey gathered all the officers together and asked them to canvass the grounds for a knife. They all nodded solemnly. 

When they’d left, I heard Dorian mutter, “Yeah, good luck with that.” 

We were going to need it with a lot of things now. 


Chapter 16 

Exhausted and depressed, Bailey and I headed back to the car. 

She drove off the lot and pulled onto Sepulveda Boulevard. When she got to a stoplight, she turned to look at me. “You okay, Rachel?” 

“Yeah. I’m just...” My voice broke and I felt tears spring to my eyes again. I turned to look out my window. 

Bailey was silent for a moment. The light changed and she pulled forward. When she spoke, her tone was gentle. “All the homicides you’ve been to, Rache. I’ve never seen you this broken up.” 

“I guess I was really thinking she’d be okay...” I stopped before my voice could break again. 

“But it’s a kidnapping. Sure, we were both hoping it’d be different, but kidnappings end this way pretty often. That’s why we run so hard and fast on them. You know that as well as I do. But for some reason, this one knocked you down hard. What’s going on?” 

The question was more than fair. What was going on with me? I’d been so wedded to the theory—no, expectation—that Hayley would be okay that I hadn’t even allowed myself to consider any other possibility. That was completely unlike me. Finally, the light dawned. Romy. The hope of finding Hayley alive left me a sliver of hope that the same happy ending could come true for my sister. Finding Hayley in the trunk of Brian’s car delivered a crushing blow on both levels. I told Bailey. 

“Makes perfect sense,” she said. “So what do you want to do?” 

“Get back to work.” 

Bailey gave me a little smile. “That’s my girl.” 

I returned her smile as best I could and turned my thoughts back to the case. I’d been planning to do something. After a few moments, I remembered what it was. “Can you get me to a quiet place where I can call the aunt?” 

“How about we hit a place for breakfast and you can call from the car?” 

Just minutes ago I would’ve gagged at the thought of food. But suddenly the idea of breakfast felt comforting, and I heard my stomach grumble. “Is there an IHOP around?” 

Bailey raised an eyebrow. This wasn’t my usual fare. “If not that, then at least its equivalent.” 

A few minutes later she pulled into a Coco’s and went inside to score us a table. Trying not to get distracted by the enticing smell of grease and bacon, I punched in Janice Maher’s number. By the third ring I was preparing to leave another message when I heard a click. A distracted-sounding voice said, “Yes?” 

I introduced myself and explained that I was calling because Hayley hadn’t been seen in the past few days and her parents were concerned. “We have evidence that Brian bought two plane tickets to New York, and told his boss that he was going to visit his aunt in New York for a week. So we thought he was probably intending to visit you. We wouldn’t ordinarily bother you with this, but Hayley is only sixteen and, naturally, her parents are very concerned.” 

I deliberately didn’t tell her Hayley’s last name, because I thought she might recognize it. I hoped that if I kept it low-key, the aunt wouldn’t feel she had to lie to protect Brian. 

“Well, now I’m concerned too,” she said, without hesitation. “I haven’t heard from Brian for about a month. In fact I was about to call him and check in. No one’s heard from either of them?” 

“Not for the past four days.” Could that be right? Only four days? It felt like weeks. 

“Do you suppose they ran away together? I can’t believe Brian would do something like that. It’s completely unlike him.” I’d expected that reaction, but she seemed genuinely concerned, and sincere. “Have you spoken to his friends?” she asked, her tone worried. 

Based on what we’d learned so far, he didn’t have any. I wondered how well she knew her nephew. No time like the present to find out. “If you have the names of his friends, I’d be glad to take them down.” 

“I...I don’t. He never told me about any friends. Only people he worked with.” 

I thought we probably already had those, but I took down the
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