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CHAPTER 1

My best friend, a seasoned homicide detective, is a master of discontent.

Some say Milo Sturgis enjoys the cold comfort of a sour mood.

Grumbling, grimacing, and mumbled curses peak during the muddled middle of murder investigations, when promising leads break their promises. He always gets past it; his solve rate is near-perfect. Which is why his bosses tolerate the biliousness, messages ignored, memos tossed in the trash unread.

I’ve come to think of Milo as allergic to obedience, wonder if it’s rooted in his rookie days when gay cops didn’t “exist” in the department and he had to look over his shoulder and write his own rulebook.

But I could be wrong. Temperament’s a strong factor in determining personality so it could just be the way he is. I wonder what his baby pictures look like. Imagine him as one of those infants who look as though they’ve been weaned on sour pickles.

Like a lot of things, we don’t talk about it.

He doesn’t call me in on all of his cases, just the ones he terms “different” once he’s gotten his bearings. This time, he didn’t wait.

I picked up his phone message when I returned from an eight a.m. run up Beverly Glen. “Misery lusts for company, I’m coming over. If it’s a problem, text me.”

I left the door unlocked and headed for the shower. Before I took two steps, the bell rang.

He’d called from the road.

“Open.”

He barreled through, convex gut leading the way, head lowered, bulky shoulders piled up around his neck like a muscular shawl.

A charging bull if a bull could find an aloha shirt that fit.

He took a moment to stoop and pat the head of my little French bulldog, Blanche, murmured, “At least someone’s smiling,” and continued toward the kitchen.

Blanche cocked her head and looked up at me, expecting clarification. When I shrugged and followed him in, she gave a world-weary sigh and padded along.

Milo’s usual thing is to raid the fridge and assemble snacks worthy of construction permits. This time he filled a coffee cup, sat down heavily at the table, and tugged at the aloha shirt as if aerating his torso. The shirt was sky-blue polyester patterned inexplicably with cellos and bagels. He wore it tucked into baggy khaki cargo pants that puddled over scuffed desert boots.

My true love is a master artisan. She’d designed the kitchen to be sunlit from the south, and this morning’s glow was kind to Milo’s pallid, pockmarked face. But nothing could mask the cherry-sized lumps rolling up and down his jawline.

I filled a mug and settled across from him. “Now I’m scared.”

“By what?”

I pointed to his cup. “No food.”

“Sorry for defying your expectations.” His lips curled but the end product wasn’t a smile. “Maybe I had a big breakfast? Maybe I’m showing discretion?”

“Okay.”

“That was a shrink okay if I’ve ever heard one—which is fine, I need therapy.”

I said nothing.

He said, “There it is, the old strategic-silence bit … sorry, I’ll dial it down.” He breathed in and out. Pressed mitt-like palms together. “Namaste or whatever. Glad I caught you.” Sip. “Hoping you’re free today.” Sip. “Are you?”

“Appointments from two to five.”

“That’ll work.” He picked up his cup, put it down. “I plead guilty to acute petulance. But it’s called for.”

“Tough case.”

“It should be so simple.” Sausage fingers drummed the table. Another long inhale–exhale. “Okay, here’s the deal. Just got a mega-loser shoved in my face like I’m a goddamn rookie. Thirty-six-year-old unsolved. We’re talking freezer burn.”

“There’s a new cold-case campaign?”

“No, there’s just this. Listen to the chain of command, Alex. An equally rich buddy of Andrea Bauer—remember her?—sits next to a relative of the victim at a rich persons’ thing. Bauer butts in, she’s connected to the cops, can help. Instead of calling me directly, Bauer contacts a state assemblyman. He hands off to the mayor who can’t even clear the goddamn sidewalks of garbage, couple of cops downtown just got typhus at a homeless encampment.”

He pushed his cup to the side. Lowered a fist to the table but stopped short of contact.

“City’s returning to the Dark Ages but Handsome Jack’s got time to personally contact the chief who punts to Deputy Chief Veronique Martz who calls me yesterday just as I’m about to go off-shift. Important meeting, her office, can’t be handled over the phone. I drive eighty-six minutes downtown, cool my heels in her waiting room for another twenty, finally get ushered into her sanctum for the ninety seconds it takes for her to give me the victim’s name and the basics and warn me not to argue.”

I said, “Thin file?”

“She didn’t have the goddamn file, locating it is part of my assignment. I asked where the basics came from. She said there’s a coroner’s summary, I should ask for that, too. I called Bauer to ahem thank her. She’s in Europe.”

Andrea Bauer was the widow of a developer who’d left her a couple hundred million bucks’ worth of real estate. Her home base was an estate in Montecito but she owned board-and-care facilities for mentally challenged adults in several states. Last year one of her charges had been murdered along with five other human victims and two dogs. A week after closing the case, Milo had received a Rolex from Bauer. Against the rules. He’d groused, “Steel, not gold?” and sent it back.

I said, “Maybe you should’ve kept the watch.”

He stared at me. Cracked up. Brought the cup back to arm’s reach and drank.

As he ingested caffeine, his shoulders lowered a bit. Running his hand over his face, he shot up, went to the fridge and pulled out an apple, sat back down and chomped. “Don’t say a thing. This is for the pepsin. Good for digestion.”

One bite later: “Thirty-six years.”

I said, “Look at it this way: You’re the A-student who got rewarded with extra homework.”

“The bright side, huh?”

“You said you wanted therapy. Who’s the victim?”

“Woman named Dorothy Swoboda, all Martz could tell me is she was found shot to death on Mulholland east of Coldwater. Which isn’t even my shop, it’s Hollywood Division. Which I noted to Martz. Only to be ignored. Google gives up nothing on it, only thing I’ve found is in the Times archives. Twenty-four years old, found in her car over the side of a cliff, everything burned up. Nothing in the article about murder, the implication was a one-vehicle accident.”

I said, “Maybe a bullet was found at autopsy and the paper didn’t follow up.”

“That would be par for the course,” he said. “Even back then, you’re not Natalie Wood or O.J. or Baretta, who cares?”

“Who’s the relative?”

“Swoboda’s daughter, woman named Ellie Barker. Her, Google likes. She made a fortune from exercise wear, sold out a couple years ago for gazillions.”

“How old is she?”

His eyebrows arched. “Thirty-nine.”

“Three at the time,” I said. “She probably has no memories of Mommy.”

“Exactly, Alex. This isn’t a police thing, it’s a psych thing, that’s one reason I’d like you along when I talk to her. Maybe you can slide some insight her way and she’ll realize she needs you more than me.” His smile was an off-center crescent. “Think of it as a potential high-end referral, we both come out ahead.”

“What are the other reasons you want me there?”

“Just one,” he said. “Turn on the laser, give me your impression of her, so I know who I’m dealing with. Ultra-rich folk expect the world to spin around them. If she’s unbalanced on top of that, it could get nasty when I fail.”

“When not if.”

“I’m being realistic. You know what usually solves the oldies: DNA, bad guy’s in CODIS. Thirty-six-year-old homicide, the body burned to a crisp? What’s the chance any bio-material was there in the first place, let alone collected. This is a woman who can activate politicians with a phone call. I don’t give her what she wants, she’s not gonna be charitable.”

“A woman who lost her mother at three might be more humbled than you think.”

He finished the apple. “You’ve made a new friend without meeting her?”

“Just pointing out possibilities.”

He got up, tossed the core in the trash. “Fine. I’ll give her a chance. But the case may not give me one.”

“When are you due to meet her?”

“Forty-five minutes, Los Feliz.”

“If we leave now, barely enough time to get there.”

“So she’ll wait,” he said. “Good moral training.”
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CHAPTER 2

We took Milo’s latest unmarked, an Impala the color of brussels sprouts reeking of pine disinfectant and refried beans. He generally drives with a heavy foot. This time he was ballet-light and a stickler for amber lights. That and traffic clogs from Bel Air into Beverly Hills, the Strip, and Hollywood ate up fifty-five minutes. He savored the red light at Western and Sunset before turning left and climbing the loop that begins Los Feliz Boulevard.

Los Feliz is an interesting district. Unlike the high-end homogeneity of the Westside, it’s a kernel of affluence set between the urban grit and enthusiastic crime rate of East Hollywood to the south and the Eden that’s Griffith Park to the north. One section, Laughlin Park, is gated, filled with mammoth estates, and boasts a roster of film-biz residents dating back to Cecil B. DeMille, Charlie Chaplin, W. C. Fields, and Rudolph Valentino.

Ellie Barker’s address was on Curley Court, a street neither of us knew.

Milo said, “Probably Laughlin, I’ll have to get past some rent-a-guard.” But GPS proved him wrong and we reached our goal after making an untrammeled right and cruising through a roundabout followed by four brief, open streets.

The Curley Court street sign was nearly obscured by the shaggy branches of a monumental deodar cedar, one of a score that lined the block.

Like its neighbors, the house we were looking for was generous but no mansion: two-story cream-colored Spanish from the twenties with a flat lawn leading to a low-walled courtyard.

The grass had been tended but not coddled; dandelions sprouted like stubble on a carelessly shaved face. Hugging the wall, two forty-foot coconut palms shared space with a pair of equally towering Italian cypresses. Close to an unlocked iron-scroll gate, doddering birds-of-paradise coexisted with spatulate clumps of blue agapanthus.

Old-school landscaping. It would be easy to assume a resident with a traditionalist view, maybe one preoccupied with the past. But my training’s led me to run from easy answers. For all I knew, Ellie Barker rented the place.

The courtyard was gravel-floored and empty. The front door had a Gothic peak and was equipped with a rectangular peep-window and a tarnished brass loop for a knocker.

He stood back. “Go for it.”

“What do I say, psychologist on duty?”

“Hmph, no sense of adventure.” Stepping past me, he lifted the loop and let it fall hard.

From inside the house, a woman’s voice trilled, “One second!”

“Cheerful,” he said. “Why the hell not when the universe is your toy.”

Rapid footsteps followed by a flash of pale eyes in the window, then the door swung wide.

A smiling strawberry blonde held out a hand. “Lieutenant? I’m Ellie.”

Milo pretended to not see her fingers. Ellie Barker’s smile shrank to something tentative and anxious as she dropped her hand.

Pleasant-looking woman, medium height, medium build, the hair wavy, worn to her shoulders and parted in the middle. Her clothing revealed nothing about socioeconomic status: short-sleeved white jersey top, straight-leg blue jeans, white canvas slip-ons. No jewelry other than an Apple Watch around her left wrist.

Eyes, now doubtful, were gray-green, the skin surrounding them lightly tanned and sporadically freckled. Thirty-nine and showing the advent of laugh lines and forehead furrows.

She looked at me.

Milo said, “This is Dr. Delaware, our consulting psychologist.”

I shook her hand and her smile managed to stretch but lose wattage. “Someone thinks I need help? I do but I wasn’t thinking psychotherapy.”

“Dr. Delaware helps us with unusual cases.”

“I see,” she said without conviction. “Sorry, please come in.”

She led us through a domed Mexican-tiled entry hall and into a step-down living room with a high, wood-beam ceiling. Across the hall, a smaller dining room was brightened by lead-mullioned windows. Cutting through both spaces, a Mexican-tiled staircase climbed to the second floor.

The furniture in the living room was beige and brown and sparse. Bare white walls, unused fireplace lacking tools or a screen. The rental hypothesis gained traction.

“Please, guys.” Indicating a three-seat sofa facing a bare oak coffee table. “Can I get you something to drink—Coke, tea, water? I can make some coffee?”

“Water’s fine,” said Milo, sitting near the left arm of the sofa. I took the opposite end.

“Flat or fizzy?”

“Flat.”

Ellie Barker looked at him, hoping for thaw. He studied the ceiling.

She said, “Sure, water coming up,” and hurried off past the dining room into a kitchen doorway.

I said, “Looks like the butler’s on vacation.”

“So she’s doing the regular-gal thing for our benefit.”

Ellie Barker returned with two bottles of Dasani that she handed to us before settling in a facing love seat. “Thanks so much for doing this, guys. I hope it’s not a giant hassle.”

Milo checked himself midway through an eye roll.

Not soon enough. Ellie Barker flinched.

Thrown off for the second time, she coped the same way and turned to me. “A psychologist … part of me does think it’s crazy, trying to find out after all this time. I can’t exactly pump myself up with hope. But if I don’t ever try …” She looked at the floor.

I said, “Is this the first time you’ve tried?”

“No, it’s the third time but to my mind the first two don’t count.”

“Nothing came of them?”

“Less than nothing,” she said. “Private investigators. I think they were taking advantage of me.”

“Because …”

“It was too quick. Like going through the motions. They were corporate security types, maybe that was my mistake, I don’t know.” Daring a look at Milo.

He uncapped his water bottle, took a long swig. “Was one of them Sapient Investigations?”

Green-gray eyes widened. “They were the first. How did you—do they have a reputation for taking advantage?”

“They’re among the biggest and they concentrate on California. Mostly Northern California where you’re originally from. Their emphasis is on computer fraud, industrial espionage, tax cases.”

“You researched me.”

“Just the basics.”

“I see.” One slender freckled hand tugged at the fingers of the other.

“I got the referral through my executive board—my former board, I had a company that I sold.” Small smile. “You probably know that, too.”

Milo said, “What was the second outfit?”

“Cortez and Talbott. They’re down here. Costa Mesa.”

“That’s Orange County,” said Milo.

“Does that make them a poor choice?” said Ellie Barker.

“Don’t know their work, ma’am, but generally it’s best to keep things local.”

“I guess I figured with the internet, geography wasn’t relevant.” Color spread around delicate ears. “A friend of mine—an engineer at Google—recommended them, I thought they’d be close enough.”

“Did either of them give you written reports?”

“They both gave me one-page letters basically informing me nothing could be done. Plus bills for way more hours than seemed reasonable. I paid them and gave up. Or thought I had. But it kept gnawing at me—wanting to know anything.”

She stared into her lap. “I read a story in college titled ‘Man Without a Country.’ I’m a woman without a past. I have no idea who my biological father is or where I was born. My first birth certificate was when my stepfather adopted me. My mother was already dead and he put down his own mother’s birthday as mine. I’ll be forty in a few months and I realized I’d probably lived the majority of my life. If that doesn’t sound coherent and rational, I can’t help it.”

She twisted her hair. “At this point, you’re probably thinking, Oh boy, a sad case, what a waste of my time.”

Gray eyes glistened with moisture. Ellie Barker wiped them hurriedly.

Milo said, “I’ll be frank, ma’am. You may be walking up a dead-end road, I don’t know enough to say. But if the doctor and I limited ourselves to what was obviously rational, we’d both be out of work.”

Ellie Barker’s smile was immediate, grateful, pathetic. Needy kid finally getting something from surrogate dad.

“Well,” she said, “I just hope you don’t think I’m some kind of flake. I majored in business, I like to think I’m practical. I thought I was doing pretty well suppressing the whole thing. Then something weird happened. I was at the Palace of Fine Arts in San Francisco for a fundraiser and they sat me next to a woman and she was really friendly, asking me about myself, how I’d ended up with all the old-folk donors. I was feeling pretty low because I’d just gotten Cortez and Talbott’s report so I told her about looking for my mother. She seemed sympathetic, and then the woman on the other side of her must’ve overheard because she said she had police connections. So I switched seats and talked to her—Dr. Bauer—and she said she’d see what she could do and took my number. The next day she called and said she’d contacted my state assemblyperson, Darrel Hernandez. I didn’t even know his name, politics isn’t my thing. A few days later, one of Hernandez’s assistants phoned and said she’d called your mayor and then … do you know all this?”

Milo nodded. “The wheels of justice grinding at warp speed.”

Ellie Barker flinched. “You think it was tacky? Using an advantage someone else wouldn’t have? I considered that, Lieutenant. But it’s not like everyone loses their mom at three so I rationalized it as some sort of karmic leveling-out.”

“No need to justify, ma’am. I was just commenting on … an atypical situation.”

Ellie Barker leveled her gaze at him. “You’re telling me you were pressured. I guess I should’ve figured. Does that mean we’re just going through the motions?”

No anger, just the habitual resignation of an abandoned pup.

“Ms. Barker,” said Milo, “I never just go through the motions.” He’d sat up straight, put some steel in his voice.

“So you’ll try?” said Ellie Barker. “I’d be so grateful. Even if it goes nowhere.”

He pulled out his pad. “Tell me about your mother, ma’am. Start from the beginning and tell me everything you know.”

“Sure. I do want to say thanks so much—but could you do me one teensy favor, Lieutenant?”

“What’s that?”

“I’m not used to being called ma’am.”
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CHAPTER 3

Ellie Barker opened her mouth to speak, froze, and began fiddling with her fingers.

“Sorry, I’m trying to sort out my thoughts.” A tongue-tip raced between her lips. “I could use some water myself, just a second.”

She was gone longer than it took to fetch the Dasani dangling from her hand. After sitting, she set about working the cap. It resisted, plastic quivering. She put the bottle down, defeated by shaky fingers.

Her right hand rose to her throat.

Touching a necklace of dark-green speckled beads that she hadn’t been wearing when we entered. Fingering orbs like a rosary. Her eyes soared to the ceiling and stayed there.

Milo said, “Take your time.”

She shook her head. “Every time I go through this I’m confronted by how little I know. Not that the other guys really cared. They said anything relevant would be found on the internet, they had access to bases I didn’t. Is that true?”

“The internet’s a tool, no more, no less.”

“One of many in your toolbox, I hope.”

“We do the best we can, ma’a—Ms. Barker.”

“Ellie’s fine.”

He leaned forward. “Ellie, whatever you think you do or don’t know, we have to start somewhere.”

“Sure. Of course. Sorry.” Another lip-lick. Both hands squeezed the bottle. Bubbles floated and descended. “Okay, here goes. My mother’s maiden name was Dorothy Swoboda. When she was with my father— technically he was my stepfather but he’s the only dad I ever knew— I assumed she took his name. Barker. Stanley Barker. I found out later they’d never actually married. I don’t know who my biological father was because my stepdad had no idea and there’s no record of my birth.”

“Nowhere?”

“Not as Eleanor Swoboda, not as Eleanor Barker. That one thing Sapient and Cortez looked into and agreed upon. After my dad filed the certificate he got me a Social Security number and that’s the extent of it. I never knew about any of this. Why would a kid be concerned with paperwork? And I was happy with my birthday, he always got me a cake.”

I said, “When did he tell you he was your stepdad?”

“When I was a teenager.”

“How old?” said Milo.

“Fifteen. I wanted to know more about Mom. Up till then I’d never asked. Maybe I was in denial, but it had never been an issue, Dad and me was what I was used to. Then I started being a teenager—questioning everything—and demanded he tell me what he knew. He got a funny look on his face, like he’d been waiting for this moment but dreaded it.”

She gave the bottle another try. Frowned. I loosened the cap for her.

“Thank you, where was I … okay, I demanded. Dad left the room and returned a few moments later with a glass of whiskey in his hand. He said, ‘Sit down, Ellie,’ and then he told me there was going to be a lot to handle, was I sure. I said something like ‘Fuck, yeah.’ Charming, huh?”

Milo said, “Goes with the teen territory.”

“And not liking it went with the dad territory,” she said. “He was pretty cut-and-dried. When he met Mom she had me, he knew nothing beyond that. I didn’t push the bio-dad issue because he already looked pretty stricken and I didn’t want to hurt him. Besides, he was my real father, I had no interest in some guy who’d abandoned me.”

She took a long swallow of water. “The truth was I went from being obnoxious to feeling bad for him. He looked like he was going to cry. I felt like I was going to cry. Then he said, ‘Let’s go out for ice cream,’ so we went to Baskin-Robbins.”

Small smile. “I remember what I had. Jamoca Almond Fudge in a sugar cone. At first I could barely get it down, like there was a lump here.” Tapping a spot above the green necklace. “In retrospect, should I have pushed for more information? Maybe. But he was my dad. It just didn’t seem right.”

Milo took out his pad and pen. “His full name …”

“Stanley Richard Barker. Doctor Stanley R. Barker, he was an optometrist.”

“How old were you when he and your mom met?”

“Not sure. Dad said a baby.”

“And when she died?”

“Not even three, thirty-three months.”

“Is Dr. Barker still alive?”

“I wish, Lieutenant. He passed a while back.”

“How long ago?”

“When I was in college … nineteen years ago.”

“Where was college?”

“Stanford. I did my undergrad there and was planning to enroll in the MBA program. When Dad passed, I was in my sophomore year and spending the summer doing research for a professor. European economic history, bone-dry. After Dad passed, I dropped out and got myself what I thought would be a mindless job, working for a clothing manufacturer in Oakland. The funny thing is, it led to some interesting things.”

“You started your own company.”

She shrugged. “I was lucky.”

I said, “You had a good relationship with your dad and didn’t want to rock the boat. After he died you didn’t need to worry about that.”

Her head bobbed and she winced. As if I’d embedded a hook.

“He wasn’t a whoop-it-up dad,” she said, “but he was a great dad. Quiet, reserved, and incredibly smart. Earned a B.S. in physics from Cornell, came out to California to work for the government then went to optometry school at Berkeley. He was really into optics—not the political cliché, the real thing. He opened up an office in Danville, this upper-crusty place where we ended up living, then a second down in Oakland just so he could service poor people. He probably could’ve been Pearle Vision or LensCrafters but big business didn’t interest him, he just liked helping people see better and made a good living at it. The money he left me helped me bankroll Beterkraft.”

She finished her water. “When I was home, we’d play Scrabble or Trivial Pursuit, watch goofy old movies.”

Her mouth twitched. Holding something back.

I said, “When you were home from college?”

Another flash of color spread at the edges of her face, this one intense enough to turn her earlobes scarlet. “Before that. I went to boarding school when I was fifteen. Dad had a lot of patience but I turned incredibly difficult—no need to get into the details, let’s just say I was a pain and he tried his best and when he finally suggested I try living away, I said sure. Actually, I didn’t say it very politely. On one hand, I was thrilled to get away from rules. On the other …” Shrug. “But obviously none of that’s the issue.”

I said, “You asked about your mother when you came home from boarding school.”

She stared at me. “No getting around the emotional probing, huh? Yes. Exactly. Things changed when I was at Milbrook—Milbrook Preparatory Academy for Girls, it’s in Palo Alto, a feeder for Stanford. For all my behavioral issues, my grades had always been good. But now I was living with seventy other girls, and girls can get pushy and nosy. Everyone talking about their family, bragging, wanting to know about yours. I knew so little, obviously I didn’t want to talk about it. But a few of them pushed and pushed and then they started making fun of me—my parents were spies or criminals. Or worse, welfare cheats. I tried to ignore it but eventually it got to me and I struck out. Literally. I ended up smacking one particularly obnoxious little bitch in the nose and got into major trouble.”

She passed the empty bottle from hand to hand. “Two months in and poor Dad has to come and beg the dean to keep me. He convinced her but I saw how much it stressed him, so I promised to keep it together. But by then I’d been tagged as a weirdo loner and everyone avoided me. Which on one hand was good, the questions stopped. But then with the pressure off, I realized the questions were valid. Who was she and how had she died? Who was I? So on Christmas, the next time I was home, I brought it up. Dad told me she’d died, had been cremated, and he’d scattered the ashes in a park somewhere they used to go.”

The bottle wobbled and nearly fell out of her hands. She managed to hold on to it, placed it gingerly on the table. “I don’t want to tell you how to do your job but, again, is all this really necessary?”

Milo said, “The more we know, the better chance we have.”

“Sure but I don’t see why—all right, fine, you’re here to help me, I won’t be obstructive.”

“What happened next?”

“Nothing until Dad passed and I broke down, just went numb, the feeling of aloneness.”

Biting her lip, she looked away. When she spoke next, her voice was weak, tinged with the vibrato of suffering.

“Stanford assigned a nurse to look after me. They suggested I see a counselor but I blew that off. Eventually, I told myself life sucked, I just had to be strong, didn’t need a babysitter. I know I was privileged—no money worries because Dad’s executor was taking care of me on that level.”

“Who was that?”

“Dad’s lawyer, Lawrence Kagan. I’d known him as a customer— Larry with the Coke-bottle glasses. I knew Dad liked him but had no idea he trusted him that much.”

I said, “Was the trust justified?”

“Totally. Mr. K was honest and lovely to me.” She breathed in deeply. “It’s when he drove down to Palo Alto to read me the will that I saw the adoption form. Dad had decided to do it after Mom died because I was technically attached to no one. That kind of brought everything back—who was I, where had I come from. Larry had no idea—don’t bother contacting him, he’s also gone.”

She smiled. “That day in his office. He put on one of the Coke-bottles Dad had made for him and shuffled papers like someone out of Dickens. When he showed me the adoption form, it choked me up. That Dad had always cared. Then I noticed Mom’s name. Dorothy Swoboda, not Barker, and he explained about no marriage. Which seemed pretty daring for Dad, but maybe it was her idea? Meanwhile, Larry’s reading the will, I’m Dad’s sole heir and there’s a lot of money. It took a while to settle down emotionally. A year or so. That’s when I first began looking for information about her using her actual name. I had no idea where to start but figured California was logical. I learned that a lot of personal documents are county forms so I worked my way down from Contra Costa to Alameda, et cetera, et cetera. It was tedious but strangely exciting. Finally I found the coroner’s report from L.A. County and then an article in the L.A. Times. Confusing because the paper made it sound like a car accident but the report said homicide. That freaked me out. I put the whole thing aside for a long, long time.”

I said, “Your family was living in Danville but your mother died in L.A.”

“I thought it was weird. Dad certainly never mentioned it. Maybe she was down here on some sort of trip. Or visiting someone?” A beat. “Or they’d separated. I really have no idea. That’s part of what I’d like to know.”

“Did your dad give any indication of marital problems?”

“Never. But he wouldn’t have. He was private. He never talked about her, period.”

That sounded more hostile than private. I said nothing.

Milo said, “Did he leave you any photographs of her?”

She held up an index finger, stood and hurried up the stairs. Returned with a folio-sized brown leather album that she thrust at Milo.

Twenty or so oversized pages, each blank but for the first, where a trio of mementos was lodged under horizontal plastic strips.

At the top, a copy of the Times piece. Bottom of the page, two brief paragraphs.

Below that was a faded color snapshot with crenellated edges and lowermost, dead center, a negative photostat—white lettering on a black background—of a thirty-six-year-old L.A. County Coroner’s death certificate for Dorothy Swoboda, white female, twenties, precise age unknown.

Cause: bullet wound.

Manner: homicide.

Milo tapped the album. “Can I take this?”

Ellie Barker hesitated.

“If it’s a problem, you can make copies and send them to me.”

“No, it’s fine … but if you could return it when you’re through—”

“I’ll make copies and get it back to you.” He looked at the photo. “These are your parents?”

She nodded. “There’s a date stamp on the back. It was taken when I was two, I have no idea where.”

Milo and I studied the shot. Man and woman standing next to each other, a foot of space between them. The setting somewhere outdoors; diamonds of milk-colored sky speckling the gaps in a green-black curtain of trees. Stout trunks, the ground littered with needles.

Some sort of conifer forest. Maybe the place where Stanley Barker had scattered Dorothy’s ashes.

He stood on the right. Midforties, average height, pear-shaped, with sparse dark hair and an owlish face made more so by black-framed eyeglasses. Despite the outdoor setting, he wore a light-blue suit with broad lapels, a white shirt buttoned to the neck, and black, bubble-toed shoes.

Hands pressed to his sides, forcing a half smile. Not a natural poser.

The woman was young enough to be his daughter—early to midtwenties. Long-stemmed and taller than Barker courtesy white spike-heeled sandals and bright-red hair assembled in a sprayed, wavy updo that showed off a pale swan neck.

The face perched on the neck was lean, oval, symmetrical. The right structure for beauty but blocked from beauty by hard eyes and a brittle smile.

Still, a markedly attractive woman, wasp-waisted and full-busted, with curvy contours emphasized by a maroon dress cinched corset-tight by a broad silver belt.

This one liked to pose. She’d placed her hands on her hips, cocked her left haunch slightly higher, and positioned her feet at a forty-five-degree angle from each other.

No jewelry but for a green band worn low around her neck and resting in the hollow above her sternum.

Neither of them dressed for a forest. Neither of them happy.

I said, “Looks like the same necklace you’re wearing.”

Ellie Barker’s fingers climbed to the beads and rested atop them protectively.

“It’s the only thing I have of hers. Dad gave it to me after we got back.”

“Back from?”

“Ice cream. He’d had it in his pocket and when we were back home, he put it on me. He said everything else of hers had been clothing that he’d given to Goodwill. He said he’d bought the necklace for her at an art fair. She didn’t really like it but would wear it when he asked.”

“Malachite?”

“Serpentine. Nothing precious, just a rock with minerals— hydrogen magnesium iron phyllosilicate.” She smiled. “I memorized that.”

Milo took the album, closed it, placed it in his lap.

Ellie Barker said, “I tried to get the details from the coroner but they said something that far back they don’t keep full files, I was lucky they had that. I said I’d like to know who killed her and they said that’s a police matter. So I went back to the article and it said Mulholland Drive off Coldwater Canyon. I google-mapped and found out one side of Mulholland was Beverly Hills, the other the Hollywood Hills. I tried both police departments, did a lot of waiting while I was on hold. The people I finally spoke to said they’d get back to me but never did. So, again, I gave up. I tend to do that … then I went to that fundraiser.”

I said, “What was the cause?”

“Children,” said Ellie Barker. “Kids whose parents had died.”
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CHAPTER 4

Milo said, “Any questions before we get going?”

Ellie Barker continued to play with the green beads. “Do you think there’s a chance?”

“These old cases are tough unless biological evidence has been preserved. Even then, sometimes all we get is victim DNA. Or there’s offender DNA but it can’t be matched to any database. But let’s see.”

“What about familial DNA? All those public-access genealogy files you hear about? Like what they use now to catch killers.”

“If we have something to match, we’ll use every possible method,” said Milo.

“Thanks. I have to say this is the first time I feel I’m being taken seriously. You have my contacts—phone, email.”

“Got them from Deputy Chief Martz.”

“No idea who that is but thank him for me.”

“Her. Sure.”

“I’m down here for as long as you need me.”

“Where’s your home base?”

“I own a house in Napa that I’m renting out. I have a one-year lease on this place.”

I said, “Why Los Feliz? Any personal connection?”

“I wanted somewhere reasonably close to where … it happened. There were no vacancies up on Mulholland, and this place cropped up for a reasonable rent. I’m not even sure where exactly it happened. If you find out, could you tell me?”

Milo said, “Okay. I should tell you this is a safe neighborhood but a few blocks south it can get rough.”

“Oh. Thanks, I’ll bear that in mind.”

We stood. Ellie Barker pressed forward to shake Milo’s hand. Making sure she got hold of it.

“Whatever happens, Lieutenant, thank you so much. At least I’ll know I had a professional working for me—no, that came out wrong. You’re not my employee.”

Milo smiled.

“At least I hope you don’t feel that way,” she said. “I want you to do your job unobstructed by me or anyone else. You’ll be working to discover the truth and I’m sure that’s important to you, why else would you choose your career?”

A glance at me. “You, too, of course.”

Before we got to the door, a latch turned and it swung open. A man in blue shorts and a white sweat-soaked T-shirt surged in wiping his face with a purple cooling cloth. Fitness watch around his wrist, water bottle clipped to his waistband, earbuds running to a phone that sagged a pocket.

Breathing audibly. He saw us, stopped short, clamped his lips and flared his nostrils.

Out came the earbuds.

Ellie Barker said, “Hon, this is Lieutenant Sturgis and he brought a consulting psychologist. Guys, Brannon Twohy, my still-significant other.”

The man said, “Still?”

She pecked Twohy’s cheek. He bore it without response. She massaged his biceps. “I’m giving you props for endurance, hon. My doing the quest and all that.”

Twohy shrugged. “Is what it is.” He draped an arm over her shoulders but left his hand floating in the air, an odd detachment.

Ellie said, “Brannon’s been super-supportive but I’m sure he’s more realistic than me.”

Twohy didn’t argue.

He was younger than her, maybe thirty. Tan and rock-jawed with close-set dark eyes uncluttered by curiosity. Deep tan, black and wavy shoulder-length hair.

“I reek, gotta shower.”

Ellie said, “How’d it go?”

“Seven point eight miles, record speed.”

“Good for you.”

Twohy said, “Once I get to eight, I’ll be cool.”

He headed for the stairs, taking two at a time.

“Brannon gave up his job to come down here with me.”

I said, “What kind of work does he do?”

“Marketing. He was working for a consortium of organic vintners in St. Helena, is looking for something here.” She eyed the staircase. “I’d better get up there. He’ll need an Advil for his muscle aches and unless I suggest it, he won’t bother. Thanks, guys.”

Milo drove back toward Los Feliz Boulevard, speeding and alarming squirrels.

I said, “What now?”

“Lunch enhanced by finely distilled spirits.”

“You can drink on this job?”

“Seeing as it’s not a normal gig? Till I hear different,” he said. “Which I won’t. Who’s gonna rat me out?”

He managed a dubious left across three lanes of Los Feliz, descended south to Franklin Avenue, continued west toward the core of commercial Hollywood. Turning left on Cherokee, he pulled into the rear lot of Musso & Frank.

Hundred-year-old restaurant managing to thrive in a city that despises longevity.

The lot’s smaller than it used to be, and good slots are at a premium. Milo’s badge impressed the lot attendant and he eased between a red Ferrari and a silver Porsche turbo.

He tucked the album under his arm and we entered through the back, the way most people do at Musso. Catching eyefuls of the mammoth stainless-steel kitchen filled with hardworking staff and savory steam.

A red-jacketed waiter nearly as old as the establishment trudged us to a red leather booth. John F. Kennedy had killed the men’s hat industry because of an oversized cranium too hard to fit, but this place still featured brass hat racks. The clientele was people old enough to remember the restaurant when it was middle-aged and twenty-somethings yearning for something they couldn’t quite figure out.

The waiter looked at us as if sizing up a bin of produce. “Need menus?”

“God forbid,” said Milo. “Coupla Martinis, one big unstuffed olive in each, yes to vermouth.”

“Without vermoot it’s gin. Food to wash it down?”

“Two orders of sand dabs.”

“Good.” He left at an even slower pace.

I said, “Nothing like a pal who takes charge.”

“You’da picked something better?”

“Nope.”

“Besides.”

“Besides what?”

“I’m paying.”

The drinks came quickly.

Milo rolled his olive around, creating glassy swirls in the crystalline liquid before taking an uncharacteristically modest sip. He sat back, smiling. “Nectar of the gods.”

I said, “I heard the gods preferred Old-Fashioneds.”

“Only the ones in charge of Hades.”

I laughed and drank. Crisp as a perfect morning.

He said, “You are now fortified. Proceed with wisdom.”

“Give me another look at the photo.”

He placed the album on the table, flipped it open, and rotated it facing me.

I said, “Don’t want to read too much into one image but these two don’t look thrilled to be with each other. Combine that with her not taking his name and ending up four hundred miles from home, a trial separation or a complete breakup at the time of her death should be considered.”

“My thoughts exactly,” he said, tapping the photo. “This is not a lovey-dovey situation. Toss in no marriage and the commitment level’s questionable.”

“Barker was committed to Ellie.”

“Like she said, good dad. Maybe because he’d come to love Ellie and Dottie wasn’t a great mom. Cutting out and leaving a three-year-old behind? Or maybe she didn’t leave voluntarily.”

I said, “Your basic domestic homicide.”

“Like you said, no love lost in the photo,” he said. “And just playing the odds, who kills women? Guys who supposedly once loved them. Right off the bat, I can see two possibilities: Dottie runs away from Stan out of fear, he tracks her to L.A. and kills her. Or he kills her at home, drives her body far enough to where it’s not gonna be connected to him, and sets her on fire.”

I said, “And Ellie wouldn’t have been a problem witness, given her age. He could’ve left her with a sitter or a friend. Or he even took her along, sedated, and stashed her in a hotel room while he took care of business.”

“Poor kid rides with Daddy unaware Mommy’s body is in the trunk? Nasty. However it went down, it worked. Barker was never busted and Ellie’s got no memory of anything.”

He extracted the olive and ate it. “Just thought of something. According to the Times article, Dottie died on a Saturday night. The guy wouldn’t even have missed work.”

A basket of sourdough French bread arrived. He buttered two substantial chunks and polished them off. “If we’re right, Ellie’s gonna be real thrilled about the outcome. Then again, that assumes I can prove anything.”

“Hey,” I said, “the quest is what matters, seeing as you’re out for truth and justice and kindness toward all living things.”

“God, I hate that.”

“High expectations?”

“High-level delusions,” he said. “Like I was anointed after pulling Excalibur out of a rock without throwing my back out.”

His eyes shifted back to the photo. “She’s cute but kind of brassy-looking, no? Like she knew how to take care of herself.”

I said, “Check out the pose. Like she’d done some modeling. Or wanted to.”

He nodded. “Older guy, cute young thing. Maybe she never settled down to blissful pseudo-matrimony and cheated on the Stanster one time too many—hell, maybe she had a boyfriend with her in L.A. and that’s what brought her down here.”

He took a longer swallow of Martini. “Listen to me, getting all hypothetical.”

I studied the picture some more. “Not only don’t they look romantic, they don’t seem to fit together.”

He peered. “Dr. Scrabble and Ms. Cocktail Lounge?” His thumbnail pinged the Martini glass. “For her one of these is a nightcap, for him it’s warm cocoa?”

“She was a single mother before she met him, unmarried or escaping Ellie’s bio-dad. She could’ve believed she was out for stability but then it got boring and she looked for some excitement.”

“She parties, Stanley finds out, and boom.”

“Or,” I said, “Mr. Excitement turned out to be a bad bet.”

“The boyfriend did her?” he said. “Interesting … some gigolo rips her money and jewels. Which supposedly she didn’t have but are you buying that all she had was that necklace? She looks like a woman who’d go for bling.”

I said, “Maybe Barker told Ellie there was no bling to avoid uncomfortable questions. As in he killed her and cashed everything in except for the piece he’d bought her.”

“That she didn’t like. And he bestows upon the kid. That’s a little creepy, no? Putting it on her like some sort of ceremony.”

I said, “Ellie doesn’t see it that way. The necklace means a lot to her. She wasn’t wearing it when we came in but put it on while fetching herself water. Maybe her own ceremony.”

“That so?” he said. “Didn’t notice.” He frowned. “Shoulda noticed. Damn—that’s why I wanted you there. You’re like a laser, lighting up corners.”

I shook my head.

He said, “What?”

“Sword, rock, delusions.”

“Hey,” he said, “you can handle it—and here’s the grub. Time to step into reality.”
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