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Chapter One

Turning off Burton Way onto Arnaz Drive, Detective Kate Delafield drifted the Plymouth across Colgate Avenue and through the single lane allowed by half a dozen double-parked black-and-whites, their light bars pulsing brilliantly in the darkness. Ed Taylor, her partner, had arrived; his Caprice was squeezed head-in between two TV network vans. She drove past a glare of television camera lights, past dozens of spectators herded behind barricades and police tape, past a sign at the end of Arnaz Drive:



BEVERLY HILLS CITY LIMIT

OVERNIGHT PARKING PROHIBITED



She parked around the corner on Clifton Way, the southern dividing line between the Divisions northernmost, westernmost reporting District 701 and the city of Beverly Hills. She had never been called to investigate a death anywhere near this upscale section of Wilshire Division.

Shoving her hands into the pockets of her gray windbreaker, she walked briskly toward the cacophony of squawking police radios, glancing around her at the solid row of shadowed two- and three-story apartment buildings lining both sides of the street. She wore a white crewneck sweater under the windbreaker, and black corduroy pants and Nike shoesinappropriate garb; but she had not been home to change clothes when her beeper summoned her to the telephone and then here to Arnaz Drive.

She paused amid the crowd gathered around Lieutenant Bodwin, who stood bathed in brilliant light as a KTTV reporter, a young woman vaguely familiar to Kate, interviewed him. Nearby, other TV and radio station personnel jostled for position, for their own turn at Bodwin.

preliminary stages, Bodwin was saying in low tones, his craggy face solemn. We have no further information at this time.

A gang-shooting on the eastside, Kate reflected dourly, would receive a mere mention on the newsbut a homicide this close to Rodeo Drive was bound to draw a circus train of media coverage.

Turning her back on the spectacle, she examined the locale of this crime scene, a two-story beige stucco with large, splashy gold script across its front: The Beverly Malibu. The entrance and upper front apartment windows were framed in bright turquoise mosaic tile flecked with gold, the only foliage two thick clusters of bird-of-paradise flanking the entryway.

This building was an anomaly on the block, in garish discord with its newer, more elegant neighbors. It filled its modest allotment of land, narrow paths along each side closed off by padlocked wooden gates. Six parking spaces under the buildings front overhang, not nearly sufficient for the buildings inhabitants, confirmed that the Beverly Malibu had been constructed decades ago, before L.A. apartment building codes mandated self-contained parking.

Kate pulled her notebook from her shoulder bag and recorded the time, 7:23 p.m., and the date, November 24, 1988, and her first note: only three tenant cars parked under the building. Then she attached her badge to her jacket and ducked under the yellow police tape.

Sergeant Fred Hansen, stolidly watching Lieutenant Bodwin and the two patrol officers assigned to crowd control, guarded the entryway, his feet spread, one hand holding a clipboard, the other resting above his holster. He spotted Kate and nodded, his somber gaze taking in her apparel.

He gestured toward the television lights, his bland features hardening. The landlady called some of these media people. Shes got a very big mouth.

She shrugged. Whats the story here, Fred?

He consulted his clipboard. Victim is Owen Sinclair, seventy-three, retired. Some kind of movie director in the old days, the landlady says. We logged the call at six-oh-four. He glanced up at her. He died real hard, Kate. From the looks of him He shook his head. Eds waiting upstairs, rear apartment.

Unless Hansen had some insight to offerand he rarely didshe needed no further details; she would see for herself soon enough. She gestured with her head toward the building. Your officers canvassing?

He nodded. Theres fourteen tenants besides Sinclair, only nine here right now. Thats all Ive got so far.

Thanks, Fred, she said in mechanical acknowledgement of the bare bones report. She walked up the path past the dust-coated bird-of-paradise and entered the Beverly Malibu.

The lobby, its floor of gray tile, was no larger than a walk-in closet. Mail boxes lined one wall. Kate glanced at the boxes, scanning names without absorbing them. One name was accompanied by the bold statement MANAGER. Fifteen apartments singly occupied by fifteen residents

To the left of the lobby an arched doorway led to a room with green indoor-outdoor carpeting, a sink and a formica-covered counter, a long table and folding chairs, a television set. On the counter evidence remained of a gathering earlier in the day: a punch bowl and a disorder of plastic glasses, paper plates, napkins, utensils. Odd, Kate thought, for so old and relatively small a building to offer a community room.

She glanced down the hallway. Two officers she could not see clearly enough to identify stood in a doorway talking to a tenant. She counted five doors on the left, four on the right, including the managers. Obviously these apartments were singles and/or one bedroom. The remaining six upstairs must be two-bedroom. She climbed worn gray carpeted stairs to the second floor.

She nodded to Knapp, who stood guarding the hallway; Hollings, his partner, was undoubtedly in one of the apartments gathering information. Taylor, in brown pants and a brown plaid jacket over a yellow polo shirt, his arms crossed above his paunch, lounged against the wall at the end of the hall. He waved his notebook in greeting and walked toward her.

So happy Thanksgiving, he growled.

She asked sympathetically, Did you at least get dinner with the family?

Yeah, Bert and his wife got in from Oceanside about twelve, we ate mid-afternoon. Taylors face had softened at the mention of his oldest son. He glanced at her clothing. How about you, Kate? Out visiting, right?

She nodded. Munched on a turkey leg on the way here. It was literally true. She had been with Maggie Schaeffer and some friends at Maggies house in the Valley; they had planned to go to the Nightwood Bar after dinner.

The sonofabitch that spoiled your dinner Taylor jerked with his thumb, I guarantee somebody sure spoiled his.

Kate peered past the open door of apartment 13, at a chaos of stereo equipment overwhelming the living roomrecord players, tape decks, compact disc players, speakers large and smallall piled on cabinets or scattered over the worn shag carpeting. Two speakers hung from the walls, above long shelves stuffed with records and tapes. The apartment was imbued with the faint but settled odor of cigar smoke.

Taylor stepped into the living room. The other bedrooms nothing but floor-to-ceiling records, lots of the old forty-fives and seventy-eights.

Kate glanced at a sofa covered with a fringed cotton throw, at cheap blond tables and nondescript lamps, a worn leather recliner. Taylor strode down the hallway. Kate followed, scowling at the heavy tread of his feet, envisioning delicate strands of evidence crushed to obliteration under those big leather soles.

Three rooms opened off the hallwayone with the recordings Taylor had mentioned, another a bathroom, and finally the murder scene. Taylor stepped aside, to allow her entry.

Owen Sinclairs boxer shorts-clad body lay on its side, facing her. He was arched severely and rigidly backward, his legs straight out behind him. There were claw marks across his stomach from his own fingernails; the nails on the hand stretched toward her were caked with blood. The other arm was handcuffed to a bar of the brass headboard. The purple face was ratcheted into a sardonic leer, the eyeballs a solid red hemorrhage.

His eyes, Taylor said. Thats what I call a hangover.

Wondering what unfortunate had first come upon this room of death, she asked, Who found him?

Taylor consulted his notebook. Paula Grant and her niece, Aimee Grant, whos visiting her. The apartment next door. Ms. Grant and the niece were on their way out for dinner. Our handsome corpse took their appetite clean away.

Feeling Owen Sinclairs blood-pool eyes on her, she made her way carefully around the chair beside the bed.

The bedclothes had been ravaged by Owen Sinclairs death throes, the thermal blanket and top sheet a tangled mess, the bottom sheet ripped from the scourings of his feet.

S and M, Taylor suggested, pointing to the handcuffs. Then he ODd on some fancy new drug.

Weve never seen an OD look like him, she countered. But anythings possible. Carefully, she moved closer to him.

The sagging, hirsute skin surfaces were mottled faintly purple, but Sinclairs arms were free of needle marks. She touched his shoulder. Surprised, she pulled her hand away. Hes not even nearly cold. But look at him, Edcomplete rigor.

Yeah, I never saw it this quick either. Taylor had turned his attention to the night table beside the bed. It held a compact disc player, a jumble of glasses and cups, some of them containing dregs, a key which Kate recognized as belonging to the handcuffs, and a telephone, its cord visibly cut.

This chair Kate was looking at the cheap metal chair beside the bed, its seat and back of red plastic.

Yeah, I already checked it out. Its from the kitchen. Taylor scratched his thin blond hair, then pulled the strands back into place. I figure this, Kate. Somebody hooked him up to his bed for some S and M jollies. Then gave him something, cut the phone, got this chair, sat down here and just watched. Im betting we got a sicko on our handssomebody that thinks its party time to torture somebody, watch them take a long time to croak.

Kate said quietly, Right now I cant really argue with that scenario.

The chairs a good possible for prints.

Looking at the night table, she nodded. The handcuff key was too ridged for a print. The phone, too. If were dealing with the sicko you describe, our killer may have picked it up to show the victim the cut cord. To taunt him.

I say we superglue the chair and phone.

As the D-3 on this homicide team, she had immediate jurisdiction over the crime scene and could order investigatory processes she deemed necessary. Conventional fingerprint dusting usually produced workable results. Superglue, sprayed as an adhesive mist and then stained to illuminate all fingerprints, was a sophisticated but costly process: it rendered most objects it coated virtually unusable. But she ordered it when necessary, just as she had in other instances commanded chunks of carpeting to be excised for bloodstain testing, rooms dismantled in a search for weapons or other evidence. She was a sanctioned intruder, empowered to search unhindered through private lives.

Right, she said, scrutinizing the metal and plastic components of the chair. Perhaps superglue could isolate a high resolution print.

She turned away from the bed to examine the rest of the room: a simple dresser, no mirror; a portable television on a stand; two cardboard cartons, one neatly filled with sports magazines, the other with well-used paperbacks, their covers cracked and torn. At the end of the bed were the clothes Owen Sinclair had dropped: cotton pants, a print sport shirt, canvas loafers.

Kate moved over to the dresser and surveyed a half-dozen or so bottles of mens toiletries, all unopened, suggesting they were gifts; a well-used set of old-fashioned silver-backed brushes monogrammed OCS; a set of keys; a gold Seiko watch; a few coins scattered beside a worn leather wallet. There were also two framed five-by-seven photos on the dresser, and numerous others clustered above it along the wall.

Using her pen, she flipped open the wallet. Aged yellow plastic blurred the identifying photo on a drivers license, but she could read the name, Owen Charles Sinclair, and the date of birth, 10-12-1915. Visible were the edges of a wad of bills in the folding money compartment.

She glanced back at the victim. A braided gold chain lay in muted glitter amid the tufted chest hair; the clawed hand cuffed to the bed bore an emerald ring with a heavy gold setting. Apparently robbery had played no part in this homicide, adding further credibility to Taylors scenario.

In one of the photos on the dresser, a faded black and white snapshot, a man in his early thirties, wearing crisply pressed pants and a Hawaiian shirt with a scarf at the neck, leaned against a fifties-vintage car, his arms crossed over his thick chest. The smiling face was floridly handsome, the hair unusually thick and wavy. Kate glanced from the photo to the figure on the bed and then back. The victims blooded eyes and leering face hindered comparison, but the body type was similar and there was no mistaking the Cesar Romero shock of wavy gray hair.

The second photo was in color, of a brown-haired young man in army camouflage fatigues, two ammunition belts over his slender shoulders, a canteen hanging from his waist. Rifle in hand, a muddied boot on the fender of a mud-splattered jeep, he grinned over his shoulder at the camera. Kate peered closely at the weapon: an M-16. She had seen many such weapons and many such young men during one singular year of her life at Tan Son Nhut air base and Da Nang. Perhaps this fresh-faced, cocksure young grunt was the victims sonif not a victim himself, one of the fifty thousand American dead in Vietnam.

She looked at the first of the black and white photos on the wall. Six men and two women, most of them in western costume, grinned casually at the camera, their backdrop a saloonobviously a movie or stage set. Sinclair, his arms draped around the two women, was in the front row, again identifiable by his hair as well as his contemporary shirt and pants.

There were at least two dozen other such group pictures, the cast of faces changing from photo to photo, Owen Sinclair the only constant. She occasionally focused on a vaguely familiar face, an actor or actress she could not place. Hansen, she remembered, had mentioned that Sinclair was once a movie director. B-movies, apparently, featuring character actors whom stardom had forever eluded.

Separate from this collection were a group of portrait photos autographed with the usual platitudes: All the best. To a great guy, and signed with first names. Two photos had full signatures, one of them Jack Warner and addressed To a fine American. She looked with interest at the balding man with hooded eyes and pencil moustache. In the photo next to Jack Warner, a double-chinned, grandfatherly figure with a fringe of whitish hair, his dark suit pinstriped, shook hands with an equally dark-suited Owen Sinclair. The photograph was simply signed, J. Parnell Thomas.

Kate wrote the name in her notebook. If this collection of photos symbolized the achievements of Sinclairs working lifetime, why had it not been given a place of honor in the living room? Why was it hidden back here where viewing would be by invitation only?

She turned to Taylor, who stood with his back to the corpse, watching her, his hands stuffed in his jacket pocketsgood procedure to prevent inadvertent touching of any object, but for him, she knew, merely habit.

The technicians arrivedBaker, the fingerprint man, and Shapiro, the photographer; Pete Johnson sketched the murder scene. The coroner would be on the scene shortly. Leaving Taylor to discuss with Baker the fingerprinting technology to be used on this crime scene, Kate walked out of Owen Sinclairs apartment to map the locale. Police presence on the second floor had increased; Foster and Deems escorted a middle-aged woman pale with shock into the apartment across and down from Sinclairs; the patrol officers went into the apartment to gather preliminary information from her.

A fire door next to Sinclairs had no locking mechanism, and Kate carefully pushed it open from the bottom with pressure from her foot. After she walked through the doorway, she held the door by its edges and propped it open with the pocket flashlight in her shoulder bag. She moved slowly down the stairway, studying the stairs and walls. The flight-and-a-half of closed stairs ended in a basement below the first-floor apartments, at an open laundry room with coin washers and dryers. A narrow corridor with a ceiling of plaster-coated pipes led to the front of the building. The door beside her seemed to be a security door locking from the outside, but she did not open it to verify; she would have Baker fingerprint it and all the doors along the stairway, and as soon as possible, before either a tenant or a police officer inadvertently spoiled the possibility for printsif they had not already done so. She went into the laundry room and looked through its barred window. The back of the Beverly Malibu, illuminated by a dim orange bulb over the rear door, faced a high redwood fence covered with ivy. A narrow path separated the building from the fence.

She recorded this additional access to the building in her notebook, and then walked briskly down the narrow corridor under its ceiling of pipes to the front of the building. She looked again at the mailboxes in the lobby, recording the names of second floor apartments ten through fifteen: D. Kincaid; L. Rothberg; M. Marlowe; C. Crane; and P. Grant, the woman who had discovered the body. The distraught-looking woman Foster and Deems had escorted into apartment 11 was presumably L. Rothberg. Sinclair had occupied apartment 13.

Everson, the deputy coroner, came in the front door, medical bag in hand. He said by way of greeting, Whats a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?

Grinning, she beckoned him to follow her upstairs.

In Owen Sinclairs apartment Everson snapped on a pair of surgical gloves, then tidily folded his arms and waited, watching the strobe flashes of Shapiros camera crisscross the corpse of Owen Sinclair.

Finished here, Shapiro told Kate. I suppose you want the usualphotos of every square inch of the whole apartment.

The bearded photographer did not smile, nor did Kate. She would acknowledge neither humor nor fault in the thoroughness of her methods, however aggravating they might be. The usual will be fine, she said evenly. She gestured to the wall of photos. Id like individual shots of each of those.

Shapiro shrugged and turned his attention to the wall. Everson, who had been grinning throughout this exchange, reached into his medical bag for a scalpel and then walked over to the bed.

This wont hurt a bit, he cheerfully told the corpse, and made an incision in the upper right of Sinclairs stomach and plunged a thermometer into what Kate knew was the liver.

He turned to Kate and Taylor and said in a tone of distinct pleasure, Sometimes medical science is just as exact and pretty as mathematics. Your boy here, he had a dose of strychnine along with his Thanksgiving turkey.

Taylor, writing in his notebook, said, How do you spell that?

T-u-r-k-e-y, said Everson.

How can you tell, Walt? Kate asked Everson.

He faced the corpse and recited, Tetanic bending of the back, sardonic grin, staring eyes, cyanosis of the skin from extreme rise in blood pressure, instant rigorits classic. I looked at a corpse exactly like him in med school.

Poison victims Ive seen, Kate mused, were mostly suicides. And there was vomit and She shut out the images, her memory of the smells.

Everson nodded. Sometimes with strychnine too. But not always. It targets the nervous systemspinal cord and brain. He gestured to the rigidly arched, staring corpse. Severe convulsionsa series of simultaneous muscle contractions, so violent he even broke open the blood vessels in his eyes.

Everson reached for the wrist handcuffed to the bed. Odds are he broke it during a seizure. He explored the wrist with his long slender fingers. Indeed he did. Actual cause of death is respiratory failure, Kate. He choked to death from the intensity of his contractions.

Everson withdrew his thermometer, briskly swabbed it clean with cotton, held it up to his eyes. Two hours ago, he said. He glanced at his chain bracelet watch. Time of death no earlier than five-thirty.

Kate focused on the kitchen chair beside the bed. She asked quietly, How long, would you say, to die?

Everson shrugged. Depends on a lot of factors, like dosage. A fatal dose begins at maybe ten or fifteen grams. First symptoms appear from fifteen minutes all the way up to an hour, depending on how he ingested it. And hes a big man, large body weight. First hed feel his chest tighten, hed start shakingHow long to expiration? Ballpark guess is one to three hours after the first symptoms, but I heard of one case where it took more like ten hours.

Some fun, the poor bastard, muttered Taylor.

Everson shook his head. Unless this place is soundproof, Id think someone would hear him. Victims of strychnine dont lose consciousness except momentarilypanic is a major contributor to death. The process is so agonizing, I cant imagine anyone doing it quietly.

The woman across the hall, Kate remembered, had just arrived home. But what about the two women who had discovered the body? Presumably they had been in the apartment adjoining this one while Owen Sinclair was dying

Taylor asked, Whered the poison come from, Walt? Whats it like?

Organic. Used for pest control mostly, I believe. An alkaloid. Exceptionally bitter taste.

Kate looked with increased interest at the empty glasses and cups on the bedside table.

Taylors gaze was fixed on the same table. Better bag the glasses, he said.

Definitely. She would have them all taken to the lab for laser printing and toxicology. Lets seal off that community room downstairs, too. Maybe the food from that get-together earlier today was involved. Well just have to see what we find out and how quickly we can find it out.

Everson pulled his tape recorder from the bag. I assume you two have suspects to browbeat? I have a report Id like to dictate and Id like to get back to home and hearth sometime tonight.

Kate said to Taylor, Lets talk to Paula Grant and her niece.
  

Chapter Two

The dark-haired young woman who answered the door of Apartment 14 wore black pants and a white silk shirt figured with silver thread. She stared at the identification Kate extended as if deaf to Kates introduction of herself and Taylor. Slowly she lifted her gaze to Kates face.

The eyes were an intense gathering of blue-violet and looked almost bruised as if the blue would seep onto her smooth, unmadeup cheekbones. She was youngin her twenties, Kate estimated. And striking in holiday attire that she seemed no more aware of than if she wore a bathrobe.

The blue gaze acquired focus as the young woman took in Kates face. Come in. Her voice was low and soft, almost breathless.

A white-haired, exceedingly slender woman moved gracefully across the gray carpet toward them. She wore a cream-colored silk shirt tucked into loosely cut beige trousers, and brown loafers with tassels. Im Paula Grant. This is my niece, Aimee Grant. The shoulders were straight, the bearing imperious, the vocal quality Lauren Bacall.

Kate again extended her identification. Im Detective Delafield, this is my partner, Detective Taylor. Im sorry these circumstances bring us together.

Paula Grants clear hazel eyes ignored Kates ID to sweep over her windbreaker and corduroy pants.

Out of a sudden, insupportable sense of deficiency, Kate said, I was away visiting when I was called here, even as she realized that she had never before done such a thing in her professional life. She felt Taylors stare.

Of course, said Paula Grant. Please sit down.

But Kate knew that she was diminished in the eyes of this aristocratic woman. One simply should not dress this way wherever one might be on Thanksgiving Day.

She said to Paula Grant, We need to ask you and your niece some questions, and well need to interview you separately.

Detective Delafield, I understand your reasons for that. The older womans eyes were fastened on Aimee. But is it absolutely necessary?

Kate looked at Aimee Grant. Clearly, she was in shock, and Paula Grant did not want to be separated from her. But just as clearly, her own duty lay with the dead man in the other room, and separate interviews were recommended procedure in order to glean each persons individual memory. Taylor, who had preceded her here and had talked to the patrol officers, shrugged almost imperceptibly. Kate nodded at Paula Grant; she would initiate the interview, and see what developed.

She took a few moments to glance around the apartment. A boomerang-shaped glass coffee table seemed to rest lightly on chrome supports, its surface pristine save for a large brass ashtray with a cigarette case beside it, a drink on a coaster, and a tall, slender, highly stylized pewter sculpture of a female nude. Two large marble-topped end tables and a plant table were stacked with books and magazines. Three sling chairs made of good leather faced a gray tweed sofa. Another sling chair, this one of wood and canvas, appeared to be an authentic directors chair: the name DOROTHY ARZNER was stencilled across its back. This chair was not to be sat upon; it reposed in a place of honor below a black-framed poster of Joan Crawford in a film Kate had never heard of, The Bride Wore Red.

More than a dozen similarly framed posters and movie photo montages adorned the walls. Kates glance sped in surprised recognition: Shirley MacLaine and Audrey Hepburn in The Childrens Hour. Candice Bergen as Lakey in The Group. Susan Sarandon and Catherine Deneuve in The Hunger. Garbo, in sculptured black and white androgyny, in Queen Christina. Mariel Hemingway and Patrice Donnelly soaring over a track hurdle in Personal Best. A bar scene with the two female stars of Lianna. And on the dining room wall, Helen Shaver looking bemusedly into the distance as Patricia Charbonneau leaned back confidently against a Chevy convertible in Desert Hearts.

Kate glanced at Taylor to see if he had discerned the connection between most of these posters. He was fixated on the poster of Joan Crawford.

He asked Paula Grant, You have something to do with all these movies?

A few, she said in her husky voice. The one youre looking at, Dorothy Arzner directed in thirty-seven. My mother was in the costume department at MGM and was privileged to be assigned to her pictureI was fourteen at the time.

Paula Grants explanation did not quite account for her evident adulation of Arzner. But Kate could guess: fourteen was the age when she herself had had her first serious sexual attraction, to a woman teacher

Paula Grant gestured to the other posters with a finely boned, translucent hand. Most of these are after my time in the industry. I simply like them forvarious reasons.

She brought her gaze back to fix it acutely on Kate, and Kate understood that Paula Grant had missed nothing of her own survey of the posters.

Kate sat in one of the leather sling chairs, Taylor beside her. Paula and Aimee Grant settled themselves on the sofa. Smoothing her windbreaker as best she could, Kate pulled out her notebook and commanded herself to focus on her notes and the detail she needed to gain from this interview.

I realize this is very difficult, she began. She inhaled a faint scent of lavender, whether from one of the Grants, or the apartment itself, she was unsure. But my partner and I need to have you take us through the events of today.

She looked up. Aimee Grants blue-violet eyes were on her in unfocused vulnerability.

Taylor said, Maybe we could start with when you discovered the victim. Kate heard the impatience in his voice and understood it. They had too much to do, and too quickly, to afford all this wasted motion.

At five minutes to six, Paula Grant answered with regal calm. Aimee had arrived earlier today, and we were leaving for dinner.

Aimee Grant said softly, Aunt Paula was determined to go in there and see what was wrong.

So why did you go in there? Taylor prompted. You hear sounds from his apartment?

Quite the contrary, said Paula Grant. And this is what Im afraid will be very hard to explainit was because of the sounds I didnt hear. She shook her head as if wearied by the thought of trying to be understood.

Ms. Grant, Kate said, Detective Taylor and I will be in charge of this investigation

Will you indeed, Paula Grant said, glancing at Kate with sharp interest.

 And we need you to go over everything very carefully, in as much detail as you can remember.

Since my niece and I are both Ms. Grant, Paula Grant noted, it seems easier to call us Paula and Aimee. She added, I went into Owen Sinclairs apartment because his door was openbut mostly because there was a change in the walla.

Kate and Taylor exchanged perplexed glances. Aimee Grants face slowly eased into a faint smile.

Paula leaned to the coffee table and withdrew a long, slender cigarette from her black leather cigarette case. And to explain what walla means, I have to further explain that I was a script supervisor before I left the industry. She looked at Taylor. Do you know what a script supervisor does?

Taylor crossed an ankle over a knee and propped his notebook in his lap. Things like making sure some actor isnt wearing a blue shirt in a scene when hes supposed to have
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