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Bad Mother

Sadie Given woke from a troubled sleep, the stupid phone babbling like an angry turkey, gobble-gobble, gobble-gobble. Sadie had fallen asleep on the couch in their tiny single-wide, and the instant she woke, Sadie knew she was late. She snatched up the phone as she stood.

“I’m sorry. I’m leaving now.”

Anya said, “You’re late.”

Anya gave her an icy fifteen-year-old’s tone with just enough hurt to make the tone sting.

Sadie hopped toward the door, slipping on her sandals.

“I know, I know, I’m sorry, baby. I’m coming.”

“It’s getting dark. I’m the last one here.”

Sadie glanced to the windows and saw purple shadows.

“Where are you?”

“The skate park, Mom, where I said. I texted you like five times. Why didn’t you answer?”

Found her keys and purse by the door, let herself out, and fumbled the keys locking their mobile home. She always seemed to be rushing. Rushing to get Anya to school, rushing to work, rushing to pick up Anya, rushing to make dinner, rushing to eat, rushing to her second job, rushing to give Anya the life and opportunities Sadie never had.

“Anya, stop. I’ll be there in, what, ten minutes? I’m sorry.”

“More like twenty. This is stupid. I’ll walk.”

Anya could be a pain, but Sadie felt terrible. She had made Anya promise to wait. She had made her promise not to leave with her friends. And now she was rushing again because she’d fallen asleep.

“I messed up, okay? I’m coming.”

Sadie turned from the door, stumbled, and fell down the three wooden steps her ex-boyfriend built after he got out of prison back when she was still stupid. Her phone and keys went flying and Sadie landed hard in the gravel, scraping her palms and shredding her knees.

Anya’s tiny voice saying, “What was that? Mom?”

“Shit.”

Darker now, the deep purple sky turning to a midnight blue specked with stars.

Sadie found her phone and keys, and climbed into a dreary fourteen-year-old Honda the color of twilight. Her right knee hurt. Blood spotted the knee of her jeans like tiny black flowers.

Ruined.

Anya, still talking.

“Hello? Mom? Are you there?”

Sadie started the car and powered toward the road, kicking up trailer park gravel and dust.

Anya’s voice saying, “Hell-lowww?”

Sadie took a deep breath, held it like the girl on TV said, and visualized her throbbing headache being carried away as she exhaled. It didn’t work. It never worked.

“Hell-lowwww? Anyone therrre?”

Sadie steered onto the old highway and sped toward town.

The skate park was five miles from their home, but only a quarter mile from school. Anya could’ve ridden the school bus home, but, no, of course not, she went to the skate park with friends. To work on homework and study together, Anya said, which was bullshit. Sadie had given her mother exactly the same crapola when she was fifteen and went to the skate park, and all she’d done was smoke weed, make out with boys, and ruin her life. She wanted more for Anya.

“Mom?”

Sadie said, “I fell. It’s nothing. I’m coming.”

She veered left when the road forked and passed the old drive-in theater, picking up speed.

Anya said, “Fell? Fell how?”

“I tripped on the steps. It was stupid.”

“Were you drinking?”

Sadie’s grip on the wheel tightened.

“Stop.”

“Did you get high? Is that why you forgot me?”

Sadie took another deep breath. She held it.

Please work.

“I didn’t forget you.”

“Then where were you?”

Now the tone was a whine.

It was hard, just the two of them. And the guilt, oh Lord, the guilt was enormous.

Sadie was seventeen when she had Anya. She had been arrested eight times after Anya’s birth and had served eleven months at the Century Regional Detention Facility. Sadie had lost custody of her child to the state, gotten her back, and currently worked sixty-five hours a week split between two jobs, one paying minimum wage, the other paying minimum plus tips. Sadie had been straight-edge sober for three years, two months, and sixteen days, and attended meetings three times a week, despite working two jobs and raising Anya. Sadie Given had turned her life around, made a home with her daughter, and didn’t owe anyone anything. She didn’t date, saved what money she could, and had a plan for community college. Maybe next year. Maybe.

Anya gave her the tone again.

“I’m waiting. Where were you?”

“Home.”

“Our home?”

“Stop!”

Anya stopped, but Sadie kept going.

“I fell asleep. I was sleeping. Maybe if you didn’t watch TV all night, I could rest.”

Sadie cringed even as the words tumbled out and knew she had blown it again.

Anya said, “This is bullshit. I’m not waiting any longer.”

“I’m almost there.”

“I don’t care. Good-bye.”

Sadie pressed the gas and glanced at the mirror. Checking for sheriffs. Habit.

“Anya. I can see the school. I’m two minutes away, not even.”

“Go home. I’ll walk.”

“Don’t you dare.”

“Maybe you won’t forget me next time.”

“Anya!”

Anya hung up.

Sadie tossed her phone onto the passenger seat, so angry she wanted to slap the attitude off Anya’s ungrateful face, but her rage instantly vanished and she felt only shame. And guilt.

Anya was everything. Her baby. Her love.

The school flashed past. Sadie made a last turn and saw the skate park ahead, a dim, shrouded concrete playground wrapped by trees and chain-link fences.

Closer.

Closer.

There.

Sadie pulled into the gravel parking area. Anya should’ve been waiting in front, but wasn’t.

Brat.

Sadie beeped the horn twice, and held it the second time. She opened her door, stood from the car, and shouted.

“Anya! I’m here.”

The skate park was deserted.

Sadie studied the hamburger stand and buildings across the street, didn’t see Anya, and peered up the road into deepening darkness. If Anya was walking home, Sadie would’ve passed her. She hadn’t, which meant Anya wasn’t going home. She was probably going to one of her stupid friends or hiding nearby to torture her mother.

“Damnit, girl.”

Sadie beeped the horn three fast times, beep, beep, beep. She called again.

“Anya, you stop it and come here!”

Nothing.

She beeped the horn and called louder.

“Anya!”

Nothing.

Sadie slid behind the wheel and slowly pulled away. She was furious, but her anger was tempered by fear. She didn’t want her daughter walking along the dark, unlit roads.

Sadie followed the old road past small homes set on an acre or more, deep yards dotted with horse trailers, and empty land. She grew angrier and more afraid, but finally more afraid than angry.

Night fell hard in a rural area. The sky turned bright with stars, but the land grew black.

Sadie peered into passing shadows and fields, but didn’t see Anya.

Then her eye caught a glint of light.

Sadie tapped the brakes.

The glint came again, a flash of dim light behind shadows on the far side of a field.

Sadie stopped and got out of her car. She wanted to call Anya’s name, but didn’t.

Sadie ran to the darkness as fast as she could.




PART ONE




1 Elvis Cole

Picture the detective alone in his office on a lovely spring day in Los Angeles. He is four floors above Santa Monica Boulevard, leaning back in his chair, feet on his desk, smiling. He is smiling because he is speaking with Lucy Chenier, an attorney who lives in Louisiana. The detective speaks with her every day. Sometimes, he speaks with her twice a day. On this day, he’s certain he’ll speak with her three times, and the thought makes him smile. A detective in love is insufferable.

Lucy said, “Are you bored?”

I said, “I’m never bored when I speak with you.”

“I ask because it isn’t even ten a.m. your time, and you’ve called twice. Don’t you have work to do?”

“I’m between clients.”

“That explains it.”

“I had an idea.”

“Okay, wait. I’m due in a deposition in ten, no, nine minutes.”

“Let’s take a trip this summer. The two of us. Or, if you want, Ben can come. Someplace you’ve always wanted to see.”

Ben was Lucy’s teenage son.

Lucy hesitated.

“Are you serious?”

“Don’t I have great ideas?”

Lucy said, “This summer?”

“Check your calendar. A week, ten days, I don’t care. If you can find the time, let’s do it.”

I was listening to Lucy think when my desk phone rang. It was one of the old hardwire Mickey Mouse phones and I liked it a lot. Prospective clients found it interesting and pushy cops found it annoying. Win-win. I was speaking to Lucy on my cell, so she heard the ringing.

I said, “Ignore it. It’ll go to voice mail.”

“Get it. If we go where I’m thinking, you’ll need the money.”

“I’ll get rid of them. Hang on.”

I lowered the cell and answered the Mickey.

“Elvis Cole Detective Agency. Superior detection at affordable rates.”

A young female voice said, “Is this Elvis Cole?”

“Yes. Can you hold? I’m on another line.”

The voice charged ahead as if she hadn’t heard me.

“This is Dina Wade, Traci Beller’s assistant. Traci would like to speak with you as soon as possible.”

I said, “I’m on another call.”

Dina Wade blurted.

“But it’s Traci Beller!”

I said, “Okay. I give. Who’s Traci Beller?”

Dina Wade sounded uncertain.

“The Baker Next Door?”

“Sorry.”

“Her website, The Baker Next Door. Her socials. Traci has eight-point-two-million followers across her socials. You haven’t heard of her?”

I had no idea who she was talking about.

“Oh. That Traci. Hang on.”

I lowered the Mickey and returned to Lucy.

“Ever heard of Traci Beller?”

“Who?”

“The Baker Next Door.”

Lucy hesitated.

“Oh, sure! The muffin girl.”

I said, “The muffin girl.”

“She’s a baker, but she’s best known for muffins.”

“She bakes muffins.”

“She makes cute videos of herself baking. They’re short and fun. I’ve seen some. She called you?”

“Her assistant. She’s on the other line.”

“Ben will be impressed. A lot of kids in his class follow her. That’s how I know about her. She’s terrific.”

Ben was a junior in high school.

I said, “Want to hang on?”

“For the muffin girl? Two minutes.”

I lifted the Mickey.

Dina Wade was saying, “Mr. Cole? Mr. Cole, are you there?”

I said, “Sorry. How can I help you?”

“Traci specifically asked me to call. She’d like to speak with you about a private matter.”

“Private matters are my specialty. Put her on.”

“She’d rather see you in person. Today, if possible. Actually, now.”

“I’ll be here the rest of the morning. She can drop by whenever.”

“Actually, she can’t. She’s filming today.”

“Whenever she’s not filming.”

“Traci has zero free time, but my driving app says your office is only thirteen minutes away. If you’re here in twenty, we’ll pay you one thousand dollars whether you take the job or not.”

“Hang on.”

I picked up Lucy.

“Traci wants to meet. She’ll pay me a thousand dollars whether I take the job or not.”

“My. Aren’t we the big shot detective?”

I smiled even wider.

“Impressed?”

“Studly, I couldn’t be more impressed, and it’s not because of a lousy thousand bucks. Tell me about it later.”

“Love you.”

“Love.”

I hung up, copied Traci’s address, and left to meet the muffin girl.
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The address Dina Wade provided led to a pretty Tudor Revival home on a treesy residential street between Runyon Canyon and the Hollywood Bowl. The blue bay windows, bright green lawn, and redbrick drive were bright, well tended, and welcoming. Small cars and electric scooters lined the curb, so I pulled into the drive. A young woman with short black hair and dark-frame glasses hustled from the house as I parked.

“Mr. Cole, hi, I’m Dina. Here’s the money, like we agreed.”

Dina Wade pushed a check into my hand. I counted zeros and tucked it away.

“I’m three minutes early. Do I get a bonus?”

Dina Wade steered me toward the house without laughing.

“We’re running behind, but I carved out twenty minutes for you and Traci to talk. We should hurry.”

The living room felt crowded with two women by a rack of women’s clothes, another huddled over her phone on a couch, and a man and a woman sorting through a bag of camera equipment. Dina towed me through the room without introducing me.

I said, “Why the rush?”

“Traci drops a new video every day, which means seven videos a week. She shoots them back-to-back, so the grind on shoot days is horrendous.”

“She shoots them here?”

“Of course. In her kitchen.”

Dina led me into a room that had been repurposed into a production studio. A sleek table topped by three large monitors filled a wall and two twenty-something men wearing headsets manned the table. They were watching multiple images of a young woman adding ingredients to a large bowl. The woman wore a simple flower-print shirt and faced us across a center island in a homey kitchen.

I said, “Traci?”

“Uh-huh. This is Miles, our director. This is Tad, our editor.”

Miles glanced over his shoulder.

“Hey.”

Tad adjusted a dial on an audio panel.

“Hey.”

Traci Beller was twenty-three years old, but she could have passed for sixteen. She had a round face, short brown hair pinned at the sides, and large brown eyes. Her eyes sparkled when she grinned and her grin was infectious.

Dina said, “Between shoots, product development, meetings, marketing, and promotion, there aren’t enough minutes in the day.”

“What’s she making?”

“Sour cream muffins with chocolate ganache centers.”

A tall man with spiked, graying hair entered behind us and stood next to Dina. He squinted at the monitors and frowned at his watch. A Patek Philippe.

“She’s behind.”

Dina said, “She’s wrapping five now. It’s five, right, Miles?”

The tall man didn’t wait for Miles to answer.

“She should be finishing six. Why are you behind?”

Miles shrugged.

“She’s off.”

The tall man said, “What do you mean, off?”

“Distracted, maybe. Not on point. Off.”

The tall man crossed his arms and stood even taller. He looked impressive.

“She has to be in the Palisades by one and Woodland Hills by three. We cannot be late for this. Especially the Palisades.”

Dina leaned close and whispered.

“Traci’s opening two new storefront locations. We’re expanding to fourteen by the end of the year.”

The tall man made a hiss.

“If I can secure the investors.”

Traci scooped a spoon of what looked like cinnamon from a large glass jar, held it toward the camera until the scoop loomed huge on the monitors, and abruptly lowered her hands. She visibly slumped.

Tad pressed a button. Traci’s voice came from a speaker, but I also heard her in the next room.

She said, “I’m not feeling it. Sorry.”

Tad glanced at the tall man.

“See?”

Miles keyed a mike.

“No worries, Trace. Just pick it up and keep going.”

Traci Beller stared at us from the monitors.

“Has Mr. Cole arrived?”

The tall man said, “Who?”

Traci repeated her question.

“Dina, is he here?”

Dina opened a door in the far corner of the room and motioned me over.

“Elvis Cole, Traci Beller.”

I stepped past Dina into a kitchen as Traci Beller came from behind the cook island. She wore black tights cut at the knee and open-toed sandals. She brightened when she saw me and put out her hand.

“I’m so glad you came. Thankyouthankyouthankyou.”

She pumped my hand as she thanked me and abruptly crossed the kitchen.

“I have a gift for you.”

She scooped up a pink shopping bag and opened it to reveal four fist-sized muffins.

“I don’t know if you’re gluten free or vegan, but I baked these this morning. Sour cream zaatar, salty caramel, honey mustard pistachio, and double chocolate cherry.”

They looked fantastic and smelled even better.

I said, “They’re beautiful. Thank you.”

The tall man appeared behind us and didn’t look happy.

“The Palisades in two hours. You need to dress. You need to finish the shoot.”

Dina said, “I gave her twenty, Kev. It’ll work. It’s important.”

Kevin scowled as if he’d seen me for the first time and didn’t like what he saw.

“Twenty for what? Who is this?”

Dina said, “Traci’s guest. Mr. Cole.”

“Why is he here?”

Traci took my arm.

“We’re fine, Kev. Twenty and done. I promise.”

Traci grabbed a gray backpack and tugged me toward a set of French doors that led to her backyard.

I said, “What if we need twenty-one?”

Dina said, “Talk faster.”
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Traci led me across a used brick patio to the shade of a blossoming pear tree. Dina stopped at the doors, giving us space. Kevin circled behind Dina, glowering over her shoulder.

Traci lowered the backpack and took a breath.

“Whew. We’ve been shooting since four a.m.”

“Do all these people work for you?”

She grinned.

“Crazy, right? I began posting content in high school and it sort of took off.”

“Videos of you, baking?”

Her grin widened and she dimpled.

“Me, baking. Now Kevin manages my business and Dina manages my schedule. Who knew?”

Traci Beller wasn’t beautiful like a model or an actress, but she had a fun, friendly, best friend quality I liked a lot. Her eight-point-two-million followers probably liked it, too.

I said, “We have nineteen minutes left. Do I have time to eat a muffin?”

Traci giggled and looked even younger. Then she glanced at Kevin and led me farther away.

“Did Dina give you the check?”

“She did. Thank you.”

The enormous brown eyes turned serious.

“A friend at the Times says you’re good at finding people.”

“I could pretend to be modest but why bother?”

I waited for Traci Beller to smile, but she didn’t. I cleared my throat.

“Who would you like me to find?”

“My dad. My father disappeared ten years ago next month.”

She took a pale blue check from the pack. It looked like the check Dina gave me only the amount was larger.

“I’ll pay you five thousand dollars now and another five when you find him or proof of his death. I’ll cover any and all expenses and any additional monies needed during the search. That’s the job. Say yes.”

She held out the check.

I glanced at the house. Kevin was speaking to Dina and didn’t look happy. Dina was shrugging and glancing at Traci.

Traci ignored them and pushed the check toward me.

“This is on top of the thousand.”

I touched her hand to lower the check.

“The thousand is enough for now. When you say disappeared, what do you mean?”

She hesitated, as if deciding how to explain.

“My dad owned a heating and air-conditioning company with my Uncle Phil. The day he disappeared, he was making service calls out in Rancha by Calabasas.”

“I know where it is.”

Rancha was a rural community at the western end of the San Fernando Valley. It was in L.A. County, but outside the LAPD service area.

I said, “Was your father making the calls alone or with your Uncle Phil?”

“Alone, which was totally normal. They split the work.”

“Okay.”

“He called my mom after lunch, told her he was running late, and we never heard from him again. So it was like, poof, he vanished.”

I tried to pretend I didn’t know where this was going. When healthy adult males went missing, they almost always did so voluntarily. This happened so often the court had a term for it. Voluntary absence.

I said, “Do you have reason to believe his disappearance wasn’t voluntary?”

“Of course I do. He loved us. He was a wonderful father.”

“Besides that.”

“I don’t need besides that. What I need is for you to find him.”

She shoved the five-thousand-dollar check at me again and I touched it away.

“I assume your mother went to the police.”

Traci removed two folders from the backpack and offered one embossed with an LAPD seal.

“For all the good it did.”

I took the LAPD folder and she held out the second.

“My mother had him declared dead as soon as she could. OhmiGod, I was furious.”

If a person was missing for five years, the state of California would grant a presumption of death if certain requirements were met. This usually meant hiring a private investigator to show a good-faith effort had been made to locate the missing individual. The firm’s name, Byers & Ryan, was embossed on the cover.

“I know Byers & Ryan. They’re good.”

“Not good enough to find him.”

Kevin called from the house.

“We need to get going here.”

Traci’s voice held an edge when she answered.

“In a minute.”

I thumbed through the folders. The police report was thin. The Byers report was thick with contact lists, search results, and documentation. Jessica Byers was one of the finest investigators I knew.

Traci watched me hopefully.

“There’s a lot of information here. I thought you could look at it. I thought, I don’t know, maybe you’ll see something they missed.”

Like I was magic.

“The presumption of death was granted?”

She rolled her eyes. Exasperated.

“I was so mad. I still can’t believe it.”

I felt bad for her. The presumption wouldn’t have been granted if Byers had found proof of life, evidence of death, or a reason to believe her father might still be found.

“If your father didn’t leave voluntarily, the options aren’t good. You understand this, right?”

Traci wet her lips and glanced away.

“I get it. He might’ve been murdered or committed suicide or something awful. But he would’ve come back to us if he could. He didn’t abandon us.”

She wet her lips again.

“I know ten years is a long time. I know it’ll be difficult to find him after so much time, but what’s ten years to the World’s Greatest Detective?”

“That was a joke I made to a reporter.”

“Please read the reports. Maybe you’ll think of something they didn’t. Maybe you’ll just try harder.”

The weight of her hope was enormous.

“None of his friends or family has heard from him?”

“Not since he vanished.”

“So nothing has changed since these reports were written?”

The large brown eyes flashed.

“Me. I have eight-point-two-million followers and endorsements and merch and bake shops and money. My mother gave up, but I won’t. I’m going to find him.”

Kevin stepped past Dina and stood in the door. Impatient and irritated.

Kevin said, “Traci, let’s go. Everyone’s waiting.”

I said, “Not now.”

Kevin glowered and stood taller.

“We have to lock this location, Traci. It’s the Palisades. A potential investor is coming.”

I raised my voice.

“Don’t make me come over there.”

Kevin slammed the door and Traci gripped my arm.

“Presumed dead doesn’t mean he’s really dead. I won’t believe he’s dead or living another life somewhere until someone proves it.”

She offered the check again.

“Be that someone. Please.”

Her commitment and determination were awesome.

I glanced at the folders.

“I can’t promise I’ll find him or learn anything you don’t already know, but I’ll take a look.”

A bright hope lit Traci Beller’s face.

“Perfect. Wonderful. Here, I’ll give you my private cell. Text or call me directly.”

“I’ll need you to call Jess Byers at Byers & Ryan. Give her permission to discuss the case.”

“I’ll call right away.”

Traci pushed the check again, but I still refused.

“Stop shoving the check at me. I won’t take more money unless I see a way forward.”

She studied me for a moment and flashed the dimples.

“I hope you’ll take the muffins.”

“The muffins, I’ll take.”

“Good. Eat while you read.”

I took the folders and the muffins and left.
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Twenty-two minutes after leaving Traci Beller, I was back in my office, eating a muffin, and reading the missing persons report. The sour cream zaatar was amazing.

Georgina Beller reported her husband as missing the day after he failed to return home. A grainy photo of Thomas Jacob Beller, age forty-one, topped the first page. The man in the photo had a wide face, small nose, and Traci’s expressive brown eyes. Faint bags beneath his eyes made him look tired and his hairline was receding, but the resemblance between them was clear. The usual identifying information followed, so I skipped to Georgina’s initial report.

Her statement confirmed and expanded on what Traci told me. Ms. Beller had spoken with her husband twice during the day, once at midmorning and again in the afternoon. During the second call, he told her he was running behind, dreaded the drive home at rush hour, and not to expect him until late. This was the last time she heard from him. Mr. Beller had not responded to calls and texts from her or his business partner, Mr. Philip Janley, and Ms. Beller feared her husband had been in an accident. A database search by the police produced no results. Beller had not been arrested, admitted to an area hospital, or bagged in the morgue. A BOLO on his van was issued and Glendale tossed the case to the Missing Persons Unit, but armies of cops didn’t roll code three, a manhunt didn’t ensue, and nobody lit the Bat Signal. The BOLO yielded nothing.

I ate a second muffin and opened the Byers report. Salty caramel. Delicious.

Jessica Byers had spent twelve years as an investigator for the L.A. County DA’s Office before she went private with a former FBI agent named Deb Ryan. Their report was sixty-seven pages. Jess had interviewed twenty-six of Beller’s friends, relatives, and last-known contacts. Everyone thought the world of the man and nobody had heard from him. Jess had run a VIN search for his van and even discovered a fifth contact in Rancha when she interviewed Beller’s clients, a counter attendant at a hamburger stand where Beller bought lunch, but no clues to Thomas Beller’s whereabouts were found. The probate judge had drawn the only possible conclusion. Since the man had been missing for five years and could not be found, Thomas Beller was as good as dead whether he was actually dead or not. Good-bye, Dad.

Byers & Ryan had done everything I would have done and probably more. Traci Beller didn’t like it, but I saw no gaping holes, missed opportunities, or cut corners.

I put the report aside and let myself out onto the balcony. The sky was hazy, but a blue line of ocean was visible at the end of Santa Monica Boulevard. I returned to my desk and googled The Baker Next Door.

Traci’s home page featured an ad for an upcoming cookbook, links to appearances, links to buy merchandise, and an archive with hundreds of her videos. I clicked at random and watched her make a bacon–cornbread–black olive focaccia. The video was thirty seconds of ingredients plopping into bowls, mixing, stirring, and pouring. Exclamation marks and measurements flashed. 1 cup, ½ cup, 1 tsp. Traci beamed as she bit into the finished bread. She looked happy. I read her official bio.

Traci Beller grew up with her mom and dad in a modest ranch-style home in Glendale. Her bio contained old photos of Traci baking. Here was five-year-old Traci on a stool to reach the counter, flour smudged on her face. Here was six-year-old Traci and Thomas taking a cake from an oven. Here was her dad taking a bite of a muffin she held. A legend read: I miss my dad. Baking is love.

I closed my laptop and flipped through Byers’s report.


Mr. Beller was described by his family, immediate friends, and business associates as a good husband and devoted father (see attchd A). Mr. Beller had no criminal history, no known medical condition, and was not under the care of a physician or mental health professional (see attchd B & C). The undersigned found no history or evidence of substance abuse (see attchd D) or inappropriate debt (see attchd E).



Probate judges weren’t interested in theories or speculations, so Jess had offered none, but I’d written enough probate reports to know that much of what Byers learned had been omitted. I dialed her personal cell. Byers answered on the third ring.

“Sorry. We’re not hiring.”

Jess was one of those people who thought she was funny.

“You couldn’t afford me. Did Traci Beller call?”

“She did. I’ll send a copy of the report.”

“I have it. Solid work, like always.”

Jessica laughed. She had a husky laugh I liked.

“Of course it’s solid, dork. You don’t have to suck up. How can I help?”

“Was he having an affair?”

Byers sighed. She wasn’t comfortable discussing private cases.

I said, “This is us, Jess. I won’t repeat it to the family.”

She sighed again.

“Not according to his friends. And I didn’t find anything in his email, finances, or phone records to suggest otherwise. Georgina and I reviewed his email together. Nothing.”

“No problems at home?”

“Nope. Never complained about his marriage or family. No drama.”

“So he drove out to Rancha, worked all day, and decided on the spur of the moment to blow past Glendale and keep driving.”

“For all I know, yes. Or no. What we have here, my friend, is a mystery.”

“So all roads led to Rancha, but none led out.”

“Plenty led out. I just didn’t find them.”

“Traci doesn’t believe he ran.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

I flipped to the timeline and read from the page.

“His last client said he complained about driving home at rush hour and hurried to finish work.”

“Which speaks to intention. Yeah, I know. But just because he told his client he was going home doesn’t mean he headed home.”

“You think he ran.”

“I found no evidence he ran or didn’t run. I have no idea where he went.”

Went. I didn’t like it and didn’t like where it led.

“So you believe he ran.”

“Don’t you find it interesting, a then-eight-year-old panel van filled with AC parts never turned up?”

I said, “Yes.”

“Like maybe a certain someone’s kept his van under wraps so he won’t be found.”

“You can be a real drag, you know?”

“Anything else?”

I flipped through the report to the interview summary of Beller’s fourth client, Samantha Mason.

“Samantha Mason. The last client he saw.”

“Yeah?”

“Maybe he mentioned stopping off for dinner somewhere, or another stop he had to make.”

“Are you asking if I asked her?”

“Yeah.”

“Of course I asked. He griped about the traffic and wanted to get going. She didn’t like it. She thought he was rude, so he apologized, but that was it. She said he seemed anxious.”

“About the traffic?”

“I would guess, but who knows?”

Byers paused.

“I feel bad for Traci. I do. But it is what it is.”

I nodded, but neither of us spoke. She probably didn’t see the nod.

I reread Samantha Mason’s summary during the silence. The first three clients and the counter attendant described Beller as friendly and talkative. Only Samantha Mason described him as anxious and rude. I wondered if running late was all there was to it and whether Samantha Mason had said something Jess hadn’t included.

I said, “Do you still have your interview notes for his contacts in Rancha?”

“Should. Want the files if I can find them?”

“Please.”

“You’re going to try to find him, aren’t you?”

“Traci gave me muffins.”

Jessica laughed.

“I’ll look around and send what I find.”

“Have Deb look. She’ll find it faster.”

Jess laughed again, called me a jerk, and signed off.

Taking a case ten years cold was almost always a loser. Witnesses were difficult to locate and clues were as tough to find as an honest politician. I should’ve said no. I should have walked away. I had an uneasy feeling about what I might find, but I didn’t.

I wasn’t sure if I could help Traci Beller, but I wanted to try.
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I reread both reports and tried to come up with a plan of action. The World’s Greatest Detective needed a World’s Greatest Plan, but a plan didn’t present itself. This was likely because I had no clues.

Like most people, Beller had never been arrested or served in the military. He had never been fingerprinted or swabbed for DNA. Department of Justice databases could be searched based on physical characteristics, but unless the subject was missing a limb or possessed distinctive tattoos, the number of five-ten, one-eighty, brown, brown, balding Anglo men numbered in the tens of millions. Beller might’ve turned up dead in Seattle or been arrested in Lexington, but without his fingerprints or DNA in the database, he wouldn’t be identified. Beller could’ve told the locals he was Boris Badenov and nobody could prove different.

I was considering Beller’s lack of fingerprints when my thoughts returned to his van. Byers had run a VIN search five years ago, but his vehicle could’ve found its way to an impound lot, repair shop, or junk-yard in the interim so I called an insurance adjuster named Keri Wenn and asked her to run the VIN.

I said, “Can you check Mexico, too?”

“I can check, but they’re not as stringent as us.”

“Give it a shot.”

I was on a roll when my cell phone rang. The caller ID showed BEN CHENIER.

I said, “Hey.”

“Mom said you met Traci Beller?”

He sounded impressed.

“I did. Went to her house and everything.”

“That’s so cool. Traci Beller!”

A director named Peter Alan Nelson was a friend. Peter was among the top five highest-grossing filmmakers of all time. Ben had been to his home and his movie sets and met movie stars, but Ben had never sounded this impressed.

He said, “Is she hot?”

Ben was sixteen.

I said, “She’s personable.”

“Dude, she’s hot. And funny. Take a selfie with her and send it to me.”

“Won’t happen.”

“Are you working for her?”

“Top secret.”

“You’re working for her. Send a selfie.”

He was carrying on like this and I had never heard of Traci Beller until three hours ago.

I told him I had to get back to detecting.

The Byers report included an addendum page listing the twenty-six people Jess interviewed. Five were located in Rancha, eight were family members, and thirteen were grouped as Beller’s friends and associates. All I could do was ask the same people the same questions they’d already been asked and hope for a different answer. Maybe they had forgotten their old answer and would make up a new answer and I could pretend it was a clue. A made-up clue wouldn’t help find Thomas Beller, but Traci would think I was making progress. An actual clue would be even better.

I copied the list and phoned Traci. I expected her voice mail, but she answered on the second ring. Faint voices murmured behind her.

She said, “Did you read the reports?”

“I read them and spoke with Byers. She’s good, Traci. If you doubted her work, don’t.”

“Meaning what? You can’t find him?”

Zero to frantic in no seconds flat.

“Meaning the same leads will give me the same result. I need new leads.”

“Oh. Okay, sure. How do we get new leads?”

We.

“First, it’s possible he’s reached out to an old friend, so I’ll ask. You can help.”

“Nobody’s heard from him. I would know.”

“Probably, but Byers checked five years ago and five years is five years. I should check again. You can help by asking these people to speak with me.”

“Okay. Which people?”

“A list of the people Byers interviewed is in her report. Did you keep a copy?”

“I have copies. I’ll take care of it.”

Her voice was muffled as she spoke away from the phone.

“Dina! C’mere.”

“Also, look over the names. If you think of anyone else I should speak with, let me know.”

“Got it.”

She mumbled to Dina again.

I said, “Second, I’d like to look through your father’s possessions.”

“Like clothes and stuff?”

“Old yearbooks, scrapbooks, diaries, letters. Old calendars. Like that.”

“I have some cuff links and things. I kept an old jacket. His Dodgers cap. Lemme think.”

“Not clothes. Things personal to his interests and friends. Like hobbies and clubs. Things that might lead to a clue.”

“I don’t have anything like that.”

“What about your mother?”

Her voice turned cool.

“No. She got rid of him.”

“She didn’t keep anything?”

Colder.

“She told me to take whatever I wanted. Everything else, anything that reminded her of him, she threw it away. She couldn’t get rid of him fast enough.”

Traci fell silent.

I said, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“So she kept nothing.”

“I don’t know. She had some stuff in the garage, maybe.”

“I want you to understand. I’m reaching. The odds are ten million to one I’ll find anything, but no new leads means no new answers.”

She sighed.

“Okay. I hear you. I’ll ask.”

“Also, I’d like to speak with her.”

“My mother?”

“Is there a problem?”

“In case I wasn’t clear, which I was, my mother doesn’t like talking about my father. Also, she thinks I’m stupid for hiring you. She doesn’t approve.”

“If you don’t want me to speak with her, I won’t, but, in case I wasn’t clear, which I was, clues are in short supply.”

Traci was silent for several seconds.

“When do you want to see her?”

“Today?”

“She’s a teacher. She’s working.”

“Whenever she likes.”

More silence. As if Traci had to steel herself.

“I’ll call you back.”

She hung up before I could respond. I eyed the muffin bag and considered the remaining two muffins. I debated eating a third. I was still debating when Traci called back.

She said, “Oh. My. God.”

“She won’t talk to me?”

“She will, but you should’ve heard her. OhmiGod. Is five okay? She said you can come at five.”

“I’ve got a Zoom with the president at five, but I’ll cancel.”

“You’re funny, but don’t be funny with my mother. She isn’t happy. When she’s unhappy she can be difficult. I’m warning you.”

“Charm. Charm is my middle name.”

“She wants my Uncle Phil to be there. I said fine. You probably want to talk to him anyway, right?”

“Phil as in your dad’s business partner?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

Philip Janley was the Jan in Bel-Jan Heating & Air. He and Thomas Beller had met working construction after dropping out of college and eventually went into business for themselves. Phil Janley had been Thomas Beller’s best man and closest male friend, but I didn’t want to ask Georgina uncomfortable questions about her marriage in front of him.

I said, “I don’t know, Traci. It’ll be awkward. I should see them separately.”

“I was scared she’d say no. I can’t call her back and say Phil can’t come. She’ll freak. She might not let you into the house.”

I didn’t like it, but the list of things I didn’t like was long. One adapted.

“No worries. I’ll figure it out.”

“Phil’s great. Trust me. She’ll be nicer with Phil there. She might even help.”

“This is too good to pass up.”

“I’ll set it up. And Mr. Cole—”

“Elvis, Ms. Beller.”

“I was scared you wouldn’t help. I know this is a long shot, so thank you. Thanks for reaching.”

“Good luck in the Palisades.”

“Good luck finding clues.”

I gathered the reports and the muffins and headed for Glendale. The muffins rode shotgun.
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Georgina Beller lived alone in a small, gray stucco house two blocks south of the Ventura Freeway. Her home was similar to the other houses lining her street, all with sparse yards, few trees, and short driveways leading to two-car garages that weren’t wide enough for two cars. An aging Toyota Corolla filled the drive and a pale blue van with BEL-JAN HEATING & AIR on the side was parked out front. I parked across the street and walked to the door. The freeway sounded angry.

A thin woman in her fifties with dark brown hair and fragile skin opened the door. Georgina Beller wore a loose flower-print dress, colorful bracelets, and glasses. I smiled, but she looked at me as if I’d come for an overdue bill. I smiled wider.

“Ms. Beller, Elvis Cole. Thanks for speaking with me.”

I offered a card, but she ignored it.

“Let’s get this over with.”

Her living room was neatly furnished with a cloth corner couch, mismatched chairs, and lamps on little tables. A flat-screen TV hung between matching bookcases opposite the couch. A short, burly man with a red face and sorrowful eyes was on the couch, but stood and came around a coffee table to greet me. The crown of his head was shiny, but wiry red hair threaded with gray still grew on the sides.

“Phil Janley. Tommy and I had the business together. He and I went back even before Georgie.”

Janley grinned at Georgina as if he expected her to smile. She didn’t and Janley looked awkward.

“Anyway, happy to help if I can.”

I said, “Thanks. I’m sure I’ll have questions.”

Georgina said, “For Christ’s sake, Phil. Please.”

She didn’t want me in her home, but she’d agreed to cooperate and now she regretted it.

“The man’s been gone for almost ten years. He’s gone. And now this nonsense with Traci, hiring you. She’s wasting her money.”

I tried to look understanding.

“I know this is painful. I wish it weren’t.”

“It’s not painful. It’s infuriating. What does she think? You’ll ask a question I haven’t been asked? She’ll find him and he’ll come home? This is madness.”

Phil spoke gently.

“Georgie, c’mon.”

Her eyes flashed, but Phil only spoke softer.

“She needs to do this, so let’s not stand in her way.”

Georgina Beller wavered.

I said, “Time passes and perspectives change. The questions might be the same, but sometimes the answers are different.”

She seemed to relax.

“I don’t consider myself a rude or unkind person, Mr. Cole. This is about Traci, not you.”

“I understand.”

“Good. Now, she tells me you want to see Tommy’s things.”

“Whatever you kept, yes.”

“You will find nothing of Tommy in this house. Anything of his, I gave away, threw away, or burned.”

I said, “Mm.”

“However. I kept a box of things for Traci. I’ve told her to come get it a hundred times, but has she? No. Regardless, you’re free to look.”

“I’d like that, Ms. Beller. Thank you.”

“On one condition. Tell Traci to come get it. I mean this, Mr. Cole. She can send one of her assistants if she likes. I don’t care. But if the damned box is still here come the weekend I’m throwing it out. Will you tell her?”

Georgina Beller meant business. I wondered how many times she’d threatened to throw it out and why Traci hadn’t come for her father’s things. Maybe the box was the last and only thing they shared.

I said, “Yes, ma’am. I’ll tell her.”

She flicked a hand toward the far side of the house.

“In the garage. By the dryer. Traci’s name is on it. What’s next?”

I glanced at Phil.

Phil was perched on the edge of the couch like an uncomfortable, overstuffed teddy bear. He nodded. Encouraging me to continue.

I took out the family and friends list and handed it to her.

“These are people who were close to your husband.”

She glanced at the page and handed it back.

“I know. Phil and I made this list.”

“Thinking about it now, is there anyone else I should contact?”

“No.”

Just like that. No.

I passed the list to Janley. He put on a pair of drugstore reading glasses and murmured as he read.

Georgina grew impatient.

“Phil. They’re the same names we gave to Byers.”

I said, “Mr. Janley?”

Phil slowly shook his head and handed back the page.

“No, no. You got his friends here, the guys we worked with. I can’t think of anyone else.”

Georgina pruned her lips. Sour.

“We have no new names to add. Anything else?”

“Yes, ma’am, but I’d prefer if you and I spoke privately.”

Georgina glanced at Phil and smirked.

“Here come the marriage and fidelity questions.”

Phil lumbered to his feet.

“I’ll give you a minute.”

Georgina waved him down.

“We don’t need a minute. He’s going to ask the same questions everyone’s asked and my answers haven’t changed.”

Phil sat and looked even more uncomfortable.

I said, “I’m serious, Ms. Beller. Besides, I might blush.”

“So blush. I didn’t cheat on him. If he had a girlfriend, I didn’t know. A boyfriend, I didn’t know. If he was unhappy, I never suspected. I was stupid, Mr. Cole. As far as I knew, Tommy and I were fine. Only he wasn’t and I was too stupid to see it. He left and I never saw it coming.”

“You believe he abandoned you.”

“Didn’t he? He left me to pay for this house and raise a child by myself. Alone.”

“Were there signs?”

“If there were I never saw them. You see? I was stupid.”

She said it simply and without emotion. Then she checked her watch and settled back. Waiting.

I wasn’t sure what to say, so I unfolded the list page again.

“Are any of these women a former girlfriend of his?”

“I never knew his former girlfriends. Maybe Phil knows.”

Phil squirmed.

“He dated a blonde girl for a while, but this was before you, Georgie. I don’t remember her name. Jeez, it was so long ago.”

Georgina shrugged.

“Phil doesn’t know, either.”

I nodded.

“Maybe he stayed in touch with someone?”

“I spent three weeks going through his email with the Byers detective, who cost a fortune, by the way. We found nothing. Do you know why?”

“There was nothing to find.”

She nodded, slowly and with weight.

“Nothing. No flirty emails, no complaints about me or his life, no ugly politics or porn or anything surprising. Nothing real. Which made me think it wasn’t.”

“You believe he used other email accounts on a device you didn’t know about?”

“I believe my daughter deserves to be happy.”

Georgina Beller suddenly slapped the arms of her chair, both hands, palms down.

“She should be happy!”

Her hands pounded each word.

“She. Should. Be. Happy.”

Her face flushed.

“Look at her. With all her success. The money she’s making. He is her curse and she doesn’t see it.”

Phil, softly again.

“Georgie, c’mon, she’s—”

Georgina shoved from the chair, cutting him off.

“He is gone. And this—”

She waved toward me.

“—is unhealthy and tragic. She needs to accept it or she will never be happy. He’s gone. Better she spend her money on a psychiatrist than a detective.”

Phil glanced away and seemed embarrassed.

Georgina steadied herself. Her eyes cooled, but also seemed sad. I wondered what grade she taught. I wanted to ask, but didn’t.

She said, “Will there be anything else?”

“No, ma’am. Thank you.”

“By the dryer. Traci’s name is on the box. Phil, would you show him, please?”

“Sure, you bet.”

Georgina Beller turned toward the dining room.

I said, “You weren’t stupid.”

She stopped, but did not look back.

“You weren’t stupid. Trust isn’t stupid.”

Georgina Beller stood as still as a reed, then continued through the dining room into the kitchen. The refrigerator opened, then a door, and Georgina appeared in her backyard through the dining room window. She held a bottle of white wine by the neck. She unscrewed the cap and drank.

Phil stood beside me and we watched Georgina drink again.


e9781471195075/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


e9781471195075/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


e9781471195075/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781471195075/images/title.jpg
ROBERT
CRAIS

THE BIG
EMPTY

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Amsterdam/Antwerp - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi





e9781471195075/fonts/Farsan-Regular.ttf


e9781471195075/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


e9781471195075/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Bad Mother


		Part One

		Chapter 1: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14: The Kill Car


		Chapter 15: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19: The Kill Car


		Chapter 20: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26: Joe Pike


		Chapter 27: The Kill Car


		Chapter 28: Joe Pike


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30







		Part Two

		Chapter 31: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35: Joe Pike


		Chapter 36: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 37: Joe Pike


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 41


		Chapter 42: Joe Pike







		Part Three

		Chapter 43: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 44


		Chapter 45: Joe Pike


		Chapter 46: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 47


		Chapter 48


		Chapter 49: Bad Mother, Part Two


		Chapter 50: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 51


		Chapter 52: Lori Chance Sanchez


		Chapter 53: Wendi Nicole Chance: Lori’s Mother


		Chapter 54: The Kill Car







		Part Four

		Chapter 55: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 56


		Chapter 57


		Chapter 58: The Kill Car


		Chapter 59: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 60


		Chapter 61


		Chapter 62: Joe Pike


		Chapter 63: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 64: The Kill Car


		Chapter 65: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 66


		Chapter 67


		Chapter 68: The Kill Car


		Chapter 69: Elvis Cole


		Chapter 70


		Chapter 71


		Chapter 72


		Chapter 73


		Chapter 74


		Chapter 75







		Acknowledgments


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Simon & Schuster Front Sign-up Page


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		Book Recommendations


		Simon & Schuster Back Sign-up Page


		Copyright








		IV


		V


		VII


		X


		XI


		XII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372








e9781471195075/images/9781471195075.jpg
THE GFLOIBAIL BB ST SE | R

THE NEW ELVIS COILE AND JOE PIKE FHRILLER

i ,——f—"?“ zZ & 2

‘If there’s a better dynamic duo than
Elvis Cole and Joe Pike in all of crime
fiction, I’'m not aware of it’

DAVID BALDACCI





e9781471195075/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


