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CHAPTER

1

No Regrets.

Stupid name for a signature cocktail. Brears had found the recipe online, this tequila-Baileys thing. Seven shots plus the deejay speeding everything up plus the pink wine Leanza had drunk before the ceremony were killing her bladder.

When she got to the ladies’ room, a line trailed out into the hall. Pathetic little ladies’ room, like two stalls, because of what the venue had been before.

She took her place at the back. Her bladder felt like it was gonna explode.

No Regrets. As if.

Last week at the bachelorette in Vegas, Brears was all about regrets. After ten shots of her signature bachelorette cocktail, this rum and some sweet orange thing with bubbles in it. The week before there was a signature bridal shower cocktail, champagne and grapefruit soda and a toothpick with a little plastic bride on top.

Everything had to be “bespoke” for Brears, since she’d learned the word, she couldn’t stop using it.

Once her mom or dad died there’d probably be a signature funeral cocktail.

At the bachelorette, Brears was throwing back shots faster than anyone while doing a man-spread on the sofa in the suite and letting out artisan shrimp pizza burps that smelled like the bottom of a fish tank.

Then she started talking, looking like she was gonna cry.

Plenty of regrets about Garrett, what the eff am I doing?

Everyone telling her what a great guy he was, she was doing the right thing.

Brears drinks, burps, looks like she’s falling asleep but she isn’t. Coupla more shots, she’s all I love Garrett so so so so much.

I think.

Then she did cry.

But right then the hot-boy strippers came prancing in like ponies. Fireman / cop / cowboy / pool boy. Stripped naked in seconds.

Brears had no regrets about them.

Leanza was sure Garrett, who really was nice but kind of smart-dumb pathetic, had no clue. His signature cocktail wasn’t. Some kind of pale ale made from oats? That is not a cocktail.

Leanza’s stomach pressed down and moved around weird. Like she’d swallowed a rat and it was chewing on her bladder.

The line hadn’t budged since she got there.

Two old women, had to be friends of Brears’s or Garrett’s parents, got in line behind her and started talking about what a lovely affair it was. Considering the venue. Did you know? Giggle giggle.

Old bitches shouldn’t giggle, they sounded like maniac squirrels.

Maybe that was the problem with the ladies’ room, some grandma not able to get the plumbing going … then oh, shit, there was Mom, barely able to walk, her boobs hanging out as she wobbled toward the line and Leanza knew she’d want to have one of those girl-to-girl talks that proved to Mom she was still young … oh, God, she was going to explode.

Then she remembered.

Upstairs, where she and the other bridesmaids had sat in a crowded room and did their hair and makeup—all by themselves, you’d think Brears would share her stylists but no—upstairs there was also a bathroom. Leanza hadn’t used it but Teysa had, Leanza remembered because Teysa came back with the bottom of her dress all flipped up in back and Leanza had joked you look like you just took it in the backside and Teysa had laughed and Leanza had fixed her.

Problem was, the stairs were all the way on the other side of the building. Probably some office space for when it used to be a strip joint. Could she make it back there without totally exploding?

Would she get up there and then find someone else had figured it out first and then she’d have to come back here and go to the end of the line?

The only other choice was sneaking out into the back alley and squatting and just doing it. Some dude saw her, his lucky day, the way she felt, she could care less.

But the alley was even farther than upstairs and to get there she’d have to run all the way around the building and then out back.

No way, it was either stay where it wasn’t moving or make a break for the stairs. And in a second Mom would see her.

Muttering, “Eff it,” she ran.

The old ladies behind her said something rude.

Eff them, they were lucky they weren’t getting sprayed.

Barely able to move her legs without leaking, Leanza climbed the shaky, creaky, dirty-looking stairs. What a dump, Brears’s idea of creative.

Holding her breath and fighting to maintain control, she finally made it to the top and saw the door up ahead and to the right marked Employees Only.

No one waiting here, if she was lucky, no one inside. She charged the door.

Open! I am Warrior Princess!

Without bothering to close the door, she threw herself in.

Gross stinky place. No window, a gross stinky closet.

One urinal, one stall. Figures.

She yanked on the door of the stall, was already pulling down her pantyhose and her thong when she saw the girl.

Sitting on top of the lid of a closed toilet, her head dropped, dark hair falling to one side like a curtain. Dressed in a tight red dress and gold do-me sandals with heels as long and skinny as a lead pencil. Leanza hadn’t seen her at the ceremony or the dancing, didn’t recognize her, probably someone from Garrett’s side.

Leanza said, “Excuuuse me.”

The girl didn’t answer. Or move. Or do anything.

Stupid bitch. How many No Regrets had she tossed back?

Eff her, this was a toilet not an armchair, do your stoner thing somewhere else.

Leanza took hold of the girl’s bare arm.

Cold skin. Like not … human.

She said, “Hey!” really loud. Repeated it.

No answer.

Cupping the bottom of the girl’s chin—it was even colder than the arm—she lifted the drunk bitch’s face, ready to slap her awake.

Brown eyes as expressionless as plastic buttons stared back at her.

The girl’s face was a weird gray color.

So were her lips, gray with some blue around the edges, hanging loose, you could see some teeth. Dried drool trickled down both sides.

Then Leanza saw it: the circle around the girl’s neck. Like a horrible red choker necklace but this was no jewelry, this cut into the skin, red and gritty around the edges.

Leanza knew she was being stupid but her mouth said, “Hey, c’mon, wake up.”

She knew because she was the one who’d found her grandmother after the heart attack. Ten years old, a Sunday, walking into Grandma’s bedroom wanting to show her a drawing she’d made.

Bottle of ginger beer spilled onto the comforter. The same plastic-button eyes.

The same gray skin.

Gripped by nausea, Leanza backed away from the girl. In the process, she kicked the girl’s leg and the girl slid off the lid and down. Flopping as she continued to slide, her head making a weird thumpy noise as it hit the filthy floor.

Sliding toward Leanza.

Leanza scurried back.

Staring at the dead girl, she said, “Eff it,” and let her bladder do whatever it felt like.



CHAPTER

2

Sometimes Milo briefs me before a crime scene, sometimes he waits until I get there.

This time he sent me an email attachment along with an address on Corner Avenue in West L.A.

This is for context; get here asap if you can.

His call had come in at ten oh five p.m. By ten fifteen, I was dressed and ready to go. Robin was reading in bed. I kissed her, didn’t have to explain. Two minutes later, I was cruising south on Beverly Glen.

I turned west on Sunset, found the boulevard free and clear until a red light stopped me at Veteran near the northwestern edge of the U.’s campus. Activating my phone, I checked out the attachment.

E-vite. Gray lettering over a skin-rash-pink background.


The Thing: Brearely and Garrett are finally doing it!!!!!

Why You: Hey, they want you there!!!!!

The Place: The Aura

The Theme: Saints and Sinners

The Dress: Everyone needs to be hot!



I’d thrown on a navy turtleneck, jeans, and rubber-soled shoes that could tolerate bloodstains, wore my LAPD consultant badge on a chain. Dead bodies and the hubbub they attract call for unobtrusive, not hot.

I took Veteran south, drove through Westwood and into West L.A. Corner’s not far from the West L.A. station, a stubby, easily overlooked street that paper-cuts Pico Boulevard as it hugs the 405 overpass. The address put the scene north of Pico, on a freeway-deafened strip of abused asphalt. Street lighting was irregular, creating leopard-spot shadows.

I passed a scrap yard specializing in English cars, a plumbing supply warehouse, a few auto mechanics, and an unmarked warehouse before reaching the final building, just short of a chain-link dead end.

Two-story stucco rectangle painted dark, maybe black, no windows.

A crudely painted sign topped a slab metal door. Thunderbolts above assertive lettering. Marquee bulbs rimmed the sign. Some were still working.

THE AURA

Alley to the left, parking lot to the right, now yellow-taped. Fifty or so vehicles sat behind the tape. Behind them was a generator-fed trailer that chuffed. Open door, a cook in a white tunic: pop-up kitchen.

Outside the tape was a smaller grouping of wheels: Milo’s unmarked bronze Impala, a white Ford LTD that I recognized as Moe Reed’s current ride, another Ford, maroon, that I couldn’t identify, a gray Chevy.

Four detectives for this one. Plus the eight uniforms who’d arrived in a quartet of black-and-whites. Two of the squad cars were topped by clinking cherry bars.

Off to the right, the white vans, crime lab and coroner’s, a pair of ominous twins.

No coroner’s investigator car. Come and gone.

Easy identification or none at all.

Despite all the squad cars, the only uniform in sight rested her hip against the driver’s door of a blinking cruiser. Working her phone, looking serene.

As I walked toward her, she gave me a glance. Usually I get stopped and have to show I.D. She said, “Hey, Dr. Delaware.”

I’d seen her somewhere; the site of someone else’s misfortune.

I said, “Hi, Officer … Stanhope.”

Her phone screen was filled with kittens wearing funny hats. She clicked without self-consciousness. “Cute, huh? Around the back, Doc, it’s pretty crazy.”

Slowly spreading smile. “Guess that’s why you’re here.”

The remaining seven uniforms were walking among the parked cars, copying license plates. Milo watched the process from a rear metal door. His arms were crossed atop the swell of his gut. His height, his bulk, and the scowl on his face fit the image of club bouncer. His droopy brown suit, tragic tie the color of pesto sauce, once-white wash-’n’-wear shirt, and tan desert boots didn’t.

He lowered his arms. “Thanks for coming. Got a hundred people inside, a whole bunch of them boozed up. The plan is to settle them down, then Moe and Sean and Alicia Bogomil will try to get info. You get what I meant about context.”

“A wedding?” I said. “I do.”

He stared at me. Cracked up.

I said, “Interesting venue. Looks like a low-rent strip joint.”

“That’s ’cause it once was. Before that it was some kind of church.”

“Saints and Sinners.”

“Huh?”

“The wedding theme.”

“Doubtful that’s the reason, Alex. I’ve met the lovely couple, don’t see them as that abstract. C’mon, let me show you where the big sin happened.”

A building-wide passageway carpeted in tomato-red low-pile took us past an open space. Parquet dance floor centering round tables for ten. Paper plates and a single scrawny sunflower on each table.

To the left were a long buffet table, three portable bars, a photo booth, and a bank of videogames. Empty red plastic cups dotted the floor along with crumbs and stains. Plastic streamers drooped from the ceiling. Four polyethylene columns attempting to look like plaster segmented the walk space from the party space. The remnants of a strip joint evoking Caligula.

The tables in the main room were occupied by sober-faced people dressed for celebration. Most were in their thirties, a few were old enough to be the parents of thirty-year-olds. A rear stage held a deejay setup. Obstructing a clear view of the stage were three chrome stripper poles, one bedecked with plastic sunflowers on unlikely vines. Lacking music and dim lighting, the room had the sad, rancid feel of every after-hours club. A bit of conversational hum drifted toward us, unable to compete with a heavy, gray silence.

Detective Moe Reed, with the powerlifter’s build and youth of an actual bouncer, stood watch on a third of the tables. Detective Sean Binchy, tall, lanky, and baby-faced under ginger spiked hair, was in charge of the next group. Last was Alicia Bogomil, just turned forty, with gimlet eyes and knife-edged features. The ponytailed long hair I’d seen when I met her was replaced by a no-nonsense bun.

Milo and I had encountered Alicia when she worked private security at a hotel where a patient of mine had been murdered. She’d been a real cop in Albuquerque for seven years, moved to California for a romance that didn’t work out, was languishing when she helped us with info.

She’d mentioned joining LAPD to Milo. I had no idea there’d been follow-through. No reason for me to know; for nearly three months, there hadn’t been a murder where Milo felt I’d be useful.

As we passed the partygoers, a few looked up. The slumping posture and resigned eyes of passengers stranded in an airport.

I said, “How long ago did it happen?”

Milo said, “Victim was found at nine fifty, probably an hour before, give or take.” He glanced at the crowd. A couple of people looked over hopefully. As Milo continued to walk, their heads drooped.

“Meet my new alter ego: Officer Buzzkill.”

We continued to the end of the walkway, hooked left as if we were exiting through the front door, then he made another left and began trudging up a flight of grimy stairs.

I said, “Up to the VIP area?”

“Doesn’t look like it ever was one, nothing pimped-up about the second floor.”

“Maybe back in the day this place was a pioneer of income equality.”

He huffed and began climbing the stairs. At the top, a third left took us down a narrow, low-ceilinged hallway. Four doors, three of them closed.

A suited, gloved, and masked crime scene tech squatted near the open door. Beyond her was a small bathroom. Urinal and sink to the left, wooden stall straight ahead. The floor and walls were inlaid with yellowish tiles that had once been white.

Cramped, windowless space. A mélange of foul odors.

The stall door was propped open. A dark-haired young woman lay facing us on the floor. Late twenties to early thirties, wearing a blood-red, one-shoulder dress that had ridden up to mid-thigh. Pantyhose trailed up to what looked like red bicycle shorts.

She was diminished by death but still beautiful, with smooth skin and delicate features. Hints of cream in her skin where the terminal pallor hadn’t set in.

Luxuriant wavy black hair fanned the dirty floor as if arranged that way.

I asked if it had been.

Milo said, “Nope, the girl who found her thought she was sleeping, poked her, and she slid and ended up like this.”

The tech lowered her mask. “Hair falls that nicely, you’ve got a good cut.” Young, Asian, serious. “I’m not being mean, she hasn’t skimped. The dress is Fendi, the shoes are Manolo, and the hair is awesome.”

Milo said, “Thanks for the tip.”

I said, “The girl who found her, what was she doing up here?”

Milo said, “Trying to find a place to pee. She knew about this john because she’d been up here before the wedding. One of the bridesmaids. Those other rooms are where the wedding party got dressed and prepped.”

The tech pointed to a yellow pool to the left of the body. “That’s from the girl who found her, not the victim. Her bladder didn’t hold out.”

I said, “Where is she?”

“In Moe’s group.”

I studied the body. Didn’t need to get close to see the ligature band on the dead girl’s neck. Deep enough to cut into flesh and create a blood-flecked necklace.

“Garrote?”

The tech said, “Looks like something thin and strong, like a wire.”

“Or a guitar string. Any musicians at the wedding?”

Milo said, “A maniac into real death metal, downstairs? I should be so lucky. Nah, just a deejay.”

I said, “A bit more pressure and we’d have a near decapitation.”

Both of them looked at me. “No insight, just an observation.” But I wondered about the precise exertion of force.

I turned to the tech. “Strangulation but she didn’t evacuate?”

The tech said, “She actually did a bit—there’s a little mess under the dress but she’s wearing a body shaper and it held stuff in.”

She lifted the dress, pointed to the girl’s inner thigh. The suggestions of a stain where the pantyhose met the shaper. “Not much from what I can see but we’ll know more when she gets to the crypt.”

She shrugged. “She doesn’t look like she needs a shaper. Maybe she’s a body perfectionist, didn’t eat much beforehand ’cause she wanted to rock the dress and that’s why there’s not a whole lot of feces. Or she’s just not a big evacuator, some people aren’t.”

Hearing the woman discussed that way, seeing her exposed, made my throat ache. I turned away and waited until the red dress was dropped back into place. “What makes you figure an hour ago?”

Milo said, “Leanza Cardell—girl who found her—said she was cold, so at least an hour.”

The tech said, “Liver temp fits one to three hours, but you know how that is, this ain’t TV.”

I said, “When did the celebration start?”

Milo said, “Ceremony was at a Unitarian church in the Valley at five. Reception was called for seven but you know traffic, my guess would be seven thirty, eightish but I’ll confirm.”

“It couldn’t have happened too early, with the rooms being used for the wedding party. So maybe closer to nine.”

He thought about that. “Good point.”

The tech nodded.

I said, “C.I.’s are gone already. Easy I.D. or none?”

Milo shook his head. “Zip. She’s dressed for the wedding but Leanza doesn’t know her and she claims to know everyone from the bride’s side. Which is most of the crowd. I took a screen shot of her face, sent it to the Three Musketeers. Once you agree, they’ll start showing it to the guests and the staff.”

“Why wouldn’t I agree?”

“I dunno, maybe you had some psychological thing in mind.” He looked at the dead woman. “Poor thing—this is different, no? Talk about crowd control issues.”

I said, “At least there are no kids. Not that I noticed downstairs.”

“You know,” he said, “that’s true.”

“Time to go for it.”

“Hundred suspects,” he muttered as he sent a text to Reed, Binchy, and Bogomil.

I said, “How many people on the staff?”

He checked his notepad. “Three bartenders, three cooks doubling as servers—which was just bringing chow from the trailer to the table. Three cocktail waitresses, two cleanup guys, the deejay, the photographer. Except for the cooks and the janitors, none of them are in uniform so they can’t be distinguished from guests.”

I said, “Per the invitation: Everyone has to look hot.”

The tech said, “She certainly followed instructions.” Smoothing the hem of the red dress, she stood. Five feet tall, maybe ninety pounds. Perfect for working in a cramped space.

I said, “I don’t see a purse.”

Milo said, “Nada.”

The tech said, “The shoes probably won’t help I.D. her, they look like a new model, you can get them anywhere. But the dress, maybe. If it’s vintage, you could be dealing with upscale resale boutiques. On the other hand, there’s online, so maybe not.”

“You know your fashion, huh?”

“Sister wants to be a designer. She’s obsessed.”

“Maybe she can help with the age of the dress.”

“She’s sixteen, Lieutenant. My parents already hate that I do this, I was supposed to be a dentist. If I get Linda involved, they’ll accuse me of being a bad influence.”

Milo said, “Hey, that can be fun.”

She grinned.

He edged closer to the corpse. “Dress doesn’t look like it’s been worn much.”

The tech smiled. “Something nice and expensive, people tend to take care of it, Lieutenant. Could even be one of those runway things, worn once, then resold. The discount is huge.”

“Killer couture,” he said, shaking his head. “Thanks for all the input. Very helpful, CSI … Cho.”

“Peggy,” said the tech. She sighed. “For some reason this one seems especially sad to me. She took so much care to look her best.”

I said, “Trying to impress someone.”

Milo said, “Also easier to crash the party. If that’s how it shakes out.”

I said, “If she was a crasher, how would she know to come up here? Unless she’s been here before. At another function. Or back when it was a club.”

He eyed the body. “A dancer? Why not, nothing about her says she wouldn’ta been qualified. It’s worth checking out if nothing downstairs pans out. God forbid.”

Peggy Cho remasked. “If you don’t mind, Lieutenant, I’m going to start printing the room. Place is gross. If my parents really understood what I do, they wouldn’t let me in the house.”



CHAPTER

3

Milo and I checked the other upstairs rooms. The first two were crammed with piles of female clothing, tubes, bottles, and jars of cosmetics, bobby pins, clips, hair dryers, curlers, and equipment I couldn’t identify. The smallest space—probably a former closet—was a jumble of casual menswear that smelled like a locker room.

In all three rooms, windows were pebbled, painted shut, too small for an adult to crawl through.

Milo said, “Bad guy walked in just like anyone else.”

I said, “How many points of access are there?”

“Front door, the rear where you came in, and on the north side where you drive through, there’s what used to be a kitchen entry but is now used for storage. Next you’re going to tell me you didn’t notice any cameras and I’m going to nod my head mournfully. Place looks like no one takes care of it. Any other inspirations from what you’ve seen so far?”

“She could be a guest from the groom’s side.”

“Easy enough to check, not many people on his side.”

“He from out of town?”

“Nope, local. They both are.”

I said, “But it’s her big day.”

“From the few minutes I spent with them, all their days together are gonna be like that—want to meet the lucky couple?”

Before we descended the stairs, he put his phone on speaker, called Alicia Bogomil, and asked her to bring the bride and groom through the storage room and out to the north side of the building.

She said, “Got it, Loo.”

“Any luck with an I.D.?”

“Not with my people, no one claims to know her.”

“Claims,” he said. “You’re sensing evasiveness?”

“Nope,” said Alicia. “No one seems squirrelly, the opposite, everyone’s kinda numb, reminds me of when I worked a big fatal apartment fire in Albuquerque. Speaking of the bride, she seems pretty fragile. Emotionally speaking. I noticed you with Dr. Delaware. Good call,  El Tee.”

We left the building through the front door. Up close the signage was even shabbier, the stucco on the windowless front flaking off in patches. Hard to imagine this place as a church.

We turned right to the service driveway. Alicia stood midway up the wall, a few feet away from the couple of the moment.

From a distance, bride and groom were figurines lifted from a cake. They held hands and watched us, shrinking back like cornered prey.

Brearely “Brears” Burdette née Rapfogel wasn’t much bigger than Peggy Cho. DMV put her at twenty-nine years old two months ago. Long black hair was twirled into sausage-like ringlets, trembling lips were glossed silver. A pug-nosed pixie face striped by mascara tear-tracks was veneered with too much pancake. Her gown was snow white, backless, sleeveless, semi-frontless, and decked out with seed pearls and lace. She dropped her new husband’s hand and when he put his arm around her shoulder, she shrugged it off.

Garrett Burdette smiled weakly. Thirty-four, stooped and lanky in a gray suit, he had soft brown eyes already framed by crow’s-feet. Even in heels, his bride reached only the middle of his chest. His license said he needed corrective lenses. The eyes were liquid. Contacts for the big day.

“Babe,” he said.

Brears shook her head and sniffled.

“Want me to get you a tissue, Babe?”

“I want you to make this go away!”

Milo said, “Guys, we are so sorry this happened.”

“You’re not sorrier than me!”

“Of course not, ma’am.”

His quick assent, combined with “ma’am,” caused a pouting mouth to drop open, flashing teeth whiter than the gown.

What began as a smile quickly switched to a snarl. She turned her back on us, faced yellow-taped dumpsters and garbage cans.

“This is stressing me out!”

Garrett said, “It’s horrendous, Babe.”

Brears Burdette wheeled and looked at her brand-new husband. “Thank you, Mr. Obvious.”

Garrett said, “Ba—”

She jazz-waved him off. “Just forget it.”

His hands jammed into his pockets as he studied asphalt.

Milo said, “This has to be incredibly stressful, so we’ll try to keep it brief. I know Detective Bogomil showed you a picture of—”

Brears said, “I said we don’t know her and that’s not gonna change. She’s probably some slut who wanted to mess me up.”

“Mess you up how, ma’am?”

“I’m not ma’am! My mother’s ma’am! Everyone calls me what they call me, so just go with the program, okay? I’m not ma’am.”

Garrett looked up, flushed. “Sir, everyone calls her Baby. Except me, I call her Babe—”

“Don’t do their job for them, Garrett. Make them do …” Another wave. “Whatever they do.” To Milo: “How would it mess me up? Like that’s a question? She shows up when she’s not invited, the party’s going awesome and she turns it into shit? What was it, an overdose?”

Garrett tugged his tie. “You’re upset, sweetie.” To us: “Of course we feel bad for her.”

The woman known as Baby growled.

Garrett said, “Right, Babe? We both feel upset for her.”

Bare arms folded across a lace-and-pearl bodice. “Speak for yourself.”

She turned again, took four steps toward the trash bins, stopped. When she showed us her face, it was crumpled and wet, mascara flow reactivated.

“I’m not mean. I really am not,” she said. “It’s sad but I don’t know her, okay? I really don’t and I’m so sorry it happened, I really am, no one wants anyone to … all’s I’m saying is …”

She threw up her arms. Jewelry clanked. “I get it, it’s terrible, worse than terrible, it’s it’s … tragic, I shouldn’t be bitching, it’s tragic for her but it was supposed to be my happy day!”

Garrett went to her and put his arm around her. This time she accepted comfort, flopping her cheek onto his chest and shutting her eyes.

He said, “It’s okay, Babe. We’ll get through this.”

“I know, Gar. But why’d she have to do it at my wedding?”

As we walked them back inside, I said, “Can you think of anyone who’d want to mess you up?”

“No, sir,” said Garrett.

Baby stared at me as if I was dense. “Everyone likes me,” she said.

The couple returned to their table amid a scatter of dispirited applause. As they sat back down, Milo beckoned the three detectives out of the main room and over to the photo booth.

The looks on their faces made it obvious, but he asked anyway. “Any luck?”

Moe Reed was the first to shake his head, Sean following. Alicia Bogomil waited her turn. Still learning the ropes, making sure she knew her place.

“Unfortunately, nope,” she said.

Milo said, “Any signs someone could be lying about not knowing her?”

“Not that I noticed, L.T.,” said Reed.

“Same here,” said Binchy.

Bogomil said, “A lot of them are intoxicated, so we could let them sober up and try again.”

Milo said, “In a perfect world, great idea, Alicia. But we’ve already kept them here for a while and picking people out because they’re tipsy is subjective and risky. We’ve got I.D.’s on everyone plus tags on the cars, will match that to the invitation list. Someone looks iffy, we’ll find them.”

Bogomil said, “Maybe the interesting list is folks who weren’t invited. Like the killer and the victim.”

Reed said, “You get snubbed so you strangle your date?”

“I know it sounds crazy, Moe, but people go psycho over weddings. Both my sisters morphed into evil space creatures and it caught on like a virus, everyone turned scary.” She smiled. “Even me for a few seconds.”

Binchy said, “You’ve got a point, Alicia. And maybe it was more than just a snub. What if it was a serious rejection? Like an ex of the groom. Or the bride.”

“They both deny anything like that but it’s an interesting thought, Sean,” said Milo. “That said, this isn’t the time to ask about it. They’re not going on a honeymoon so I’ll let them be and follow up in a few days. Alex, any psychological reason not to close this down right now?”

I said, “At the risk of adding to the buzzkill, I’d let most of the guests go but hold on to the staff, the woman who discovered the body, and the immediate family for a second go-round. Why no honeymoon?”

Alicia said, “His work, some sort of accounting thing. They’ve got a Maui trip planned for the summer. My group included the bridesmaids so I tried to encourage some girl talk. Leanza—the one who found the body—was in my section, too. That’s her, the chunky redhead in the grayish-tan silk thing. She started off freaked out, had a couple Martinis and loosened up. So, yeah, she’s a good candidate for follow-up. Why hold on to the family, Dr. Delaware?”

“Destroying a wedding has a personal feel.” I picked a piece of paper from the floor. Printed account of the wedding procession. “This should help.”

Milo took it and scanned. “Who’s got the family?”

Reed said, “Me. Time to deliver the good news.”



CHAPTER

4

Binchy went to corral the staff, Alicia beelined for Leanza Cardell, and Reed headed for a table just left of the dance floor where the family waited.

The chosen few; standby travelers watching morosely as everyone around them boarded the flight to freedom.

I took a look at the printed list. Flimsy white paper, computer-generated italics.


Marilee and Stuart Mastro, sister and brother-in-law  of the groom.

Amanda Burdette, sister of the groom.

The groom accompanied by his parents,

Sandra and Wilbur Burdette.



A bevy of bridesmaids. No ushers.

Then, in a darker, twice-as-large font:


The bride, accompanied by her parents,  Corinne and Dennis Rapfogel.


No kids meant no flower girl or ring bearer. Two sibs for the groom, none for the bride.

A woman everyone called Baby.

The only child.

Leanza Cardell was added to the family table, where no one greeted her. She brought a Martini glass with her, unpinned her red hair, shook it out, and turned her chair to face the stage.

Milo said, “We’ll be taking people two at a time, any voluntee—”

“We’re the bride’s parents, we’ll go first.” A thin brunette around fifty stood and tugged at her dress. Everyone at the table stared at her, including her husband. She said, “Let’s go, Denny.”

Gold-chunk cuff links glinted as the father of the bride got to his feet, suppressing a burp. He followed his wife several paces behind, sat down leaving a chair between them.

Corinne Rapfogel was her daughter grown to sinewy middle age. The dress was a body-conscious black tulip. Spray-tanned and Botoxed as smooth as a freshly laundered bedsheet, she sported a diamond-and-gold mesh choker, four-inch gold hoop earrings, and a flower tattoo on her right wrist. Eyes under architecturally sculpted eyebrows were dark and guarded.

Some women seek mates who remind them of their fathers. If looks meant anything, Baby hadn’t. “Denny” Rapfogel was bald, broad, and heavyset with a ruddy, meaty face that might’ve taken some college football punishment.

He said, “Helluva thing on a day like this. When Cor and I tied the knot, we had a nice ceremony, nothing crazy happened. But that’s how it was back in the Jurassic era.”

Corinne said, “You’re making it sound ancient. Thirty-one years ago.”

“Feels like ten minutes.”

His wife nudged his arm. “Aww.”

Denny Rapfogel winked at us. “Ten minutes with my hand held over a flame. Heh.”

Corinne Rapfogel drew back. Had her husband been looking at her, he would’ve absorbed a nuclear-powered glare. “Let’s get this show on the road, Dennis. I’m sure these nice policemen don’t have time for your humor.”

“Just trying to lighten things up,” he said. To us: “This is pretty freaky, no? Even for you guys.”

Milo and I said nothing.

Rapfogel tugged at his tie. “The girl who’s dead, Baby and Gar say they don’t know her and from what I’ve heard, no one else does. So it’s obvious this was something bizarre that has nothing to do with us.”

Milo said, “We’d still like to ask a few questions.”

Rapfogel threw up his hands. “Sure, evening’s blown to shit anyway, talk about money for nothing and chicks for free.”

“Chicks?” said his wife.

“It’s a song. Dear. The Stones.”

Dire Straits, but why quibble?

Milo showed both of them the picture of the woman in red.

Corinne Rapfogel said, “We already saw it and told you and that hasn’t changed, why would it?”

Denny Rapfogel said, “If you want to get a move on, cooperate, Cor.”

She frowned.

Twin rapid head shakes. “No, I don’t know her.”

“Ditto,” said Denny.

Milo said, “I’m sure this terrible thing has nothing to do with you but I have to ask: Can you think of anyone who’d want to harm you?”

Corinne Rapfogel said, “Why would you even ask that?”

“Disrupting a wedding seems like a personal thing, ma’am. So we need to—”

“Disrupting? That’s an understatement. Baby’s special day is ruined.” Sudden moisture in her eyes.

Denny said, “That’s why they’re here, they need to get to the bottom of it.”

“Thank you, Mr. Obvious.”

Like mother …

Corinne looked over at her in-laws. “If it’s anything personal, it has to be from their side. He’s a veterinarian out in the sticks. You know what that’s like.”

Milo said, “I’m not sure I—”

“We’re talking Hicksville,” said Corinne. “Probably rubes like that movie … Deliverance. He doesn’t even do dogs and cats, he does farm animals. Who knows what kind of people he gets involved with?”

Denny said, “Honey, I don’t think a horse with the runs had anything to do with—”

“Oh, shut it, Denny.”

Rapfogel colored, most intensely in the nose, now a cartoon thermometer bulb.

I said, “Dr. Burdette is a vet.”

Corinne said, “A farm vet.”

“What about his wife?”

“Housewife.” As if that were a disease. “She says she works in his office part-time.”

“Ah,” I said. “So what do you guys do?”

“We run an agency,” she said, sitting up higher. “VCR Staffing Specialists. The V’s for Vanderbeek, that’s my maiden name. The R’s him.”

Denny said, “The C’s for cum. That’s Roman for ‘with,’ not—”

His wife’s throat clear stopped him.

I said, “Your agency manages …”

“Personal assistants for celebrities and people who matter,” said Corinne. “Brett Stone and Kyla Berry have been our clients. They were supposed to be here but they got caught up in Europe. We booked both their P.A.’s two years ago and they say no one’s ever been better.”

Denny said, “Two years is like infinity for actors. They’re—”

“Like everyone else, only prettier,” said Corinne. To us: “Baby did some commercials when she was little. She was a gorgeous baby.”

“Coupla diaper commercials,” said Denny. “Kid gets paid for being a baby, we get to set up a college fund. Cool deal.”

I said, “Where’d she go to college?”

Corinne said, “She considered art at Otis but decided on The Fashion Academy where she studied marketing. Sometimes she works with us. Consulting. It’s helpful having someone in touch with her generation.”

Denny said, “Millennials relating to millennials. We call that demographic synchrony—so do you guys have any clues, yet?”

Milo said, “It’s early in the investigation, sir. With all those personalities you deal with at work, can you think of anyone who’d want to do damage to—”

“Definitely not, capital N,” said Corinne Rapfogel. “This has nothing to do with any aspect of our lives, our wheelhouse runs smoothly.” She glanced at the dead woman’s face. “She’s cute, could be one of our clients but she’s not. Okay?”

“Got it, ma’am. Sorry for—”

“I get it, you’re doing your job. You catch the m.f. who did this, I’ll be in court when they sentence him to the gas chamber. After I collect on a massive lawsuit for pain, suffering, and emotional damages!”

Denny said, “They don’t do gas, anymore. Right, guys?”

“Whatever. I want him caught. What he did was horrid—beyond horrid. He ruined this absolutely glorious day!”

The Rapfogels left the way they’d approached: she leading, he following.

Milo said, “And now, all you people watching at home, the parents of the groom.”

Sandra and Wilbur Burdette walked together and sat next to each other. Both were tall, bulky, bespectacled, in their early sixties. Wilbur had yellow-white Carl Sandburg hair that flopped over a weather-beaten forehead. Sandra (“call me Sandy”) had made no effort to hide the gray in a short, curly do. Her dress was bottle green, beautifully sewn, and floor-length, his suit, navy with single-needle stitching around the lapels. High-priced threads for both of them but they looked unaccustomed to formality.

I glanced over at the family table. With the Rapfogels gone, conversation between a couple I took to be the groom’s sister and brother-in-law had animated a bit. Leanza Cardell drank, played with her hair, checked a clutch purse, drank some more. Next to her but having nothing to do with her, a pallid, ponytailed young woman in a shapeless beige dress—a girl, really—read a book.

Milo said, “Thanks, folks.”

Sandy Burdette smiled weakly. “Of course. This is so dreadful.”

Wilbur said, “I tell you, it’s the kids I feel sorry for. Anything we can do to help, Lieutenant, but I can’t see what that might be.”

“Appreciate the offer, Dr. Burdette.”

Wilbur smiled. “Will’s fine. I guess they told you what I do.” He chuckled. “She—Baby’s mother—probably made me out to be a clodhopper, right? Which is true, I guess. I’m an old Nebraska farm boy who never stopped liking critters.”

Sandy Burdette said, “It is a bit of a culture clash.”

I said, “Saints and Sinners.”

“Well, yes, that, too,” she said. “That kind of thing is foreign to us, I don’t get it at all. But I suppose it’s what’s called edgy nowadays. What I was going to say, sirs, is that sure, people are different but the main thing is the kids love each other.”

Not sounding convinced. She looked to her husband for confirmation. He missed the point and said, “Saints and Sinners, yeah, that is a hoot.”

Sandy said, “In the end, it’s all about compromise.”

Will said, “So, guys, how can we help?”

Milo showed them the photo. Second time around for them, too, but no protest as they studied.

Will Burdette said, “Sorry, same thing I told the other detective. Never seen her. I’d expect her to be one of Brears’s friends but Brears says no.”

Sandy said, “Brears’s friend was my first guess, too.”

“Why’s that, ma’am?” said Milo.

Deep-blue eyes rose and fell. “Well, you know. The age—the red dress, at least from what I can see it’s pretty L.A.-girl, no? But Brears is absolutely at a loss—she’s pretty much traumatized, the poor dear.” Saying the right things but, again, without conviction.

Milo said, “You’re from Calabasas.”

Will Burdette said, “Since we moved from Nebraska thirty-two years ago. We have what I guess you’d call a mini-ranch.”

“Working ranch?”

“Not hardly. My practice is farm critters, which means barn calls at all hours, no time to raise our own stock. We keep a few animals around because we love animals but mostly for the grandkids. Primarily rescues—dogs, a blind heifer, couple of goats, sheep, rabbits.”

Sandy Burdette smiled. “Don’t forget Glenn, dear.” To us: “That’s a desert tortoise we’ve had for God knows how long.”

Will Burdette said, “Coming on twenty-two years. Healthy bugger, probably outlive us.”

I said, “How many grandkids do you have?”

“Three boys,” said Sandy. “Six, four, and three.” Her lips tightened. “A decision was made that they were too young to attend.”

Will said, “Just as well, I suppose. Seeing as how it turned out.”

I said, “Who made that decision?”

Sandy said, “Gar informed us but it was what she wanted. My poor son was really nervous, having to deliver the message. He would’ve wanted his nephews here but he goes with the flow.” She pulled out a curl, tamped it back into place. “The wedding’s basically been her thing. The rest of us are along for the ride.”

Will said, “Saints and Sinners, still don’t get that. I will tell you this: What I had to pay for a deejay and all those bartenders is a sin. We have a married daughter, her situation was a lot more normal. Church, pastor, the reception stayed at the church, sandwiches, soft drinks, and beer, now go off and be happy together.”

He looked around the room. “They say this used to be some kind of church but to my eye you’d never know it.”

Milo said, “Not hardly.”

Sandy said, “Don’t be coy, Will.” To us: “Don’t know if anyone told you guys this but before it became a rental venue, it was a burlesque joint.”

“So we’ve heard.”

“Ah.” Disappointed. “Could that be related, Lieutenant? The kind of people a place like that would attract?”

“We’re looking into everything, Mrs. Burdette.”

“Those metal poles,” she said, pointing. “I don’t even want to think. But as I said, this is her big day.”

“Was,” said Will Burdette. “Best-laid plans and all that.”

Older sister Marilee Mastro and her husband, Stuart, were M.D.’s around forty practicing family medicine. Enhanced by stilt heels, she topped his six feet by a couple of inches. Both Mastros were blond, blue-eyed, rosy-cheeked, and rangy. Long, grave faces gave them the look of an outtake from a Scandinavian travel poster.

I said, “Where do you practice?”

Stuart Mastro said, “That’s in some way relevant?”

“Just collecting information, Doctor.”

“We’re both at Kaiser Murrieta.”

Marilee Mastro said, “We live in Murrieta. Stu’s full-time, I’m in the clinic twice a week so I can prioritize the kids.”

“Three boys,” I said. “Your mom told us.”

Marilee nodded. “They weren’t allowed to attend so we had to hire a hotel babysitter. In fact, I’d like to get back as soon as possible to see how they’re doing.”

“We’ll get through this as fast as possible,” said Milo. “Which hotel are you staying at?”

“Executive Suites on Santa Monica and Overland. We’re all there, Amanda—my little sister—booked it. Correction: All of us are there except Amanda. She lives in L.A., goes to the U.”

I said, “The girl with the book.”

Marilee smiled. “Always. She’s the big-brain in the family.”

Stuart frowned. “Didn’t see why the boys had to be excluded but now I’m glad. Not just what happened, the tacky ambience. This used to be a strip joint. Not exactly a wholesome environment.”

Marilee stuck out her tongue. “It is kind of gross, thinking of what those poles went through, no? Can you imagine the germ cultures on them, hon? On the other hand, the boys would’ve had fun spinning around on them.”

Stuart chuckled. “Kyle and Brendan would go nuts and Marston would be sitting in his stroller cheering them on. With our luck, they’d pull the darn things down.”

“Reign of destruction,” said Marilee.

“Boom,” said Stuart.

I said, “Three boys.”

“Oh, they’re a trio of hellions,” said Marilee, fully enjoying the thought. She crossed her fingers. Checked her phone. “So far, no calls from the babysitter.”

“The boys being banished was the blushing bride’s idea,” said Stuart Mastro. “Garrett called to tell us but his heart wasn’t it in it. That’s Garrett.”

“Goes with the flow.”

“That’s one way to put it. He doesn’t have strong opinions on much except the Dodgers and the Lakers.”

Marilee said, “You’re making him sound insipid, hon.” To us: “Garrett’s smart and sweet but not a fighter.”

Stuart said, “Goes along to get along.”

I said, “That’s not the bride.”

A beat. Stuart shook his head.

Marilee said, “I’m sure she’s a fine person. We don’t really know her that well.”

“Not a lot of contact before the wedding.”

“The two of them visited my parents on Thanksgiving and Christmas and that was about it. Apparently her parents aren’t big on family holidays, they were off on some sort of vacation.”

I said, “So pretty limited contact.”

Stuart said, “Never met her parents before today, only met her twice. Our conclusion was they’re superficially a cute couple.”

“Superficially.”

“First impressions are by nature superficial,” he said. “Now that I see them together, I’m assessing that they’re totally different from each other. But maybe opposites can attract.”

I said, “Can you think of anyone who’d want to destroy their wedding?”

“By murdering someone?” he said. “That’s kind of flat-out insane, no?”

Milo said, “You heard there was a murder.”

Stuart blinked. “Well, no, I didn’t. What we were told was someone died and then detectives showed us the photo of that girl. With all the police presence plus detectives it’s pretty obvious this wasn’t a slip-and-fall or a suicide, right?”

Milo said, “Mind taking another look at the photo?” He handed it to Mastro.

“Yup, that’s the postmortem look. I know it because third year in med school I took an elective with the Riverside County coroner. Nope, same answer, never seen her.”

He passed the shot to his wife. She said, “We were just discussing it before you called my parents over, and no one on our side has any idea who she is.”

I said, “Should we concentrate on the bride’s side?”

“I’m not saying that—actually, I guess I am. Simply on a probability basis. Nearly everyone here is from her side.”

“What’s the breakdown?”

“Our side is basically us and a few of Gar’s college buddies.” She looked at Stuart.

He said, “If there are a hundred people here, my off-the-cuff would be eighty-five to them, fifteen to us.”

I said, “We noticed there were plenty of bridesmaids but no ushers.”

Marilee Mastro said, “Another official policy, she thought it would take up too much time. Though to be fair, Garrett’s never been real social. Maybe she’ll draw him out.”

“If opposites attract,” said Stuart, “these two sure have a chance to prove it.”

Marilee said, “Given how few of us are here and the fact that your victim’s a young woman, wouldn’t you say she’s more likely to tie in with Brears? Not that I’m pointing fingers.”

“At this point, Dr. Mastro, any information is welcome.”

“I wish I could give you more, Lieutenant. It really is a horrible thing. Brears was so into it.”

Stuart shook his head. “One day in their lives, it’s the rest that count. If there’s nothing else, Officers, can we find out how our little savages are doing?”

The table was down to Leanza Cardell still playing with her hair and studious Amanda Burdette, who’d produced a yellow felt-tipped marker and was underlining. As Milo got up to head there, he was distracted by something to his left.

CSI Peggy Cho, still suited and gloved, caught his attention with an upright index finger. We went over and she said, “A couple of things came up, probably better to talk up there.”

We followed her out of the big room and up the stairs.

When she got to the landing, she said, “First off, the prints. It’s a mess, there are tons of latents, which isn’t surprising considering it’s a john. Don’t imagine you have a list of candidates for comparison-elimination.”

“If I need one,” said Milo, “I’ll recontact everyone who used those upstairs rooms. What I’m hoping is you’ll find something that links to AFIS and we go after a nice convenient criminal.”

“Wouldn’t that be great,” said Cho. “I’ll do my best to lift everything but there’s all sorts of overlays and smudges. Top of that, the analysis will be crazy. Lab’s going to love you, Lieutenant. Even with scanning, it’s going to take time. Now the main thing. I found what looks like a needle puncture on her.”

“C.I.’s didn’t say anything about that.”

Cho shrugged. “Everyone misses stuff. Once I found it I looked for others. There aren’t any on the rest of her unclothed skin, and this doesn’t look self-administered. Unless you’ve heard of people shooting up back here.”

Hooking her arm back, she pressed a spot at the base of her own skull.

Milo said, “Needle in the head?”

“Right where the spine enters the foramen magnum—that’s a little passageway back here. I found it by accident, shifting her around so I could get prints from the walls of the cubicle. I was holding on to her shoulders trying to ease her down but my hand slipped and I reached out, got hold of her neck, and felt a bump. She’s got thick hair, you wouldn’t see it unless you parted the strands. Once they do a full autopsy at the crypt and shave her, it will be obvious. I just thought you’d want to know as soon as possible.”

“Definitely, appreciate it, Peggy.”

I said, “A bump could mean a fresh puncture. Incapacitated before she was strangled.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” said Cho. “Because you know how long it takes to choke someone out, and especially with a wire cutting through flesh you’d expect to see signs of a struggle—lacerations on her hands as she fought to get loose. But there are none. I didn’t even pick up any dirt under her nails, let alone skin.”

Milo said, “Needle in the back of the neck. You ever seen that before, Peggy?”

“First time for everything.”

He cracked a couple of bulky knuckles. “Killer dopes her, then takes time strangling her … show me.”


            [image: The newest novel in the electrifying Alex Delaware seried: Ghost Orchid. Coming February 2024. Pre-order now.]

        
        [image: More from Jonathan Kellerman. Discover the Clay Edison series.]

    
        [image: More from Jonathan Kellerman. Discover the Alex Delaware series.]

    

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Published by Century 2019

Copyright © Jonathan Kellerman 2019
Cover photography © Getty Images

Jonathan Kellerman has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this Work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Century

Century
20 Vauxhall Bridge Road
London, SW1V 2SA

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
Century is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 9781473559837


EPUB/images/ad_img003.jpg
MORE FROM Jonathan

Kellerman

DISCOVER THE ALEX DELAWARE SERIES

Jonathan

Kellerman

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn
ssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss

i ATERRIBLE ACC
FIRST COMES 10‘\7[. g Al i
THEN COMES MURDER,

OR A HORRIFYING CRIME...

v Jonath
Kellerman

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn






EPUB/images/ad_img002.jpg
JONATHAN & JESSE

KELLERMAN

THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHORS

The

HE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHC

Lost |

‘Storytelling atits best. | loyeq it
KATHY REICHS

JONATHAN & JESSE

AELLERMANMN

JONATHAN & JESSE

KELLERMAN

THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHORS

the
burning

In aworld on fire, the toughest
- e hit close to home





EPUB/images/ad_img001.jpg
THE NEWEST NOVEL IN THE
ELECTRIFYING ALEX
DELAWARE SERIES

GHOST
ORCHID

COMING FEBRUARY 2024
PRE-ORDER NOW





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
Jonathan

Kellerman

THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR

THE

FIRST COMES LOVE.
THEN COMES MURDER.





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/title.png
O

CENTURY





