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CRIMES. IN. SPACE!

“The Comedian Did It!” 

TEASER 

FADE IN: 

EXT. SPACE 

HERO SHOT of our valiant ship, the S.S. TRUTHSEEKER, as it GLIDES past camera at speed. 

TIGHT ON a picture of a beautiful woman, mid-30s. A thumb edges into the frame and gently strokes the jawline of the pictured woman. 

BUCK (V.O.) Oh babe... 

We’re in—

INT. TRUTHSEEKER – BUCK’S BEDCHAMBER 

BUCK CASSIDY—Jack Armstrong type. American boy. Widower. Broken hearted—sits on the edge of his bed looking down lovingly at the photo of his dead wife. A tear rolls down his cheek. 

BUCK: I can’t believe it’s been five years since you died. 

There’s someone else in the room with Buck. The quintessential bimbo in the tight spacesuit. FLORENCE VIX. 

FLORENCE: Oh, Buck. You know she’s in a better place now. The angels are taking care of her—just like they are you. 

BUCK: I don’t believe in angels, Florence. 

Florence GASPS. 

FLORENCE: But... that’s what’s happening. A nice soul like hers. There’s no way the devil would take her. 

Florence rests a hand high on Buck’s thigh. Buck immediately stands and walks to his nightstand—Florence watches Buck’s butt as he walks to the nightstand—where he gently places the picture of his wife facing down on the bed. 

BUCK: What do we have today? 

Florence instantly perks up at the attention and grabs her space clipboard and space pen. 

FLORENCE: Oh, sir, we have a big list of daily activities. 

Florence gets up and moves closer to Buck. 

FLORENCE: (CONT’D) As you can see. It’s going to take a lot of effort to get all of this done in one day. 

Buck looks over the list. 

BUCK: Seems good. 

Buck takes the space pen from Florence. 

BUCK: (CONT’D) You’ll make sure—won’t you, Florence—that the staff is notified? 

FLORENCE: Oh, yes, sir. 

Buck tries to hand the space pen and space clipboard back to Florence, but Florence moves her hand toward his and knocks both the space pen and space clipboard to the floor. 

FLORENCE: (CONT’D) Oh Mercy. Let me get that. 

Florence bends down in front of Buck, turning her head back to make sure he’s watching. But Buck’s attention has turned back to the picture of his dead wife. 

Florence SIGHS and heads for the door. Florence turns back and looks longingly at Buck –– whose attention is completely riveted on the photo of his wife. 

Florence exits Buck’s bedchamber onto—

INT. TRUTHSEEKER – COMMAND DECK – CONTINUOUS 

As the door closes behind her, Florence leans back against the door and sighs deeply to herself. 

FLORENCE: I wish he’d look at me the way he looks at his wife.
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Glendale, California

Tuesday, March 22, 2016

Abby Glenn filled her travel mug with coffee and snatched the Pop-Tart out of the toaster, swearing and juggling it until she managed to drop it onto the paper towel she’d laid out for that purpose. She carried the coffee and pastry to her front door and set the mug down on the small table while she slung her tool belt over her shoulder and picked up her keys.

She averted her eyes from the property tax notice lying under the keys. She’d managed to pay the first installment in November from her savings and a loan from her sister. She’d paid Andie back, but her savings were drained. She had no idea how she’d pay this tax bill, and in exactly six days she’d be delinquent. 

Kevin paid off the mortgage when they split up nearly a year ago. Abby thought at the time that she could survive on her wages without a house payment. 

She’d forgotten about the property tax. Kevin always took care of that sort of thing. She never realized how much of the financial burden of their life together he shouldered.

She couldn’t believe it had been nearly a year since, like a fucking idiot, she split up with him.

Abby sighed and climbed into her truck. She’d promised Eddie, her crew boss, that she’d meet him at Rafe Conroy’s house by seven. Conroy was planning a blowout wrap party this weekend for the cast and crew on the pilot they’d been shooting, and he’d hired the carpenters on set – Eddie, Abby, Clay, and Levi – to extend the deck in his back yard.

The extra money would come in handy.

Conroy lived in Brentwood, a block from the Santa Monica city limits. When Abby got to the house she didn’t see Eddie’s truck. Good – she’d beaten him there. She had to stay in Eddie’s good graces. She needed this job.

She parked in the gravel area to the side of the drive. Eddie had said to meet Conroy on the back deck. There was a path built of paver stones leading around the right side of the house. Abby ducked under a trellis of roses and passed a long row of windows – a library, a dining room, a sun porch. At the back of the house, the path turned to the left, depositing Abby at the foot of two steps leading up to a deck that spanned the entire width of the house. The deck extended out from the house to eventually surround a kidney-shaped pool.

She climbed the steps. No one seemed to be around. She called, “Mr. Conroy?” She looked through the back door into an enormous kitchen but still didn’t see anyone. She called again. “Mr. Conroy?”

She heard a sound at the side of the house – the clinking of a tool belt. Eddie must be here. She cupped her hands to her face to better see inside the house. She still didn’t detect any movement.

Eddie clomped onto the deck. “Good morning. Should have known you’d beat me here.”

“Not by much. I haven’t seen Mr. Conroy.”

“Did you try the door?”

“No.” Abby wiggled the handle; the door was locked. “He was supposed to meet us on the deck, right?”

“Right.” Eddie looked around with a frown. “Maybe we should...” He stopped. “Uh oh.”

“What?” Abby turned; Eddie pointed at the pool.

There was something in the pool.

Abby and Eddie both took a few steps toward the edge of the deck.

There was someone in the pool. Face down.

Eddie hissed, “Shit,” and ran to the side of the pool. “Call 911.”

Abby dialed as Eddie dragged the person – a man, wearing boxer briefs – out of the pool and checked for a pulse. She couldn’t help it. Her first thought was, This better not mean that I don’t get paid today.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


Foltz Criminal Justice Center, Los Angeles

Tuesday, March 22

“Nothing further, your honor.”

“Mr. Weintraub, your witness.”

Belinda Marcus’s attorney stood and gave me an insincere smile as he walked toward me. Behind him, from her wheelchair, Belinda was gazing at me sorrowfully. Behind her, in the first row of the spectators on the defense side of the courtroom, her son, Josh, was glaring at me balefully.

I hoped the jury was getting a good look at that expression.

Nearly a year ago, Belinda Marcus hired a pair of brothers, Javier and Orlando Howell, to kill a man named Gavin Barkley. Barkley, at age twenty, was convicted of drunk driving and vehicular manslaughter in the deaths of my mom and her friend, Tracy Jemison. Belinda and another friend, Marie Crabtree, were in the back seat. Belinda became paralyzed from the neck down; Marie broke both legs and nearly bled to death but made a full recovery after a lengthy rehabilitation.

Barkley served 35 years of his 40-year sentence. He’d been out on parole for three days when he was shot to death by Orlando Howell. Alexandra Crabtree, Marie’s daughter, was murdered by Howell as well, caught in the crossfire. 

Orlando’s brother, Javier, had carried the money from Belinda’s accomplice, as yet unidentified, to Orlando. There was no love lost between the brothers – when arrested, Javier sang like the proverbial canary.

Everyone thought that Belinda’s accomplice was her son, Josh, but Javier couldn’t identify him, and Belinda wouldn’t. Josh was letting his mother take the fall for the entire crime. 

I’d seen Javier Howell at Belinda’s house. I was the one who Belinda confessed to, and I was the one who turned her in.

I’d felt guilty about doing so at the time. I didn’t feel guilty anymore. Much.

Weintraub stopped a few feet in front of me. “Dr. Brodie. How old are you?”

I immediately knew where he was going with this. “Thirty-five.” Almost thirty-six, although I wouldn’t volunteer that information.

“Do you wear glasses?”

If he was a good lawyer, he should know that already. Maybe he did. “No, sir.”

“Contacts?”

“No, sir.”

“Ever had your eyes checked?”

“Yes, sir.”

“When was the last time?”

“Six months ago.” At the suggestion of the prosecutor.

“And what were the results of that exam?”

“Both eyes were 20/15.”

Weintraub frowned at me. “Pretty good vision, for someone your age.”

“Yes, sir.” I thought it was hereditary. My dad, at 63, still only needed low-magnification drugstore readers.

“On the day you visited Belinda Marcus in her home, how far away were you standing from the end of the driveway when Francesca Perez’s ride pulled up?”

Francesca Perez was Belinda Marcus’s caretaker and Javier Howell’s girlfriend. Fortunately, the prosecutor had already established this and I remembered the answer. Weintraub must be trying to catch me in a mistake. “Twenty-two feet.”

At the prosecutor’s table, ADA Terrence Hammond rolled his eyes. Behind him Tony Jemison, Finn Crabtree, and my dad gave me encouraging smiles. Rick Crabtree’s expression hadn’t shifted from stony anger; Marie Crabtree was twisting her hands in her lap.

Weintraub turned to the judge. “Your Honor, I’d like to introduce Exhibit G into evidence.”

“Go ahead.”

Weintraub produced a lineup card, similar to what the police might use, and held it in front of him. “Dr. Brodie, can you point out the man you saw driving the car that picked up Francesca Perez at Belinda Marcus’s home?”

The card held twelve thumbnail photos of nearly identical Hispanic men – but I knew which one was Javier Howell. “Yes, sir. Photo number seven.”

The judge sighed. “Let the record show that Dr. Brodie has, yet again, identified Javier Howell as the man seen in a car at Belinda Marcus’s residence. Mr. Weintraub, I suggest you move on.”

Weintraub crossed his arms and gave me an appraising look. “Dr. Brodie, when Mrs. Marcus told you that her accomplice was not her son, did you believe her?”

Belinda turned pale. Josh’s mouth dropped open. No wonder – his mom’s lawyer was trying to throw him under the bus. “No, sir.”

“Why not?”

I glanced at the judge – did she really want me to answer this? The judge said, “Mr. Weintraub, you’re asking for a purely subjective judgement on the part of the witness. Withdraw the question.”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

Red spots had formed on Belinda’s cheeks. She was furious. Weintraub asked me, “Dr. Brodie, you yourself were a suspect in the murder of Gavin Barkley, were you not?”

ADA Hammond sighed. “Objection, Your Honor. Irrelevant.”

“Sustained.”

Weintraub looked frustrated. He was trying to cast suspicion elsewhere, I supposed, but he wasn’t getting anywhere with that tactic. He scowled at me. I gave him an even stare. 

What I would do, in his shoes, was put Josh on the stand.

Maybe he would.

Weintraub gave his head a little shake and turned back to his table. “Nothing further, Your Honor.”

“Dr. Brodie, you may step down. Mr. Hammond, call your next witness.”

“Prosecution calls Marie Crabtree.”

Poor Marie. I hoped she could hold it together on the stand. I couldn’t stay, though – I had to get back to work. I held the gate open for Marie, then waved goodbye to Tony, Finn and my dad. Dad winked at me and Tony gave me a thumbs-up.

I left the courtroom, blew out a deep breath, texted my husband, Pete – Done. Went well. Going back to work. – and headed for the parking lot.

I had rugby practice this evening, and Pete had decided to stay home. At 6:30, I changed into my rugby gear and went to the parking structure where I’d left our 1998 Jeep Cherokee.

I tossed my belongings into the back seat, started the engine and pulled out of my space. I turned onto the last ramp before the exit and stepped on the brake to slow down as the Jeep sloped toward the gate.

I heard and felt a popping sound underneath the vehicle, and the brake pedal went to the floor. 

Oh, fuck.

I tried to remember what my dad had taught me about what to do if the brakes failed. I began pumping the brakes, which slowed the Jeep a bit but not enough. It had an automatic transmission, so I eased the gearshift from drive to second while I kept pumping the brakes.

I wasn’t going to get stopped by the time I hit the barrier.

I grabbed the emergency brake lever, began easing it on and hit the horn to warn anyone that might be outside the garage. The Jeep passed the sensor, which made the barrier arm raise, but the arm had only moved a couple of inches when I hit it. That took out a headlight and slowed my progress. I dropped the Jeep into the lowest gear, pulled the emergency brake the rest of the way, exited the garage and bumped over the curb in front of me, coming to rest gently against a tree.

Well, damn.

I cut the engine and got out. No one was around. I called campus police first, texted my rugby teammate Liam to let him know I wouldn’t be there, then called Pete. 

He answered, “Hey. Shouldn’t you be on your way to practice?”

“I was. The brakes failed on the Jeep as I was coming out of the garage.”

“What? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I’m going to call Triple A for a tow truck and I’ll see if Kevin’s home to give me a ride. I just wanted to let you know.”

“Okay. Shit.”

“I know. I’ll see you in a bit.” 

I hung up and called my brother, Kevin, who was home – just a few blocks away.  He said he’d come immediately. The UCLA police arrived as I ended that call.

Antonio Jenkins got out of his vehicle, and I gave a sigh of relief. I knew Antonio better than any other UCLA PD officer. He scanned the scene. “Dr. Brodie, you okay?”

“I’m fine. The brakes failed. I had to sacrifice the barrier arm to get stopped.”

“Okay. Let me take some pictures.” 

“Can I call the tow truck?”

“Sure, go ahead.”

I talked to Triple A while Antonio snapped photos of the Jeep and the barrier arm. He walked up into the garage for a minute; when he came back, he showed me a picture he’d taken of a trail of liquid on the ramp. “There’s the majority of your brake fluid.”

Kevin arrived as Antonio was writing up the report. He surveyed the Jeep sadly. “Damn. A lot of memories with this thing.”

“I know. I guess it’s time to get something new.”

He laughed. “After 18 years? I think so.”

The tow truck arrived. I emptied the Jeep of personal belongings, tossing everything into the back seat of Kevin’s Civic. Antonio gave the driver permission to winch up the Jeep and handed me his report to sign. The wrecker and Antonio departed and Kevin drove me home.

He helped me carry everything to the house – not only my clothes and computer bag, but a sleeve of CDs, several cloth shopping bags, an emergency road kit, a couple of pairs of muddy boots, three umbrellas, an extra leash for the dog and various other detritus that had accumulated over the life of the Jeep. I couldn’t get to my keys, so I kicked the front door.

Pete opened the door and said, “What’s all that?”

“Everything that was in the Jeep.” Kevin and I shuffled inside, and we dropped everything into a pile between the door and the fireplace. Ammo, our yellow Lab, began sniffing the mound of stuff. 

“Why did you bring it all home?”

“Because I thought it might take a couple of days for us to get a new car.”

“A new car? The brakes can be fixed.”

Kevin said, “Pete. This time it was the brakes, and Jamie was on campus. Next time it could be the engine block on the 5 and you both end up dead. It’s time for a new car. You can afford it.”

I said, “I’m sorry.”

Pete sighed. “I know. It’s not your fault. It’s just – sudden.”

Kevin commiserated with us for a few more minutes then left. I fixed a sandwich then pulled out my laptop and began researching small SUVs.

Pete moped around for the rest of the evening. I didn’t call him on it. He’d had that Jeep for far longer than he’d known me. Since we’d gotten married last July, I’d begun learning how to pick my battles.

For its first nine months, married life had been little different from living-together-for-a-long-time life. We each still maintained separate checking accounts. We still had date night most Fridays. We went through our same daily routines in pretty much the same way. The frequency of our sexual encounters had dropped off a tad, but not enough to concern me yet.

The counselor that Pete and I had seen both separately and together for the two years before we were married, Dr. Tania Bibbins, had discharged us in December. So far we were trundling along okay without her, practicing the techniques she’d taught us for marital harmony. 

I’d been expecting – not rockets and fireworks, but something. A deeper feeling of something that I couldn’t put words to. 

So far – no.

We’d had a terrific honeymoon, visiting my friends and Pete’s relatives in Oxford, pub crawling in Edinburgh with Fiona Mackenzie for a couple of days, spending four frigid days on Skye and nine days hiking across northern England on the Hadrian’s Wall path. When we came home, Pete used the rest of his summer break to oversee the remodel of our master bath – we now had a fantastic walk-in shower with a low-flow shower head that was much easier to fool around in than our old bathtub with its fabric shower curtain.

After Pete’s semester started, we’d begun our plan of visiting my grandfather and Pete’s dad in alternating months. We’d just gotten home from North Carolina on Sunday afternoon. We’d been working on the plans for our second home in New Mexico and expected to receive the finalized blueprints soon.

I had noticed one difference since our marriage. It seemed that Pete was deferring to me far more than he had previously on matters of money. I didn’t know whether that was due to the marriage or the $38 million I’d inherited a couple of months before the wedding. 

Other than the kitchen design, Pete had given me a free hand in the plans for the interior of the new house. I’d asked him several times if he was sure about this or that decision, and he’d sworn that he was. Yet I was concerned that when we walked into the finished product, he’d say, “Why is that closet there? It would be better on the other side.”

I sighed out loud without realizing it. Pete, next to me on the sofa, glanced over. “What?”

I fudged. “Just thinking about the Jeep. Do you want another one?”

“I don’t know. What do you think?”

“Nunh unh. The Jeep was yours originally. You get to decide this one.”

He gave me a funny look. “It’s going to be our car. We both decide.”

“Okay.” I kept myself from sighing again. “It looks like the top-rated small SUV on most lists is a CR-V like Jeff has.”

“Not to mention it’s one of the least expensive.”

I crossed my arms and leaned away from him. “You think I’m being cheap?”

He looked surprised. “No. Inexpensive is a good thing. And better gas mileage is financially and environmentally preferable.”

“Uh huh.” I narrowed my eyes. “So you’re being environmentally conscious.”

“I’m being frugal and environmentally conscious. Warren Buffett still lives in the house he’s owned since 1958. He’s my new hero.”

I did sigh out loud that time. “Pete. We. Can. Get. Whatever. You. Want.”

“I know. I drove Jeff’s car to New Mexico, remember? I like it. A lot. There’s plenty of room for Ammo in the back seat, and I’d love to spend less money on gasoline. Tomorrow when you get home, let’s walk down to the Honda dealer and see what they’ve got.” He grinned. “I think I’ll get us each one of those rubber bracelets, inscribed with W.W.W.D.” 

I gave him a quizzical look. He said, “What Would Warren Do?”

I laughed. “We’re not going to change our wills to leave everything to Bill Gates, are we?”

“Of course not. We’re educators. We’re going to leave the remainder to UCLA and other worthy organizations.”

“Speaking of which, we should make an appointment with Mel to modify our wills.”

“Right. I’ll do that tomorrow.” Pete took his phone out and added a note to his calendar. 

I handed him my laptop. “Here. Look at cars. See if you change your mind.”

As Pete searched, I continued to think about money. Lauren, our financial adviser, had divided up the inheritance among several different institutions and types of investments, all of them low-yield but completely safe. We’d said that we wouldn’t make any changes for a year, but we hadn’t quite held to that. In January, we’d begun to see a trickle of extra income from interest – just enough to satisfy some low-level wants. 

After getting permission from the building manager and the owners of the other three townhouses in our complex, we’d bought and installed rain barrels on all ten of the gutter downspouts on our building, just in time for the El Niño rains. Pete had been buying gardening tools and supplies – self-watering containers, a small compost bin and materials for raised beds in the tiny area available for gardening by our front door.

I’d been raiding bookstores, a different used and/or indie bookstore every weekend, coming home with armloads of books – cooking and gardening for Pete, history and mystery for myself. The empty shelves on “my
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