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Chapter 1

 


Ruby

 


Pacific Palisades, California

Wednesday, July 26

 


Ruby Cross, the top producer for RE/MAX in
western Los Angeles County, was having a trying day.

She didn’t allow herself to have bad
days. She hadn’t climbed to the pinnacle at RE/MAX—one of the
largest real estate companies in the U.S.—by succumbing to
negativity. No, Ruby had found over the years that most
difficulties could be overcome with a cheerful outlook and a
balls-to-the-wall work ethic.

But this morning was testing that
hypothesis.

Her first clients, out-of-towners, had been
thirty minutes late for their scheduled showing. Ruby, for whom
punctuality was next to godliness, had managed to spin the
situation into a positive by using it as a teaching moment on the
horrors of LA traffic and the importance of never blindly trusting
your GPS in an unfamiliar city.

Her second client, a repeat customer, had
turned down every single house on the list Ruby had drawn up to the
client’s precise specifications. All for trivial reasons. In one,
she’d found a tiny chip in one bathroom tile. In another, the
kitchen walls weren’t the exact shade of white she wanted. In the
third, the client was turned off by the shower curtain in the guest
bath. When Ruby reminded her that she wasn’t buying the shower
curtain, the client got huffy and threatened to find another
realtor.

She wouldn’t. Ruby was confident of that. All
the same, she texted her husband and asked him to have a full glass
of wine waiting for her at home this evening. He promised to do so,
and sent a row of hearts-and-flowers emojis.

Ruby smiled, thinking about it. Her hubby
really was the best.

Her final appointment of the morning should
be a pick-me-up as well. She was meeting Paul Thayer, the best home
stager in the county, at another client’s house in the Palisades.
Her client had already moved to Taos and was anxious to sell.
Paul’s enormous fee was worth it to the seller, to get the house
off his hands.

Ruby always enjoyed working with Paul. He was
a terrible gossip, but since knowledge was income in the real
estate business, Ruby didn’t mind. She wasn’t above dropping
tidbits for him to pass on as a way of spurring sales and
soliciting business. And the man was a gifted decorator. Ruby loved
watching him work.

She parked in the driveway of the home, glad
to see that Paul’s Tesla S Plaid was already there. She locked her
car, hurried up the front walk, and rang the doorbell. On the other
side of the door, she could hear the tones echoing through the
empty house.

She heard nothing else.

She rang again. Maybe Paul was in the
bathroom? She texted him—I’m here, where are
you?—and waited. Nothing.

Maybe he’d left the door unlocked, although
Ruby had never known him to do so. She pressed down on the lever,
and the door swung open.

Ruby didn’t walk right in. She waited,
listening. She heard nothing. She called out, “Paul?”

Zilch.

A ripple of concern worked its way down her
spine. Ruby reached into her bag for her pepper spray, gripped it
firmly, and stepped into the house. “Paul?”

Silence.

She looked to her right, into the formal
dining room. Nothing appeared to be out of place. She looked to her
left, into the living room. All seemed well. She tiptoed into the
dining room, pepper spray held straight out in front of her, and
looked through the archway that led to the kitchen.

She saw a bloodless hand.

Ruby didn’t scream. Top-producing real estate
agents didn’t scream. She moved forward, holding her breath. When
she saw Paul’s face, she jumped.

He was looking right at her.

Except that he wasn’t. He wasn’t looking at
anything anymore.

The first thing Ruby said was, “Oh, Paul. Oh,
no.”

Then she called 911 as she ran from the
house.


Chapter 2

 


Anisha

 


Pacific Palisades

 


LA County Coroner’s Investigator Anisha
Pandit donned her Tyvek suit and booties as she watched the cops
talk to the realtor. The woman was wiping tears, but otherwise
seemed calm. Anisha idly entertained the thought that the realtor
might be a suspect.

Not her job to sort that out, though.

She led her team through the front door. The
police forensics investigators were already hard at work, taking
photos, dusting for prints, searching for trace evidence. One of
them was kneeling beside the body, using tape to collect potential
hair and fiber. Anisha said, “Hi, Jason.”

The tech squinted up at her. “Hi, Nisha. Just
let me wrap up here, and he’s all yours.”

“Cool. You sampled the blood already?”

“Yup.”

Jason finished and went to the kitchen
counter to label his samples. Anisha stood back while her
photographer took photos from every possible angle, close-ups and
distance shots. Then she placed her feet exactly where Jason’s had
been and knelt.

The deceased was still warm. Anisha palpated
his neck and jaw muscles; they were soft. She said, “Lilly, what’s
the room temp?”

“Seventy-four.”

Anisha studied the scant blood surrounding
the body; it was already clotted. The victim had been dead for at
least an hour, but not much longer. Maybe two hours. Three, tops.
She said, “Who’s taking notes?”

Lilly said, “I am.”

“Okay. Blood is fully clotted.”

“Got it.”

A voice said, “Hey, Nisha. What do you think?
A couple of hours?”

She looked up and smiled. Max O’Brien was one
of her favorite homicide detectives in the entire Los Angeles
Police Department. Smart, kind, and a fellow member of the gay
community. “Hi, Max. That’s exactly what I think.”

“Probably not long before the realtor found
him.” Max bent down and squinted at the knife. “Might be a chef’s
knife.”

“Yeah, but this kitchen is empty. At least,
there’s nothing on the counters. We didn’t check the drawers.”

“I’ll do that now.” Max moved to the far side
of the kitchen and started opening doors and drawers.

Anisha checked the victim’s hands and
forearms. “No defensive wounds.”

Lilly said, “Killer snuck up behind him?”

“Maybe.” Anisha stood up and stretched her
back. “There’s not a lot more we can do here, because we have to
transport him with the knife in place. Max, are you finding
anything?”

“Nope. Everything’s empty.” Max returned to
stand beside her. “Does it look like the knife is angled up a
little?”

“Yes. In which case, it may have reached the
heart.” She pointed to the body. “Blood trickled out to the sides,
mostly. I don’t think he spent much time vertical after he was
stabbed.”

“Most of the blood is still inside him, I
guess.”

“Exactly. The pressure from the knife is
holding it in.”

Max rubbed the back of his wrist across his
forehead. “The realtor said the victim wouldn’t have left the front
door unlocked. But that’s how she found it.”

“Someone he knew, then.”

“Most likely. Did you find a phone
anywhere?”

“No.”

“May I feel his front pockets?”

“Sure.”

Max slipped his gloved hands under the body
on both sides. “Can’t be one hundred percent sure, but I think he
still has his wallet. This wasn’t robbery.”

Anisha shook her head. “They left his wallet
and took his phone? Definitely someone he knew.”


Chapter 3

 


Jon

 


Police Administration Building

Downtown Los Angeles

 


The detectives’ room in the unit known as
Homicide Special was buzzing with conversation. The entire team had
been hunting for a serial killer for two months now. The guy’s m.o.
was to show up early at advertised open houses in the San Fernando
Valley, while the female real estate agent was setting up, then
rape and strangle her. He’d struck four times, leaving the bodies
to be discovered by the first legitimate visitors to the open
house. So far, he’d left no useful evidence behind. His DNA didn’t
match anyone in the nationwide system known as CODIS.

The lead detectives on the case, Jon Eckhoff
and Susan Portman, had decided that morning to put fresh eyes on
the cases. They’d distributed the four murder books—blue three-ring
binders that held every scrap of conversation, every photo, every
lab result, everything from each case—to four pairs of detectives
that hadn’t seen their particular book before. Now Jon and Susan’s
colleagues were poring through the books, asking questions and
making notes.

Jon hoped like hell that someone would have a
brilliant idea. After three years at Homicide Special, he could say
definitively that serial cases were his least favorite. The bad guy
hadn’t struck in a couple of weeks; agents were finally taking
precautions and not going to open houses alone. Jon wanted very
badly to catch the scumbag before he struck again.

His partner, Susan Portman, was frowning at a
map that she’d pinned to the wall between her and Jon’s cubicles.
The map had a pin pushed into the location of each agent murder.
Susan had joined Homicide Special a year before him, but they’d
known each other for a long time, having both been detectives at
LAPD’s Pacific Division for several years. She was one of LAPD’s
first openly out lesbians, a heavily tattooed biker grrrl with
spiky black hair. She was a tough customer and an excellent
detective. She took no shit from anyone—except Jon.

Jon asked, “Anything?”

Susan grunted. “No. I’m seeing this map in my
sleep. There’s no pattern. Northridge, Reseda, Van Nuys, North
Hollywood.”

“He hasn’t come south of the 101. Or gone
west into Ventura County.”

“So, he lives or works in the Valley. It’s a
big place.”

“True. I wonder…” Jon stopped as their boss
approached. “Hey, L.T., what’s up?”

Lt. Jermaine Simon was the supervisor of half
of the Homicide Special squad. He said, “You’re not gonna like
this.”

Susan crossed her arms and looked up at him.
“When do we ever?”

Simon grinned. “Oh, I don’t know. Your
partner seems to enjoy cases involving bigwigs.”

Jon grinned back. “Only because I like to
disabuse them of the mistaken notions they hold about the
LAPD.”

Susan rolled her eyes. “What is it we’re not
gonna like, boss?”

Simon handed her a slip of paper. “There’s
another real estate-related murder. I don’t think it’s connected,
but the powers that be are dumping it on us anyway.”

Jon looked at the paper, on which was written
an address. “The Palisades? It’s a West LA case?”

“Yup. Max O’Brien will meet you at the
house.”

Jon and Max had been partners once, years
ago, when they were both at Pacific Division. They’d also worked
together, although not as partners, at the West LA station. Max was
one of the best divisional detectives in the LAPD. Jon said, “Cool.
No mistakes will have been made.”

Susan asked, “Why don’t you think it’s
connected?”

“The victim was a male and he was stabbed in
the back. He was found by a real estate agent.” Simon made a “get
going” motion with his hand. “Max will tell you more.”

“Yes, sir.” Jon and Susan gathered their
belongings and headed to the parking garage to sign out their
ride.

 


Pacific Palisades

 


When they got to the house, the forensics
unit was still working in the driveway and the ME’s crew was
loading the body into their transport van. Max O’Brien was waiting
for them at the end of the driveway; he smiled as they climbed from
their car. “I don’t know why they called Homicide Special in, but
I’m glad to see you.”

Jon said, “You, too. Simon said this was only
peripherally connected to our serial case.”

“There’s a real estate angle. That’s the only
connection.” Max pointed to a woman in a red suit who was sitting
in the passenger seat of his car. “Ruby Cross. She’s a real estate
agent and she found the victim.”

“Who’s the victim?”

“His name is Paul Thayer. Resident of
Pasadena. He’s an interior decorator and home stager. Ms. Cross was
meeting him here to stage this house for sale.”

The name rang a bell for Jon. “Paul Thayer. I
know that name from somewhere.”

Susan raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? Where?”

“I don’t know. It’ll come to me. Maybe.”

Max said, “Put on booties then you can come
inside.”

Once they were gloved and booted, Max led
them into the house and to the kitchen. If it wasn’t for the
fingerprint powder covering every surface, it would be hard to tell
anything had happened there. Susan asked, “Where’s the blood?”

“Still in the victim, we think. The killer
left the knife in place.”

“Has forensics turned up anything yet?”

“Nope. That’s another commonality with your
serial case. The killer didn’t leave anything behind.”

Jon asked, “Robbery?”

“I don’t think so. The victim still had his
wallet, although I couldn’t look inside. He didn’t have a phone,
though, so the killer must have taken it.”

“It was someone he knew, then.”

“Most likely.”

Susan asked, “Whose house is this?”

“Some dude who’s already moved to Taos. The
place is completely empty. The knife didn’t come from the
house.”

Jon said, “Hmmm. Sounds like premeditation to
me.”

Max said, “Uh-huh. Here’s the victim’s
address.” He handed them another slip of paper.

Susan said, “You need to figure out where
you’ve heard of this guy.”

Jon agreed. “Do you want to talk to Ms. Cross
while I do?”

Max grinned. “Divide and conquer. I love
it.”

Susan said dryly, “Words to live by.”


Chapter 4

 


Liz

 


Charles E. Young Research Library

University of California, Los Angeles

 


UCLA librarian Liz Nguyen was at her desk,
reading a frantic email from a graduate student and trying to
figure out from the run-on sentences what the hell the guy’s
dissertation topic was. Her subject specialties were political
science and public policy, and the student was going on and on
about consumerism. She supposed she could just forward the email to
their sociology librarian, but he must have emailed her for a
reason.

She’d try one more time.

Hi Zach,

Please tell me what your topic is
in twenty words or less. I’m still not
clear on what you want to write about.

Thanks,

Liz

There were times, like now, when she thought
that going straight from a bachelor’s degree into a doctoral
program was not such a hot idea. If nothing else, a master’s degree
taught you how to write. She wondered if the faculty were
seeing this effect. She’d have to ask around.

She was about to hit Send on the email when
her phone played the first few bars of “Should’ve Been a Cowboy” by
Toby Keith. Her husband was calling. She smiled and answered, “Hey,
you.”

“Hey, yourself.” Jon sounded like he was
outside. “Whatcha doing?”

“Composing a ‘what the fuck is your topic?’
email to a student. You?”

“I’m at a crime scene in the Palisades. How
do I know the name Paul Thayer? He lives in Pasadena.”

“Oh.” Liz’s memory whirred for a
moment then clicked into place. “Paul and his husband were friends
of Pete and Jamie’s.” Pete Ferguson and Jeremy “Jamie” Brodie.
Jamie was a former librarian who’d been Liz’s bestie at UCLA for
her first eleven years on the job. “Do you remember several years
ago, one night we were all at El Caribe and Jamie found someone
that he knew getting a blow job in the men’s room?” El Caribe was a
straight-friendly gay club in Venice that was their usual choice
for group get-togethers.

Jon said, “Yeahhh. Jamie and Pete were
pissed at the guy. That was Thayer?”

“Right. He was cheating on his husband. They
eventually divorced three or four years ago. I remember Jamie
telling me about it at the time.”

“What was the husband’s name?”

“Aaron Quinn. He’s one of Pete’s best
friends.”

“Okay, it’s coming back to me. They were at
Pete and Jamie’s wedding, right?”

“Yeah. Why are you asking?”

“Paul was found dead a few hours ago in an
empty home that he was supposed to be staging for sale.”

Liz sucked in a breath. “Oh.
Shit. How?”

“Knife in the back. He was supposed to meet a
real estate agent at the house. She found him and called it
in.”

“Where was the house? And how do you all have
the case?”

“The house is in the Palisades. The brass
decided to conflate this case with the serial case from the
Valley.”

“That’s dumb.”

“No shit. Yet here we are. Thanks, hon.”

“You betcha. I’m sure Jamie or Pete would
know a lot more about him.”

“Yeah, we want to talk to the ex first. I’ll
see you this evening.”

“Okay. Love you.”

“You, too.” Jon said goodbye.

Liz tapped on the red button and tried to
remember everything she could about Paul Thayer. She had a vague
impression from Jamie’s wedding of a dark-haired man, sleekly
dressed, who came across as too over-the-top for her taste. But
that was all she had.

She sighed and hit Send on her email.


Chapter 5

 


Jon

 


Pacific Palisades

 


Susan was in their unmarked SUV, frowning at
the computer monitor. Jon asked, “Whatcha doing?”

“Background check on Paul Thayer. He’s clean.
Did Liz remember him?”

“Yeah.” Jon told her what Liz had said. “Did
the realtor have anything useful?”

“No. She said that Thayer was a catty gossip
but she liked him. She knew he was divorced but had no idea who he
might be seeing these days.”

Jon said, “A catty gossip, huh? I’d like to
find Aaron Quinn before I ask Pete or Jamie for more information
about Thayer.”

“Exactly.” Susan and Jon both knew that their
first suspect should be the victim’s ex. They didn’t want to alert
his friends until necessary. “Let me look him up.”

She found Aaron Quinn in the driver’s license
database. “His address is Culver City. Does that face look familiar
to you?” She turned the monitor toward Jon.

A guy in his late forties, his loosely curly
hair framing his face, smiled back at Jon. He said, “Oh, yeah. I
remember the whole story now. I met him at Pete and Jamie’s a
couple of times. He was staying there for a few weeks after he left
Thayer until he could find a place of his own.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s a psychologist, like Pete. They met in
grad school then taught together at Santa Monica College for
several years.”

“Is he still there?”

“No. He took a job at USC, as I
remember.”

“Hm. Let’s try him at home first. If he’s not
there, we’ll go to USC.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Jon started the car and
pulled away from the curb.

 


Culver City

 


Susan programmed the GPS to avoid freeways,
so they wound through the surface streets of Santa Monica then West
LA on their way to Culver City. They found Aaron Quinn’s apartment
complex near the E Line. Jon figured that Aaron chose it for the
easy commute to USC, which had a stop on that line. They checked in
with the person at the security desk then walked up to the third
floor.

Aaron Quinn was home. He looked older than
Jon remembered; his curly dark hair was graying and he looked
tired. But he smiled as he recognized Jon. “Jon Eckhoff, right? You
were Kevin Brodie’s partner.”

“That’s right. You have a good memory. This
is my current partner, Susan Portman.”

Aaron shook their hands. “Detective Portman,
nice to meet you. Please come in.”

“Thanks.” Jon and Susan stepped inside and
turned in a circle, scanning the space. It was a studio apartment.
To their left was the tiny kitchen—stove and fridge opposite a sink
and counter. Two stools were shoved under the counter. Clockwise
from the kitchen was the living space, furnished with a sofa and a
coffee table. The walls were lined with IKEA bookshelves. A door
led out to a tiny balcony, big enough only for one chair. The
sleeping area was partially blocked off by a folding screen, and
the bathroom was immediately to their right.

“Please, have a seat.” Aaron waved them to
the sofa, then pulled out a barstool for himself. “I know you’re
homicide detectives. What’s happened?”

Jon said, “I wish there was an easier way to
tell you. But it’s Paul.”

Aaron’s eyes widened. “Paul… my ex?
Paul Thayer? Someone murdered him?”

“I’m afraid so. I’m sorry.”

Aaron shook his head, hard, like he was
trying to jar something loose. “That’s insane. What…
where…”

“He was found in an empty house by a realtor
that was planning to meet him there.”

“Oh my God.” Aaron blew out a breath and
slumped against the kitchen counter behind him. “That’s… I’m…
Shit.”

Susan asked, “When was the last time you saw
Paul?”

“The day I left our house for the last time.
That was October 2019. Our divorce was final several months later
but we signed the papers separately.”

“Can you think of anyone who’d wish him
harm?”

“Not specifically. But it’s been years… Paul
was promiscuous. Before and during our marriage, and probably
after. He might have made a lot of people mad.”

“Did he have business rivals?”

“Yes. There are dozens of top-end home
stagers in LA. None of them particularly like each other.”

“Did he have partners in the business?”

“He did, up until two years ago. Her name is
Adrienne Pennell. Paul bought her out of the business and they
parted ways.”

Susan made a note of the name. “Was that an
amicable split?”

“No.”

“How did you hear about their split, if you
haven’t talked to Paul?”

“Adrienne told me. She and I are still
friends.”

Jon could practically see thoughts of a
conspiracy forming on Susan’s face. He asked, “Did Paul have any
family?”

“No. He’s completely estranged from them.
Paul’s from Boise. I never met any of his family except for a
couple of great-aunts whom he stayed in touch with. They came to
our wedding.”

“Are they still living?”

“No. They both died while we were
married.”

Susan asked, “Did Paul have a will?”

“Yes. After we’d been together for a few
years, we changed our wills to make each other our beneficiary. I’m
sure Paul has changed his. I have.”

“Who was your attorney?”

“Brett Speed. His office is in Old Town
Pasadena. I moved my business to Jamie’s friend Melanie Hayes, but
Paul may still use Brett.” Aaron winced. “May have
used.”

Jon said, “It’ll be an adjustment.”

“Yeah.” Aaron sighed.

“Did Paul still live in the house you
owned?”

“Yes. At least, he did at the time of our
divorce. He bought out my half.”

“What’s the address?”

Aaron repeated it. Susan wrote it down and
asked, “Just for the sake of completeness. Where were you this
morning?”

“Here. I woke up with a migraine and called
in sick for the day. And before you ask, I don’t have anyone to
corroborate that.”

Jon and Susan shared a look. Susan said,
“Would you mind if we looked around here? We’ll get a warrant, if
it makes you feel better.”

“You don’t need a warrant. I have nothing to
hide.” Aaron’s gaze turned inward for a moment, then he focused on
Susan. “I didn’t kill Paul.”

“All right.” Jon stood. “We’ll be out of your
hair in a few minutes.”

“Make yourselves at home. I’ll stay out of
the way.”

“Thanks.”

Susan moved to the living room and started
studying the contents of the bookshelves. Jon scrutinized the
kitchen. Despite its tiny size, it was well stocked. Aaron’s spice
collection was almost as extensive as Liz’s, and the cabinets held
ingredients, not pre-packaged food. Of particular interest to Jon
was a set of knives attached to a magnetic strip on the fridge. He
noted the brand—Wüsthof—to look up later. He asked, “You do a lot
of cooking?”

“Yeah. It’s relaxing. And I can’t really
afford to eat out much.”

The rest of the search didn’t take long.
Aaron didn’t own much except for his books. Neither Jon nor Susan
found anything that was worth considering as evidence.

They thanked Aaron and left. Once they were
free of the building Susan said, “He has a lot of knives.”

“He does.” Jon looked up the Wüsthof brand of
knives on his phone. “His chef’s knives are high end.”

“He wouldn’t waste one of his good knives on
his ex, would he?”

“Probably not.”

Jon unlocked the car and they climbed in. “Do
you suspect Quinn?”

“He seemed truthful. And, if he was gonna
kill the ex, why wait four years? But we can’t rule him out. If he
and that ex-business partner put their heads together… We have to
find out if either of them would benefit financially from Thayer’s
death.”

“Exactly. Where to?”

“The ME’s office is between us and Pasadena.
Let’s stop and get Thayer’s house keys from his personal effects,
then go search his place.”

Jon started the car. “Sounds like a
plan.”


Chapter 6

 


Jon

 


Pasadena

 


Paul Thayer’s house was a large Craftsman,
either perfectly maintained or meticulously restored to its
original condition. Jon and Susan parked in the empty driveway and
walked around the property first. The backyard was modeled on an
English garden; walkways built of pavers wound through raised
flower boxes, which were overflowing with luxurious blooms. Several
orange and lemon trees added to the lush landscape.

Susan said, “This uses a lot of water.”

“Not as much as a lawn, though. No way Thayer
takes care of this himself.”

“He probably doesn’t clean his own house,
either. We need to find out who works for him.”

There weren’t any clues outside the house,
although Jon made a mental note to check the detached garage when
they were done in the house. They hauled their evidence cases up
the broad stairs that led to the front porch and unlocked the
door.

They walked into an entrance hall. Ahead of
them on the right, a staircase led to the second floor; on the
left, the hall continued toward the back of the house. An arch to
the left opened into a living room; to the right, a matching arch
led to a home office. Susan asked, “Which do you want?”

“You take the office.” Jon knew that Susan
would enjoy poring through Thayer’s business. He, on the other
hand, wanted to see the rest of the house.

“Cool.” Susan went into the office and said,
“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

“What?” Jon followed her into the room, saw
what she was looking at, and started to laugh.

In addition to the regular office
furnishings, Thayer had decorated the room with art—all depicting
the erect penis. Two sculpted renditions rested on pedestals in
opposite corners of the room; smaller models were scattered among
the books on the built-in shelving, and the walls displayed
drawings and paintings of the same.

Susan made a “gack” sound. “How many huge
fucking dicks do you really need in your line of vision?”

“Do you suppose he met clients here?”

“Surely not.” Susan pulled out the desk chair
and sat down. “I can’t wait to find out who’s gonna inherit
all this.”

Jon laughed and crossed the hall into the
living room.

A fireplace graced the opposite wall, with
built-in bookshelves on either side. Jon noted the lack of penile
art; maybe Paul met clients in this room. The books were all about
decorating, design, art, and architecture. There were two love
seats and several wing chairs arranged in two separate seating
areas. Jon opened the drawers of the end tables; they were
empty.

The next room toward the back of the house
was the formal dining room. To the left, an enormous bay window; to
the right, a built-in buffet and a fully stocked bar cart. The
table sat twelve. Its centerpiece was a huge carved wooden
penis.

Jon shook his head in amusement. He checked
the drawers of the buffet and found only table linens and
silverware. He moved on through another arch to a laundry room,
which yielded nothing of interest, then into the kitchen.

The kitchen was surprisingly small for a
house of this size. A window over the sink looked out to the
backyard. There wasn’t much counter space, but there was a huge
fridge which extended backward into a breakfast nook. Jon opened
cabinets and drawers and found nothing worth noting. He opened the
fridge; it was nearly full.

He hoped Susan found the name of Paul’s
housekeeper. Whoever it was would need to come and take the
perishables.

Between the breakfast nook and the office was
a large guest bedroom with an en-suite bath. It only held a bed and
nightstand. The closet was empty.

So much for the first floor. Jon went
to the foot of the stairs and peeked into the office, where Susan
was sorting through papers. “Found anything good?”

“Yes. An address book. Ol’ Paul was
meticulous about record keeping, apparently. Brett Speed is in
here, listed as Attorney. And the names of a housekeeper and
gardener.”

“Good. The fridge is full. We probably ought
to call the housekeeper now.”

“On it.”

“Cool. I’m going upstairs.”

Susan waved him on and Jon trotted up the
stairs.

There were two more guest rooms at the front
of the house that shared a large bathroom. The rest of the second
floor was taken up by the enormous owner’s suite. The phallic art
in the vast bedroom, the sitting room, and the sleeping porch, was
photographic. Some of it was pornographic. Jon sighed and began his
search.

There was nothing of interest in any of the
furnishings, or in the massive walk-in closet. Bigger than our
bedroom at home, Jon thought. Paul’s clothing was high-end. No
surprise there.

Jon saved the bathroom for last—and got
lucky. In the garbage can he found two used condoms. He took photos
then bagged and tagged each one separately. When the housekeeper
arrived, he’d ask when the trash was last emptied.

He went downstairs to find Susan talking to a
young Latino, who was dabbing at his eyes. She said, “This is Diego
Ortiz. He was Mr. Thayer’s housekeeper.”

Jon said, “Mr. Ortiz, I’m Detective Eckhoff.
You must live nearby.”

“No, but I was on my way when you called.”
Diego sniffed, hard. “This is terrible news.”

Susan said, “I’m still searching the desk.
And I’ll call the gardener and the lawyer.”

“Right. Mr. Ortiz, let’s sit down.” Jon led
the man into the living room. “Is Wednesday your regular day to
come?”

Diego perched on the edge of one of the
armchairs, twisting a tissue in his fingers. “Monday, Wednesday,
and Friday. Sometimes another day if Mr. Paul was having a
party.”

“When were you here last?”

“Monday.”

“Was Mr. Thayer here?”

“No. I have a key. Sometimes he’s here, but
not that
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