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CHAPTER ONE

 


There was no point in rereading the
death reports, because repetition wasn’t going to
change the facts. Period. Jessica Canby slowly closed
the file folder and wandered out onto the deck off the bedroom. The
heat was overwhelming, even outside; the westerly
winds coming off the Pacific did no more than tease
the oily air. The ocean itself seemed to share her
discomfort, oozing desultorily forward to dampen the
beach, then retreating into glassy torpor.

She leaned against the railing, still
thinking about the file. “Damn. Damn.”

“Something I said?”

Jess turned to smile at her husband.
Michael Renfrew was lounging against the glass doors,
looking, as always, like the quintessential Southern
Californian: lean, tall, tanned, fair-haired. And dry.
He never sweated. She, on the other hand, red of hair
and white of skin, was damp whenever the temperature
rose over seventy. The hell of it was, she’d been born
and bred in Los Angeles—and
Michael came from Chicago.

“Nope, nothing you said.” She sighed.
“It’s a case. Miguel Aguerra.”

“The kid who was murdered in Hollywood
last week?”

Jess nodded and went back inside.
“Molested and murdered. Ten years old.”

“I don’t know how you can stand it. If
I had to spend my days at the morgue, I’d have to
spend my nights at the bottle.”

“Oh, you get used to it. Sort of.” Jess
hadn’t been able to keep food down during her first week as
a coroner’s investigator. Eight years later, she was
chief of investigations and considerably
tougher.

“So what’s wrong?”

She paused. “Well, I have this sick
feeling that little Miguel was a chicken.”

“Come again?”

“A child prostitute. I think the cops
are going to find out that he worked Hollywood
regularly.”

“Oh.” Michael swallowed and sat next to
her on the bed. “Ten years old?”

The chicken hawks like ‘em young.”

“Spare me the details. My stomach isn’t
strong enough. I like love stories about fully-grown
combatants who don’t get paid for panting. Speaking of
which,” he nuzzled her neck, “how about a little panting
yourself?”

Jess grinned and disentangled herself.
“We’ve got to get ready for the party. And I’ve got to
take a shower.”

Michael followed her into the bathroom,
groaning. “I hate parties. Do we have to
go?”

“You do. Aspiring screenwriters
definitely have to go to film producers’ parties.” She
stripped off her t-shirt. “God, it’s hot! I don’t
remember a summer like this before.”

“Really?” He started to grin. “You’ve
had thirty-five of them. Every summer is broiling and
every winter is wet — and every year, Los Angelenos
are surprised. You guys have the attention span of a
kindergarten kid.”

“Guys?” Jess glanced ruefully at the
mirror. “Maybe they didn’t teach biology in Chicago,
but take it from me, guys don’t look like
this.”

He patted her stomach affectionately.
“You look wonderful.”

“I look like a pear that’s gone mad.”
Pregnancy was a humbling experience. She could barely
recall being a thin five-foot seven person, able to
take in her waist and her toes with a single glance.
Only the features above the neck seemed familiar — the
same strong cheekbones, high forehead, and hazel eyes.
But hardly anyone ever looked up at her face any more. From time to
time, she checked to see if maybe she’d sprouted acne or
spinach between her teeth, but that wasn’t it. People
just couldn’t take their eyes off the bulge. She
turned on the water and stepped into the
stall.

“Never mind,” Michael shouted over the
sound of the cascade. “In a mere three months, you’ll
be skinny again and we’ll have the world’s most
brilliant baby.”

“Three months, pet, aren’t ‘mere’ to
one who tends to topple
forward.”

“True.
But I don’t,”
he pointed out cheerfully, “so the
time will just whip by for
me.” He was holding a towel when Jess turned off
the faucets. She stepped into his arms for a rubdown.
He leaned over to kiss her,
lightly at first, then more seriously.

“Mmmm.” She moved closer. “What time is
Martin getting here?”

“Martin who?”

“Martin-your-best-friend who’s going to
the party with us.”

He ran his fingers down her spine.
“What was the question again?”

The towel dropped. “I don’t remember.”

The doorbell echoed through the house.
They sighed in unison and reluctantly broke
apart. By the time they got downstairs, Martin Dunphy
was in the living room, a stocky, prematurely bald
figure, in white pants and the obligatory Lacoste t-shirt. “Hi
kids. Hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”

“Your timing’s been lousy as long as
I’ve know you,” Michael observed. “I remember in
college when you — “

“Uh-uh. No college stories,” Jess said
firmly. “I already know more about your sordid pasts
than I care to.”

“Mine, alas, was regrettably unsordid.”
Martin put an arm around Jess and beamed
enthusiastically at her stomach. He was a thirty-seven year old
confirmed bachelor, despite which — maybe
because of it — he was as
excited about the pending Canby-Renfrew as its parents
were. “How’s our baby?”

“Getting big enough to qualify for the
Rams.” She patted it. “As you can see.”

“Say, listen, I was in Saks’ toy
department the other day, and I saw this incredible
building-block set that ...”

“Martin!” Michael was shaking his head.
“You’ve already bought enough toys to amuse half the kids in
China.”

“It’s just a building block set. No big
deal.”

Martin stepped
out onto the
deck, wanting
to change the
subject. He
liked to think of
himself as a
stone-hearted,
hard-nosed,
unsentimental
banker. “Boy,
this is the
life! I’d move to
Malibu tomorrow
if it
weren’t for that damned
drive.”

“An
hour and change,” Jess
sighed. “I do it every
day.”

“And for what? So you can hang
out with
dead people.” Martin made a face.
“Ugh.”

“Look at it this way. Your clients talk
back. Mine don’t.”

He was unpersuaded. “Anyway, you’ll
only be there until the next election.”

Jess grinned. She certainly hoped he
was right. Her father, the late Arthur Rader Canby, had been mayor
of Los Angeles for almost two decades, and her earliest
memories were of accompanying him to rallies and
boisterous meetings. She’d caught the political bug
before she was fully toilet-trained. With any luck
(and little help from her friends) when the state next
went to the polls, a Canby’s name would be on the
ballot again.

Michael snorted. He regarded politics
as something akin to a social disease. “And your eight years at
the coroner’s office will come in mighty handy.
Politicians need strong stomachs.”

“They say Caesar could have digested an
uncooked mule,” Martin agreed blithely.

Jess laughed. The nickname referred to
the theory, held at one time by many, that Arthur
Canby would hold his office until he made it
hereditary. “Never mind maligning my sainted father,
you two. Dad might have been, uh, forceful, but the
people loved him. He was a real, small-d
democrat.”

“He sure was.” Martin was grinning.
“May I remind you that he lobbied to make the beaches
public? He gave you this house but he gave them,”
gesturing, “the right to harass you in it.”

“Harass” was only slightly too strong.
The Saturday mob right below was loud, messy and frenetic:
strutting muscled males showing off for beach bunnies
wearing fragments of
material that
almost
constituted
bikinis,
unreasonably
extended
families
with
large picnic lunches
wrapped in paper Jess
and
Michael
would have to
clean
up tomorrow,
middle-agers, some
pathetically trying to such in
sagging stomachs
and others letting gravity
have its way.
And
above all, dozens — legions
— of whopping
children.

Jess sighed. “I admired Dad. There
weren’t very many politicians like him. But I’ve got to
admit, sometimes I wish he’d been a little less
public-spirited.”

 


Cyril Haberman undeniably threw a good
party. The crowd was flushed with wine and sunshine
and the chicness of their lifestyle
— weekend brunch with film stars
and studio magnates and politicians, all as glossy as
the ocean, mounds of pink lobster and rivers of
champagne. Hollywood’s Beautiful People lived in a reality as
perfect as illusion. Hardly surprising. They were,
after all, the High Priests of Glamor and
Glitter.

Or, Jess muttered to herself, the High
Priests of Glitz. It all depended on how you looked at
it.

“So,” Michael asked, “what do you
think?”

“I think we’re going to be deafened by
the clatter of gold neck chains.”

He laughed. “Who was the fool who said
money couldn’t buy everything?”

“No one in this room.” She looked
around again. “Must’ve been come innocent who’s never
had his teeth capped.”

“Or who doesn’t know Dr.
Wiu.”

The surgeon to the stars was leaning
against the marble fireplace, somberly staring at a
fortyish actress. His expression told the whole ugly
story; without immediate surgery, the wrinkles could
be fatal.

Jess and Michael smiled at each other
as Martin reappeared. “Well, I did a
once-around and I’ve got to hand it to Cyril. He knows how to find
female pulchritude.”

“Oink, oink.”

“With brains,” Martin added hastily.
“Beauty with brains. And I noticed that some of the
brightest were outside. Shall we?”

He led them through knots of
partygoers, vivacious groups of senators and studio
executives and industrialists leavened with svelte
women who definitely tended toward the young side of
thirty-five. Jess was feeling more like a gargoyle than ever by the
time they reached the terrace.

It was a backyard, really, a landscaped
expanse of flowering trees, intricately laid flagstone
paths and outdoor furniture nicer than what most
people had in their living rooms. Another
feature — a vast, curved,
black-bottomed swimming pool, seemed to suggest that
the ocean lying beyond the sea wall was a mere optical
illusion.

There was Malibu and there was Malibu.
Jess and Michael lived only a couple of miles away,
but to lump together the two beach houses was to
suggest that a rubber dinghy had much in common with
the presidential yacht.

“Humble,” Michael observed drily, “but
I guess the Habermans call it home.”

Martin leaned forward. “Speaking of
Haberman, tell me about your negotiations. Is Cyril going to turn
your book into a film?”

“Martin, you only introduced us a
couple of weeks ago! We’ve had a few meetings.”
Michael shrugged, grabbed two glasses of champagne
from a passing waiter’s tray and handed one to Martin.
“Jess, honey, you want some fruit juice?”

“Not much.” She regretfully eyed the
bubbly. Three more months of being treated as a child abuser if she
so much as considered a drink or a
cigarette.

“It’ll be a expensive film,” Michael
continued. “These things take time.”

“Look, I’m Haberman’s banker. I know
his set-up. Trail Productions made money off their
last four films. They can afford it — and so can
Cyril. He got in on the
ground floor of the
cable T.V.
industry. He’s worth
a bundle, if you’re
impressed with
millions.”

“Hell,
I’m impressed
with
hundreds.”

“He’ll buy
it,” Martin
insisted. “He
loved the book,
he told me.
And
Hollywood’s crazy
for sick
family stories
right
now.”

“Hey,”
Michael
protested. It’s not a
sick family ...”

“Schmuckl
You want
to sell it or you just
want to sit around,
looking at your
good reviews?”

“I’d rather
look at them than at the royalty
statements.”

Jess squeezed Michael’s hand. His first
novel had been a
critical
success but reviewers got their books for
free.

“Darlings! How are you?” Michael’s
agent was, suddenly, in their midst. Dana Mercowitz
tended to burst in and out like a petite tornado; one
almost expected her to arrive, whirling, from the sky.
When Einstein said that all matter was energy, it was
improbable that even he had contemplated so much
energy coming from such a minor amount of matter. She
was tiny and very thin, her face distinguished mainly
by enormous, dark eyes and a vivid slash of lipstick,
her hair was whatever color had seemed to her that
week interesting. Today, she was a blonde. “Martin, wonderful to
see you. Jess, sweetheart, what a stunning blouse! My,
you are huge now, aren’t you? When’s the
baby?”

Jess opened her mouth to answer, but
Dana wasn’t listening. She never listened to sentences
that didn’t have the word “points” in them. She
thought Alexander Graham Bell had been put on earth to
facilitate deal-making. “Michael, lover, why aren’t you
circulating? This is a Hollywood party! I know you
three have fun together, but that’s not what these
parties are for.”

Michael grinned. “Sorry, Dana. I
mustn’t have been thinking.”

“Well, darling - oh, there’s Cyril!”
Dana caught their host’s eye and waved.

He obediently came over, smiling at
Dana as everyone did. Because of the size, what
would, in anyone else, have been obnoxiousness made
her seem like an adorable child playing at being
Hollywood.

Jess watched Haberman kiss Dana and
greet everyone else. He was a big man, as befitted a
man of substance. His face was middle-aged and not
conventionally handsome, but there was a sexy quality
about it. It might have been the deep-set dark eyes
that concentrated intently on whomever they regarded,
or maybe it was, the thick salt-and-pepper hair and
the creased cheeks. More likely, it was the air of not
having to ask the price of anything.

He appeared delighted to meet Jess. “I
knew your father slightly — fantastic
man. And I’ve been hearing good things about you from
his friends.”

“Thank you.”

He looked at her empty hands. “What can
we get for you? Tea? Milk?”

“Nothing, thanks, Cyril.”

“Well, are you comfortable standing?
How about us finding you a chair?”

She smiled and shook her head again.
There was a fine line between being made to feel
cherished and being made to feel like a freak. Mostly,
people crossed that line. “I’m perfectly all right.
Thanks.”

“Come to think of it, anyone who can do
your job must be tougher than you look,” Haberman
commented quickly. A man who came from nowhere to make
a fortune possesses many skills. Like being able to pick up on
nuances. “I’ve been reading about your brilliant work
in the Beatty case.”

“Beatty?” Dana was at a loss. She read
both the Hollywood Reporter
and the Daily Variety
every morning, so she considered herself
well-informed. She was not, however, quite so
scrupulous about the Los Angeles
Times.

“Remember the freeway ax-slayer?”
Haberman asked.

Dana brightened. “Yes. It’d make a
super movie, don’t you think?”

He carried gamely on. “Well, a man
named Beatty killed his wife and made it look like one
of the other killings. He’d have gotten away with
it — except for Jess.”

“Oh.” Dana looked at Jess with
interest. That would make an even better movie. “How did you do that?”

“Tedious detail work,
mainly.”

The agent’s face fell. Detail work
didn’t sound very visual.

Jess took pity on her. “I found out
that Beatty was chummy with a cop
— he’d bribed him for inside information about
the ax-slayer’s MO. I just sort of hung in there until
I could prove it.”

Haberman smiled approvingly. “It’s the
sort of tenaciousness we could use in Sacramento.” He
moved away, stopping only to suggest to Michael that
they chat before he left.

Dana patted Michael’s arm as it he were
a pet who’d done a particularly intricate trick. “He’s
interested, definitely interested. Now sweetie,” eyes
darting around, “shall we go do some
wandering?”

Michael managed to avoid displaying a
tasteless amount of enthusiasm, but he did let himself
be carried off.

Jess and Martin grinned at each other.

“Haberman carries a lot of political
clout,” Martin pontificated unnecessarily. “He’ll make
you governor before you know it.”

“Uh-huh. But in the meantime, I think
I’ll mosey around and make nice to a few senators.
Just in case.”

 


Jess and Michael had a late dinner at
home. Alone. In virtual silence. They were well suited to each
other in many ways, not the least of which was the
need, after hours of socializing, for catatonic-like
silence.

Jess pushed her plate away finally,
happily glutted. Red meat might cause cancer, clogged
arteries and violence, but hell, nothing was perfect.
“I love cow. I’d rather die than be a
vegetarian.”

Michael looked up from the newspaper.
“That’s exactly what vegetarians say is your
choice.”

“Who can trust someone who thinks
alfalfa sprouts make a meal?” She tried with only moderate success
to hide a burp. “Haberman throws a good
function.”

“If you like that sort of
thing.”

“Dana does.”

Michael grinned. “You think so? Anyway,
you should have liked it. Everyone was waxing
eloquent over your success with the Beatty
matter.”

“Publicity doesn’t hurt,” she agreed
happily.

The telephone shrilled. “Hello? Oh, hi,
Joe.” Jess’s heart sank. Joe Miller was one of her
assistant chief investigators and a hell of a nice guy but he
probably wasn’t calling just to say howdy.

“Sorry to bother, you, Jess, but we’ve
got a big one. A fire and a corpse. I figured you’d want to know
about it — the victim is
Robert Berrington. The Robert
Berrington.”

“Jesus.” She whistled. Berrington was
in Haberman’s league and then some, one of the real
powers in the state. Fancy family, huge fortune,
financial empire based on microchips and other
incomprehensible scientific doodads. And political
connections. Big political connections. Her father had
known Berrington, and Jess had met the man herself
once or twice. But even a “Caesar” Canby was outranked
by a Berrington. “Who’s handling it?”

“I just got the call. I assumed, uh, of
course, if you don’t feel up to it ...”

Jess sighed. The chief of
investigations was an administrator, but when someone
like this died, the ordinary chain of command went by the boards.
Even so, she could get out of it if she hadn’t made a
big point of insisting, as a matter of feminist
principle, that pregnancy wasn’t a disease and didn’t
hold one back. From the vantage point of late Saturday
evening, not to mention being exhausted, it looked
like a foolish principle. “Give me the address and have a van meet
me there.”

Michael raised his eyebrows. He
obviously thought she was being foolish
too.

“Talk to you later.” Jess hung up and
shrugged helplessly. “How could I let Germaine and
Gloria down?”

 


The road was narrow, uphill and
twisting; massive banks of greenery crowded in on
either side as if this were an English country lane
instead of a Mercedes-and-Rolls Royce track in Bel
Air. Jess passed estate after estate, each worth the
entire G.N.P. of a small nation, before finally
arriving at the top of a priceless hill.

Police and fire department vehicles
were parked along the private drive that wound into
the property. Jess left her car outside and walked
through the cluster of excited neighbors. The rich, it
seemed, were no more immune to the titillation of
tragedy than any other community, but they did dress
better for it. The dressing gowns on display were
worth more that Jess’s entire wardrobe.

“Coroner’s office.” She flashed her ID
for the young patrolman at the wrought-iron
gate.

“Oh.” He looked at her stomach and
cleared his throat. “You want a lift up there,
ma’am?”

She smiled. “No, I think I can make
it.” As she passed through the barriers, she noticed
two closed-circuit T.V. cameras poking out of the
trees. Exotic buds. The kind of security system that
would be just the thing if the Russians
landed.

A short hike later
— a distance of no more than that
between the gatekeeper and Balmoral Castle
— brought the house into view. It
was massive English Tudor-cum-California
structure — all beamed walls and
leaded-glass windows — set into jungles
of palms, orange trees and eucalyptus. Nothing was
missing that money could buy — but it was
going to take a lot more of the green stuff to repair
the damage of tonight’s fire. Hoses were still being
played on the east wing, and the combination of water,
soot and smoke made the mansion resemble a frowsy
hooker whose mascara had run at the end of a long
night.

A portly figure stood on the lawn,
directing the emergency teams. It was clothed in a
beautifully cut, albeit deeply wrinkled, three-piece
suit that hadn’t come off the rack. Jess grinned. She
knew that suit.

“Evening, Francis.”

He turned, displaying a face that
didn’t go with the outfit. His tailor couldn’t be
blamed for the sagging jowls and blue-circled eyes,
but he could have told Detective Francis Arnheim that
crew cuts were no longer the right note to strike on
Savile Row.

“Jess. You on this? I’d have expected
Harper himself.”

“Mmm. He’s out of town and I’m minding
the store.” She spoke without inflection. She wasn’t the only
person in town who dislike the county coroner, but
Colman Harper was her direct superior so she didn’t
have to take out an ad. “What have we got?”

“A body,” he grunted. “A
twenty-four-carat body that’s giving ulcers to the
brass downtown. The call came in about ten-thirty.” He
looked at his watch. “Two hours ago, and already half
the big shoots in town are leaning on headquarters and
the other half’s waiting to get through.

Jess nodded. They’d be closely watched
on this one. Their eyes met, then quickly shifted to
stare at the scurrying firemen. Big shots were a bitch.
Jess sighed. At least she’d pulled Francis. Two and
a half decades of police work did things to a
personality. He was dour, sour, suspicious, cynical.
He’d been, doubtless, a superlatively lousy husband and
father; rumor had it that his family hadn’t talked to
him since 1976. He thought little of most people and
less of young career women, although, after a few
cases with Jess, he’d decided for his own unfathomable
reasons to accept her. Still, she liked him; he was a
smart cop, as straight as anyone else and, in his own way, good
company. She liked him enough to know he’d be
horrified to find that out.

“How did the fire start?” she
asked.

“The arson investigator’s got more
tests to do, but he thinks
it got going in the east wing, the
housekeeper’s suite.
Probably
bad wiring. It ran
through the walls all
over the house,
but the place looks worse that
it really is.
Mainly smoke damage.”

Jess nodded,
then stiffened at a
sudden twinge in her
stomach. She took a deep
breath and covered the
moment by pulling out
her notebook. “What about Berrington
himself?”

“Very dead. In bed.” He gestured toward
the west wing, where the fire had apparently been
vanquished. “Looks like smoke inhalation. No marks on
the body. No sign he even woke up.”

Not a bad way to go, if you had to go.”

“Anyone else
inside?”

“No. The housekeeper was on her day
off. She got back early, which was lucky, because
otherwise, the whole place would have
gone.”

“Not lucky for Berrington,” Jess
observed drily. She glanced around. The property was
heavily treed and enormous. It wasn’t likely a
neighbor could have spotted the fire. “Okay. It’s safe to go into
the bedroom wing now?”

“Uh.” Francis twisted his lips as if
there were more words inside but he couldn’t remember
how to pronounce them.

Jess got the point. “If it’s safe for
you guys, it’s safe enough for me.” She mustered whatever dignity
was available to a pear on stilts and walked toward
the house.

 


Berrington had been much more
impressive in life than he was in death. The thick eyebrows had
been ferocious, the jaw — now dropped — had jutted. Hid
bank balance had created the aura of power, the
illusion of stature, but it hadn’t been able to buy
him the full threescore years and ten. Now, on imported sheets,
he was just a gray haired object, about five-eight in
length, weighing maybe one-eighty. The same
ninety-eight cents’ worth (before inflation) of
chemicals as everybody else.

Jess grimaced and snapped a few
Polaroid shots of the body. What was with the philosophizing? It
wasn’t as if she hadn’t seen a corpse or two in her
time. Obviously, the silver spoon could do one final
thing: it could make some deaths seem more significant
than those of lesser mortals.

There wasn’t time to delve into the
psychology of that. For one thing, there was too much
paperwork waiting. And for another, she had to admit
that Francis’s solicitude wasn’t entirely out of line. The
greasy air and the stink of the smoke were making her
nauseated. The sooner she got out of there, the
better.

She flipped open her notebook.
Rigor mortis on a scale
of one to four. Livor mortis,
same scale. Flex, poke, cut. Take the
temperatures. Make notes. She became increasingly
automatic in her movements as she became more and more
queasy.

Suddenly, she sagged against the bed,
savaged by a sharp pain in her gut. The room was
spinning; her breath was ragged until the dizziness
and spasms ceased.

“You okay, ma’am?” A uniformed
policeman stood in the doorway.

Jess straightened up, took a deep
breath. “Yes. Thanks.” Everyone had the occasional
meaningless pain. It was a cramp, nothing more. She
bent over the body again, then realized that the cop
hadn’t moved.

He was evidently upset at the sight of
a pregnant woman fooling with a corpse; he seemed to
be thinking about busting her for unnatural practices.
“You shouldn’t be in here with that thing,” motioning
toward what had been a power broker. “Not in your
condition.”

Jess forced a smile. “I’m almost
finished. I’m all right.”

He finally left, still dubious. She
stifled the urge to dash after him and admit that ‘all right’ was a
gross exaggeration. The cramp was gone, no need to
reinforce the view that pregnant women couldn’t do
their jobs. And she was almost finished. It looked
straightforward. Berrington hadn’t been dead for much more
than three hours. His skin was cherry pink, consistent
with carbon monoxide poisoning, also known as smoke
inhalation. Other than an empty drug vial on the
bedside table — and that meant
zilch in Chemical City, U.S.A. —
there was nothing to suggest a less-than-peaceful
accidental end.

Her pencil faltered. Another spasm.
Jess closed her eyes, willing the pain to subside,
begging it to subside. Eventually it did. She took
more deep breaths, moving carefully now so as not to disturb the
precarious equilibrium.

Just follow standard procedures, turn
off the mind and let habit take control. Remove the
jewelry from the body, put it in a plastic bag; seal the bag,
initial it, make a note. One watch, gold and diamond band. New
page. One neck chain, gold link. New page. Two rings, one
diamond, one sapphire. New page. One vial, empty.

Jess put them all into an evidence
envelope, which she sealed and signed. She drew a deep
breath. She was beginning to feel a little better. The
old body had a mile or two left after all. Enough, at
least, to take her through a quick survey of the death
site.

It was your run-of-the-mill fantasy
suite — so big you’d have to
start for bed before you were tired or you’d never
make it. Soft velvet couches, marble tables, a large-screen
television, a wall of stereo equipment. Not to mention
the oversized antique four-poster and a tapestry or
two.

His and her dressing rooms, the latter
almost devoid of contents. Mrs. Berrington was either
improbably ascetic or living elsewhere. The same could
not be said for the mister. His closets were crammed
with expensive conservative clothing, all neatly lined
up and arranged by color. There were even extra
shoelaces on the shoe tree.

The piece de
resistance, however, was the bathroom. A
tub you could swim laps in, a shower spacious enough
for the host and twenty of this closest friends.
Marble. Mirrors. Gilt. Buttons to push for music,
recessed lights and, for
all she
knew, dancing
girls.

The rich
were
different.
Jess couldn’t conceive of
actually
using the
toilet in such
surroundings. It would
be like
peeing in church.

 


Detective Arnheim was still outside on
the lawn, thumbs in his vest pockets, glumly not
acknowledging the presence beside him of another man.
Jess’s heart sank when she got close enough to
identify the city’s most sleazy self-proclaimed
“investigative” reporter. Just what she needed to lend
the final touch to a late night of death, work and
stomach pains. Jerry Katz.

“Jess! Babe! Great to see ya!” He
advanced to meet her, arms spread wide. Fate had
condemned him to look exactly like what he was, a sharp-nosed
ferret with a nasty mind. “It’s been too long!”

Jess neatly avoided the embrace, nodded
unenthusiastically and turned to Francis. “Has my van
arrived?”

“Yeah, over by the stables.”

“So you’re handling this, babe?” Jerry
wasn’t discouraged; he’d been snubbed by much more important
figures.

“Mmm.” She scanned the surroundings,
then saw one of her people. “Chester!”

A raw-boned young man with an abysmal
complexion hurried over. “Hi, Jess. How are
you?”

It was important to go along with the
civilities. Chester had low self-esteem and assumed
that any lack of friendliness was attributable to his own
deficiencies. “I’m fine, thanks. Glad to see you.
Listen, the body’s upstairs in the bedroom. When you
get back to the office, would you order a physical
work-up and a blood test?” She belatedly remembered to
smile.

Chester flushed happily. “Sure thing,
Jess. Right away.” He scurried off, right hand
caressing the badge at his belt.

Arnheim says it looks like an
accident.” Jerry popped a thick wad of gum in his
mouth as he spoke; it took Jess a moment to decipher
the words.

“Uh-huh.”

“Typical cover-up.”

Jess sighed. “You carry jumping to
conclusions to a length Evel Knievel would be proud
of.”

“Come on, babe, I wasn’t born
yesterday.”

“I’d always assumed you were hatched,”
Jess said sweetly.

Francis threw her a warning
glance. Jess sighed again; he was right. Don’t
antagonize the press, even when said press had many of
the characteristics of a small amphibian slightly larger than a
frog. “Why do you say it’s a cover-up,
Jerry?”

“Look, a big honcho like Berrington
doesn’t die in an accident, right? I mean, a God who
gave him broads galore, more power than the Mob and half the gold
of Fort Knox, doesn’t knock him off in an accident.
Catch my drift?”

Jess and Francis exchanged weary
glances. It was LA.P.D.’s finest who answered. “Didn’t know you
were a religious man, Jerry.” Francis took Jess’s arm
and led her away. “You feeling all right?
You look like hell.”

Jess rubbed her neck. “I’m just tired.
Is the housekeeper still around?”

“Yeah.” He inclined his head toward a
gazebo overlooking the tennis courts.

“Have the next of kin been
notified?”

“You kidding? Everyone but the
President’s been notified. There’s a wife, but she’s
sick or something. Her doctor’s gonna break the news.
And the house is in the company’s name
— some big-deal vice-president’s on
his way to take charge of the premises.”

“Thank God for that at least.” The
coroner’s office couldn’t leave a house unattended,
and Jess was in no shape to spend hours waiting to turn the keys
over to someone.

 


The gazebo was a white lacy affair, a
structure meant for delicate southern belles sipping
mint juleps and holding parasols against the
coarsening wind and sun. The only person using it now
was a casting mistake. The housekeeper’s leathery skin
would defeat a Sahara sun and her wispy, yellow-gray
hair had been given up on long ago. She was huddled
into a ball on a white wicker couch, her hands clasped between bony
knees.

Jess cleared her throat.

“Oh!” The head came up. Pale eyes
behind thick glasses skittishly surveyed the
threat.

“My name is Jess Canby. I’m from the
coroner’s office.” She kept her voice low and soothing. “May
I ask you a few questions?”

“Coroner’s office. Questions.” The
repetition was empty, she was just mimicking
sounds.

Jess stepped inside. The woman
flinched, and Jess pulled a chair toward the entrance, careful not
to come too close. “I have a few questions. Is that
okay?”

The words began to get through. “I
guess.”

“What is your name?”

“Lil.”

Jess waited.

“Lil Scott. I been with them twenty
years.” Lil’s voice was dull, thick. It didn’t sound
grief-stricken; she was too numb to put that much
emotion into it.

“Well, that’s really something. Twenty
years.” Jess pulled out her notebook. “What time did
you get home tonight?”

“Ten. Ten-fifteen. I didn’t even see no
fire — not till I got inside. Then I smelled
it.”

“Did you go to wake up Mr.
Berrington?”

“No ... no, I ... well, I
...”

“That’s all right. I’m not accusing you
of anything. I’m just getting the facts.”

“Facts.” Lil nodded. She watched
Cagney and Lacey.

“What did you do when you smelled the
fire?”

“I called the cops. The
police.”

“Yes, and then?”

“I came outside. I didn’t know he was
in there. I mean, I didn’t see no fire or nothing. I
just smelled it when I got inside.”

“Was there anyone else in the
house?”

“Huh?”

“Mr. Berrington was living there. You
were living there. Was anyone else living
there?”

“Naw. Not now. Just him.” Lil’s voice
didn’t communicate a great deal of awe for
“him.”

“What about Mrs.
Berrington?”

“Oh, she left a long time ago. He was
happy to see her go — left
him free to do what he wanted with the other ones,
didn’t it?”

“What other ones?”

The housekeeper clamped her lips shut, tense
again.

Jess made a note and left that for
another time. “Did the Berringtons have any
children?” Lil did have emotions, somewhere. Her eyes
filled up as she swallowed convulsively. “I gather
there are children.” Jess could gather nothing at all,
but maybe another approach would be more
effective.

“Not now.” Even Lil could tell that
more was required. She stared at Jess, her face
impassive again. “They had a daughter
— but she’s dead now.”

“I see.” Jess spoke gently. “When did
she die?”

“A month ago, Tuesday. She was a good
girl, not like she was theirs at all. I raised her
from a babe. The mother of hers cared about her card
games and her ...” Lil broke off and shifted on the
couch. “Lorrie. That’s her name. She’d have been
twenty-three next month. I told her all that bicycling
around would come to no good end. Wandering around at
all hours, just a girl alone.”

“I’m sorry.” Not the
Ozzie-and-Harriet-Nelson family from the sound of it.
But then, how could three people stay close to each
other in a house you needed a map to navigate? “Lil, I’ll leave you
alone now. If I have more questions, I’ll get in touch
with you again. Where will you be staying?”

“What?” The woman looked ten years
older than she had when Jess started talking to her.
“Where? Why, here! It’s my home! Been here twenty
years.”

Let the vice-president handle that one.
Jess stood up to leave.

Lil peered closer, showing interest in
her interrogator for the first time. “You’re
pregnant.”

“No doubt about it.”

“That’s nice.” A very tentative smile
came and went; she sank back and Jess was forgotten
again.

 


The pains returned before she was out
of Bel Air, and this time they didn’t go away so fast.
Jess sweated them out at the side of the road, her
eyes closed, her pulse racing with terror for her
baby. God, just let these pass safely and I’ll never
smoke another cigarette. Not even one. I’ll go to
church regularly. I’ll do volunteer work in the
barrios. I’ll never get angry at Michael again. Just,
please, please, let my baby be okay.

The agony finally ebbed, but the horror
didn’t go with it. Grimly Jess drove straight to the
hospital and sat in the emergency room, waiting for
her doctor and for Michael.

Dr. Constance Hartman, obstetrician and
gynecologist, arrived first; she’d almost finished
examining Jess when Michael burst into the examining
room, his face ashen under the tan.

“Is she okay? Are you okay?” Both of
his hands were on one of Jess’s holding tight enough
to cut off her circulation. “What’s happening? Baby,
are you all right?”

“Jess is just fine, but you’re on your
way to having a stroke. Calm down and sit down.” Connie’s style was
something between Mae West and a Mob enforcer. She
drawled her orders, but woe betide the patient who
disregarded them. Jess adored her. “Jess is a little
tired. But then,” she shrugged broad, bony shoulders
“who isn’t?”

Jess winced. Connie herself was gaunt
and red-eyed. She needed a 3:00 a.m. conference like
she needed a hole in her head.

“Gimme a cigarette, Michael.” Connie
leaned against the sink and lit up, oblivious to or
entirely uninterested in the hospital regulations
posted above her head that warned “No Smoking”. Connie
was six feet tall, as lanky as cowboy and affecting
much the same style of dress. She wore no makeup on
her angular face: no curls disturbed the patrician
forehead, no jewelry softened the pale skin. She was
either truly homely or a mind-blowing beauty, and Jess
had never decided which. “Jess’s pains came from
tension and fatigue.”

Michael sighed. “Yeah. Well, you tell
Jess to slow down. And good luck. I’ve tried and I’ve
got the scars to prove it.”

Connie grinned at Jess. “You don’t
listen to your lord and master? Sweetheart, you’ll
never hold a man that way.”

“No, but I’ve got a great set of
chains.” Jess swung her feet down. “I’m sorry I got
you in her, Connie. Hell of an hour for snappy
repartee.”

Connie waved away the apology and came
over to sit beside her. “Enough fun. Listen, the
county won’t fall apart if you take the occasional
nap. Hell, honey, even God took the seventh day
off.”

“Sure,” Jess agreed, “and look at the
mess the world’s in.”

“I’m serious. Auntie Connie is speaking
and that means you’re listening. I want you take it easier.
Take a little time off.”

Jess looked away. She couldn’t do that
and Connie knew it. Michael was working like a dog,
but there was only one paycheck coming in. Babies cost
money.

Connie read her mind. “I didn’t say
quit. I didn’t say take a leave of absence. Just take a little
time, now and then. An hour. Ninety minutes. Start
small, build up to a lunch break. You got it?”

“She’s got it.” Michael brought Jess’s
clothes over to her. “And if she disobeys, I’ll squeal
to you.”

“That should do it.” Connie paused at
the doorway. “Those particular pains
weren’t serious, Jess. But agony is nature’s way of hinting you
should relax. Look at it this way
— I’ll be very, very disappointed if you don’t
cool it. And I trained with Ilsa, the She-Wolf of the
SS.”
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CHAPTER TWO

 


Jess woke up very slowly, more than
usually disoriented but unable to figure out why. Then
she got it. The room was glowing with sunshine. Not
strange for August, but strange for early morning. She
reached for the clock, and then leaped out of bed.
Eleven thirty!

“What are you doing?” Michael walked in
with a breakfast tray. “Back into bed at
once.”

“Are you kidding? Do you know what time
it is? I’m on duty today I’ve got a ton of work to
do.”

Michael shook his head pityingly.
“Brain damage. So sad in one so young. No memory at
all. You don’t remember last night, do you? The pain?
Connie?”

“Of course, I do. I feel terrific this
morning. Morning? Afternoon, almost. I’ve got to get to the
office.”

“Silence, woman!” Michael pointed
sternly at the bed. “Back before I wreak
havoc.”

“But ...”

“I already called your office and
explained that you won’t be in. And you lied to me. Not only are
you not indispensable, but I had to talk to six people
before I found one who recalled hearing your name
before.”

Jess started to laugh.

“Here’s breakfast. A nice, slimming
repast of greasy eggs, carcinogenic bacon, toast
collapsing under the weight of its marmalade and
coffee with cream.”

“Uncle. I cry uncle.” She got back
under the covers and attacked the plate. Michael
stretched out beside her, opening the morning paper to
show the headlines.

“Berrington.” her mouth was full and it
sounded like “Brnnnn.”

“His name’s on everyone’s lips this
morning,” Michael agreed cheerfully. “He made the
front page and the business section. And you will be
surprised to learn that your Fearless Leader has been
on all three networks assuring the city, state and nation that he’s
got the case under control.”

“Harper hasn’t has a media fix in
days,” she said
sardonically.
“If this hadn’t
happened, he’d have
gone into
withdrawal.” One
couldn’t accuse
Dr. Colman Harper,
chief medical
examiner (also
known as
the coroner) of LA.
County, of hiding
from his
public.
Television viewers saw more of him than his staff did,
which was fine and dandy as far as said staff was
concerned.

“Now, now, Harper’s not perfect but
neither was his predecessor,” Michael said teasingly.
“You just liked Lawrence Terrell because he was
your man.”

“He was dad’s man, actually. But he
hired me and kept on promoting me and I love a man like that.”
Jess slathered another inch of marmalade on the
toast. “Besides, he was better. Harper surrounds
himself with legions of yes-men and toadies.” She
chuckled nastily. “And I can barely bring myself to
agree with him about the weather. He’d love to get rid
of me but he can’t. Hell, I could match him a
councilman and raise him a senator any old
day.”

The telephone interrupted. Jess raised
an eyebrow. “See, I told you I was indispensable.” She
picked it up. “Hello?”

“Hi. Leon here, Jess.”

“Hi, is something up?”

“Nah, Chester asked me to ring you.
Said the workup on your stiffs done and everything’s
cool.”

“Uhhuh.” She ignored the terminology.
Leon was forensic technician who wanted to be the
toughest hombre in the West. For some reason, he
figured that the jargon of bad forties movies would
get him there. “Everything else under
control?”

“Yeah. Barely. Bad night, last night.
Kirsch and I cut up six bodies already today. By the
way, one was your big shot. No wonder he didn’t wake up, he
was doped to the gills.” Leon yawned loudly. “Six
autopsies in one morning. Seven’s my record, but six is nothing
to sneeze at.”

“Uhhuh.” She rang off and returned to
the toast, reading the paper over Michael’s shoulder.
“Look at all those inches Berrington rated. When I go,
I want to go like that.”

Michael laughed. “What’s the difference?
You’re gone. You don’t get to see the next day’s paper.”

“You don’t know that for sure.” She
reached for the business section and skimmed the lead
story. “Jesus, I knew he was big but I didn’t really
grasp the size of it! Berrington Industries is the second largest
company of its kind in California and our lad ran it
like a one-man show. The stock market’s going to go
nuts.”

“Satellites are big
business.”

“His were. Lots of fingers in lots of
pies. Defense contracts, NASA space programs,
communications, cable TV.” She put down the paper to
finish her coffee. The dead man had had a lot to live
for. Odds were, it was a simple case, sleeping pills
notwithstanding. An accident, an act of God,
hubris brought down. It was
going to be messy, what with everyone who was anyone
watching over her shoulder, but it wasn’t going to be
taxing. “As I recall, his father had a nice little armaments
factory, so Berrington was never poor. But the big
millions are fairly recent.”

“Millions are millions,
babe.”

“Nope.” Jess’s hand automatically went
toward the bedside table for a cigarette; she withdrew
it when she remembered she was trying not to smoke.
“Little millions buy toys like yachts and Rolls Royces
and mansions. Big millions buy people and
power.”

“The question remains,” Michael said
slowly, “who’d want to buy people and power? That’s
what politics is all about, and that’s what I don’t
understand about wanting to go into politics.”

Jess mentally kicked herself. She’d
done it again, stuffed her foot right in there with
the toast and jam. “It doesn’t have to be that way.
Someone’s got to run things.”

“Someone’s got to get cancer too. But
why you? It’ll destroy you. It’s so goddam
corrupt.”

She felt herself flushing. “Dad wasn’t
corrupt.”

“I didn’t say he was. He was my
father-in-law and I liked him a lot, but I never knew
him as mayor. So I don’t know what he was.”

“He was a good man, a good politician
who cared. If he hadn’t been mayor, someone who cared
less might have been. I think it matters who’s in charge, and
you used to think so too.”

“That was long ago when we didn’t sit
around in back rooms smoking cigars and dividing up
cities.”

“I don’t smoke cigars.” Bad joke, worse
timing. “Look, I’ve worked for the Democrats all my
life. I like politics, I’m good at it, I’ve paid my
dues and if the party offers me an Assembly seat next
time, I want to take it.”

“If? I thought it was all sewn up?
Isn’t that why the party hot shots have you running around to
rallies and giving speeches?”

“Nothing’s sewn up till the votes are
counted. But, yes, I’ve got a good shot at it. Dad’s friends have
been wonderful to me.” She got out of bed. What saint
did you pray to for a cigarette to appear between your
lips? “I won’t do anything you’re violently opposed to, but
you’re not being fair. Four years ago, when we got
married, you were an architect. Now, you’re a writer.
Okay, I went along with your choices. Is it too much
to ask for the same treatment?”

He thought about that, blue eyes
staring into space. Finally, he sighed. “I’m sorry,
babe. I guess I’ve got quite a bee in my bonnet about
politics, but maybe I could at least shut up about
it.”

Jess came back to cuddle against him.
“It’s not so bad. Martin’s involved with politics and
you still think he’s wonderful.” She nuzzled his neck.
“And he’s nowhere near as talented in bed as I
am.”

Michael pulled her closer. “I dare you
to say that again.”

 


There was something almost sinfully
pleasurable about a day of utter sloth. But sooner or
later, reality had to be faced again, and today it was
dinner. Jess puttered about
the kitchen,
searching for
something that
could pass as
a meal. The
fridge was loaded with
condiment, but
mustard and mint
sauce cried
out for
something to be
put on
top of. Really,
she and
Michael
could use
a wife,
preferably
someone who
didn’t
loll
about
in bed all day when
there was provisioning to do.
And
laundry, and
cleaning.

“Jess!” Michael’s shout preceded him
down the stairs. “Dana just called. Haberman wants to
meet with us tonight!”

Jess threw her arms around him.
“Michael! That’s fantastic!”

“It’s good now, certainly,” he
admitted, afraid to tempt fate by going further. “But are you okay
alone? What’ll you do for dinner?”

“I’m fine, believe me. There’s, uh, oh,
lots of things.” She loved mustard. “I’m so excited.
This could be your break.”

“I’ve got to change. We’re meeting at
...” He paused and grinned. “Guess.”

“Well, if it’s not McDonald’s, it’s
gotta be the Polo Lounge.”

“Hole in one.”

 


Frozen broccoli, it turned out, wasn’t
much improved by mint sauce. Jess could speak on the
subject with authority. She picked at her plate in
front of the television where James Garner was proving
to Doris Day that life without a man by your side was
a rotten business. Probably, she should be offended by
it, but Jess had to admit that the argument, coming
from James Garner, had a certain charm.

The telephone cut through the saccharine.

“Hello?”

“Mrs. Canby?”

“Yes.”

“This is Lil Scott
— Mr. Berrington’s housekeeper? I
met you ...”

“Yes, Miss Scott, I remember
you.” What kind of life led
someone to believe that they couldn’t be remembered
for twenty-four hours? “What can I do for you?”

“It’s them, they’re watchin’ me!” The
housekeeper spoke in a high-pitched whine that made
Jess hold the receiver away from her ear. “The cops,
they don’t give a damn, and I figure nobody cares
about me, but maybe you’d listen, you bein’ pregnant
‘n all.”

Jess’s shoulders sagged. She understood
very little of what she was hearing but the last point
was clear enough. “Slow down, Miss Scott. What’s the
problem?”

“Lil. Call me Lil, ma’am, I don’t hold
with being called Miss Scott, I know my
place.”

“Lil. Fine. What’s the matter?” If she
discovered who at the office had given out this
number, a head was going to roll.

“They’s been people at my place, and
they want me to get out - but I’m not goin’. This
here’s my home, I been here twenty years, and I got a
right. And they asked me questions to see what I know,
and they’s somebody watchin’ me scarin’ me and ...”

“Lil, I can’t arrange for you to stay
there. I don’t have the power to do that.”

“No, maybe not, but I figured maybe
you’d listen.” Dull disillusion came over the line. “Since I was
scared’n all.”

Jess fought the pang of sympathy. It
was nine-thirty, goddamit! And she was tired. This
wasn’t her problem, there was nothing she could do for
the old woman. Damn. “Lil, if I come over, will you
feel less scared?”

“Oh, yes! Oh, thank you, ma’am! Thank
you!”

Jess trudged to the closet. It was a
good thing Michael wasn’t here: Or Connie, for that
matter.

 


The gates to the Berrington estate
swung open to let Jess in. The place was deserted, silent except
for the intermittent sound of leaves brushing against
each other whenever the still torpid air stirred. Jess
parked in front of the house and stayed put for a
moment, vaguely oppressed by the
floodlights that played up the grim reminders of fire
and death. Black streaks and water
stains decorated the facade of the
mansion, a line of broken windows
grimaced at the trampled lawns.
No wonder Lil was edgy. A
writer of
Gothic tales
would
kill for this
setting.

“Mrs. Canby!” The housekeeper hurried
out the front door, her faded hair no more kempt than
the previous night but the print housedress somewhat
cleaner.

Jess pulled her stomach away from the
wheel and ungracefully ejected herself. “Hi, Lil. How
are you feeling?”

The other woman clasped her elbows,
shaking her head fretfully. “Not so good, not so good.
Funny things is happening.”

“What sort of funny things?”

“They’s a man watchin’ me, watchin’ the
house.” Her eyes wouldn’t stop moving. “They’s tryin’
to scare me off.”

Jess looked around. “What man?”

“He’s here, all right. Down there a
piece,” Lil whispered harshly, pointing a finger and
then hastily snatching it back to the circle of
safety. “By them trees. He’s here, all
right.”

Jess glanced at the grove, then back at
Lil. The woman’s face was white. She was sincere, one
had to give her that. Paranoid, maybe; hysterical,
maybe; but sincere. “The police probably left someone to guard
the house. Thieves often follow fires.”

“No, no, that’s no cop!” The whine was
tinged with terror. “He’s from the company, I bet.
He’s tryin’ to scare me off.”

Jess sighed. “I’ll take a look.”

Lil stayed well back while Jess walked
across the lawn. The thicket of orange and avocado
trees lay in shadow, otherwise innocuous enough,
fragrant greenery melting into a thicker growth of
palms and ferns, pines and almost-bare trunks that had
overseen the hillside before Bel Air was even a gleam
in a developer’s eye.

She wandered in, seeing nothing in the
darkness, no lurking figures, no glinting weapons, not even
telltale cigarette butts. Jess shook her head wryly.
Who did she think she was, straining over her stomach
to peer at the ground? Pocahontas with night vision?
Maybe an Indian tracker with a flashlight could make
something of the terrain, but U.C.LA. hadn’t offered a
course in night-tracking and it wasn’t knowledge that
a Hancock Park girl was born with.

She took another step forward, then
froze, Had that been a noise beside her? A smothered
cough? Or just the rustle of leaves? Suddenly, her
mouth was dry. When Jane Fonda recommended exercise
for pregnant women, this wasn’t what she had in mind.
Jess started to back out, very slowly, one careful step at a
time.

“What’s wrong?” Lil called
tensely.

Jess took a deep breath and pasted a
shallow smile on her face. Everyone knew hysteria was
contagious. “Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.” She returned
to the front steps. “Let’s go inside and
talk.”

Lil’s glance fell to Jess’s stomach. “Oh,
yes, I was forgetting. You want a coffee or something?”

“I wouldn’t mind a cold drink.” She
followed the housekeeper inside. Fire damage was
everywhere: the air stank of stale smoke, and dust
still filtered down from holes chopped in ceilings.
The parquet floors, warped under pools of water, were
dotted with plaster chips and broken glass that
crunched underfoot. Jess shivered. Despite the
temperature outside, the gloom gave off a dank
chill.

The kitchen, at the back of the house,
was a little better. The fire had spared it, as had
the firefighters. For that matter, it apparently had
been spared everyone’s attention for decades. It was a large square
room full of nineteen-forties equipment that blended nicely
into faded green walls, black-and-white linoleum
marked with forty years of scuffs. Cracked counters,
the lady of this manor had been confident she’d never
want to use the room.

Jess accepted a Coke in the can while
Lil fussed around, swiping ineffectually at crumbs
with a none-too-clean cloth.

“I know he’s out there,” Lil muttered
nervously. “I can feel him. I saw him before and now I
can feel him.” She nodded ferociously at Jess. “He’s
from the office — they said no, but he is. They want
me out and I’m not goin’. This is my home.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

The men from Mr. Berrington’s company.
That man, Desmond somethin’, one of them foreign
names.” She looked at Jess, suddenly sly. “They think
I’m dumb, don’t know what’s goin’ on.”

“What do you mean?”

The face turned resolutely away. “Then
they went through Mr. Berrington’s study and
everythin’ and locked it, like I was goin’ to mix in.
And they went through Lorrie’s room that was hers when
she lived here and my room too! They was rude, real
rude, askin’ all them questions.”

“What questions?” Jess had the helpless
feeling that she was never going to get a grip on this
conversation.

“About Lorrie and Mr. Berrington. Fool
things, like how did he feel when she
died.”

“Oh. Well, that makes sense, Lil. They
want to know if he was so upset that he, uh, set the
fire himself.” Let someone else take on the chore of
explaining to Lil the stock-market implications of a
tycoon’s suicide.

“Upset? That one? Not him,” Lil scoffed
contemptuously. “He was sorry when Lorrie died but
sorry does no good. He should’ve listened when she was
here, instead of yellin’ at her and runnin’ around
with that floozy and chasin’ Lorrie out of her very
own house!” Vindictiveness was pouring out, overcoming
discretion. “And that mother of hers, her and her
bottle! Leavin’ two years ago and not botherin’ to
worry about Lorrie! I brought her up, nobody else. She
loved me. When she was down in South America in all
them foreign countries, she didn’t write her parents,
did she? No, sir, she just wrote her Lil.” The voice thickened,
softened, vengeance trapped in the lump in her throat.
“She’s gone now. I got nothin’ except my home and them letters and
they’re takin’ both away from me.”

“Shhh!” Jess hissed, a hand rigidly in
the air. There had been a noise in the hall, she was almost
positive of it. An intake of breath, a shift of a
floorboard.

Lil was holding onto the counter with
white-knuckled fingers. “He’s there, ain’t he? He’s there, like I
said.”

Jess stood up reluctantly. Not a bone in her
body wanted to investigate, but someone had to. That someone was
plainly not going to be Lil. “Wait here.”

The hall was dark; Jess stopped outside
the kitchen until her eyes adjusted to the shadows. She was alone,
but something wasn’t right in the corridor. It took a concentrated
effort to pinpoint it. A door was open —
she hadn’t passed an open door when she came into the house,
and there was no breeze to blame.

She groped for a light switch. No, it
couldn’t be blamed on a breeze, unless breezes had learned how to
turn keys. The offending door led to Berrington’s study, supposedly
locked up after today’s executive visit. Nor did breezes leave a
room looking like this one. The heavy oak filing cabinets had been
emptied; the drawers of the antique desk were gaping, also empty.
Files were strewn all over the broadloom; documents littered the
sofas and chairs. Someone had painstakingly examined every single
piece of paper in the place.

Jess knelt by the desk, quickly
skimming the top sheets of the nearest pile. House records:
plumbing bills back to 1973, receipts for re-upholstery, medical
insurance slips. She picked up a thick envelope. Inside were
canceled checks for a personal account at the Brentwood branch of
the Bank of America. Probably no more useful than the records of
clogged sinks, but something made her hold onto it. She heaved
herself up again and crossed to the French doors on the outside
wall. They were shut but not locked — and
that was enough for her. The grounds were pitch black at the back,
as inviting as a cancer ward. The sleuthing part of the day was
over.

Lil hadn’t moved a muscle; she was
still gripping the counter as if to hold onto reality.
“What was it? Who’s there?”

Jess commanded her face to make a
smile, but she didn’t need a mirror to know how
insubordinate it was being. “No one, no one I saw, at
least.” She kept her tone casual, calm, reassuring. As
long as Lil didn’t take her pulse, she might get away
with the pretense. “Did you happen to see what the study looked
like when Desmond left?”

The other woman shook her head.
“Wouldn’t let me get near it. Afraid I’d steal some of
his precious books or somethin’.”

“Uh-huh. Lil, it’s really eerie here at
night. I don’t blame you for getting nervous — I wouldn’t stay
here alone. And you can’t live here forever, they’ll
be selling the house sooner or later. Maybe it would
be best if you thought about leaving?”

Lil’s eyes darkened at the betrayal,
and her shoulders sagged. “Them big shots always get
their way,” she said hopelessly. “They got everyone in their
pockets, I guess. Nobody’s gonna listen to
me.”

Jess couldn’t bear the implication.
“Look, I’m here. I’m listening. But it isn’t up to me
whether you’re allowed to stay. I’m just saying it
mightn’t be such a good idea.” She cast around for
another topic. “You mentioned something about Lorrie’s
letters?” Lil wouldn’t look at her.

“What about the letters?”

The voice was low, almost inaudible.
“They was all I had of Lorrie. They’re takin’
everythin’ away from me, the house and the letters. It
ain’t right.”

“Someone took the letters Lorrie wrote
to you?”

The other woman nodded slowly, a single tear
escaping to run alongside her nose.

“Who took them?”

“That man I told you about.”

Jess was nonplussed and showed it. What
earthly use could they be to
Desmond-of-the-foreign-name?

Lil’s lips tightened. “You don’t need
to believe me. He took them, that’s all.”

“Lil, if I promise to try to get the
letters back for you, will you do me a favor? Will you go stay with
a friend?” Jess couldn’t keep her head from turning to
watch the door. “Will you?”

The pause lengthened. Finally, Lil
bowed her head and gave up. “I got a friend who keeps house in
Brentwood.”

 


Jess sat for a long time out on the
bedroom deck, sipping iced tea, watching the ocean,
and wondering why the Berrington estate had so set her
teeth on edge. Okay, the ruined house was desolate,
especially at night, and yes, there had been a prowler
on the premises. But the unease was with her still,
and she didn’t tend to be a fearful sort. She’d
certainly experienced far more dismal settings for death — and
forgotten them within the hour. Nor was it Lil’s
terror. That, looked at now from the vantage point of
home and sanity, was easily explained as the rambling despair of an
aging, not-very-bright woman facing an uncertain
future.

Even so, the Bel Air mansion had gotten
under Jess’s skin. Maybe its atmosphere reflected the
unhappy desperation of its menage. Beams and rafters
soaked in years of neglect, disillusion, ambition,
hate. Had the Berringtons ever been young and
starry-eyed? Had their marriage been a love match, or
a merger? Maybe that was why Robert Berrington was
dead — a Saturday night
alone in the cavernous house, totting up the balance
sheet and finding that the bottom line was red, that the
emotional hollowness outweighed the stuffed bank
accounts.

Jess impatiently shook her head. That
was ridiculous. Her own parents had been something
less than idyllically happy. Her father was lost in
his own pursuits: the polls, the constituents, the press, his
cronies. Her mother had turned to Bonwit Teller’s. And
still, her childhood had been happy, the old Hancock
Park house cozy and warm. And her father had died of
cancer, not suicide.

She was relieved to hear the front door
bang. “Up here, Michael!”

He bounded into the room. “How are you
feeling, sweetie?”

“Fine. It’s so peaceful out here. How
was your meeting?”

He spared barely a glance for the flood
lit waves. “It looks like we made a deal!”

“Michael!” She jumped into his arms.
“Tell me all about it!”

“Not much to tell. Trail Productions
wants to do the movie — and
they’re happy to give me a crack at the first draft of
the screenplay.”

They grinned at each other. This was
it, the break that almost never came to a
writer.

“I’ve got a close deadline, I’ll have
to work like a dog.” He caught himself. “When the
contract’s signed. Lots could still go wrong. It takes
a couple of weeks to iron out the details.”

Neither of them paid the slightest heed
to the cavil; still holding hands, they smiled broadly
at each other.

“What did you do tonight?” he
asked.

“Watched a little T.V. and then Lil
Scott called. Robert Berrington’s housekeeper.” She
paused, choosing her details carefully. Some were
interesting, other not the sort of thing one needed to tell a
husband just about to break into the big-time. “She
was frightened, up in that big old house by
herself.”

“I don’t wonder.”

“So I drove over —
just for a few moments. Just to convince her to
go stay with a girlfriend. I couldn’t ignore her, a
scared old lady out of a job ...”

“Okay, okay. Mother Theresa would have
done no less.”

“Theresa would have brought her home to
live.”

Michael shook his head. “That’s why I
married you instead.”

 


 


****

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


The elevator doors creaked open at the
basement level, and Jess strode out. Even after only
two days away, the smell of formaldehyde hit her like
a kick in the stomach. It was like a hospital odor,
but less antiseptic; their “patients” didn’t have to
worry about getting sicker.

It was a busy morning. Gurneys lined
the dingy corridor, the bodies only partly covered by
pale green sheets. The corpses looked waxy, not quite real,
particularly well-crafted mannequins — though
there wouldn’t be a big retail market for mannequins
mottled with purple patches of settling blood,
disfigured by violence or poverty or illness. In
quantity, the dead lost the pathos of death
— except for the children. Jess
stopped by one small black figure, a victim of a car
accident, from the looks of it.

“Seven years old.” An investigator came
out of the common office. “Driving with his nineteen
year old cousin in a seventy-nine Buick. No seatbelt.
The cousin walked away from it, but he
didn’t.”

“No.” Jess sighed, covered up the
little head and continued on into the watch command
office. On one side, a glass wall overlooked the
clerks who took the first calls about fatalities; at
the other end, a counter led to the carport where brown vans
arrived with the dead. Lying in between were gray
metal desks, closed-circuit TV screens, filing
cabinets and dirty linoleum. It was enough to make any
self-respecting commercial decorator whimper, but the county
didn’t spend money on offices not seen by the general
public.

Bill Kothner was the senior chief
investigator on duty, hunching over the
green-and-white daily reports, his reading glasses
sliding down his nose. “Oh, hi, Jess. How’re you
feeling?”

“Fat and lazy.”

He grinned and handed over the reports;
“No time for sloth today. We’ve already picked up
twenty-three. If it keeps up, we’re going to break our
record.”

“Swell.” Jess flipped through the
papers. Bill was a good, if stolid, administrator but
he was an ex-jock who kept tabs on the statistics of
carnage as if he were a sports announcer. “How many
investigators in?”

“Ten. I called for another two about an
hour ago.”

“Good. Though where we’ll put them is
another matter.” She had thirty investigators working
around the clock to handle the actual cases, eight
senior investigators who deployed the personnel, three
assistant chiefs who spelled her, plus thirty-nine
technicians, embalmers, photographers, and
record-keepers. All were housed in the basement: a
square of offices, cold storage rooms, and labs
adequate for half that number. If the Los Angeles
death rate continued to climb, they’d be working out
in the parking lot.

“Bill.” A young first-call officer
appeared with a piece of paper. “Senior citizen fell
down the stairs at Palmview Retirement Home in Van
Nuys. No doctor in attendance.”

Bill nodded, scanning the page.

“There’ve been a lot of fatalities
lately in the old folks’ homes,” Jess observed
quietly.

“Yeah. Maybe we’d better pick this one
up and take a look. Maybe they’re greasing the
stairs.”

Jess nodded, satisfied. The coroner had
to investigate the death of anyone who hadn’t seen a
doctor within twenty days or whose doctor wouldn’t
sign the death certificate. On an average day, fifty or so fell
into those categories; about a third were patently
self-explanatory and only technically their
responsibility. Those were sent directly to the
mortuaries and token forms were filled out, the data
often acquired by phone. The rest came in through the
carport for physical work-ups, autopsies, embalming,
paperwork.

“Morning, Jess.” A female investigator,
plump, freckled, and cheerful, wheeled a gurney inside
onto the weigh scale. “I’m bringing in that domestic,
Bill.”

“Hi, Lynn.” Jess did a double take.
“Now, that’s a big man!”

“Sure is. Mr. Marsacoupolos here is
six-three, three hundred pounds and change.” Lynn
tried to adopt a serious expression. “The missus is four-ten and
maybe one hundred pounds. She was tired of being
beaten up. That’s what she told the cops. Maybe it was
his right, maybe it wasn’t, but she was tired of it. So she took
a frying pan and talked back.”

“You dames are getting to be
incredible,” Bill complained. “It’s gotten so no
husband’s safe, and you dames are enjoying
it.”

“Now, now, Bill, you know we don’t
approve of murder.” Jess grinned. “You must be tired.
Isn’t your shift almost over?”

“Yeah. Consuela’s ...”

“Here! Consuela’s here!” A small-boned,
dark-haired woman breathlessly dashed in. “Sorry I’m
late. Go on, Bill, I’ll sign you out. Hi Jess.
Lynn.”

Bill got to his feet.

“Oh, Bill?” Jess called just before he
vanished. “Remember not to annoy Marie now.
“

He grunted and left, pretending not to
hear the chuckles.

“Consuela, I’ll be in my
office.”

“Sure.”

Jess took another look at her. “You
don’t sound like your usual self. Something
wrong?”

“No, everything’s fine.”

The words were belied by the tone and
the unsmiling countenance. Consuela Martinez was
an engaging twenty-eight-year-old who was almost
always smiling. She was one of the bright spots in
Jess’s staff, living proof that sometimes good things
happen to good people. She’d started out as a filing
clerk upstairs. Not only had she passed the
civil-service exam to become an investigator five
years ago, she’d been so good at it that Jess was able
to promote her to senior investigator in record time.
“Consuela, I don’t want to pry but ...”

“It’s the usual.” The young woman
shrugged, pretending to minimize it. “You
know.”

“Your father again?”


Consuela
took a deep breath. “Yes,
and now
Guillermo, too. Papa got
him to tell me
he
wouldn’t
marry me until I
quit my job.”

Jess looked at her
in dismay.
Consuela
was being torn
apart by a father
an
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