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Prologue

Birgitta Nilsson retrieved her jacket from the overhead compartment, slung her carry-on bag over one graceful shoulder, and strode down the aisle toward the front of the cabin before most of the passengers had managed to undo their seat belts.

She could not see much through the windows of the aircraft, but she did see sunlight shimmering on the tarmac and she smiled as she stepped lightly out of the plane and into the corrugated corridor.

How she loved being in Los Angeles! She had grown up in the arctic winters of northern Sweden and she was rarely happier than when she was here, in this city of eternal summer. Also, she had had a comfortable flight in first class, and she felt refreshed despite the fact that she had slept only three or four hours.

In the terminal, she headed toward the nearest bank of telephones and fished in her purse for American coins. Setting down her bag, she deposited the coins and punched in a number she knew by heart.

She asked for David Detweiler and was connected almost immediately. “Good morning,” she said. “Birgitta Nilsson here.”

“Good morning.” His response was swift and pleasant. “I trust you had a good flight.”

“Excellent,” she assured him. “But I have a full schedule. I would like to get together as quickly as possible.”

“Of course,” he told her. “Looking forward to it. Would four o’clock be all right?”

Arrangements completed, she hoisted up her bag and zipped her light jacket into it. Then she headed out of the terminal and lifted her face to the sun, as rich and warm on her skin as golden honey.
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Lacey Madison stretched her long legs out in front of her and allowed herself a smile of satisfaction.

It had been a good night’s work, and amazingly easy with the phones relatively quiet. Hitting a print command, she pushed her chair away from the computer, then stood up and glanced at the clock.

In an hour or two, the tenth-floor offices of K-LOG News Radio would be a mad scramble of activity as production assistants, sound mixers, talent—even secretaries—bustled from cubicle to studio, each one certain he or she had the only right slant on whatever the day’s news was. But at five in the morning, it was still and tranquil—an announcer and a sound engineer in the studio and a single night editor in the newsroom. It was the one reason Lacey didn’t mind sitting in while Ian Stone was on vacation.

Listening to the printer spit out her story selection list, she wandered over to the window and watched, rapt, as the first blush of dawn crept up over Wilshire Boulevard. Say what you would about poor old L.A., smog, earthquakes, riots, and all, she thought. Nothing in Kansas could come close to the majesty of these palms silhouetted against the dawn.

“Lacey!”

She jumped at the trumpeting tone of Larry Lafferty’s voice.

“Why do you do this?” The anchorman tossed a script on her desk. “You know I can’t say Yugoslavia, Sarajevo, and Bosnia and Herzegovina all in the same sentence.”

Lacey blinked. “You just did.”

“Well, yes.” The balding anchorman looked petulant. “But it’s different, somehow, when I’m standing here and talking to you with nobody else around than it is on the air, with a sixth of Los Angeles tuned to my Commuter Close-up.”

“I see.” Lacey nodded at the florid face and gingerly picked up the script. “Well, darn those Yugoslavians, anyway. They bust up their country without ever asking our advice and the next thing you know, we poor Americans get stuck with these confounding pronunciations.”

Lafferty stared at her, clearly unsure whether or not she was making fun of him. Before he could decide, she picked up a pencil and made a few slashing marks on his script.

“There,” she said, penciling in the new sentence.

Lafferty picked up the script “Better,” he said, nodding soberly. “Sounds better, too. You’re a good girl, Lacey. Very bright. Just keep those sentences short. Makes life easier for those frazzled folks who are fighting their way across the freeways.”

It was Lacey’s turn to stare, struck speechless by Lafferty’s patronizing tone. But the anchorman didn’t notice. He was on his way out, his nose buried in his script.

One thing amused her, though. She smiled to herself, retrieving her pages from the printer. She could count on the fingers of one hand the times she’d heard the words, you’re a good girl, Lacey. It was a phrase that had, more often than not, been reserved for her older sister.

Thinking of Carolyn, she glanced at her watch, regretting for the umpteenth time her promise to stop by her sister’s house for breakfast before going home to bed.

“Good morning!” Hank Flores strode into the room. Lacey could the smell the spice in his after-shave. He headed for the coffeepot. “Another sparkler of a July morning. And a slow news night, I hope.”

Lacey watched the managing editor stir cream into his coffee. He was a big man, but he moved with grace, and it always surprised her that he seemed so thoroughly unaware of his craggy, dark good looks. He was the kind of man she could learn to like, if she were in the mood to like anyone.

“Morning,” Lacey said, nodding. “Slow enough that I had to dig for copy. I’ve got Larry continuing the series on the stock market between the regional and local segments.”

“Way to go.” Hank sipped coffee. “He’ll do just fine with that. He gets to pontificate. And he doesn’t have to deal with the tricky stuff, like Bosnia and Herzegovina.”

Lacey laughed, handing her boss the story selection list she’d printed out. “Police blotter, mostly. An advance on the L.A. Arts Festival. Oh, and a follow on the four-year-old burn victim who got out of the hospital yesterday.”

Hank took the list. “You’ve done a good job, Lacey. Thanks for filling in for Ian. We’ll all be happy to see him back, but I’ll remember you when an editor’s slot opens up.”

She nodded, pleased, but not unhappy to be going back to her regular job. She liked newswriting, especially for broadcast, and she’d be glad to get back on daytime hours.

“Catch up on your sleep,” Hank told her, as if he were reading her mind. “Take tomorrow off. The weekend, too. We’ll see you back here on Monday.”

Fishing her handbag out of her desk drawer, she slung it over her shoulder, gave Hank a jaunty salute and headed out of the newsroom. She decided she’d better stop at the ladies’ room to wash her face and put on a little makeup. Carolyn would lecture her if she looked tired, even if she had worked all night.

The face that stared back at her from the bathroom mirror was serene if a little pale, wide-set dark eyes under a smudge of thick lashes and a far too generous mouth. She applied a little deep pink lipstick and fluffed her short-cut blond hair. Then, frowning, she patted her cheeks to give them a little color. Not that it mattered, she found herself thinking. Carolyn would find something to lecture her about, no matter what she did.

Outside, the air was fresh and cool, still moist with dew, as though the good beginning could somehow make up for the heat and smog the afternoon would bring. Lacey drove her Prelude up from the third level of the underground parking lot and headed west toward her sister’s house in Santa Monica.

At least she would get to see Tina, her niece, a little miracle if there ever was one—a four-month-old bundle of smiles and squeaks with skin that felt like rose petals. Leave it to Carolyn, who did everything right, to marry good-looking Joe Westmont and to place the perfect grandchild in their mother’s arms shortly before Mom died.

Lacey blinked to hold back tears. If there was one thing she would always regret, it was being too far away to get home in time to see her mother before she died.

“Tanzania, for God’s sake,” Carolyn had beseeched the heavens a year ago when Lacey announced she was leaving her job with a small daily newspaper. “Twenty-seven years old and you’re joining the Peace Corps and you’re going to Tanzania!”

Lacey, well accustomed to her sister’s attitudes, had simply taken it in stride. Even now, she wouldn’t trade those months she’d spent in Africa for all the money in the world. But neither had she been able to make herself go back after their mother’s sudden death three months ago.

An image of Randy Ames and the Tanzanian schoolhouse where they’d taught flitted across her consciousness, but she pushed it resolutely out of mind. She was lucky, as Carolyn was quick to point out, to have found a job so quickly with K-LOG.

Towering buildings along the Miracle Mile gave way to small businesses and apartment buildings, and already the sun was high enough in the sky to warn of the impending heat. Brushing her hair back, Lacey turned on the air-conditioning and wished she were on her way home to bed.

“We hardly ever see you,” Carolyn had said. “I know you’re busy, and so are we. But I’d think you could manage to make a little time for your only sister and her family.”

To be fair, it had been Lacey’s idea to make the date for breakfast. Joe was supposed to be leaving for some kind of seminar, and Carolyn would be up early with the baby. If things got uncomfortable Lacey could cut the visit short by reminding her sister that she’d worked all night and she had to get home and get her beauty sleep.

She made a silly face, vaguely ashamed of her own not-too-subtle subterfuge. But darn it, she was getting a little tired of The World According to Carolyn. This was her life, and she had a right to live it her way, even if she occasionally managed to get a little off track.

Irritated, she turned on the car radio and tuned it to K-LOG News. Larry Lafferty was in the midst of reading the three-minute stock market segment. Silently mouthing the words she had written for him, Lacey found herself smiling. It never failed to amaze her that the famous voice, so annoyingly unctuous in person, could manage to sound wise and affable on the air. No wonder Commuter Close-up was so popular.

Shaking her head, she made a left turn and drove three short blocks to Carolyn’s street, then turned right and pulled to the curb in front of the familiar little white stucco house.

The drapes behind the arched windows of the living room were drawn. Lacey looked at her watch. Nearly seven. Maybe they’d overslept, or the baby was letting them sleep in a bit. Setting the hand brake, she gathered up her purse, locked the car doors, and headed up the walk.

The small front porch of the Spanish-style house was a freshly painted brick red, and Carolyn had made it look even more cheerful with pots full of Boston ferns and rhododendrons. Plucking an errant brown frond from one pot, Lacey rang the doorbell, then tucked in her blouse and fluffed her hair again, ready to paste a smile on her face.

There was no answer. She rang the bell again and pressed an ear to the door. She thought she could hear Tina crying. Maybe Carolyn was in the bathroom. Maybe she was changing a messy diaper. Maybe she couldn’t hear the bell.

She tried the door, then waited a minute or two and rang the bell again. “Carolyn? Joe? It’s me! Lacey!”

There was no answer, but now Lacey was sure she could hear the baby crying.

Frowning, she stepped back down off the porch and headed around the side of the house, but a prickly hedge of some sort or another kept her from getting a good look into the dining room. Farther down, there was a kitchen window, but it was too high to see through.

She opened a side gate into the small backyard. The baby’s crying was louder now. Even if they’d slept late, she couldn’t imagine her sister letting Tina cry like that unattended.

The house had two bedrooms, but Carolyn and Joe were using one of them as an office. As far as Lacey knew, Tina’s crib was still in the master bedroom.

“Carolyn?” Lacey reached up and knocked on the bedroom window. “Carolyn, it’s me, Lacey. Get up, will you? For Pete’s sake, Tina’s yelling her head off!”

It seemed to Lacey that the baby’s wailing had taken on a note of urgency. Or was she projecting her own uneasiness into her niece’s cries?

Hearing her own heartbeat, she stepped back and took a good look at the back of the house. Next to the bedroom, to the right of a small back porch was a narrow bathroom window. A flouncy pink valance hung from the top of it, but the window was halfway open.

Dropping her shoulder bag onto the grass, Lacey climbed up the six cement steps, tried the back door and looked again at the open bathroom window. If she could climb up onto the wrought iron railing, she might be able to reach it.

Leaning against the railing to test its strength, she slipped off her high-heeled shoes and put one stockinged foot into an iron curlicue halfway up the side of it. The finely wrought iron bit sharply into her foot, but she pressed her lips together to keep from yelping and raised herself shakily until her other foot found a purchase at the top of the railing.

Scared to move, she listened to Tina’s screams until she could force herself to let go of the railing. Then she lifted her other foot to the top of the railing and reached out toward the recessed sill.

Inching forward, she tried to convince herself it would be easy to hoist herself through the open window. But her early years of gymnastic training seemed long ago and far away, and by the time she found herself scrambling through the window, every muscle in her body was quivering.

Closing her eyes, she leaned against the sink and tried to slow her pounding heart. Then the baby stopped crying and she opened her eyes and froze. “Carolyn? Joe? Are you in there?”

There was no answer and the silence seemed ominous. Her heart started pounding again.

Moving slowly to the bathroom door, she peered into the darkened bedroom. When her eyes adjusted, she could make out the shape of the crib and the disheveled covers on the bed.

“Carolyn?” she whispered, moving forward. The baby began to whimper. It seemed to Lacey there was one figure lying tangled in the heap of covers.

She swallowed hard. Joe must have left early. Maybe Tina had kept them up all night, and now Carolyn was dead to the world and Lacey was an unwelcome intruder.

She peered into the crib. “Hi, sweetheart. I guess I’ll have to wake up your mommy.”

Tina graced her with a toothless grin. She began to feel a little bit better.

The figure in the bed was lying facedown. “Carolyn.” Lacey stepped closer. “Will you get up? For heaven’s sake, the baby is crying, and I just broke into your house!”

But the figure didn’t stir, and a cold dread snaked its way down Lacey’s spine. Steeling herself, she reached out and touched the cool skin. Now she was close enough to make out Joe’s profile and the muscles of his naked back. And the dark stain seeping into the sheet from under his lifeless body.
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Lacey screamed until she ran out of breath and by then, the baby was screaming, too. Trembling, she managed to pick Tina up and, holding her close against her breast, she stumbled backward until she felt the wall behind her and sagged gratefully against it.

But Tina, no doubt picking up Lacey’s panic, continued to shriek wildly, and Lacey realized she had to make an effort to get a grip on herself.

“Hush, sweetheart.” She patted the baby’s back. “I’m sorry. Oh, God, I’m so sorry.” Seized with a new fear, she held the baby close. Carolyn. Dear God, where was Carolyn?

Steeling herself, she moved out of the bedroom into the narrow hallway. It was empty. Turning on an overhead light at the wall switch, she continued into the living room.

In the dim light, she could make out the sofa, a prim, flowered chintz, the country French side chairs, the walnut tables, the spinet piano against one wall.

The room looked—normal. Pristine. So perfectly normal that Lacey felt giddy with relief, as though the fact that her sister wasn’t lying there in a pool of blood was cause enough for celebration.

Still patting the sobbing baby’s back, she looked into the darkened dining room, and finally into the kitchen, where sunlight bounced cheerfully off a row of copper pots on the sideboard.

Leaning heavily against the kitchen counter, she tried to marshal her thoughts. Police! Of course. She must call the police. Joe was dead. And where was her sister?

A white wall phone hung above the counter. Lacey moved toward it. With her free hand, she dialed 911 and fought to calm herself as it rang. But she hardly recognized the voice that came out of her when an operator came on the line.

“M-my sister,” she began. “My sister—she’s gone. And her husband … her husband is dead. Oh, God, he’s just lying there—he’s lying there, in the bedroom …” She began to shudder violently.

The operator stayed with her, soothing, calming. Lacey felt her brain begin to function. “Lacey,” she told her. “Lacey Madison … Eleven forty-four West Raybourne …”

Finally, the operator told her to hang up, that help would be there soon, and the baby, whose piteous sobs had subsided, began to cry again.

She’s hungry! Lacey realized with a rush. Of course, you idiot, she’s hungry! Glad to be able to busy herself, she peered into the refrigerator.

Six baby bottles were lined up neatly in two rows on the top shelf. Trust Carolyn to have everything prepared in advance. Taking one of the bottles, Lacey put it into the microwave. In a minute, when the bell sounded, she took it out, shook it, spritzed a few drops on the back of her hand, and decided the formula was warm enough.

Tina’s delicate little mouth grasped the proffered nipple before Lacey could sit down and the baby began sucking with such force and desperation that Lacey stared at her in amazement. She was still sucking, and alternately drowsing, when the front doorbell rang.

Two patrol officers and a big man in a rumpled suit looked at her a little warily.

“This eleven forty-four?” the plainclothes cop asked. Somebody call in a—situation …?”

Lacey nodded, suddenly aware of the incongruity of what they saw; a woman who had, only moments ago, hysterically called in a homicide, standing in the doorway of the neat little house, patting a gurgling baby.

“Yes,” she said, nodding and feeling the color rise from her neck to her face. “My brother-in-law …” She looked at the beefy plainclothes cop. “Joe Westmont, he’s—I found him— in there—a little while ago …”

The door opened wider, and Lacey found herself scrunched against an alcove in the small entryway as the three police officers marched past her with deliberate and solemn purpose.

The sight of the two police vehicles outside Carolyn’s house filled her with a new sense of dread and she stepped outside to take a deep gulp of fresh air. She jumped at the sound of a loud voice.

“I wouldn’t go anywhere if I were you, miss,” the voice commanded.

Lacey looked at the young patrol cop.

“Sorry if I scared you, miss.” He nodded solemnly. “I’d stay right here, though. We’ll need to talk to you.”

She nodded her assent, dumbfounded to think anyone might believe she was about to go wandering off. What in the world did they think she was, some kind of an idiot? Or worse?

Feeling Tina drowsing against her shoulder, she stepped back into the living room, sank down onto the flowered sofa and laid the baby across her lap. She watched, helpless, as the three cops went in and out of the bedroom and listened to the static of a police radio coming through the open doorway.

A coroner’s van pulled up into the driveway. The little house was crowded with people, and already neighbors were gathering on the sidewalk, craning to see what was going on. Lacey could see them, hear their voices. How Carolyn would hate this, she found herself thinking. They were disrupting the perfect order of her world.

For the first time, she began to think about what must have happened in this house. An intruder, maybe, sometime in the night, some whacked-out, strung-out cokehead, a thief looking to steal what he could find, no matter what he had to do to get it …

The thought occurred to her that he might have gotten in the same way Lacey had, through the bathroom window left open for air on a warm July night.

Had Carolyn and Joe heard the intruder enter? Maybe Carolyn had run for help. Maybe the intruder killed Joe in his bed, thinking he was the only one in the house, and Carolyn … no…. Oh, God. Where in the hell was Carolyn?

She became aware of the rumpled cop staring somberly down at her. Behind him, people came and went, moving equipment into the house.

“Lacey Madison?” The beefy cop sat heavily in the chair across from her. “Detective Rizzo. Lou Rizzo. You called nine-one-one, right? You’re the one who found the body?”

Detective Rizzo had a pushed-in face with a nose that seemed to ramble all over it. If she hadn’t known he was Santa Monica P.D., she might have taken him for a thug.

“Yes,” she said. “He’s my sister’s husband. His name is Joe. Joe Westmont.”

The cop nodded. “You live here, Mrs. Madison?”

“It’s Ms. And no, I don’t. It’s my sister’s house. Carolyn Westmont. Carolyn and Joe Westmont.”

Rizzo’s gaze shifted to the baby.

“The baby is theirs. Her name is Tina.”

“And where’s your sister?”

Lacey shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t know where she is.” 

Rizzo paused. “When was the last time you saw her?”

“I don’t know. A week, maybe ten days ago. But I talked to her last night. About eight o’clock. I told her I would be here for breakfast.”

The cop nodded. “You called nine-one-one”—he consulted a notepad—”at seven-twenty a.m. What time did you get here?”

“A little before seven, I think.”

“And who let you in?”

Lacey blinked. “No one let me in. I rang the doorbell, but no one answered. The baby was crying, so I went around—I went to the back of the house. I knocked on the window, the bedroom window. But nobody seemed to hear me.”

“So you let yourself in.”

“Well, yes, sort of …”

“Sort of. You got a key?”

She shifted in her seat. “No. Well, no. Actually, I came in through the window. The bathroom window. It was partly open. Th-that’s how I let myself in … The baby was screaming. I went into the bedroom. And that’s when I found him. Joe …”

The big cop rubbed his face. “Did you touch him? Did you touch the body?”

Lacey shivered. “I—yes, I—poked him. That’s when I knew he was dead. And the blood. I saw—” She caught her breath, the words sticking in her throat.

Rizzo nodded. “But you didn’t see your sister. Your sister was not on the premises.”

“No. I checked. The baby was screaming. I tried to calm her down. And then I looked—all through the house. Carolyn wasn’t here.”

Half a dozen people came out of the tiny bedroom. Lacey wondered how they’d all fit in there. Two men wheeled out a gurney. Lacey turned away.

Rizzo waited a minute. “Tell me about your sister. What kind of person is she?”

“A good person. Carolyn’s—I don’t know. She’s efficient. She always does the right thing. She’s a teacher. She teaches science at East Hills Junior College. You can see—how neatly she keeps her house.”

“And her husband?”

“Joe is—Joe was nice, a little quiet. He was a teacher, also. I didn’t—I never knew him all that well. We aren’t—close, my sister and I.”

Rizzo didn’t seem to be paying attention. His glance darted all over the room. Finally, he focused on a framed wedding picture sitting on a walnut end table. “That them? Your sister and her husband?”

Lacey nodded.

“Can I borrow it?” Before she could answer, he had undone the frame and lifted the photograph out of it. “How long were they married?”

Lacey thought. “A year and a half, I guess.”

“Happily?”

“Yes!” Lacey stared at him. “What kind of question is that? They were newlyweds, for God’s sake. Practically newlyweds. They were crazy about each other. And Tina.”

The cop nodded. “You said you spoke to your sister at eight o’clock last night.”

“Yes. I was getting ready to go to work. I’m a news writer at K-LOG Radio. I was getting ready to work a night shift, and I promised Carolyn I’d come by here in the morning.”

“I see,” Rizzo said. “Did she sound—upset? Like maybe she had a fight with her husband.”

“No! She told me he was going to be leaving for a weekend seminar in Lake Arrowhead. She thought it was a nice idea for me to come by early.”

“Uh-huh.” The cop ran a big hand through his thick, salt-and-pepper hair. “And the baby. How was Carolyn around the new baby? She musta been tired. Maybe crabby. Did she tell you she was tired? I don’t know, like maybe she needed a little rest or something?”

Lacey bridled, incensed at the implication. She shifted the baby and sat up straighter. “Detective Rizzo, I’m going to let that pass because you didn’t know my sister. But I can tell you that Carolyn is calm and efficient, a devoted wife and mother. She would never, never leave Tina alone and take off without a good reason—”

He stared at her. “But she did take off. Or so it seems, anyway.”

“There must have been an intruder, Detective Rizzo. Whoever it was that killed Joe. Carolyn must have seen him—or maybe heard from another room—and ran out of the house to get help.”

Rizzo looked at her and said nothing, but the question hung in the air. If Carolyn Westmont had run for help, why hadn’t she returned?

The two uniformed officers came back into the room. One of them leaned down to Rizzo. Lacey could hear an occasional word … coroner … evidence … autopsy …

The baby stirred and began to whimper. Lacey brought her up over her shoulder. Her lap felt cold, and she looked down at the wet spot where Tina had lain.

“The baby, Ms. Madison. In the—absence of her parents, would you like me to call in a social worker?”

Lacey was appalled. “Certainly not. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of her. And her mother …” She patted the whimpering baby. “Her mother will be back soon.”

Rizzo’s expression was clearly skeptical. With a rush, Lacey knew what he was thinking.

A man was dead, murdered in his bed, and his wife … his wife was missing—leaving a helpless infant to scream her head off in the wee hours of the morning.

Lacey felt a squeeze around her heart. Carolyn could be a victim, too! But her sister’s safety did not appear to be uppermost in Detective Rizzo’s mind. She watched him as he stared down at the photo in his hand. The hard fact was that Joe was dead. And impossible as it seemed, her sister—perfect Carolyn—was the prime suspect in his murder.
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Lacey watched as a uniformed officer—the same one who had warned her earlier against trying to leave—shut the door behind the departing crew. She was painfully aware of the yellow crime scene tape fluttering in front of her sister’s house and the babble of voices—curious and insistent—coming from the bystanders on the street.

“I’m afraid we can’t let you stay here much longer, miss.” The officer sounded apologetic. “Are you going to be making other arrangements? I’ll have to secure the site.”

Lacey felt another wrench at her heart. The site. Can’t compromise the crime scene. She had written enough police blotter copy to be familiar with the jargon.

She looked at the officer. He was impossibly young, red-haired and freckled. “I know,” she told him, standing up with the baby. “I’ll just need to gather up some things for the baby.” She hesitated, standing in the doorway to the bedroom. “Is it—all right to go in there?”

“Yes, ma’am. I mean, miss.” He scrambled to her side. “If you’ll just let me precede you. And if you would, please restrict your movements to the area where the baby’s things are.”

Lacey shuddered, knowing her own fingerprints and fragments of her hair and skin must already have been picked up by the forensics team bagging whatever evidence they found in the bedroom and bathroom. She wasn’t at all anxious to go back in but, steeling
















































OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg
=





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
BARBARA PRONIN

CO-AUTHOR OF FINDERS KEEPERS 3

THGKER
AN

YA TR

A NOVEL OF SUSPENSE






OEBPS/Images/image3.jpg
THICKER
THAN
WATER





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





