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Death by Sarcasm
(Mary Cooper Mystery #1)
by
Dan Ames

Sarcasm is the last refuge of modest and chaste-souled people when the privacy of their soul is coarsely and intrusively invaded.
��Fyodor Dostoyevsky

Sarcasm is the language of the devil.
��Thomas Carlyle

There�s a fine line between fishing and standing on the shore looking like an idiot.
��Steven Wright


Chapter One

Instead of the local rats, a team of crime scene technicians scurried around the grimy alley, popping flashbulbs and taking notes. Occasionally, blue and red lights flashed on the cinderblock walls, courtesy of the black-and-whites blocking each end of the alley.
Mary Cooper stood next to her uncle�s body. The large pool of blood � to her it looked like a Snow Angel from Hell � had already thickened, turning darker as if its purity had been contaminated by the lingering sins of the alley�s sordid past. And even though the club was just a few blocks from the Pacific, the air held a thick pall of L.A.�s favorite aromatherapy scents: rotting garbage, human piss, and death.
Mary had said nothing upon her arrival. Now, several minutes later, the uniforms were starting to sneak glances at her, wondering how long she planned to maintain her silent vigil. They unconsciously positioned themselves closer to her, just in case her grief and rage exploded and they needed to restrain her in order to protect the sanctity of the crime scene.
In the alley behind some two-bit comedy bar called the Leg Pull, Brent Cooper had been shot in the head. A large, deep cut had been made across his belly. The knife, a long, bone handled stiletto was then thrust into the body; its perfect verticality looked like an exclamation point to Mary. And the knife held in place a note.
The words on the paper were in thick block letters, probably from a Magic Marker.
Bust a gut.
Mary tore her eyes away from her uncle and glanced up at the officer now standing directly in front of her, watching her. His eyes seemed to implore her to express her emotions, but in a calm, measured way. She could guess what he was thinking. That maybe she would tell him a cute little story about how her uncle used to swing her in the air and threaten to withhold ice cream if she screamed. Or maybe she would tell him how her uncle used to insist on reading �Twas The Night Before Christmas every year in front of a crackling fireplace near the twinkling tree. But Mary offered no tidbits. For one thing, Mary had no such stories. Nobody would ever confuse their family with the Cleavers. And while there was definitely grief, and an abundance of rage, she had used the time observing her dead uncle to unclench her fists. To slow her racing heartbeat, and to gather her thoughts. She pushed aside her own feelings and coolly observed the crime scene. Took in the facts of the murder. But at some point, she knew she had to say something to the uniforms.
So then, at last, she turned to them and spoke.
�Are you sure he�s not just asleep?�

Chapter Two

Detective Jacob Cornell emerged from a dark section of the alley and nodded to the uniform guarding the crime scene. Cornell was a big man, with a considerable physique, and a handsome-ish face. Not the kind that would land him on the cover of GQ, but certainly could find him a place in a Walmart flyer modeling $7.99 flannel shirts. Now, he wore a sportcoat that camouflaged his powerful upper body, and khakis that hid the ankle gun Mary knew he always wore.
�Jesus Christ, Mary, he�s your uncle�was your uncle,� he said, his voice a whisper. �I mean, I called you here because I thought you would want to know. I mean, I know it�s not my place, but, a little respect, a little decorum�� His voice trailed off.
Mary nodded in agreement, as if she was glad she�d been properly admonished.
�True, true,� she said. �That�s a very, very good point, Jake.� She paused. �It�s just that he was always such a heavy sleeper. It runs in the family.� She cut her eyes over at him, winked, and said, �You know that.�
Jacob Cornell closed his eyes and held them shut for a beat. And then when he opened them, he looked at her with a sideways glance. �This is not the time and it certainly isn�t the place,� he said, his voice soft.
Mary felt warmed by his indignity. A little pissed that he was judging her, but she was used to that by now. Nobody would ever liken her to an open book. But still, despite his many faults, an overly developed sensitivity chief among them, Mary didn�t mind knowing someone like Jake. So good. So nice. So friggin� cute.
�I�m not sure why you�re focusing on me, instead of my dead uncle lying over there in repose,� Mary said. �But since you�re questioning me, I ought to remind you that he was a comedian, Jake,� she said. �Believe me, if the roles were reversed, he�d be standing right here saying, �What�s the big deal? I�ve died hundreds of times at comedy clubs � but it was always on stage.�� She pantomimed a rim shot. �Boom ch,� she said.
One of the crime scene technicians looked up from his notepad at Mary. She caught his gaze and held it until he looked back down. Jake pulled out a notepad and tried to hide the guilty look on his face.
�Come on,� she said to him. They walked to the end of the alley and Mary looked west, toward the ocean. She couldn�t see anything. Just a vast darkness. She turned and caught her reflection in the store window. Did she look like a woman who�d just identified the corpse of a family member? She studied herself, saw a lean woman with a strong face wearing an expression that was open to interpretation. Just the way Mary liked it.
Jake broke into her thoughts. �A waitress on her smoke break found him,� he said, still speaking softly. �She ran back in and��
�Was he already dead?�
Jake hesitated, then said, �She thinks he may have been�twitching a little.�
Mary nodded. Her hands involuntarily formed themselves into fists. She forced them back open, willed them to relax.
�So she runs in, calls 911, then finds the manager and they go out together,� Jake continued. �By then, he�s definitely dead.�
�Had they seen him inside? Before?�
�We�re talking to everyone now,� he said. �A few people thought they saw him at the bar, having a drink. A couple others thought he might have done a couple minutes on stage. But no one knows if he left with someone or by himself.�
�Who was on stage when he was there? Who was performing?�
Jake looked at her, his face blank. �Umm�I�ll have someone check on that.�
�Might be worth looking into,� Mary said. �Maybe he came specifically for the show. He�d been around comedy clubs for a long time. Maybe he knew the headliner � �
�Oh, shit,� Jake said, his breath going out of him with a rush. The pen froze above his notepad. He looked directly behind Mary, over her shoulder.
�I�m sorry to hear about your loss,� a voice said. Mary felt the chill of recognition and her stomach turned sour. She turned and came face to face with Jacob Cornell�s superior. Mary should have known the woman would show up.
�Sergeant Davies,� Mary said, her voice calmer and more in control than she would have thought possible. �I almost didn�t recognize you with your clothes on.�
Arianna Davies was tall, thin, and pale. Her black hair was cut short. Mary knew that her nickname around the squad room was The Shark. Davies had a well-earned reputation as an apex predator. Now, Mary�s comment hadn�t even caused her to dilate a pupil. Mary noticed, however, that Detective Cornell looked like he wished he could liquefy himself and slide down the storm drain. It was the exact same expression he�d had on when Mary let herself into his apartment only to find The Shark literally eating him alive.
�Ah, I see that at least the Cooper wit still lives on,� Davies said.
Mary felt a spark of anger flash inside her, but she held her face still.
�And speaking of unwanted interruptions,� the Shark said to Jake. �I assume you were interviewing Ms. Cooper.� The way Davies raised her voice at the end made the statement both a question and an indictment.
�Actually, we were just finishing up � � Jake said.
�Good.� Davies turned to Mary and spoke in a flat monotone. �You have our deepest sympathies. We will keep you up to date with the progress of the investigation. You will not do any investigating of your own. If you are observed anywhere near this case, you will be arrested and your private investigator�s license revoked. Is that understood?�
Mary seemed to absorb Davies� speech with thoughtful concentration. Then she turned to Jake and gestured with her thumb back toward Davies.
�I thought these new robots were equipped with better voice modulators,� she said.

Chapter Three

Mary wound up at a dive bar on Ocean Boulevard that had been there since the Rat Pack was big.
Three strong drinks later, Mary looked at herself again in the bar mirror, remembering the young cop standing across from her, her dead uncle between them. The cop had looked at her, expecting her to choke out through great sobs a heart-touching story about the old man. Goddamnit, she didn�t have any stories. Uncle Brent had been a first-class smart-ass, just like everyone else in the family. He�d made her laugh a couple times, though. Like the time he�d told their church lady neighbor that he�d been up in Hollywood, making porn movies. Uncle Brent claimed to be making five movies a day, ten bucks a shot. He�d said his stage name was Dickie Ramms.
Mary had been in high school around that time, and she had nearly pissed her pants. Now, she suddenly started at her reflection. Mary was shocked to see a smile on her face, and even more stunned to see moisture around her eyes. It was leaking out onto her cheek. She brushed it away with the back of her hand.
�Quiver,� she said, replaying the family tradition when someone was about to cry. �Come on, quiver,� she said to her reflection.
And that Davies? Come on. What in the world was Jake thinking? She was all wrong for him. Christ, if he wanted a sheet of plywood he should have just gone to Home Depot. Maybe he had some kind of weird fetish for women resembling corpses. Necrophilia Lite. Uh, God, she thought. She felt nauseated over the thought of a corpse. Her uncle. Fuck. What a shitty way to go. The anger came back, and she welcomed it. It was much better than the self-pity she was on the verge of diving into.
The bartender walked over and noticed her expression.
�Everything okay?� he asked. Mary thought she saw a touch of actual caring, along with a healthy dose of good old-fashioned curiosity.
Mary wiped her nose. �No, everything�s not okay. I just lost my uncle.�
The bartender started to offer his condolences, but Mary cut him off.
�But,� she said. �I haven�t looked under the fridge yet.�
The bartender paused, then walked away, shaking his head. Mary shrugged her shoulders. There were people who got her. And there were people who didn�t.
She�d long since given up trying to figure out who was who.

Chapter Four

Hey Brent, what are those photographers shooting? Your last head shot? Damn. Felt good to see that bastard julienned in the alley. It�d felt even better to stick the knife in him, to see the shock on his face.
I�m sitting a block away at a little Coffee Beanery, watching the death parade. The rats actually found him first. Maybe even gnawed a little on the body before someone called the cops.
Revenge was a dish served best over and over again. Third, fourth, fifth helpings. Keep it coming, baby.
Cops don�t have a clue, either.
You�re the first bookend, Brent.
Start off big, with one of the leaders. Sandwich a few of the sheep in between, then end big with the other bookend.
The set-up and then the big punch line.
Who�s laughing now, asshole?
Who�s laughing now?

Chapter Five

Mary parked her Buick in front of Aunt Alice�s house. The Buick was just one of her cars. She had a Lexus when she needed to meet with clients or set up surveillance in the wealthier part of L.A. She also had a Honda Accord when she needed to blend in as an employee of a firm downtown. They were parked in the garage back at her office. When she needed something really expensive, say a Porsche or a Ferrari, she just rented it. But Mary used the old Buick for occasions that took her into the financially depressed sections of L.A.
The great thing about the Buick was that even though it was old, it didn�t have many miles and it had surprisingly smooth power. Still, she�d endured quite a bit of heckling for it. A woman just north of thirty driving a Buick. She�d heard it all. Was the trunk big enough for a full case of adult diapers? Had she gotten an AARP discount? What was the dual temperature control for � menopausal hot flashes?
The sad thing was, most of those jokes had been her own.
Now, the morning sun warmed her back as she stepped onto the porch of the small house in a quiet part of Santa Monica. Alice Cooper had lived there for forty years. She and her husband bought the house back when she was acting and doing comedy. Alice�s husband had died of cancer, an agonizing two-year battle. Alice had kept both the house and her maiden name.
While Alice�s career had never recovered, the southern California real estate market certainly had. Right now, Alice probably had the lowest property taxes in town. When, and if, Alice ever sold the place, she�d be a very wealthy woman.
Mary gave a quick knock, unlocked the door with her key, and walked inside.
Aunt Alice sat in the living room with the television off and a scrapbook in her lap. She was in a wheelchair, one arm in a cloth sling, and one leg in a brace. The older woman had been riding her motorized three wheeler when she�d hit a parked car and flipped over it, onto the hood. Mary had always been a frequent visitor to the house, but ever since the accident, she�d been stopping by every day.
�Hey there Evel Knievel,� Mary said. �Want me to line up some barrels outside? Go for the record?�
Alice shook her head. �Always a comment. Even now.� But a small smile peeked out from the corner of her mouth.
Mary gave her aunt a hug and took in the comforting scent she�d known since she was a kid: laundry detergent and a hint of garlic. Mary glanced at the scrapbook in Alice�s lap and she saw an old picture of Uncle Brent. Mary rubbed Alice�s back and her voice softened. �How are you holding up?� she said.
Alice sighed, shook her head, and flipped the page of the scrapbook. �One day at a time, I guess.�
�Want some lunch?� Mary said.
Alice said nothing, just studied a picture in the scrapbook even more closely.
�How about I whip up a rump roast?� Mary said, heading to the kitchen. �Or a butt steak. Butt steak sound good?�
�When did you first realize you enjoyed abusing the elderly?� Alice said.
�I don�t actually enjoy it,� Mary called from the kitchen. �It�s really more of a calling.�
Alice wheeled herself closer to the kitchen so neither one had to shout.
Mary took the box of Mac �n Cheese from the cupboard and ripped it open. �So I thought I�d start by searing some foie gras,� she said, then set a pot of water on the stove to boil. She set the dried pasta and packet of cheese on the counter. Mary detested Mac �n Cheese, had had it maybe twice in her whole life when she was a kid and went to a friend�s house � it was never served in her own.
Mary had tried in vain to convince Aunt Alice to let her make real macaroni and cheese, the old fashioned way with good cheese and really good pasta, but Aunt Alice insisted on the boxed crap for lunch. Old people just get into routines, Mary told herself when she finally gave up. They fall into routines, then they fall down stairs. It�s all a part of nature�s aging process. All part of God�s master plan.
�Don�t forget my vitamin,� Alice said.
Mary tipped a shot of Crown Royal into a small glass, added an ice cube and a splash of water, then brought it to Alice. Her aunt lifted the glass. �To Brent.�
Mary clinked an imaginary glass. �To Uncle Brent.�
�Butchered in an alley,� Alice said. �I keep waiting for the punch line.�
�He was probably waiting for one, too,� Mary said. �I imagine he was spouting off, making a joke out of it, Cooper style.�
The two remained in silence for a moment, both of them imagining Brent�s last moment.
�You can�t kill me yet!� Alice said, lowering her voice to do the impression of her brother. �I just plugged the meter!�
Alice drank down the last of her whiskey before speaking. �It just doesn�t make any sense to me. He could be a dick, we all know that. But why would anyone want to kill him?�
You have no idea how true that really is, Mary thought to herself. Bust a gut. Real funny.
�Let the police figure that out,� Mary said. �You focus on those parked cars.�
Alice shook her head. �I think Brent was getting funnier as he got older. I think the dementia improved his sense of humor.�
�Dementia?�
�Did I say dementia? Maybe I meant demented. I don�t know.�
Mary realized her aunt was having a senior moment while accusing another elderly person of having senior moments.
�His sense of timing needed help, too,� Alice said. �Remember that time at Gladys Fitwiler�s wedding? That horrible joke in front of the wedding party about the donkey show?�
�Ah, yes. A classic Cooper moment. Bestiality jokes involving the bride always go over so well at weddings,� Mary said.
�Mortifying,� Alice said. �And how the hell would he have known? He�d never been to Mexico.�
Mary went into the kitchen, drained the pasta and added the cheese packet, then put the noodles on a plate and brought it into the dining room. She wheeled Alice into her spot and got them both glasses of iced tea.
For the first time, Alice spoke quietly. �Now I know that car was moving.�
�What car?� Mary asked.
�The car I ran into. Or should I say, ran into me?�
Alice started eating her pasta, but Mary stared at the older woman.
�What do you mean it ran into you?� she said. �You never told me that.�
�Well the young officer made me feel like such a fool I didn�t think I should bring it up again. Dementia might be getting to me, too. You know, the other day I thought my neighbor�s shrub looked like Henry Kissinger��
�Aunt Alice,� Mary said, her voice firm, but sharp. �Please tell me what happened.�
The old woman�s face wore a look of tired futility. �It�s like I told the young officer. I was riding my bike and saw the car. I was going to pull around it. I looked over my left shoulder to check my blind spot and then bam! I hit that darned thing. But there was no way I could have run into it, I�d looked over my shoulder when I was still a good fifteen feet away. That car backed up into me. And fast.�
Mary stared at her aunt.
�What?� the old woman said.
Mary didn�t answer, her mind sifting through the possibilities.
�I have to go,� Mary said, and started to clear her plate. �Set the alarm after I�ve gone, okay?�
�Wait,� Alice said. �You�re still going to give me a bath, right?�
Mary sighed. �All right. I was hoping you wouldn�t remember,� Mary said. �Would you like the exfoliating botanicals today? Or perhaps the lavender pumice?�
�Can I have both?�
Mary looked at her evenly.
�Do I need to remind you how I feel about the elderly?�

Chapter Six

Photographs don�t lie. They deliver the truth. The truth in all of its naked glory, Mary thought, studying the spread of snapshots showing a beautiful woman riding a handsome man like he was a Brahma bull at the county rodeo.
�Well,� her client said. He was an entertainment attorney, a very prominent one. He was tall, with thinning brown hair and gold-rimmed glasses.
Mary had been referred to him by one of her other clients. The entertainment industry was very compact. She had broken into the circle of lucrative clientele on a quiet case of kidnapping, divorce style. Mary had brought her client�s child back safe and sound, all without the press even getting a whiff.
Now, she watched as her current client studied the pornographic images of his wife and best friend, waiting for him to absorb the photograph�s contents. Mary had been a private investigator for well over ten years. Initially, she had thought about becoming a police officer, but after her criminology degree she took a job working for a local investigative service. She found the work interesting and despite the sometimes tedious stakeouts, rarely boring. And since her time in the field, she�d seen it all. Including plenty of clients faced with a cheating spouse. They all reacted differently. It took some folks longer, some of the brave ones faced it right away. She sensed this guy wouldn�t waste time.
Her client gave a bitter smile. �She said she was taking night classes,� he said.
Mary nodded. �Well, she�s certainly studying anatomy right here,� she said, tapping one of the photos.
Her client went pale, and Mary silently cursed herself. It had just slipped out, but that was the problem. They were always slipping out. Besides, she had just been reminded of some infidelity in her own life. Jake and his boss. Mary had taken that about as well as this guy was taking it.
�You were highly recommended,� the man said. �Your discretion, loyalty, and tenacity were called second to none.� His face was pale and an edge crept into his voice. �Your bedside manner, however, was not listed as one of your strong suits. I see why.�
A couple comments popped into her head, mostly about bedside manner, but this time she didn�t let them slip out.
�I�m sorry,� she said. She couldn�t tell if he really believed she meant it, but she did. She just didn�t know how to tell him. Like her bedside manner, �opening up� wasn�t one of her strong suits. �This probably won�t help, but you know it�s rarely about the spouse,� Mary said. �Usually they�re looking for something that�s lacking inside themselves.� Mary thought about what she�d just said. What was Jake lacking? Besides a backbone.
�It�s okay,� her client said, looking again at the photographs. �How disgusting. Clive and I play basketball together.�
Clive clearly preferred going one-on-one with Beverly, but Mary didn�t offer that up for discussion. It was a rare moment of self-editing.
�I know it isn�t easy,� she said. It always went this way. Cuckolded spouses, both male and female, always focused on the friend or the neighbor or the co-worker. Rarely ever the cheating spouse. Probably to distract them from the depth of the true betrayal.
Her client stood, took out his checkbook, and scribbled out a check. He ripped it off with a controlled fury and dropped it onto her desk.
�Thank you,� he said. �I trust you�ll save those if litigation becomes necessary.�
�Absolutely,� Mary said. Sometimes they wanted a copy of the pictures to brood over while getting shitfaced. Some couldn�t wait to get away from them.
Mary cleared her throat. �If you know of anyone looking for a private investigator, please feel free to recommend me.� She hated doing the sales pitch, but it was a necessity of the trade.
�Of course,� he said, and walked out the door.
Mary wondered. That had sounded a little sarcastic.

Chapter Seven

Mary locked the photographs in her safe, then drove directly to the Leg Pull. There was still just enough daylight for Mary to get a good look at the place. In the sunlight, the club looked like a hung-over version of itself: pale, tired, and vaguely ill.
She didn�t bother to go back to the alley for another look, nothing back there but bad endings. There was a part of her that wanted to wait, to get a little more perspective on the death of her uncle before she dove into the investigation. But that wasn�t good investigative work. In any murder case time was of the essence. So despite the fact that the anger and hurt were still raw inside of her, she forged ahead. There would be plenty of time for contemplation later.
A bored waitress told her where she could find the club�s owner/manager. She walked back to the office, her shoes occasionally making sticking sounds on the wood floor.
The door to the office was open and Mary saw a slim bald man with a pencil thin moustache. He had on silk pants, a wrinkled silk shirt, and cologne that could double as a pesticide, which probably made a lot of sense in this dump.
There was a cheap desk sign, probably handmade, letting visitors know the manager�s name was Cecil Fogerty. He reminded Mary of Al Pacino�s brother in The Godfather.
�What�s up Fredo?� she said.
He looked at her blankly.
�I�m Mary Cooper,� she said. �I want to talk to you about the murder last night.�
He looked her up and down, without shame.
�Cooper? Did you say your name�s Cooper?�
�You can hear.�
�What are you, Brent�s daughter?�
�I�m actually his pimp,� Mary said. �I want to find out who destroyed my property. They owe me at least three tricks� worth.�
He gave a weird little laugh that sounded like rodents scurrying behind a wall.
�Nah, you�re related to Brent, I can tell,� he said. His little eyes shone with the pride of his intellect.
�Actually, I�m his niece.�
�Niece, huh? He never talked about you.�
Mary looked around Cecil�s office. Tiny, cramped, and the walls filled with photos of celebrities you just couldn�t quite place. Mary tried not to notice the smell of Cecil�s horrible cologne combined with stale cigars and body odor. And she tried not to think about this place being the last stop, the end of the line for Uncle Brent.
�Yeah, well I didn�t really talk about him a whole lot, either,� she said. �At least, until he got slaughtered behind your club.�
Cecil didn�t know what to say so Mary filled the void. �Why don�t you tell me what you know.�
�So you�re not a cop, right?� Cecil said, stroking his moustache. The little eyes were shining again.
�No, but I have been known to use excessive force. But it doesn�t matter what I am. I�m just a grieving niece with an attitude and not a lot of patience.�
Cecil sat at attention. �Jesus, you are Brent�s niece, aren�t you? You don�t have to get nasty, though,� he said, waving his hands in an attempt at placating her. �Look, I booked him for some of the early slots, you know, sort of as a favor.�
Mary took a deep breath. How far had Brent fallen that he needed favors from a crap stain like Cecil Fogerty?
�Why would you do that?� she said.
�I owed him.�
Mary raised her eyebrows, indicating he should continue.
�Well, you know,� Cecil stammered. �Brent was pretty good with the ladies.�
Mary had known that. Uncle Brent was caustic. He used his sarcasm to hurt people. Mary had never bought into that. She believed in the power of humor to unite, not divide. But despite all that, she knew that her Uncle Brent had been quite the ladies� man. If there was something she could feel good about, it was that he probably had one helluva good time before he checked out for good.
�Frankly, I�m shocked you might have needed some help with women,� Mary said. �I figured you�d tested more mattresses than Serta.�
Cecil looked at her and Mary could tell he wasn�t sure if it was a legitimate compliment or a whole hearted rip.
�Well�� he said, unsure if a modest agreement or honest denial was in order.
�So he helped you score,� she said, urging him on and desperately trying not to picture him naked.
�You�re pretty blunt, aren�t you?�
�I�m as delicate as a Ming vase,� she said. �So get to the part about Uncle Brent helping you with a booty call.�
If sheepishness could be personified, Cecil Fogerty was now it. �Anyway,� he said. �I let Brent and his buddy come in, do their thing, and I�d slip Brent like, a hundred bucks, maybe two hundred depending on the size of the crowd and how his stuff went over.�
Mary let out a low whistle. �Two hundred bucks, huh?� she said, knowing it was probably only half that. �How do you keep this place running handing out that kind of dough?�
�Between Brent and the bar, it was a wash,� Cecil said. �But like I said��
�You owed him,� Mary finished.
Cecil shrugged his shoulders in compliance.
�So you said �Brent and his buddy.� What�s the buddy�s name?�
�No clue � never met him. I hired Brent.�
For once, Cecil took his eyes off Mary�s body. That�s how she knew he was lying.
�Ah, the truth has such a nice ring to it,� Mary said.
Cecil gave her a blank stare.
It pissed her off. Her uncle was dead. Had been cut open a stone�s throw away and guys like Cecil Fogerty were still walking around.
�So you don�t even know his name. You let a comic onstage, without even knowing anything about him at all? Never saw him do some material?�
�Jesus Christ,� he said. �I hire the guys, I don�t follow them home after they do their sets,� Cecil feigned exasperation. He looked at Mary, let his eyes run up and down her body. �Maybe I could come up with something�you know�if you want to have a drink with me.� He smiled at her. Mary shuddered.
�Well, that�s really tempting, Cecil, really tempting,� she said. She felt the bile rise in her throat, but she forced it back down. �I bet you could put that little �stache of yours to good use, couldn�t you?�
Cecil grinned like he�d hit the MegaBall jackpot.
�We have a few drinks, I show you around the upstairs, where I�ve got this cool suite�� he started to say.
Mary paused for just a moment. She could let him buy her a drink, finesse a few more stories about Brent out of him. Maybe even let him take her up to his suite if she felt he had more information. She thought about that for just a moment and then pulled her stainless steel Para Ordnance.45 from her shoulder holster. She took out a handkerchief from her front pocket and wiped down the body of the gun, casually, as if she were cleaning her eyeglasses.
�I hate dust,� she said. �I really ought to do more than just a surface cleaning, though. I really ought to fire a few rounds, then give it a good cleaning.�
She looked up at Cecil. �You got anything around here I could shoot?�
�This isn�t necessary�� he started to say.
�Let me ask you something, Cecil,� Mary said. �Do you think if I shot you in the head, and then looked inside your skull through the bullet hole that I would see the name of this comedian? The name you�re keeping from me?�
Mary could practically see the little moustache fibers on Cecil�s face twitching in fear.
Cecil backed away from her. �Okay, okay! Talk to Jimmy! Jimmy knows that kind of stuff,� he said, his voice high and whiny. �I swear to God I don�t know any names or locations or anything. I just pay the guys. Jimmy will be on tomorrow at four. I promise. Tomorrow at four he�ll be here. He�ll be able to tell you.�
Mary slid the.45 into her shoulder holster.
�You sure know how to get a man excited,� Cecil said, massaging his moustache.
Mary let her eyes run up and down his body, just like he�d done to her.
�Hotties like you just bring it out in me,� she said.

Chapter Eight

Mary stepped outside and breathed deeply, even though it was L.A. She made a mental note to buy a nasal inhaler for use after visiting places like Cecil�s office. Rinse the smell out of the nostrils.
She tried to mentally cleanse herself of Cecil Fogerty. At this point, she wanted to go back to her apartment and maybe take a long shower. Watch a movie. Forget about places like this for a little while.
But when she got to the Buick, she stopped, her breath momentarily caught in her throat. Her hand on its own volition traveled to the butt of her.45.
And then she counted the bullet holes in the Buick�s windshield. There were six.
She turned and did a 360-degree turn. There was no one anywhere near the car. She reflexively checked rooftops or open windows for the barrel of a rifle. But she saw nothing.
Mary felt the anger rise again. She gritted her teeth. And then she walked closer to the car and read the note tucked underneath a piece of the windshield.
Stop � or the next joke is on you.

Chapter Nine

As she gathered her thoughts, Mary saw a patrol car pull a U-turn three blocks down.
She took out her cell phone and called Jake.
�Someone shot up my car,� she said.
�Who�d you piss off now?�
�Hey, your buddies in blue are here,� she said as the patrol car pulled up next to the Buick. �You might want to pull up your pants and let them know this probably relates to a certain ongoing murder investigation.�
She hung up before Jake could answer and volunteered herself to the patrol officers. Once she finished answering their questions, she did her best to see if anyone had witnessed the shooting. Eventually, someone pointed out a young guy with greasy hair and thick glasses. She walked over to him.
�I�ve never seen a car assassinated before,� Mary said.
�I saw you talking to the cops,� he said. �Is it yours?�
�A Buick? What, do I look like I�m 90 years old?� she said. �I�m just curious. Like you.�
They walked as close to the car as they could get, without getting in the way of the cops. He took a closer look at the windshield. �Probably just some kids,� he said. �Vandals, don�t you think?�
Mary considered it for a moment. �Yeah, vandals,� she said. �Old ones.�
�Old ones?�
�Old people think Buicks are for them,� she said. �So they hate seeing a young hardbody like me driving one. This happens to me quite a lot, actually.�
The guy adjusted his glasses and looked at Mary, his eyes slightly wide with fear.
�Why do you still drive it then?� he said.
�I�m not gonna let those old bastards win, man.�
He seemed to think about it for a moment, then said, �You know, now that you mention old people, I may have seen a little something. It was probably nothing, but now it makes a little more sense, maybe.�
Mary felt her heart beat a little faster. She needed a break.
�What�d you see?� she said, keeping her voice bored and disinterested.
�Well, I thought I heard something weird, little pops and breaking glass. I live up on the fourth floor,� he said, pointing to a building about a half a block away.
�So then what did you do?�
�Well, I walked over and saw the car, then I saw a guy a few blocks down, walking kind of fast, but trying not to look like he was walking fast, know what I mean?�
�What�d he look like?�
�I never got a good look at him.� He tapped his glasses. �It was just that he had a windbreaker on. And it was a weird color. It was kind of hard to tell, but it sort of looked like a turquoise blue. But like I said, I can�t see very well. And I am partially color blind.�
�What�s your name?� she asked him.
�Tim.�
Mary nodded.
�All right, take off Tim, unless you want the cops to take you downtown and question you for half the night.�
Tim virtually trembled at the thought. He turned to go, but then had a second thought.
�You know, you were bullshitting me with that old people thing, weren�t you?� He squinted at her through his thick glasses.
Mary shook her head, then held up two fingers in the peace sign and hooked them into sharp claws.
�As we used to say in the Girl Scouts: Honor bright � Snake bite!�

Chapter Ten

Jake and Mary watched the Buick�s front end slide up onto the LAPD tow truck. Even though the crime scene unit had done some preliminary work, the vehicle would need to be taken back to the lab to dig out the bullets and perform more intricate examinations. Because it was possibly tied to an ongoing murder investigation, Jake had arranged for a forensic full-court press.
�So you�re going to need a ride, huh?� Jake said, a little smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.
�Sure will,� Mary said. �Want to wait with me for the cab?�
He took that one in stride, she saw.
�Now, Mary, there�s no need for a cab,� he said. �The good citizens of Los Angeles would be happy to know their tax dollars were being used to give a lady in distress much needed transportation.�
�It�s the Jake Cornell sex tax,� she said. �I don�t recall seeing that itemized on my annual tax statement.�
�It�s listed under city services.�
�Ah,� Mary said. She knew Jake was kidding around, but the idea of taking her home being seen as a charitable service pissed her off just a tad. �Well, I would accept a ride,� she said. �But I�m just afraid that if the Shark found out, you would have to tuck tail again like you did last night.�
He rolled his eyes. �It�s called being professional,� he said. �You should try it sometime.�
�Career advice from a guy sleeping with his boss,� Mary said. �That makes sense.� She pulled out her cell phone. �I�m calling a cab. You meet a better class of people that way.�
�Look,� Jake said. �If you let me take you home, I�ll let you know a few things we�ve found out, okay?�
�Now you�re talking.� Mary climbed into his unmarked car.
Jake fired it up and they headed east toward Santa Monica and Mary�s condo.
�Spill it, Shark Wrangler,� she said.
�Bullet was a 9mm,� he answered. �The knife was traced to a wholesaler in Gary, Indiana, but their products are often moved from retail location to retail location so it�s virtually impossible to track.�
Jake swung onto Lincoln and Mary caught a glimpse of the ocean when they turned onto Ocean Park.
�Any other good news?� she said.
�We�re continuing to interview the waitress and trying to track down other customers who were there, but so far nothing. We have a few names we�re running down, but no one�s jumping out at us.�
Mary nodded.
�What about you?� he said.
�The guy who shot my car may have been wearing a turquoise blue windbreaker, but my wit is partially color blind,� Mary said. �So who knows?�
Jake pulled to a stop at a red light. They were a block from the ocean and Mary could see the moon peeking out from behind the Santa Monica mountains.
�Sounds like we�ve both got nothing,� Jake said.
�Is that what you�re going to tell Davies? Maybe during a little pillow talk?�
Jake sighed. �A. We�re not sleeping together so there is no pillow talk. And B. Christ, no, I won�t tell her anything you say. You think I�d tell her the truth? That I gave some information regarding an ongoing investigation to a private investigator? Do I look suicidal?�
Mary smiled inside as the light turned green and Jake gunned the car. He had shared information with her that Davies would not be happy about. That was good. She liked that. She thought of saying something nice to him.
Instead, she said, �Maybe it slipped out during a particularly fierce orgasm.�
Jake took both hands off the wheel to raise them in frustration. �You need to give me a break. That was a one-night stand � we were both drunk. It didn�t mean anything. And it still doesn�t. Besides, you and I had already broken up.�
�It was an unofficial breakup. You had Davies seal the deal � with her cooker.�
�Oh my God,� Jake said. Mary enjoyed the fact that she could exasperate him so.
They pulled up outside Mary�s condo and Jake rammed the shifter into Park. He turned in the seat to face her. �Don�t act all innocent,� he said. �I heard you were going around with some weird little weightlifter guy. What�d you guys do on your first date, spot each other on the squat rack?�
�The guy at my gym?� Mary laughed. �He was my trainer.�
�Yeah, sure. Uh-huh,� Jake said. �Probably your sex trainer.� Mary loved it when he tried to get sarcastic. It was like a kid trying on clothes that were too big for him.
�The only squat thrust I�ve seen recently,� Mary said. �Is the one Davies was doing over your goddamn wanker.�
�All right!� Jake let out a fierce sigh. He put both hands back on the steering wheel and squeezed as if it were a stress reliever. �Let�s just�stop talking about it.�
They sat for moment before Mary spoke. She really would have liked to invite him up to her place, but didn�t want to ask. It was like she�d gone too far down a one-way alley and didn�t have enough room to turn around.
�And for your information,� she said. �I didn�t go out with that little weightlifter guy. I was worried he would chalk his hands when things got heated up. Maybe strap on that big leather belt of his.�
Jake laughed softly. Mary loved to see him smile. He had a great smile, his eyes brightened and ten years fled from his face.
�You know what I don�t get?� he said, glancing in his rearview mirror.
�Nose hair,� Mary said. �But you�re getting plenty in your ears.�
�When we were together,� he said, ignoring her. �You never really acted like you cared too much, you know? I mean, I figured you did, but maybe I was wrong. And if so, then I don�t see why you would now.�
�Who says I care now?�
�You don�t?�
�I care about the truth,� she said.
�Oh, the truth,� he said.
�Look,� Mary said. �You moved on. You made love to a woman with the personality of a cod. And we hadn�t broken up yet. But if you want to maintain your innocence. Go ahead. Fine with me. Your conscience is clear, even if your ear canals aren�t.�
Mary swung her door open and stepped out. She shut the door then leaned in through the window.
�But even if I still cared, I wouldn�t tell you.�
�Why not?�
�Because you wouldn�t be able to withstand the full force of my emotions � it would render you a slave. You would beg me to allow you to caress my nether regions, to gently buff my ivory butt cheeks � �
�Okay, okay, I get it,� Jake said as Mary backed toward the door of her building. �Have a good night, Mary.�
He pulled the car from the curb and zoomed back toward the city.
She watched him go. Well, what she had said was mostly the truth. Except for the part about her ivory butt cheeks.
They were really more like porcelain.

Chapter Eleven

The Voor Haven Funeral Home was a modest building two blocks west of Santa Monica Boulevard. Mary stood in the stuffy, overly perfumed parlor next to Alice and her uncle, Kurt Cooper, Brent�s brother.
Looking at Uncle Kurt, Mary was reminded again what a cruel puppet master genetics can be. Uncle Brent had been a dashing ladies man. Uncle Kurt looked like Burl Ives after a three-month crack binge.
Kurt�s son, Mary�s cousin, was a twenty-three-year-old hipster named Jason. He had thick greasy brown hair and an impressive monobrow. Best of all, even with the nauseating stench of potpourri, Mary could detect the scent of marijuana that enveloped him.
In the casket next to them Brent lay in peace, with his hands across his chest and a microphone in one hand. The microphone had been Kurt�s idea.
�It�ll give him something to do with his hands,� he�d said.
One of Brent�s buddies from his condo complex stepped up to pay his respects. He held out his hand to Kurt, who stood at the head of the line.
�He was a good man,� the old man said.
�Nice try,� Kurt said. �I already called dibs on his stereo.� Kurt then beamed and clapped a hand on the man�s back. The man was caught off guard, looking at each of them in turn, and then back to Kurt.
�Um,� he said.
Mary shook her head and looked down at her shoes. They needed a good buffing. Nice leather. She had a feeling she�d be looking at them quite a bit today.
Out of the corner of her eye, Mary watched as Alice stepped forward and took the man�s hand. �Pardon my brother,� she said, nodding toward Kurt. �He thinks he�s in a comedy sketch.� She twirled her finger around her ear. �Dementia,� she whispered.
Mary accepted the man�s condolences as an older woman spoke to Kurt.
�He�ll be missed,� she said. �It was horrible, horrible what happened to him. I can�t believe he�s dead.�
Kurt took her hand, a look of sincere grief on his face. �Well, I hope he�s dead because we�re going to bury him in forty-five minutes.� Kurt paused, then burst out laughing.
The woman�s face held a look of barely concealed horror. Alice once again tried to explain, while Mary wished she could smoke some of her cousin�s weed.
It was going to be a long, long morning.

Chapter Twelve

St. Hugo�s Catholic Church was sparsely occupied for Brent�s funeral. Because of his ornery personality, Mary was surprised anyone had shown up at all. Then again, from where she was standing behind the altar in the doorway leading to the priest�s quarters, she studied the visitors and saw that most of them were old. There may have been a bus from the old people�s condo where Brent lived, and it was likely that some of its occupants thought they�d signed up for a trip to the farmer�s market.
Mary turned and watched as Alice and Kurt argued about his behavior at the funeral home.
�What the hell are you talking about?� Kurt said. �I was in the zone, on a roll, baby! They were eating it up!� His face was flushed and he looked like he had just come off the field after scoring the game-winning touchdown.
�You made that whole thing about as dignified as one of those hookers down on Crenshaw,� Alice shot back.
�Hey,� he said. �Don�t talk about the priest�s girlfriends like that.�
Mary heard a subtle cough come from behind the priest�s half-open door. Uncle Kurt was definitely going to Hell. No doubt about it.
�Listen, butthead, this is a church. Not a comedy club,� Alice said. �They don�t have a liquor license here. There aren�t any drunks to appreciate your gags.�
�They have wine, dude,� Jason said. He looked at each of them for a response, when he got none, he simply shrugged his shoulders.
�Is it Night Train?� Mary said. �I�m thirsty.�
�Okay, listen goody two shoes,� Uncle Kurt said to Alice. �First of all, there is dignity in good humor.�
�Yeah, good humor. I�m surprised you didn�t ask one of the old ladies to pull your finger,� Alice said.
Cousin Jason snickered and Mary got an even stronger whiff of dope. He must have toked up on the way over from the funeral home.
�Second of all,� Kurt continued. �Some of those hookers are really quite dignified � they put a handkerchief on your lap when they blow you.�
The cough behind the priest�s door was a little louder this time.
�Okay, Uncle Kurt, if you�re finished preparing your sermon,� Mary said, and tapped her watch, but Kurt kept going.
�Listen,� Kurt said. He put his arms around Alice�s and Mary�s shoulders, and pulled them together like a coach gathering his players in the huddle. �We�ve got a good crowd out there. They�re expecting a Cooper style performance, so let�s not disappoint them.�
�It�s not a show, you jackass,� Alice said.
Jason wandered over and picked up a long, brass candle snuffer and turned it upside down. Mary could hear his thoughts; �hmm, if I put the weed in here��
�You think Brent would have wanted a big sob fest?� Uncle Kurt continued. �If we don�t have those people laughing, he�ll send down a curse. So just all of you go sit down. I want to go over my material. I�m gonna blow �em away.�
Alice looked at Mary.
�Is your gun loaded?� she said.

Chapter Thirteen

Mary, Alice, and Jason sat in the front pew. When the priest finished his role in the ceremony, Kurt came on to deliver the eulogy. Mary wanted to shrink down lower, but her knees were already pressed up against the front of the pew.
�We�re here to remember Brent Cooper,� Uncle Kurt said with a solemn tone to his voice. His head was bowed. He was the absolute picture of somber sincerity. �If anyone�s here for the Denny�s Early Bird Special � that�s two doors down.�
Mary closed her eyes and fantasized that she had been adopted. That somewhere her real family was wondering whatever became of that sweet little baby girl they�d put up for adoption.
�The cops are diligently following up every lead,� Kurt continued. �And right now, all the leads point in one direction: the Dunkin Donuts on Wilshire.�
Behind her, Mary heard one of the old men snoring.

Chapter Fourteen

This is fantastic.
A tragedy and a farce all rolled into one. I love it! I�d like to get up there and tell everyone how much fun it was to put a bullet into the back of Brent Cooper�s finely shaped head. I could improvise a scene: Brent trying to talk St. Peter into admitting him to heaven.
Were his tickets at Will Call?
St. Peter starts to shut the door.
Brent says � Grandma! I came toward the light!
I want to laugh but despite Asshole Kurt Cooper up there, the crowd is deadly � no pun intended � silent. No wonder I�d never seen Kurt. Brent got all the looks and what little humor ran in the Cooper blood.
That girl, though. Mary. She looked like she had something to her.
I�ve gotta write some of this shit down.
And plan the next one.

Chapter Fifteen

In Studio City, among the office buildings and parking garages put up in the Seventies, sat the condominium complex for the elderly called Palm Terrace. Like its residents, the Palm Terrace had seen better days.
Mary parked the Accord in a visitor�s spot. She�d gotten the car out of storage now that the Buick was history. She went into the office where she found a woman in her fifties playing online euchre.
�Excuse me,� Mary said, after politely waiting the requisite few seconds. The office had cheap paneling and particle board furniture. It looked like a hospital waiting room. In Mexico.
The woman held up a finger. She had a heavy sweater, polyester pants, and gray hair done up in a perm.
�Just one minute,� she said. She anxiously watched the monitor. Mary saw a flutter of movement on the screen and then the woman shot up from her chair.
�You idiot! Goddamn moron!� She thumped her fist down on the desk and the keyboard jumped. Mary caught a glimpse of the screen and saw the card game was over.
�Let me guess � you won,� Mary commented.
�Won? How can I win when my own partner, my own husband, makes the most boneheaded, infantile moves��
The woman hit speed dial on her phone and punched the speakerphone button. A man�s voice answered.
�Don�t start, Rosie�� he said.
�I�m wondering if you have a moment to help me,� Mary said, trying to get to the woman before she started in on the phone. But she was too slow.
�How do your internal organs look?� Rosie shouted at the phone. �Huh? That�s what you must be looking at since your head is up your ass!� Spittle shot from the woman�s mouth and hit the computer monitor. She picked up the phone and slammed it down. Mary heard a dial tone and then nothing.
The woman turned to Mary. �Sorry about that, but we were playing the Jenkinses,� the woman said. She lowered her voice. �I can�t stand Rhonda Jenkins. The woman is a total bitch. And I absolutely despise losing to her.�
�A competitive drive,� Mary said. �That�s good. So listen, my uncle was murdered,� she said. �Brent Cooper?�
The woman�s mouth snapped shut. �Oh God, I�m sorry,� the woman said.
�Don�t worry about it. I just want to see his apartment,� Mary said. �Condo. Whatever you call it.�
�I�m sorry about that yelling,� the woman�s face had turned red.
�Hey, don�t apologize,� Mary said. �You�re entitled to enjoy your Golden Years any way you want.�
�Tell that to the jackass upstairs,� the woman mumbled.
�My uncle�s apartment�� Mary said.
The woman shook her head. �The police said I can�t let anyone in. They�ve been in and out of there a couple times. It�s sealed shut.�
�I�m sure they didn�t mean everyone,� Mary said. �Family is certainly allowed in.�
�Um�I don�t know��
Mary whipped out her p.i. license which she�d put into a slick little leather number that let her flash it like a detective. There was something about a badge that made people more�malleable.
�Not only am I a grieving family member,� Mary said. �I�m also working as an adjunct with the police. So you actually have to open his condo for me.� She wasn�t really sure what an adjunct was, but she knew the term was vague enough to avoid any charges of falsely impersonating a cop. But hell, Sergeant Davies did that every day and never got busted.
�Okay, okay. Nothing�s more important than family,� the woman said. An interesting comment coming from a woman who had just finished verbally abusing her husband, Mary thought.
The woman reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a set of keys. �By the way, my name is��
�Rosie,� Mary said. �Your husband mentioned it when you two were chatting.�
�And you are��
�Mary. Mary Cooper.� They shook hands and then Rosie led the way to the elevators. On the wall across from the office a bulletin board held flyers for classes and programs offered to the residents of Palm Terrace. Rosie noticed her looking at the board.
�People think us old folks just sit around and watch the Wheel of Fortune,� she said. �That�s bull. We write, we paint, we take classes��
�Any anger management courses up there?� Mary said.
Rosie glanced at her as the elevator doors opened.
�You remind me of Brent,� Rosie said.
�No need to get nasty,� Mary said.

Chapter Sixteen

The door was posted with an LAPD notice, but it wasn�t sealed. Mary thought it was probably because it wasn�t technically a crime scene. In any event, Rosie used her key and opened the door, then followed Mary in.
�Do you mind if I stay?� Rosie said.
Mary did actually mind, but she wasn�t about to antagonize Rosie and have her put in a call to the LAPD about a nosy niece. Besides, Mary wanted to keep an eye on Rosie until she was gone.
�Make yourself at home. Throw a fondue party. I don�t mind,� Mary said.
There wasn�t much to see. A small, outdated kitchen. A decent sized living room with a leather couch and beige carpet. There were some posters on the walls, old handbills of comedy shows Uncle Brent had probably been involved in. She couldn�t help but a feel a little bit of pride for the old man. He may have been abrasive, but he could be pretty damn funny. It pissed her off to see the apartment, see the small amount of success her uncle had experienced. To see how he�d put it on display, and to know that someone had cut his life short. And for what?
Mary followed a short hallway that led to a bathroom and two bedrooms. And that was it. She didn�t honestly know what she expected to find. Some letters threatening his life? A diary filled with notes about a person wishing Brent harm?
Mary walked into the main bedroom and took a quick look around. No correspondence. No notes. A few pictures on Brent�s dresser. They were mostly black-and-white. Brent as a young man in Hollywood back in the fifties. He�d been really good looking back then, Mary had to admit. His friends all looked like young comics with tans, hip clothes, and money to burn. The few women pictured were lookers, too. Mary recognized a couple of the men in the photographs. One was now a celebrity of sorts, a talk show host. The other was a semi-well-known comic who�d been the brains behind a comedy series.
�Finding anything back there?� Rosie called from the kitchen area.
�Just a bunch of sex toys,� Mary called back. �Some of them are pretty heavy duty.�
She took a peek in the bathroom. Nothing there but a newspaper in a little shelving unit that held soap and hand towels. It was open to the obituaries, of course. Old people loved to read obituaries. Sort of a sneak preview.
�How much longer do you think you�ll be?� Rosie called.
�Sorry, I�m putting some of these sex gadgets into my purse,� Mary said. �I�ll need to do some very thorough research with them. Lots of testing.�
Mary walked back into the living room. �I�m just kidding. I�ve got all those things at home.�
Nothing, Mary thought. I�ve learned nothing.
�Anything else?� Rosie said, clearly anxious to be done with this.
�I guess not,� Mary said.
They left the apartment and Rosie locked the door.
�I suppose you want to talk to the ladies, too? Like the police did?�
Mary stopped. �What ladies?� She looked closely at Rosie and the woman now realized that she�d offered some information that hadn�t been requested � always a bad idea.
�Oh, nothing, never mind��
�Rosie,� Mary said. �What ladies?�
She read the expression on the woman�s face as realization that it was too late for a retraction. Rosie let out a long, exasperated sigh.
�Apartment 410,� she said. �Please don�t mention my name. I don�t want to get on their bad side.�

Chapter Seventeen

The ladies turned out to be three women in their sixties or up who shared a huge condo. The apartment was tastefully decorated, everything top-of-the-line. Much bigger, much nicer than Brent�s place.
Mary thought the women in general looked pretty good for their ages. Their personalities, however, were iffy. The self-appointed spokesperson was Helen, a tall, thin blonde with an attractive but stern face. She had a thin martini glass in her hand, filled with a red concoction. A Cosmo, Mary thought.
Fran was the nervous one. Mary could tell by the way the woman fidgeted on the big white couch. And the way she occasionally bit her lower lip. She was petite and had dark brown hair with frosted tips that probably cost a pretty penny.
The third was the quiet one. Her name was Rachel and she took herself out of the picture quite literally, standing off to the side so Mary had to turn her head to see her. She had black hair and a worn face but a body that Mary would kill for.
�So, what, you�re his niece, you said?� the leader, Helen, said.
�That�s right,� Mary said.
�So what do you want? We told the police everything we knew.�
�And what was that? What did you know?�
�Can�t you ask the cops for all that?� Helen�s voice was deep and stern. This woman could have been an Admiral in the Navy, Mary thought.
�I know this is shocking, but they just don�t seem to enjoy sharing everything they know about murder cases with civilians.�
The other two women glanced at Helen, as if curious to see how she would react to someone actually standing up to her.
�You don�t have to get snippy,� Helen said.
�I�m not asking the cops,� Mary said, her voice softer but not to the point of pleading. �I�m asking you to help me. Someone murdered my uncle, and I�d like to help find out who. Is there anything you ladies can tell me?�
�Nothing,� Helen said. �At least, nothing useful. The cops pretty much told us that.�
�Well � � Fran started to say, leaning her head to the side as if she were walking a tightrope, looking for her balance.
�Shut it,� Helen snapped. She glared at Fran then turned her gaze back on Mary. She took a sip of her Cosmo and watched Mary over the rim of the glass.
Rachel, who so far hadn�t said a word, walked over to the dining room table where a glass pitcher sat, nearly empty. She poured some into a glass, then came over and refilled Helen�s. Mary wondered if that entire pitcher had been full and if so, how recently.
�She�s probably with the police,� Fran whispered to Helen. She widened her eyes for emphasis. �Maybe she works in the drug department.�
�Oh, Christ!� Helen shot back. �Why don�t you just go play with your vibrator?� Helen then spoke to Mary. �Just ignore her. Look, this is a small community, everyone knows everyone at Palm Terrace. Hell, we could all probably show the cops a thing or two when it comes to surveillance. But we really don�t know anything.�
Fran got up and paced behind the couch. Mary watched her and thought, Come on, crack, Fran. Crack.
�So why did the police talk to just you three?� Mary said. She had no idea if that was true, that they hadn�t questioned anyone else at the building, but if she was wrong the ladies would correct her.
They didn�t.
Mary put the thousand-yard stare on Fran, the weak link.
Helen drained the last of her Cosmo in one long swallow. She started to speak but then Mary saw a shudder run through Fran�s body. Fran wheeled on Mary.
�It�s our fault!� she said.
Helen slammed down her glass and jumped to her feet. �Goddamnit!�
�I can�t survive in prison!� Fran shouted back. �Do you know what those big nasty guards would do? I�ve got a nice ass! They�d be all over me trying to��
��trying to get you to shut the hell up!� Helen shouted.
�Are you with the drug people? The AFT? The ATM? What are they called?� Fran asked Mary.
�No, I�m not with the police or the government. But I do like drugs. All kinds really,� Mary said. �I sniffed a bunch of glue on my way over here, actually.�
Now the quiet one, Rachel, spoke up. �Hah! She�s a smart-ass, just like Brent!�
�I�m just going to come out and say it,� Fran said.
�Here she goes�� Helen said, shrugging her shoulders and walking toward the kitchen.
�We illegally�� Fran started to say.
�Hit me,� Helen said to Rachel, who had put together a fresh pitcher of Cosmos and now dutifully refilled Helen�s glass.
��filled Viagra prescriptions,� Fran finished.
Mary closed her eyes. She hadn�t really been expecting these ladies to confess to her uncle�s murder, but still. Viagra?
�Are you going to arrest us?� Fran said.
�They were for my uncle, weren�t they?� Mary said. �That�s why the police talked to you?�
�We were his harem,� Helen offered. Apparently, now that Fran had dumped the goods out for all to see, she had thrown in the towel, too.
�Okay?� Helen said. �We all took turns. We shared him. But it started to get to be too much for him. And we were at each other�s throats because say, if Rachel did Brent in the afternoon, he couldn�t get hard for me in the evening��
�Please�� Mary started to say.
��he�d be a goddamn limp noodle for me,� Helen said, glaring at Rachel.
�We had his schlong on timeshare,� Fran said, her nervous energy rapidly changing into giddy relief.
�And his balls, too,� Rachel said, her words now slightly slurring.
�He had a nice tool,� Helen said, a wistful note in her voice.
�And he sure knew how to use it,� Rachel said.
�Ladies!� Mary said. �I don�t need the details. I really don�t.�
�So we had to come up with a system for Viagra,� Helen continued. �Because his prescription wasn�t enough. So we got another guy here to have his doctor prescribe it, then we reimbursed him, plus we�d give him a little something extra for his effort.�
�But you didn�t have anything to do with his murder,� Mary said.
�Not unless you count trying to screw him to death,� Rachel said. Both Helen and Fran giggled.
�Not unless you count sitting on his face and trying to smother him,� Rachel said, on a roll.
�Stop, okay?�
The ladies were barely able to stifle their giggles.
�No, I don�t believe any of that would hold up in court as attempted murder,� Mary said. �Did you have anything else to offer the police?�
�Just the last time we saw him, which was Rachel,� Helen said.
�Well, technically,� Rachel said. �I didn�t see him because he was behind me the whole time.� Rachel thrust her hips forward and made an ass-slapping motion with her hand.
�Why do I feel like I�m in a locker room?� Mary said.
�When we did it doggy, he used to do this trick��
�With his thumb, right?� Fran said.
�Thank you, ladies!� Mary pulled out her card. �Call me if you think of anything not involving details of my deceased uncle�s genitalia.�
�We�re always here to help,� Helen said with a straight face. �But we�ve got nothing else to tell you.�
Mary opened the door.
�Come back anytime, Mary!� Fran called out.

Chapter Eighteen

�You sure that�s all you want, baby? Information?�
Mary leaned against the door frame of the dressing room, if you could call it that, behind the stage at the Leg Pull. Cecil, the manager, hadn�t lied to her about when the comedian who might know the identity of Brent�s �friend� would be performing.
She looked at Jimmy Miles, a fifty-ish black guy wearing a glittery shirt and shiny black pants. A half a bottle of Jheri Curl had to be in his hair.
�Liberace know you�re wearing his shirt?� she said.
She had come directly from her office where she�d tied up some loose ends on another case, filed paperwork, and cleared her e-mail. She�d also tried to erase from her memory banks the X-rated information she�d received from the three Senior Nymphs at Palm Terrace. It wasn�t an easy thing to do.
After she left the office she came over once more to the Leg Pull to try to find out more information about Uncle Brent�s partner. When she pulled up to the place, she vowed that once Brent�s killer was locked up or dead, Mary would never come anywhere near the Leg Pull again.
Now, the Liberace comment had hit home and Jimmy�s eyes went wide in feigned shock. �Whoooeee!� he said. �That is some kinda mouth you got. Naughty, naughty, naughty.�
�Naughty? Let me guess, now you�re going to ask me if I need a spanking. Come on, if you�re not funny, try at least to be original.�
The comedian gave her a big smile. �You sure are quick, baby! I like that!�
�I really appreciate that, Jimmy. High praise,� Mary said. �Now I�d like to make this quick, too. Brent Cooper.�
Jimmy�s eyes went wide again. �That guy got killed out back? What about him? Not me � I�m a lover not a fighter.�
�You know anything about the guy he was performing with that night?� Mary said. �Your boss Cecil said you knew everyone.�
�Shit.�
�According to Cecil, you�re a regular gossip hound.�
�Who does he think he is labeling me like that?� His voice had risen a couple of octaves. �No one labels me! Goddamn, I�d like to kick his ass one of these days.�
�Ease up there, Macho Man.�
�You makin� fun of me?�
�No, I�m being sincere. Just tell me who he is or where he is, I don�t care which.�
Jimmy looked at her. �You like my shirt?�
Mary debated about pulling out the.45 again, but decided against it. So she said, �I love your shirt. I�ll stop by Radio City Music Hall and ask the Rockettes if I can borrow one of theirs so we can match.�
�That�s how it�s gonna be, huh?� he said. �Tell you what. Ordinarily I�d let a pretty little lady like you buy me a couple drinks first. But since I go on in about ten minutes, I don�t think I should be partaking in any of that nice booze out there. So why don�t you just give me some of that cash riding on that sweet ass of yours and I�ll buy myself a couple shots after the show. I�ll even toast you. That�s how Jimmy rolls, baby.�
Mary sighed and pulled out a twenty. She held it in the air.
�Let me hear something other than all those crackling sequins,� she said.
Jimmy snorted. �Asshole�s name is Barry Olis,� he said. �Some old, un-funny geezer lives over at the Vista Del Mar apartments on Venice. Only reason I know that is because he�s got some lame-ass joke in his routine about it.�
Mary gave him the twenty.
�Add that to your wardrobe budget.�

Chapter Nineteen

Vista del Mar. View of the ocean, or Oceanview, in Spanish. Not quite, Mary thought. More like Vista del Winos and Liquor Stores.
She parked the Accord and went to the apartment complex�s lobby, if you could call it that. It was more like a combination phone booth and port-a-potty. Small, dirty, and home to a few mystery puddles that looked like Apple Pucker after it�d been processed through someone�s oversized liver.
Jeez, Mary thought. Uncle Brent�s place was like Camelot compared to this shithole.
She was surprised to see the name Olis listed on one of the mailbox slots. #312. Mary looked around but didn�t see an elevator so she took the stairs. On the first landing, a man lay sprawled in his own vomit.
�That�s okay, don�t get up,� Mary said as she passed him by. The man moaned and gargled at the same time. The smell made Mary hold her breath until she reached the third floor.
As Mary opened the door and began walking down the hallway toward 312, she thought about Barry Olis. The name didn�t ring any kind of bell with her, but this was Hollywood. Uncle Brent had met and known untold numbers of people as a comedian and writer. There were probably hundreds of names she�d never heard of. Mary wondered if Uncle Brent had known this Barry guy recently or if they were old friends. Hopefully, Barry had seen something that had happened the night Brent was murdered. As of right now, there still weren�t any real witnesses.
Mary finally came to Apartment 312. Farther down the hall, she heard a door slam and someone shout. She put her right hand inside her sport coat on the butt of her.45. With her left hand, she reached up and knocked.
The door gave a little under her knock, and she saw that not only was the door unlocked, it wasn�t even latched shut. She looked both ways down the hall before taking her.45 all the way out of her shoulder holster.�Hello?� she said. �Anyone home?�
Again with her left hand she reached up and gave a very gentle knock. The door creaked inward and in a flash, Mary saw the thin wire stretched across the opening and she dove to her left as a bright flash blinded her and then a tremendous roar filled her ears. She felt herself lifted off the floor and then smashed into something hard.
For just a moment, she wondered if she looked just like the guy passed out in the stairwell.
And then she didn�t wonder anymore.

Chapter Twenty

�I always knew I�d see you in bed again soon.�
Mary opened her eyes, despite the crushing headache that made her grind her jaws. She was on a rolling bed in an ambulance, parked outside the Vista del Mar. Jake Cornell looked down at her, a look of bemusement on his face. It made her head hurt even worse.
�And I knew you�d have to knock me unconscious to do it,� she said. Ooh, it hurt to talk, too. She ran a quick inventory up and down her body and discovered that just about everything ached.
�The blast knocked you backward and you hit your head on the fire extinguisher hanging on the wall,� Jake said. �You were lucky. It could have been a fire axe instead.�
Mary thought of a couple comebacks, but it hurt too much to actually say them. She groaned and struggled to sit up. The pain actually lessened once she was up, but now she felt sore ribs, too. When she looked up, what she saw next really hurt.
Sergeant Arianna Davies now stood next to Jake. The Shark apparently smelled blood.
Mary turned to the paramedic who was next to her, closing up his medical kit. �Do you have anything in there that will make her go away?� she said, nodding toward the Shark. The paramedic pretended not to hear her.
�You really don�t want to keep your p.i. license do you, Cooper?� Davies said. �I told you to stay away from this case.�
�Well, maybe you should sign me up for the same obedience course you put him through,� Mary said, nodding toward Jake.
�Why were you here, Mary?� Jake asked. He tried to put it gently, but Mary still hated him for asking anyway. Traitor.
�Deadbeat Dad case I�m working on,� she said. �Supposedly the guy was hiding out here. Turns out he has a psychotic daughter.� She turned to Davies. �Your Mom hired me to find him.�
�Not funny,� Davies said.
�In Apartment 312?� Jake asked.
�Deadbeat Dads don�t put their names on their mailboxes, Jake. You�ll learn that when you become a detective.� Jake�s face flashed red, and for a moment, Mary felt bad, which surprised her. She didn�t want to hurt him, just sting him a little. And she really didn�t want to ruin his career.
�Ever heard of a man named Barrymore Olis?� Davies said. �Barry Olis to his friends?�
�I know an Oily Boris, but not a Barry Olis.�
�Well, there was a body in 312, and the apartment belonged to a Barry Olis,� Davies said.
�Excellent deduction, detective,� Mary said.
Jake pulled out a sheet of paper. �Any idea what this means?� But before Mary could answer, the Shark snatched the paper from Jake�s hand.
�Let�s get information, Detective Cornell,� Davies said. A hard edge to her voice that perfectly complemented her entire being. �Not give it. We�re all done here,� she said. The Shark turned her full attention on Mary. �Stay away from me, Cooper. This is your last warning.�
The Shark stormed off with Jake in tow.
But it didn�t matter. Mary didn�t really care what the Shark threatened to do. She�d gotten a good look at that sheet of paper in Jake�s hand. A part of her wanted to believe that Jake had done it on purpose, to give her the information but make it look like he�d done it accidentally. Her heart lightened a little bit and she almost smiled.
Mary had seen that piece of paper, and she had read it. So she knew what she had to do.
It had been three little words. But words that tied this murder into Uncle Brent�s.
The note had been in big block letters.
He really bombed.

Chapter Twenty-One

�I always knew your career choice would blow up in your face,� Aunt Alice said as she let Mary inside the house. Mary rolled her eyes. A man in a pair of black slacks and a black turtleneck rose from the couch to greet her.
�This is Whitney Braggs,� Alice said. �Whitney, this is my niece, Kojak.�
�Mary, actually.�
�Nice to meet you Mary Actually.�
Oh God, Mary thought. Everyone�s a comedian. Braggs smiled at her and Mary noted the brilliant white teeth, the smooth, tanned skin and the perfect white hair. This guy was probably in his late sixties, but he clearly took good care of himself.
�Really, though,� he said. �I know you�re a Cooper. Brent and I went way back. I�m sorry for your loss.� His voice was smooth and cultured. He sounded like a radio announcer.
�Mary, can I get you anything?� Alice said. �A drink of water? An application to a local community college?�
Mary had been released several hours ago. The prognosis had been good. No broken bones. A slight concussion, most likely. Right now, she just felt sore and tired.
�Ladies,� Braggs said. �Since you�re both slightly incapacitated, allow me.� He escorted Alice to a chair. Even though she was walking now, it wasn�t a very steady gate. Mary didn�t bother waiting for him. She sat down on the yellow chair next to Alice. Alice asked for iced tea and Mary asked for a Diet Coke. Mary caught a waft of subtle, expensive cologne.
Once Braggs had left for the kitchen, Mary turned to Aunt Alice. �So is the sex good with him?�
Alice looked at her out of the corner of her eye and answered in a soft voice.
�Why, would you be jealous?� she said.
�Looks like you didn�t even ruffle his hair.�
�He got so excited there wasn�t time��
The return of Braggs with the drinks cut Alice off.
�Whitney says that a group of Brent�s friends are all coming to town,� Alice offered.
�There go our property values,� Mary said. �Buy your polyester shirts and Sansabelts now, before they�re gone.�
�Some of them are actually here, living here,� Braggs said. �But yeah, there are a few out-of-towners. You know, we were all pretty close back in the day,� he said, his face thoughtful. Mary thought he was a pretty good actor, too.
�When you say �we�, who are you talking about?� she asked.
�She�s a p.i.,� Alice said. �She asks questions all the time. Let me know if she starts bugging you, I�ve got a muzzle for her, it has her monogram on it��
�Yeah,� Mary said. �And I�ve got her ball gag in my purse.�
�No, no, no,� Braggs said. �That�s fine, that�s fine,� he said, holding out his finely manicured hands. Jeez, Mary thought. The guy�s got better nails than I do.
�Just some friends who all started together way back when,� he said. �We sort of cheered each other on, critiqued each other�s jokes. If one of us got a job, he�d try to get some of us hired, too, or at least submit our material.�
�So you guys were all comedians, or what?� Mary said.
�Most of us did stand-up. All of us wrote material, too, and tried to get jobs on TV. shows. You know, talk shows, variety shows, sitcoms. Some of us did, some of us didn�t.�
�Did you?� Alice asked.
�I had some early success,� he said. His expression was one of careful modesty. �A few little roles on the Dick Van Dyke Show, and others. But then I went into commercial voiceover work.� He smiled. �Visa. The only card you need.�
�Yes, that�s you! I thought I recognized your voice. That�s impressive!� Alice said.
�So are the royalty checks,� Braggs said with a wink.
�Sorry about my last payment,� Alice said. �I swear I mailed it out in time, but the frickin� mail is so slow!�
�I heard her say the same thing to the cable guy,� Mary said. �Let me ask you something, Mr. Braggs.�
�Please, Whitney.�
�Did you ever know a Barry Olis?�
�Yes! I knew Barry,� Braggs said, surprise in his voice. �I tried to track him down, too, but couldn�t find an address.�
�Well, he�s now in multiple locations,� Mary said. Alice and Braggs gave her a blank look.
�He was in the apartment that exploded,� she said. �The one that nearly took me with it.�
�Oh, dear God,� Braggs said. Mary noted that his face went slightly pale. Although, with his tan, it was more like it went slightly taupe.
�Do they know who did it?� he asked.
�They know the killer has a really good sense of humor,� Mary said.
�What do you mean?� he asked.
She shook her head. �Nothing, it�s not important.� Mary then thought of something. She gestured to both Aunt Alice and Braggs. �So did you two know each other? Why did you come here, to her place? To see what happens to upholstery gone bad?�
�I knew Brent had a sister in town, he�d mentioned that,� Braggs said. �A few phone calls and I found the particulars. I missed the funeral.�
�Too bad, it was a good show,� Mary said. �A regular laugh fest.�
�Coopers just can�t be serious about anything,� Alice said. �Especially her,� she said, then lifted a cane and pointed it at Mary.
�So do the police think Brent�s and Barry Olis� murders are connected?� Braggs asked.
�I�m not exactly the person they like to share intimate details with,� Mary said. �In fact, they keep warning me they�ll take my license away. I think they feel threatened.�
�Do they know it�s a cosmetician�s license?� Alice said.
�Okay,� Braggs said. �Then let me ask you this, Mary. Do you think the murders are connected?�
�They�re tied together more tightly than Alice�s black lace bodystocking.�
�It�s not black, it�s fire-engine red, baby,� Alice said, a small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.
�Oh, boy. This is serious,� Braggs said, resting his chin in his hand and looking out Alice�s picture window. There wasn�t much to see out there, Mary thought. A few houses. Not a whole lot of inspiration. Nonetheless, Braggs sat straight up and clapped his hands together.
�Brent also mentioned you,� he said to Mary.
�I�m sure it was a real Hallmark moment,� Mary said.
Braggs smiled an easy, comforting smile. �He simply mentioned he had a niece who was a helluva private investigator. I swear, that�s what he said.�
�He was probably joking, testing out some new material,� Alice offered.
�Well, that�s kind of why I came to see Alice,� Braggs said.
�You need a good reason. No one would do it on their own volition,� Mary said.
�I came here to see Alice, but I also came to find you,� he said.
�Visiting Mary is like rubbernecking at a car accident � you don�t really want to, but sometimes you just can�t stop yourself.�
�Why me?� Mary said.
�The group of guys I told you about? The ones who all started out with Brent and me way back when?�
Mary nodded.
�We want to hire you to find Brent�s killer,� Braggs said. �And now Barry�s too.�
Her first inclination was to say absolutely not. But she was looking into the case anyway, so she may as well get paid for it. Plus, since she had a legitimate client now, she actually had a legal right to do some investigating. At least, enough right to challenge the Shark the next time they butted heads.
�There�s only one condition,� Braggs said.
Uh-oh, Mary thought.
�I�m coming with you.�

Chapter Twenty-Two

Mary shot up Pico, then hooked a left onto Lincoln. A few minutes later she pulled up in front of the Leg Pull. Mary hoped once and for all that this would be the last time she had to come to this shithole.
But then she smiled and laughed about Mr. Whitney Braggs. Thinking he could tag along just because he�d hired her. What was she, a ride share program for the elderly? That�s why she had slipped out the back door of Aunt Alice�s house. She didn�t have time to babysit some old man.
She eased out of the car, her body still ached. Mary dry swallowed some more Tylenol.
She walked into the Leg Pull and saw her good friend Mr.
Cecil Fogerty, standing at the bar, watching the bartender, a very well-endowed young woman. Mary figured the woman would last about a week, or at least until Cecil started putting the moves on her and she slapped him silly. At least, hopefully that�s what she would do, for her own sake.
Fogerty glanced out the corner of his eye when she walked in, stiffened as if someone had shoved a cattle prod up his ass, then immediately turned his back on her. Mary walked right up to him.
�Hey Cecil! Long time no see!� she said.
He turned to look at her over his shoulder. The bartender moved on so Cecil had no choice but to turn all the way around and face her.
�I told you everything I know,� he said.
�Ah, come on,� Mary said. �You went to MIT right? You must be a real fountain of knowledge.�
�Please go away,� he said, his voice small and sheepish.
�I can�t stay away from you,� Mary said. �I�m hooked. It�s like asking a bird not to fly.�
�You know,� he said, the light of a small challenge coming into his eyes. �I reported you to the cops for pulling your gun on me,� he said. He even puffed out his chest a little.
�No you didn�t,� Mary said just as loud. �You changed your soaked panties and told everyone you did me on the desk.�
�Yeah, but after that, I called the cops.�
Mary could tell he was lying. He wouldn�t dare call the cops and get involved with them. She was sure Cecil had all kinds of sideline activities the police would love to know about. And she didn�t have time to listen to his bullshit. Mary closed the distance on him and stood so close her boobs were hitting him in his chest. She could smell his body odor mixed with some high-octane Hai Karate. Mary tried not to look at the greasy pores on the man�s nose.
�Jimmy Miles,� she said. �Where is he?�
�Here we go again,� Cecil said. His voice actually shook a little and his chest caved back in.
�Is that your breath or are we standing over an open sewer?� Mary said.
Cecil gritted his teeth. �I have very active glands,� he said. �It�s not fair of you to make fun of something I can�t control.�
Mary reached up and grabbed the front of Fogerty�s shirt. The bartender looked over as well as a cocktail waitress who had reappeared from the back room.
�Tell me,� Mary said.
�I don�t know,� Fogerty said through clenched, yellowed teeth. �Go look in one of those Comedy Club flyers � it shows where everyone is. He�s probably listed in there.�
Mary nodded. �That�s a good idea. But since you know the clubs, you could probably find it much faster than I could. Go.�
She pushed him away from the bar.
�Then will you leave and never come back?� Fogerty said, and walked over to the pile of thin newspapers. He picked one up, then mumbled under his breath. �Maybe go get some horrible disease and die a miserable death?�
�Stop trying to sweet talk me,� Mary said.
He flipped through the pages, scanning them quickly. Mary took a look around. The place was mostly empty. She pictured her Uncle Brent here, waiting to go on stage for his final performance. She hoped he had gotten at least a few laughs.
�Donny B�s,� Fogerty said. �On Sunset in West Hollywood. Okay?�
�Even though I trust you implicitly, show me,� Mary said. Fogerty held open the paper and Mary saw Jimmy Miles� name in the rectangle for Donny B�s. She took the paper and headed for the door.
�Please don�t come back,� Fogerty said.
�Don�t wait up for me, honey,� Mary answered.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Mary had figured the Leg Pull was at the bottom rung of the comedy club ladder.
She was wrong.
Donny B�s was under the ladder, down a manhole cover, on par with the sewer lines. Small, dirty, and nearly empty, Donny B�s looked less like a comedy club and more like a dive biker bar even hobos would be embarrassed to frequent.
Jimmy Miles was on stage. Mary checked her watch. According to the flyer he was most likely in the middle of his set. She sat at the bar and ordered a beer. In a bottle. She swiveled on her stool and took in Jimmy�s act.
�And you know what else I love about black women?� he said. All nervous energy on the stage. �It�s okay to insult them. Just don�t do it in their house!� He waved his finger in front of him and raised his voice up a pitch or two. �You gonna say that to me in my house? You got another thing comin, girl!� There was chuckle or two from the audience, Mary thought. Well, just one.
�So I can call you a ho� as long as I stand on the front steps and don�t actually come in the house?� Jimmy said. This time, he was met with dead silence.
Mary turned away from the carnage and took a drink of her beer. She thought about what had happened. Uncle Brent murdered. Barry Olis murdered. One attempt on her life. And a message conveyed by somebody shooting up her Buick.
Robbery certainly wasn�t a motive. The only drugs involved were Viagra. So why the hell would somebody want to murder a couple of washed up comedians? It made no sense. Was the killer just after the Coopers? Did Barry Olis become a collateral victim? Mary went through the case again but there was nothing. Nothing she�d missed anyway. But you never knew. You had to just keep plugging away.
Mary took another pull of her beer and glanced up as a smattering of applause broke out. Jimmy Miles stepped off the stage, wiping his sopping wet face. Nothing makes you sweat like dying on stage, Mary thought.
Jimmy headed straight for her. How could he not, she thought. She stuck out of the crowd so badly, she might as well have been phosphorescent.
�So now you�re going to buy me that drink, baby?� Jimmy said, and plopped onto the bar stool next to her.
�Sure, what the hell,� Mary said. �You must be thirsty after all that hilarity.�
�Yeah, I remember you,� he said. �The one that�s always got something to say.� The bartender set a beer in front of Jimmy.
�Here�s to silence,� Mary said and clinked Jimmy�s bottle.
She watched him drain half the beer in three big swallows. �So now that I�ve bought you a drink,� she said. �Why don�t you tell me who paid you to send me off to Vista del Mar?� she said. Mary watched his reaction closely and recognized the briefest flash of surprise in his eyes. He recovered quickly.
�Hell no!� he said. �Nobody told me to send you over there! You one of them conspiracy theory people? Aliens landed and shot Kennedy?�
�Ah, the beauty of true words being spoken.�
�Don�t give me that shit,� he said. �I�m serious. That old dude told me where he lived, like he wanted me to come over and grill some hot dogs with him or somethin�. Maybe he�s into handsome black dudes. Can you blame the poor bastard? Shit.�
Mary let it all go by. �Now, Jimmy. I hate to point out your blatant lies��
�Hush your mouth!� he said.
��but the first time I asked you where the old guy lived you told me it was part of his act,� she said. �You said that�s how you knew where he lived. Remember?�
�No.�
�Now you�re telling me something different. That this old guy told you where he lived, as opposed to it being part of his act. So which one is it? Which one is the truth?�
�I hate to disappoint a pretty lady,� he said. �But you�re barking up the wrong tree, baby.� He took a long drink from his beer and set it back down on the bar, empty. He stood up to go.
Suddenly, a deep, cultured voice behind Mary spoke. �Why don�t you tell the woman what she wants to know?�
Mary turned into the face of Whitney Braggs.
�Oh, Christ,� she said.
�More like Moses without the beard,� Jimmy said.
�Shut up, punk,� Braggs said to Jimmy. To Mary, it was incredibly odd to hear such coarseness come from a man who looked like a spokesman for the AARP.
�Who the hell are you?� Miles said. �Bob friggin� Barker? Why don�t you go back to the Price is Right? Or if not that, the goddamned nursing home!�
Braggs walked past Mary and to Jimmy�s other side. He looked at the bartender. �I�ll have what they�re having.�
When the bartender turned to get the beer, Braggs slammed his forehead into Jimmy�s face.
�Shit!� Mary said.
She heard the crunch of cartilage. Jimmy sagged but Braggs held him aloft and half-walked, half-dragged him to the door.
�I don�t believe this,� Mary said as she threw some bills onto the bar.
She stepped outside just as Braggs propped Jimmy up against the wall. With lightning fast speed, Braggs hit him twice in the belly, then threw a wicked uppercut that made Jimmy�s head snap back into the brick wall. Another right and another left drove into Jimmy�s face. Blood covered the comedian�s face. Teeth dropped onto the sidewalk.
�Stop it,� Mary said, stepping toward Braggs. Braggs ignored her and grabbed a handful of Jimmy�s greasy hair and held him upright against the wall.
�Who told you to lie, asshole?� he shouted. �Who got to you? I need a name. Right here. Right now.�
Mary reached inside her coat and reached for her.45.
�Braggs, you are going to let him go right now,� she said.
Just as her automatic cleared leather, Jimmy coughed and spat out blood.
�No name,� he said.
�Liar.�
�Sheet of paper,� Jimmy gasped. �Two hundred bucks if I did it. Bad news if I didn�t. What did I care?�
�So you never knew Barry Olis?� Mary asked, keeping the.45 inside its holster for the moment.
�Shit no!�
�You don�t know anyone,� Braggs said, sneering. �How convenient. You worthless shit!�
�Shut up Braggs,� Mary said.
�Matter of fact, I don�t!� Jimmy said. �I don�t know no names. But I do know something else.�
�Yeah?� Braggs said, his voice dripping with doubt.
�Yeah,� Jimmy said. �I know who killed Brent Cooper.�

Chapter Twenty-Four

�He was a big guy,� Jimmy said, and spat out more blood and another tooth.
�Did you see the actual murder?� Mary asked.
�Nah, but��
�Then how do you know who did it?� Braggs said.
�Cuz he and Cooper were really goin� at it, man.�
�What do you mean going at it?� Mary said. She heard the sound of sirens in the distance and shot a look at Braggs. �You mean like fighting?� she said to Jimmy. �In the alley?�
�During Cooper�s act, man. The guy was hecklin� him somethin� fierce.�
�A heckler killed him?� Braggs said. �Yeah, right. You can do better than that, jerkwad.�
�But Cooper, man. That guy had a nasty mouth. Almost as bad as yours,� Jimmy said, looking at Mary. �Cooper ripped that guy a new one. The dude was huge and Cooper went off on all these fat jokes. Christ, he had a million of �em. The guy couldn�t take it and finally left, the few people there was all laughin� at him.�
�How come you didn�t tell the cops any of this?� Braggs said.
Mary looked at Braggs. How the hell could he know what was told to the cops and what wasn�t?
�No one asked,� Miles said. ��Cept her,� he said, again looking at Mary.
�Do you know the big guy�s name?� Mary said.
�Nuh-uh,� Jimmy said. �But he�s a regular at all the comedy clubs. You can�t miss him. Sometimes he likes the attention, you know. Some of the guys like to make fat jokes about him and he don�t mind. Sorta likes the attention. But Cooper, man. He just went off on him.�
�What�s he look like? Other than being a big guy,� Mary said.
�Tall, too. Maybe 6�4�, 6�5�. Gotta be 350, 400 pounds, easy. Usually wears a suit and tie and a baseball cap.�
The sirens were closer and Mary looked at Braggs. �Give him something for the abuse.�
�What do you mean?� Braggs said.
�She means cash, Lawrence Welk! �Less you want me to go tell the cops how you and your girlfriend here assaulted me. What are you,� he said to Mary. �One of Barker�s Beauties?�
�Shut up, Jimmy,� Mary said.
Braggs whipped out his wallet and was carefully selecting a bill. Mary reached in, grabbed a handful of fifties and shoved them into Jimmy�s shirt pocket.
�Hey�� Braggs said.
�What are you worried about?� Mary said. �Bill it to Visa.�
�Visa?� Jimmy said. �I thought I recognized that voice. You the Visa dude?�
Jimmy looked at Mary, then back to Braggs, then down the front of his shirt which was streaked with blood.
�Always hated those commercials.�

Chapter Twenty-Five

Mary pulled the Accord into the parking lot of Chez Jay�s, a dive bar on Ocean with a legendary pedigree. Now, it was mostly made up of tourists and business people from one of the many hotels across the street. The occasional star popped in, when they decided to go slumming.
She had told Braggs to meet her here as they both hurried to their cars, away from Jimmy bloody Miles and the encroaching sirens.
Mary shut the car off and thought about what Braggs had done. It had worked, she had gotten a good lead, but still. That strong-arm bullshit rarely worked. It typically got you a couple nights in jail, and if you were a p.i., a fond farewell to your license.
Headlights splashed across the painted mural on the cinderblock wall of Chez Jay�s. It was some kind of mermaid riding a wave.
Mary glanced over and saw Braggs behind the wheel of a sleek black Bentley 8, the two-door coupe that everyone who was anyone now drove in L.A. Mary shook her head. Figures. The sick thing was, Braggs fit the car perfectly.
She chastised herself. How could she not have seen Braggs tailing her from Aunt Alice�s to Donny B�s? That was sloppy and amateurish. The words made her grind her teeth. She got out and leaned against the back of her Accord. Braggs stepped out, set the alarm on the Bentley, and walked over to her.
�I always liked this place. Did you ever hear that story about Steve McQueen��
Mary stepped in front of him.
�I want you to close your Visa sounding piehole,� Mary said. �And listen to me.�
Braggs raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow.
�You will not follow me again,� she said. �You will not continue any active role in this investigation. You are my client. Not my partner. If you further impede my inquiries I will cease our business relationship and keep your retainer. And somewhere in there I may have to kick your liver-spotted ass.�
Braggs smirked at her. �I don�t think �impede� is an accurate depiction of my contributions to the investigation thus far��
�This is not open for debate.�
�Augment. Enhance. Improve,� Braggs said, ignoring her. �Those would be far better descriptors of my role��
�Jackass would be a far better descriptor of you��
Braggs held up one of his beautifully manicured hands. Mary guessed that he�d carefully wiped the blood off before he�d gotten into his car. Probably with a silk handkerchief.
�Say no more, Ms. Cooper. I shall inconspicuously retreat into the scenery.�
Mary shook her head. He sounded like a Shakespearean trained actor. A few minutes back, he sounded like some nasty cop from Serpico.
Mary turned and got back into her car.
As she was about to back out, Braggs rapped lightly on her window. She rolled it down.
�Are you sure you don�t want to have a drink?�
�Nah,� Mary said. �This place is for has-beens.�

Chapter Twenty-Six

Mary did want a drink, she just didn�t want to have one with Braggs, Mr. Dual Personality. She wondered, did Visa realize the voice of their company was a complete psycho?
All she really wanted to do was relax in front of her fireplace and have some wine. Mary stopped at a little market a block or so from her condo. They had a good selection of wine and the only drawback was Julia Roberts always went there for this or that, so that meant there were always a few people going for a look at Julia Roberts. But despite the sometimes long lines, she loved their oddball selection. She picked out a chardonnay and a pinot grigio, then went back to her condo.
She was just getting her keys out when the door of the condo next to her opened. Mary was surprised. It had been vacant since about four months before when a young character actor she�d met once or twice had died of an overdose.
A man stepped out into the hall. He had on a tan sport coat with jeans and tan leather shoes. He looked up at Mary and smiled.
�Hello,� he said.
�Hi,� Mary said back, momentarily caught off guard by how handsome he was. Really bright blue eyes and wavy light brown hair. Nice build. She stopped in front of her door.
�Do you live here?� the man said.
�I wish. I�m actually the plumber,� Mary said. She nodded her head toward her own door. �Their toilet�s backed up again.� She hefted the bottle of Chardonnay. �I use this instead of Drano.�
The guy raised his eyebrows, a slight smile on his face. He knew she was kidding around. Hmm, the guy was quick. She liked that.
She smiled. �Mary Cooper,� she said and stuck out her hand.
He shook her hand. �Chris McAllister,� he said.
Mary liked his handshake. It was warm, not too strong, not too weak.
�I�m moving in, just got the keys this morning,� he said. �Do you like it here?� he said.
�I do, especially because it�s close to my liquor supply.�
He laughed then, a soft easy smile that showed his perfect white teeth.
�Well,� he said. �I�m going to finish bringing this stuff up. It was nice to meet you, Mary.�
�Nice to meet you, too,� she said. She stepped inside her apartment and closed the door behind her, then leaned her back against it. Whoa, she thought. It wasn�t that she didn�t see many handsome guys. There were plenty of them in L.A. Jake Cornell being one of them. Plus, a lot of her clients were in the entertainment industry, Home Central for the Hotties. But there was something different about this Chris guy.
Mary walked to the kitchen and got the wine opener. She twisted it, cranked it downward into the cork, then clamped down and slowly drew it out of the bottle. She liked her chardonnay slightly chilled, but didn�t feel like waiting now. Patience was overrated and instant gratification was just plain getting a bad rap.
She went to her stereo, run by her iPod, and put on some Jamie Cullum, the young British jazz sensation and her favorite artist of late. You couldn�t get a ticket in London to see him, but in the States, fourteen bucks got you front row seats.
She settled into her couch, put her feet up, and looked out her picture window at the dark ocean.
The chardonnay hit the spot. She thought about what Braggs had done to Jimmy Miles. That had been bad.
Mary got up and rummaged around the fridge for something to eat. The wine had gone straight to her head. She�d been popping Tylenol, still hurting a bit from the bomb blast.
Finally, she dug out a plastic bowl filled with some hazelnut pesto pasta that she�d made a couple days ago. She grabbed a fork and sat at the kitchen table, looking out past the living room toward the water.
For the millionth time, Mary wondered why she had insisted on a condo with a view of the ocean. Her parents had died in the Pacific when she was just three. Lost during a storm while sailing their 36� catamaran. The bodies had never been found. It was right after that she�d moved in with Aunt Alice, who had raised her.
Mary toyed with the pasta but she�d lost her appetite. She threw it away then filled her glass again.
Her mind drafted back to her new neighbor. It had been awhile since her last relationship.
A lot of the guys she�d been with had two big problems with her: one, she was a little bit sarcastic. And two, she carried a gun and knew how to use it. A lot of times, guys were okay with one of those. It was the rare individual who could handle both.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

The comedy club names were a parade of bad puns: Punch�s Line. The Delivery Room. Stand Me Up.
Mary went to them all. She talked to every bartender, manager, and comedian she could find. She sat and listened to countless comedians talk about such lofty topics as why women check their makeup in the mirror, why there�s so much meat on pizza, and observations on the differences between New York City and Los Angeles. She wondered why so many had the same material. Maybe that�s why they were in these shithole comedy clubs instead of on the Tonight Show.
It was at the Comedy Cabin, designed like a log cabin in the Adirondacks, that Mary found the first glimmer of recognition.
�Yeah, I�ve seen him,� the bartender said. He was a skinny white guy with a soul patch and a black T-shirt. �Dickbag never tips. I love it when someone rips him a new one. He deserves it.�
�Is �Dickbag� his Christian name, or does he go by something else?� Mary said.
�No clue, babe. All I know is he�s stupid and obnoxious. And he�s got a thing for a chick comic. The one who wears the leather pants all the time?�
He looked at Mary as if she could spout out the name immediately. �No clue, babe,� she said back to him.
�Ask Janet. She�s a scout for one of the networks or something. She knows everyone.� He lifted his chin toward an older woman with big red hair, thick black glasses, and sagging skin.
Mary went over to her. �Excuse me,� Mary said.
�Head shot with credits. Leave it on the table,� the woman said. Her voice raspy and bored.
�Thanks for your obvious interest,� Mary said. �But I�m not looking to get hired.�
�Then go away. You�re interrupting Mr. Jenkins� hilarious take on airline food,� the woman said, referring to the disheveled comic on stage. �Turns out, the food�s not very good. Imagine that.�
Mary pulled out a chair and sat down next to the woman. �Thanks for the invite,� she said. �Get you another martini or will that affect your lovely personality?�
�Sure,� the woman said. �I�ll take another martini and while I�m drinking it, you can place your lips directly on my buttocks. How�s that?�
�Yum, very tempting,� Mary said. She waved to the waitress and gestured for a refill on the old lady�s drink.
�My name�s Mary Cooper and I�m looking for a female comic, wears leather pants all the time.�
�What, you got the hots for her?�
Jesus, Mary thought. What was the deal with these old people? Do they just get nastier with age?
�Absolutely,� Mary said. �Never met a woman I didn�t like. Until now.�
�I�m Janet Venuta and you�re a smart ass. I like that. Now go to hell.� She reached for the fresh martini with greed in her eyes. �And thanks for the drink.�
The old woman took a long, loud slurp from her martini.
�Gosh,� Mary pointed out. �You just could not be any more likeable.�
�True,� the woman said. �Bye bye now. Go away.�
�The guy behind the bar said you know everyone in these clubs,� Mary said, ignoring her last directive. �And I�m sick and tired of going into these shitholes meeting the dregs of society. Yourself included. So do you know who the woman comic in the leather pants is? Or are you just going to sit there and drink the booze I bought you and be as absolutely nasty as you can be?�
�Hmm. Are those my only two choices?�
Mary paused to think about it. �Actually, no there is a third choice. But I�m not sure you want to know what that is.� Mary leaned in, let her coat open a little bit. Strong arming an old woman didn�t rank real high on her list of personal achievements. But sometimes, the end justifies the means, no matter how distasteful it can get.
The old lady�s tired and bleary eyes took in the gun, then came back up to Mary�s face. �Tell you what,� the old woman said. �One more of these and I�ll tell you who she is. She�s very attractive. You�d love to get her in the sack, I�m sure,� she said.
�My prayers have been answered,� Mary said and waved to the waitress. Moments later, another martini appeared in front of Ms. Venuta.
�Her name is Claudine. Claudine Greeling. It almost rhymes. She�s cute, but not funny. Not funny at all. Her material is stuff Rita Rudner did ten, fifteen years ago. And did it better.�
�Any idea where she might be tonight?�
�What, am I the goddamned Comedy Club Flyer?�
�You�ve been so helpful, Janet.�
�Actually, I just saw her over at Schticky Fingers,� the woman said. �The club on 14th and Wyoming. Don�t know why I�m telling you. Maybe I just want you to get laid tonight. Improve your personality a little bit. Or maybe I�m hoping that you�ll go away.�
�I could only hope to be the kind, giving person you so clearly are,� Mary said. �Does the Welcome Wagon know about you? Because you�re giving them a run for their money.�
�Welcome Wagon, that�s good,� the old lady said. �Maybe you should quit your job and go into comedy. Lord knows the world doesn�t need another dumbass janitor. That�s what you are, right?� The old woman leaned toward Mary and whispered, �Your clothes give it away, dear.�
�Goodbye Janet,� Mary said, getting up. �It�s been a real pleasure.�
�Don�t forget to mop up before you leave!� the woman called out.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Schticky Fingers was sticky all over. Mary felt like she was part of a joke: Lady walks into a bar and says, hey, I�m looking for a woman in leather pants.
Luckily, Mary didn�t have to ask anyone about Claudine Greeling. Mary spotted her right off. She was on stage. Her leather pants were gold, her shirt black. She had chestnut brown hair piled on top of her head. A pretty face and a knockout body. At least the fat heckler had good taste.
Mary got a beer and walked to the back of the seating area.
Despite the fair amount of people in the club and the haze of cigarette smoke, she spotted him right off.
A baseball cap, a big body stuffed into a small wooden chair. He had a bowl of chips in front of him and a bottle of beer. The suit looked odd on him, a black monstrosity that covered his enormous girth like a circus tent. And the baseball cap on top of his head seemed wildly out of place.
There was no point in approaching him now, Mary thought. He was probably in the middle of a fantasy starring himself and Claudine. No doubt involving the leather pants.
Mary found a table and sat down. This Claudine Greeling was going on about stupid boyfriends. Well, she could relate to that. She�d had more than her fair share. Like the guy who thought missile silos were actually disguised as real farm silos.
As Mary listened to Claudine�s routine, she found herself chuckling. This woman was actually funny. That nasty talent agent didn�t know what the hell she was talking about. That�s probably why she was a talent scout stuck in these dives.
�Hey, I haven�t seen you around here before.� Mary turned to see a man in a striped shirt, green sport coat, and denim jeans. He had on black shoes, thick black glasses, and his dark hair was thick with gel. He was slightly cross-eyed.
�And you probably won�t again,� Mary said, taking a sip of her beer and not even looking at the guy.
�Jeez, tough room,� he said.
�Not tough enough, apparently,� Mary mumbled.
�I�m a comedian here,� the guy said. He stuck out his hand. �Vince Killar. My friends call me Killer.�
Mary ignored his hand. �Nice to meet you, Killer,� she said. �My friends call me Gonnie.�
�Gonnie? What is that, Italian?�
�No, it�s a nickname. It�s short for gonorrhea, which I�ve had for almost ten years. Really, really awful illness.� Mary pushed out the chair next to her. �Want to sit with me for a while there Killer?�
�Um, I don�t know�.Gonnie.�
The annoying guy had moved around in front of Mary and now she couldn�t see the stage.
�I might take a rain check,� he said. �But are you going to stay for my set? It�s hot, I guarantee you that.�
�Sounds lovely,� Mary said. �But I actually have to go see my urologist for a pressure wash. You know, the thing they use to clean patio decks?�
Mary leaned over to the side to get a look at the stage, but the comedian moved with her.
�Well tell your friends about me�� Killer said.
Mary abruptly stood up and saw that Claudine had left the stage and the big guy was gone, too.
�Shit,� she said, then stood and pushed �Killer� out of her way and hurried toward the stage. She immediately saw a short hallway to the office and dressing rooms, probably. There was also an exit door. She debated for just a moment. If the big guy had been following Miss Leather Pants around, he�d probably been barred from the dressing room. Mary hit the exit door and banged it open, then spilled out into an alley. The big guy was at the end, near a street.
�Hey!� she shouted.
The man turned, then immediately turned left and disappeared from view.
�Shit,� Mary said. And then she started running. If I can�t catch this guy, I�m going to hang it up once and for all, she thought.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

The big man could move, Mary had to admit. Maybe he was in good shape from chasing down taco trucks. By the time she had gotten to the mouth of the alley and turned left, she barely caught sight of his freak ass baseball cap turning left on the next block up. Mary decided to turn left immediately and cut across the front lawn of an insurance company. She took a peek down an alley as she passed it, but she didn�t see the big guy. However, she saw a pedestrian, an Asian woman with a Crate & Barrel shopping bag looking back over her shoulder as if she�d just seen the ghost of Shelley Winters skateboarding down the street.
By the time Mary hit the sidewalk and looked up toward the street ahead, Big Suit had hit the intersection and was turning right. He glanced over his shoulder and looked for her. Which was perfect, because by now she was right behind him and gaining.
He ran forward but Mary closed the gap quickly. Christ, I hope he doesn�t have a cardiac before I get some information out of him, she thought.
Mary�s breath started to come in gasps and she made a mental note to get back to her workouts.
Another block went by and she was within ten feet of him. He looked back over his shoulder and Mary saw his face, a pale mess covered with a thick sheen of sweat.
�Stop,� she yelled. But he lowered his head and bulled his way ahead. Mary unleashed a burst of speed and jumped onto his back and rode him to the ground.
The.45 was in her hand and she put it in his face.
�Hey Mr. Happy Feet, how you doing?� she said.
The fat man gasped for air and now Mary really did worry that he would go into cardiac arrest. She felt his sweat seep into her shirt and a shiver ran down her back.
�Don�t,� he said.
�Oh, sure,� she said. �Tell me what to do and I�ll follow your every command. Just like you did when I told you to stop,� Mary said through clenched teeth. This guy was a piece of work.
A couple walking down the sidewalk stopped at the sight of Mary holding a gun on the guy. The woman pulled a cell phone out of her purse. Mary didn�t need the police right now.
�Pedophile,� she said to them, nodding her head toward the big boy. �He would pretend to be a parade float to lure kids in. Trust me, he�s gonna have a lot of boyfriends in prison.�
The woman slid her cell phone back into her purse and the couple kept walking. Mary didn�t even have to whip out her p.i. badge. Still, she would have to keep this quick.
�Get up, Slim,� she said and pulled on the guy�s big arm. He heaved to his feet and Mary pulled him up against the wall. To the right was a picture window of a little art studio. A sculpture of a creature that seemed to be half dolphin and half woman looked down on them.
Mary stood slightly behind the big man, putting the.45 directly against his spine, just below his neck. To the casual passerby, it looked like she had her arm around him. A couple. Not the world�s most attractive couple, but a couple nonetheless.
�Brent Cooper,� Mary said. �Tell me what you know about his murder and I�ll buy you a box of Twinkies. Tell me everything, right away, and I�ll even throw in some Pop-Tarts.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.� Still heaving from the exertion, the big boy�s voice was high and girlish. Mary knew it would be.
Mary pressed the muzzle of the.45 harder against his spine, although she couldn�t actually find any vertebrae beneath the Serta mattress-type padding. But she did the best she could do.
�Nice try, Bones,� she said. �Are you a struggling actor? You do method, don�t you?�
�What?�
�Let me see your SAG card. Or don�t you have one yet? Because I have to tell you, that lie about not knowing anything, you didn�t pull it off very well. Do you need me to give you your motivation?�
The man breathed in ragged gasps as an answer.
�Listen Hambone,� Mary said. �Tell me what you know about Brent Cooper�s murder or you won�t make it to that big cardiac arrest you�re heading toward.�
�I don�t know who the hell you�re talking about.�
�The guy who got murdered behind the Leg Pull? The guy who ripped you to shreds in front of a whole bunch of people who can easily identify you? Ring any bells?�
The big man sighed, his breath had slowed and he mopped his face with a forearm. The dark material of his suit came away slick with sweat. �Oh, that. Well, we had some words and I left. That�s it. End of story.�
�You left? You didn�t wait for him outside? You didn�t cut him open because he�d ripped you to shreds?�
�No! I don�t like violence. I don�t fight. I run. Or try to.�
�But you�re fighting me now. Lying to me.�
�Listen, I didn�t do anything.�
�That�s not what people are saying at the Leg Pull. They�re saying you two had words and that��
�Who�s saying that?�
�Everyone.�
He suddenly looked worried and Mary saw an opening so she went full bore right through it.
�They�ve told me. But they haven�t told the cops.�
�You�re not a cop?�
�You�re so perceptive. I love that.�
�What are you?�
�A concerned family member. And a strong believer in revenge. The cops are the least of your worries. I may just leave your brains all over Ocean Avenue. Sound good?�
His eyes flashed wildly around, panic behind them.
�Look at it this way, you can either tell me,� she said. �Or you�ve had your last In-N-Out burger.�
He let out a long breath that smelled like onion rings. It doesn�t matter how big they are, Mary thought. They all break, eventually.
�This guy said he was a friend of Brent Cooper�s,� the man said. �I�d never heard of this Cooper guy. I was there to see Claudine � did you see her? She�s great�� His eyes got all dreamy and Mary could see the beginning of another fantasy come into his brain.
�Focus, Pudge. Focus.�
�Anyway. This guy slipped me a fifty and said to heckle this Brent Cooper guy. So I did. That Cooper guy was an asshole. He just went crazy saying all kinds of nasty shit.�
�What did the guy look like? The guy who told you to do this?�
�He was an old guy, I don�t know. You�ve been in the club, it�s dark.�
�We�ll come back to that. So he told you to heckle Brent, then what?�
�Then I was supposed to act like I wanted to fight him and sort of nod toward the alley.�
�Did you?�
�Yeah. But I didn�t go out there! I got scared and took off.�
�Smart move.�
�Look, I had nothing to do with all that. It was supposed to be a joke, I didn�t know the guy was going to get killed.�
�Let�s go back to the old guy.�
�Oh my God,� he said.
Mary felt him jerk. �What?�
�There he is.� Mary began to look across the street where the guy�s eyes were looking, but she never finished her scan.
The fat man�s head snapped back against the brick wall and Mary felt a gush of warmth on her hand. Blood and brain matter poured from the back of his head. He slumped against her as another bullet hit him in the chest. Shards of brick bit into Mary�s neck as a bullet exploded next to her ear. She tried to push against the fat man but as his body sagged to the sidewalk, it took her with it. She found herself trapped beneath him, struggling to get free.
She looked over his shoulder across the street. An old man in a turquoise blue windbreaker stood just behind a tree, his gun blocked from view. She saw him step to the right, saw the gun with the attached silencer.
Mary held her arm up and over the big man, then fired a quick shot at the old guy across the street.
Mary got one leg beneath her and pushed upward, heaved with all of her strength, and rolled the huge man over. She was able to squirm out from underneath him.
Across the street, the old man�s gun spat again and glass from the art studio�s window showered down upon her. She had no choice. She got to her feet, crouched, and then dove over the art studio�s display shelf into the showroom itself. The dolphin woman sculpture exploded and pieces of metal, paper mache, and wire rained down on Mary�s back. The head and shoulders of the sculpture were still intact, so she took cover behind them and fired at the old man. She steadied her hand and reeled off shot after shot, emptying her entire clip in a matter of seconds.
Mary�s ears rang and the smell of gunpowder assaulted her senses. She ducked back down and thumbed the magazine release, grabbed her spare from her coat pocket, slammed it in, then wiped her bloody hand off on a piece of curtain that had been shot off the window.
Bullets exploded around her.
Mary waited out the last of the explosions then rolled and popped up just over the display platform. The blue windbreaker caught her eye. He�d moved two trees over and was slapping another clip into his gun.
She let out a breath, and waited for him to step away from the tree.
He did.
Mary fired twice fast. The double tap.
The man went down in a heap.
Mary vaulted over the display platform and onto the sidewalk, nearly slipping on the concrete�s coating of glass and blood. She raced across the street, her gun held out in front of her just in case the old shooter was playing possum.
But once she got to him, stood over him and looked at the blood gushing from his mouth, she knew it was no act.
�Who are you?� she said.
A weird sucking sound came from his chest and his mouth opened.
�Aaauegh,� he said and then his eyes went still. Pink bubbles came out of his nose.
�Huh, is that an Arabic name?� Mary said.
Sirens sounded in the distance.
Mary reached into his coat pocket, nothing but more clips. Her hands shook slightly and her legs felt weak. Her breath was shallow and for a moment she thought she would faint.
Mary searched him and found a slim wallet in his pocket. She flipped it open to his California driver�s license.
Noah Baxter.
She�d never heard of him.

Chapter Thirty

LAPD�s finest arrived and Mary surrendered her weapon and submitted to a search. They put her in the back of a squad car while the patrol cops wandered around, waiting for the detectives and crime scene technicians to show up.
Mary sniffed. The car smelled vaguely of vomit. Maybe it was the cop�s cologne. Eau de regurgitation.
Probably some drunk on his way to the tank had tossed his Chips Ahoys back here. The patrol cops were in charge of cleaning their own vehicles if something like that happened, Mary knew. This had obviously been cleaned by a man. Most guys she knew, the only way they could clean something was with a Swiffer.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw the flash of some fish-belly white skin. Mary turned just as Jake and the Shark got out of their detective�s car.
�Fun has officially arrived,� Mary said under her breath. She looked at the Shark and the way she assumed instant command of the scene. But God she was pale. The ME guys might mistake her for the corpse.
Mary shivered. It wasn�t the first time she had killed someone. But it wasn�t easy. She forced it from her mind, but suddenly a chill would shoot down her spine and her stomach would do flip flops.
A couple of the uniforms were talking to the pair of detectives, gesturing and pointing with their hands and occasionally looking over at the patrol car.
�Yeah, hi,� Mary said, watching the Shark. �Go to hell, uh-huh, hello,� she said. Mary felt off-kilter. She�d just shot and killed an old man, for God�s sake. The adrenaline had worn off and now she just felt tired and cranky. She pictured her bed back in her apartment. She wanted to curl up inside the warm blankets and not come out for a few months.
Mary saw the tall, pale woman nod toward the car and immediately one of the patrol cops turned and walked toward her. Jake shot her a look as if to say, �There�s nothing I can do right now.�
�Yeah, yeah,� Mary said under her breath again, just as the patrol cop opened up the driver�s door and got behind the wheel.
�Did someone puke in here or is your gym bag in the trunk?� Mary said.
The cop put the car in gear and ignored her. They drove away from the scene and Mary instantly felt a touch better.
�I mean, jeez, it smells like a French whore with a purse full of gorgonzola,� she said.
The cop looked over his shoulder at her. �I�m taking you downtown,� he said.
�Downtown? Oh, that�s lovely. We can do some shopping�go get a pedicure-�
�Ma�am, I hope you realize how serious this is.�
When they pulled up at a stoplight, he looked up at the rearview mirror. Mary saw that he was a young guy. Probably the lowest ranking of anyone at the scene. He looked a little green around the gills. Maybe he�d never seen a dead person before. He�d probably looked at both the big guy and the old man. Neither one of them looked very good.
Mary had seen more than her fair share. She should probably be more sensitive to the poor kid.
�Serious,� Mary said. �Yes. Very serious. So how do you like Sergeant Davies? Did you know she�s made out of wax?�
The young cop ignored her and guided the patrol car smoothly onto the I-10 freeway.
�Never mind,� Mary said, once they�d settled into a lane. �Sergeant Davies. What do you think of her?
�How do you know her?� he finally said.
�Hey, just answer the question.�
He looked at her in the rearview mirror. Couldn�t decide whether to be offended at her tone, or to answer. He chose to answer.
�She�s�good,� he said.
�That�s what I call a ringing endorsement.�
�Well, I mean. You know, smart. Efficient.�
�Now you�re gushing.�
�She � �
�Do you think she�s hot?�
�Ma�am, I�d rather not�I�m driving. And you�re involved in a double homicide. I don�t think I should be talking to you about our detectives.�
Mary nodded to him in the rearview mirror.
�Is she still messing around with that Cornell guy?�
�Okay,� the young cop said. �That�s it. I�m going to stop talking now.�
�Just tell me the office scuttlebutt. Are they still a couple?�
He looked in the mirror again at her, as he took the exit for downtown proper.
�That�s the rumor,� he said.
Mary laid her head back on the seat and watched L.A. fly past her window.
You never knew with rumors. Jake had said it was a one-night stand. Well, if it was more than that, good for Jake. Might help him get promoted faster. They made a nice couple.
Kind of like Satan and Judas.

Chapter Thirty-One

The cop allowed her to go to the bathroom, then brought her a cup of coffee in an actual coffee cup. The cup read �Death Valley National Park.� Nice.
�How appropriate,� Mary said. She took a sip. It was awful.
They left her alone for an hour. Goddamn Jake. How could he leave her in here this long, knowing she�d just killed someone? The depths of his treachery were deepening every day. He was probably picking up the Shark�s dry cleaning, trying to improve the scores on his performance review at the end of the year.
Or else they were just killing time to make her more willing to talk. Bastards.
After another fifteen minutes of waiting, the door opened and Jake walked in. He looked tired and frazzled. Mary had no sympathy for him.
�All done debriefing your boss?� Mary said.
Jake stopped. �What�s that supposed to mean?�
Mary put a finger to her chin. �Hmm. What could that mean? What could the subtext possibly be?�
He let out a heavy sigh and dropped a file folder on the desk. �This isn�t the time,� Jake said.
�That�s what you said last time,� Mary said. �She�s really got you under control � did she put a dog collar on you and call you dirty names-�
�Mary,� he said through gritted teeth. �You�re not doing yourself any good.� Jake�s eyes snaked over toward the mirror.
�I know she�s listening,� Mary said. �Probably watching your tough guy interrogation tactics and touching herself every time you-�
�Cut the shit and tell me what happened.�
Mary raised an eyebrow at his flaring temper.
�Oooh,� she said. �I think you just made her moan.�
Jake ground his jaws together. �What. Happened.�
Mary sighed. �Okay. I actually do have a confession to make. Are you sure I shouldn�t have my lawyer here?�
�Come on, Mary,� he said, his voice softer and his body relaxing. �It�s me.�
�Okay,� Mary said, nodding as if she'd reached a decision. �My confession. Here it is.�
She let the pause hang for a moment.
�I�m a chubby chaser. I like tubby guys.�
Jake�s eyes went half-mast.
�That big guy I was with?� she said. �I planned to take his giant ass home and screw his brains out. There�s nothing I like more than grabbing a couple handfuls of Dubuque ham-�
The door banged open and the Shark walked in.
�Jake, I�ll take over.�
�Ooh,� Mary said. �I think you�ve just been demoted Jake.�
�Shut up,� Davies said.
Mary rolled her eyes. �Potty mouth,� she said.
�Jake,� the Shark said. �Out.�
Jake turned and headed for the door.
�I bet he likes it when you boss him around, doesn�t he?� Mary said. �I can tell you�re the Alpha Male in the relationship, that�s for sure. Does he have food bowls with his name on them?�
The door slammed shut and the sound reverberated in the small room. Davies said nothing. She just looked at Mary, gathering herself. Mary looked back at her. One eyebrow raised.
�What�s the problem?� Mary said. �I really do like the plus-sized guys.�
The Shark nodded. �How about we help each other out?� she said.
�You mean�cooperate?�
�You give us some information, we�ll give you some information.�
�That sounds very Democratic,� Mary said. �Very American.�
�So tell me something. Anything.�
Mary nodded. �That makes sense. Perfect sense. Okay, here�s what I know-�
The door burst open and slammed against the opposite wall.
�That�s enough!� Whitney Braggs said as he walked into the room accompanied by a tall, regal woman with a pinched face and frizzy hair.
�I�m Joan Hessburg,� the woman said. She handed a card to Davies. �I am an attorney and Mary Cooper is my client,� the woman said. �Are you charging her with a crime, Detective?�
The Shark looked like a pile of horse manure had just been dropped at her feet.
�The cavalry led by Bob Barker,� Mary said. �I love it!�
�Sons of bitches kept us waiting for a half hour,� Braggs said and glared at Davies.
Mary shook her head. The guy looked like a walking advertisement for Nautica but beat people up and had the mouth of a Navy construction worker.
�Let�s go, Miss Cooper,� her new attorney said. She gave the Shark her card. �Contact me if you wish to further question my client.�
The Shark took the card and threw it on the floor, then headed for the door.
Mary turned to Braggs and her new attorney.
�You got here just in time,� Mary said. She nodded toward the departing Davies. �She was going to do a full cavity search on me. But here's the awful part, she said she was going to have me do one on her afterward.�
Mary shook her head, and looked toward the mirror. �Sicko.�

Chapter Thirty-Two

Mary needed a drink, and she invited Braggs and the attorney. Of course, Ms. Hessburg begged off. Time is money was the unspoken excuse. She left Mary with a card and a lingering scent of Chanel. Or maybe J. Lo.
Mary had killed before. She�d shot an insane husband set on killing his ex-wife. She�d killed a drug dealer determined to kill her client�s son for some sort of supposed deal gone bad.
Each time, there was a delayed reaction. Initially, the justification was enough. Over time, however, it wasn�t easy. It was like a darkish cloud hanging over her for awhile. The immediate solution? Booze.
But Mary had to clean herself. So she had Braggs drive her home and sent him out for drinks. If the guy was going to be around, he might as well be useful. By the time she had showered, Braggs showed up with enough bottles of beer, booze, and wine to satisfy a fraternity during Rush week.
She requested a double Jack Daniels on the rocks. Braggs quickly complied. Mary sat on the couch. She didn�t want to look out at the water, but she did.
�Have you ever had a lychee martini?� Braggs asked.
�If you live in L.A., you have to,� Mary said.
She heard him using a shaker and turned to see him pouring its contents into a martini glass. He came over and sat to her left, in a club chair facing the ocean.
�Do you want to talk about it?� he asked. The smooth voice had taken on the role of trusted confidante.
�No.�
�Okay.�
�Do you know who Noah Baxter is?� she said.
�Of course,� he said, and took a sip of his martini. Mary looked down at her drink. A bunch of ice. She held it out and shook it at Braggs. He hopped up and refreshed it, then brought it back to her.
�So?� she said.
�We all knew him,� Braggs said. �He was a stand-up, just like all of us. But he was the worst of the worst. He had a really, really dark sense of humor that never came across well with audiences. He shocked them instead of making them laugh. Not a good trait for a comedian.�
He drank from his martini and Mary drained half of her Jack on the rocks.
�He ended up writing for other comedians, who would take his stuff and lighten it up a little bit. It really wasn�t that bad, it just needed a little bit of�sanity.�
�Yeah, that�s the impression I had of him,� Mary said. Already her brain was going slightly numb. It felt good.
�But eventually, his stuff fell out of favor and as I recall, he had some personal problems. Drinking, drugs, or something.� Braggs waved his hand around as if a mosquito were bothering him.
�And then?� Mary said.
�And then he bought a one-way ticket to the Land of Hollywood Forgottens. It�s a community that keeps growing, every day. Easy to get into, very difficult to get out.�
Mary nodded. Of course. He went where it seemed like every lead in the case of her uncle�s murder had gone: nowhere.
Her glass looked empty so she held it out to Braggs again. He refilled hers and his own, then came back.
�I thought I heard some rumors about him getting a job in Las Vegas or something,� Braggs said. �Managing some female comedian, but that was it. He fell off of everyone�s radar.�
Mary nodded. Her head felt like it had put on ten pounds.
�There�s a million guys like Noah Baxter,� Braggs said. �A little flash of success, then a disappearing act when they realize the big payday is never going to come. Most of them don't even realize it's over. Can't admit it to themselves. It's really kind of sad. Of course, I can't speak from experience. It's just that I'm very sympathetic-�
Mary stretched out and put her head on a pillow. She drank awkwardly from her glass, but she got the Jack down. Drinking Jack made her think of Jake. Jake the Jerk. She giggled.
�I might know someone who could tell us more about Noah,� Braggs said.
�Oh, yeah?� Mary said. Her voice was thick with sleepiness.
�Margaret Stewart.�
�Martha Stewart? The domestic goddess?�
�No, Margaret Stewart,� Braggs said.
�Who the hell is that?� Mary slurred.
�She used to be my agent. And Brent�s agent. And Noah�s agent.�
�Lady gets around.�
�In fact, she was everybody�s agent back then. A powerhouse.�
Mary closed her eyes and the first faint stirrings of sleep, like the start of the incoming tide, slowly swept across her forehead.
�I think I'm going to fall asleep,� she said, a sound suspiciously similar to snoring began to come from her mouth. �You can let yourself out-� she started to say, but never finished the sentence.
�She knew everyone,� Braggs said. �But most of all, she knew where all the skeletons were. That's more valuable than anything for sale on Rodeo Drive, that's for sure.�
Mary fell asleep then, an image of the old man she�d shot as a skeleton, dancing around in the dark.

Chapter Thirty-Three

Her eyes grated open, like stone doors in an Egyptian tomb. Mary stared at the ceiling for several minutes, rewinding the film of last night, watching it in reverse order. She didn�t like what she saw.
Mary pushed back the blankets and sat up. Her head hurt and her stomach ached. She walked out to the kitchen and made coffee, then stood with her head hanging down while it brewed. Extra cream and extra sugar went in to bolster her recovery. She sat at the kitchen table and a little yellow note caught her attention.
10 a.m. Margaret Stewart.
It was signed Whitney Braggs. And there was an address scribbled next to Margaret Stewart�s name. Mary looked at the clock.
She had forty-five minutes to shower, dress, and get out to Beverly Hills.
Great.
Mary started for the shower and slipped off her robe, then froze.
She had on her pink pajamas. She thought for a moment, and then a horrifying thought nearly drove her to her knees.
Had she put them on herself?
Or had Braggs?
Suddenly, her head hurt even worse.

Chapter Thirty-Four

Margaret Stewart�s face was so taut from plastic surgery that Mary worried it would snap and fly across the office like a Frisbee. She had the urge to go over and plunk out a rhythm on it like a tribal drum. Didn�t the woman have a constant headache?
�That was quite a group,� Ms. Stewart said. Mary guessed the woman�s age to be seventy-ish, and thought the voice matched the skin: tight and unforgiving. Mary glanced around the office. Black leather, polished chrome, black-and-white photography. Typical power agent office.
�Yes, dysfunction in large numbers.� Mary said. �Always the hallmark of a good time.�
They�d already done the necessary introductions and had started in on the history of Brent Cooper and his gang.
�They certainly took the party with them,� Ms. Stewart said. �And it was always a big party.�
�In what way? Drugs? Gambling? Monkeys in lingerie?� Mary asked.
�Lingerie, yes. Monkeys no. At least, no monkeys at the parties I went to. I'm sure at some point, animals were involved.�
�Anything criminal going on?� Mary said. �Anything that would make someone come back later and start killing people?�
Margaret Stewart shrugged her shoulders, then nodded at Braggs. �Why don�t you ask him? He was there.�
Braggs shook his head. �Not like you,� he said. �I had gigs, flew around, didn�t see those guys and gals for months at a time. You were there constantly.�
�Besides,� Mary chimed in. �You probably knew everyone. And you most likely knew them better than he did. Braggs here, from what he tells me, just hung out and partied. He was probably busy de-flowering the female population of Beverly Hills.�
�It would be arrogant of me to agree with you, but I must confess that�s a fairly accurate statement,� Braggs said.
�I�m thinking they confided more in you,� Mary said to Ms. Stewart. �You know, crying to the agent about all of their problems and issues. That�s the stuff we need to know about.�
�That�s very perceptive, Ms. Cooper,� Margaret said. �But I was their agent not their babysitter and I did not perform confessions. They didn�t tell me everything because if they had problems, they certainly didn�t want anyone to know about them, especially their agent.�
�Yes, I�m sure all actors and actresses prevent their agent from witnessing their neuroses firsthand,� Mary said. �Come on, Margaret. This is L.A. Agents know where all the bodies are buried. Or at least who put the bodies where. And they�re good bodies because it�s L.A. and everyone works out.�
�Here�s what I meant,� Margaret Stewart said. �I just said they didn�t come and blab all of their war stories to me. Yeah, I heard some stories. Some were true, most of them were probably not.�
�Why don�t you tell us about the ones that were probably true? If there actually were any.�
The older woman pushed back from her desk and crossed her legs. She let out a long breath.
�That was a long time ago,� she said. �Let�s see. There was a core group. Brent Cooper was definitely one of the ringleaders. God he was a smartass. Arrogant, pushy, and a vicious mouth. You remind me of him,� she said to Mary.
�That�s one compliment I never get tired of hearing,� Mary said.
�Let�s see, there was also Harvey Mitchell,� Margaret said. �He was a star even back then. God, I had to turn away so much work for him. Even modeling agencies wanted a piece of him.�
�Harvey Mitchell?� Mary asked. �The host of The Night Talker?�
�The one and only,� Braggs said.
The Night Talker was a long-standing hit for NBC. Not quite the Tonight Show, but still a very powerful ratings earner. Harvey Mitchell was the silver-haired host. Interviewing stars, doing skits, and having a great time doing it. Making boodles of cash, too.
�There were so many of them,� Margaret Stewart said. �They floated in and out. Look, why don�t I just do this? When Mr. Braggs called me, I went into my archives and pulled my files for everyone I could think of. Including Noah Baxter�s. Obviously, there�s no longer anything sensitive in them. Half of the people are dead or disappeared.�
She gestured at a chair near a filing cabinet. There was a box full of faded yellow folders, thick with papers inside.
�Like I mentioned before,� Margaret said. �People came, people went. Men, women, kids, animals. Everything that could have possibly gone on among prosperous entertainment people in Los Angeles during those days definitely went on.� The woman glanced at her phone then continued. �So you can guess most of what was occurring on a daily, and nightly, basis. Why don�t you just look through all that, and then if you have any questions, call me. It�s not like I have time to sit here and tell you about every last thing, plus, at my age, I�d probably get most of it wrong. So just take the stuff, look it over and call me if you have any more questions. Okay?�
Braggs walked over and picked up the box.
Mary stood. �Thank you Ms. Stewart. I�m sure you�ll be happy to know that I most likely am going to call you again. I always have questions to ask. It�s one of my character traits that makes me irresistible to both sexes.�
�Brent Cooper. Reincarnated,� the older woman said and turned back to her computer as if they�d already left.
�Ouch,� Mary said on her way out.

Chapter Thirty-Five

Mary ditched Braggs as soon as possible.
�Don�t you want to go through that stuff together?� he�d asked, looking at the files.
�I think we�ve gone through enough together, don�t you?� Mary said.
�Not really,� he said. �But everyone�s certainly entitled to their opinion, no matter how wrong that opinion may be.�
�Before I go,� he said. �The rest of your clients are here. You remember the consortium of Brent�s old gang that together sent me to hire you?�
�Well, they�re all here and would like to get together with you. You know, go over the case and how they can help you catch the killer. I know it�s short notice, but does tonight work?�
�I�ve always got time for senior citizens,� Mary said. It would be a good chance for her to dig for more information anyway.
�Don�t look so excited, Mary. They're actually a fun bunch.�
�Laugh a minute, I'm sure, Whitney.�
Braggs smiled, his white teeth gleaming in the late Hollywood sun.
�I understand,� he said. �I�m cramping your style. Too much too soon, I take it?�
�That would presuppose I have a style, Braggs.�
�Oh you�ve got style. Plenty of it.�
�Are you hitting on me?�
�Absolutely not,� he said, holding his hands wide, a gesture of pure innocence. �That would be scandalous. A man my age making improper advances on a deceased colleague�s lovely, sexy niece? One who is clearly entertaining the idea of benefiting from an older man�s heard-earned experience in the bedroom? No.�
�The only thing I�m experiencing right now is revulsion mixed with a small amount of nausea.�
�Understood, Mary. Understood. However, I�m not hitting on you, despite the wonderful curve of your � �
�I am armed, Braggs.�
Braggs snapped his mouth shut, a mischievous twinkle in his eye.
Mary walked away, wondering if some old ladies somewhere were supplying Braggs with Viagra. If not, she should set him up with the Golden Girls at Brent�s place. They�d tear him apart.

Chapter Thirty-Six

Margaret Stewart hadn�t been lying. At least not about the files. They were old. As old as the Hollywood Hills that had spawned the careers of these actors, comedians, and writers. She set the stack of files down on her desk next to her computer and fired up the machine.
Mary clicked on the iPod that ran her office sound system, and chose an album by Brandi Carlile, an immensely talented singer songwriter from Seattle who Mary had seen in concert. An incredible voice.
She launched her Internet browser, then followed that with her People Search software. It was a proprietary program developed by a friend of Mary�s, a software developer at a large corporation who had been fired for trying to improve the company�s product. It�s never a wise move to be so good in corporate America that you threaten your boss�s livelihood. Mary had helped out on his case and in return he had pirated software, improved it, and given it to her as a gift.
Now, Mary began alphabetizing the files. After fifteen minutes, she had all seventy-five files in order by last name.
With that, she launched into the job at hand. Namely, using her software to find, locate, and hopefully eliminate as many people as she could from the pile. The good thing was, one of the forms required by Margaret Stewart had included a section for personal information, and a line for the client�s social security number. That eliminated any problems with two Michael Williamses.
The pictures, the head shots, made Mary pause. God, they had all looked so young and happy. And real. She smiled at the credits. Television shows that she�d never heard of. Comedy reviews, clubs and movies she�d never heard of. It had been a different world back then.
The first conclusion Mary reached was that Uncle Brent�s crew didn�t have great longevity. Of the first ten files, seven were dead. Not surprising, though. Depending on how old they were when they made the L.A. attempt, and what year they launched, the majority of the folks were somewhere between sixty and eighty. Despite L.A.�s current reputation for health conscious individuals, back then they all smoked and drank like fish. Cancer had gotten lots of them, most likely.
She then dove into the files, working as quickly as possible. It took her just under two hours to eliminate everyone she could. By the time she was done, she was left with a very manageable keeper pile. Twenty-six living, five unaccounted for. After all the illnesses, the car wrecks, the suicides, these twenty-six had made it through. She silently congratulated them. The five who were unaccounted for, well, she would make up her mind about them later.
The twenty-six living would be relatively simple. She would have to track them down, interview them if possible, and cross them off the list until theoretically, she got the pool down to a chosen few and then she would have to take it from there.
It was the five unaccounted for that would be the bigger challenge. They had completely fallen off the grid, as the law enforcement community liked to call it. Or, just as likely, had taken themselves off the grid. Running from the law. Running from loan sharks. Hiding from ex-wives and alimony payments. She already pictured a couple of the guys bagging groceries in Florida under assumed names.
More people abandoned their identities than most realized. The process really wasn�t that difficult. The fact that most people thought it was difficult was why more didn�t do it.
There was a definite appeal to tossing out your current station in life, and starting an entirely new one.
She couldn�t blame them if that�s what they�d done.
At some point, hadn�t everyone fantasized about disappearing and starting over somewhere new? Just wiping the slate clean? The ultimate do-over?
Mary couldn�t speak for everyone.
But she knew she�d considered it.

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Mary drove back to her place and was at her door when she heard him.
�Hey, hold up!�
She turned and saw the new good-looking neighbor trot down the hall toward her. What was his name again, she thought? Chris. Chris McAllister.
�Sorry,� he said when he finally reached her. �But I wanted to ask you a question.� He hesitated. �Actually, I�d like to get your opinion.�
�Yes, I think global warming is actually happening. Soon we�ll be underwater. Might be an improvement for L.A.�
He laughed, displaying that easy confidence she had noticed and liked, before.
�You know, I happen to agree, but I actually wanted your opinion on something else?�
�Hey, you want �em, opinions I got.�
�It�s actually my apartment. I can�t decide where to hang two paintings. I needed a different perspective.�
�Ah, so when you bring your lady friends here they�ll feel at home? Sort of some inside information?�
�Exactly. I want you to spy on your gender for me. Come back and tell me everything.�
Mary chuckled and then her mind flashed back to the shooting at the gallery where the mermaid/dolphin had been destroyed.
�You know,� she said. �Art and I don�t have a great history together.�
�Oh, come on,� he said. �It�ll only take a minute.�
�All right, I�ll tell my manservant Jacques to keep the lobster warm.�
He laughed, and for a brief moment Mary realized it was a laugh she could get used to.
Chris McAllister opened the door and Mary followed him in, checking out his ass as she went. Nice. It was firm and taut. She wanted to bounce a quarter off the damn thing, or maybe something else. Something more personal.
�Sorry for the mess,� he said.
Mary looked around. Mess? Her place hadn�t been this neat and clean since she�d moved in.
�Yeah, what a dump,� she said. �Sheesh. If you think this is bad, come over and make a mess of my place. It�ll be a huge improvement.�
It was a nice place. He�d bought completely contemporary furnishings. Sleek tables. Fifties style lamps. But not over the top. Not self-conscious. She had to admit, it was just good taste. Hip good taste.
�Before I present the dilemma,� he said. �Can I offer the judge a beverage? Wine? Martini? Beer?�
�Do you have any grain alcohol?� she said. �200 proof?�
�Sorry,� he said. �Just polished that off last night.�
�In that case, I�m good for now.� Her head still ached from the Jack Daniels. She was looking forward to going to bed.
�Okay, here�s the deal,� he said. �As you can see, my overall style is eclectic, but I�ve got two pieces of art here.�
He led her to the living room where two large canvases sat. One was definitely in the impressionistic camp. Heavy brushstrokes.
The other was like a Giclee print. It was an electric guitar.
�Hmm,� Mary said.
�What?�
�Well, I like both,� she said.
�Oh come on,� Chris answered. �My impression of you was that you don�t pull any punches. What do I look like? A pansy? I can handle the truth.� He raised his eyebrows and did a reasonably good impression of Jack Nicholson from A Few Good Men. �You need me on that wall��
�Does anyone actually use the word pansy anymore?� Mary said.
�Only pansies.�
They both laughed.
�Okay, I�ll be honest,� Mary said. �Which is something I haven�t been in a long time. In fact, the last time I was honest I actually strained an abdominal muscle.�
�Okay.�
�The guitar print fits better, but the impressionistic painting is a better piece of art. It�s really good. Even though it doesn�t fit, wouldn�t you want to go with the better art?�
She turned to look at her neighbor. He wasn�t even looking at the art. He was looking at her.
�I agree with you,� he said. �The funny thing is, that one-� he said, pointing to the guitar painting. �That one cost me a ton. And that one,� he said, pointing to the impressionistic piece. �That one I got for twenty bucks at an estate sale.�
�I didn�t figure you for a bargain hunter.�
�Oh, yeah?� he said. �What did you figure me for?�
�I figured you for some sort of circus performer.�
�Good guess. But I�m actually a chef.�
�Wow, what a coincidence. I love to have other people cook for me.�
Chris checked his watch. �Speaking of food, I was just going to whip up some pasta. Wanna stay?�
He turned and headed for the kitchen.
Mary checked out his ass again.
�I suppose I could cancel my dinner with the Governor.�

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Mary woke up in her own apartment. But only because she had insisted that she do so. The night had been wonderful. Good food. Great conversation and so much more.
She poured herself a cup of coffee and looked at the stack of files in front of her. But her mind went back to Chris McAllister. Mary had never slept with anyone that soon � it was only the second time she�d talked with him. A part of her felt guilty and ashamed. A part of her told her she was middle-aged and that those kind of rules no longer applied.
She felt a small shudder when she considered that she could end up like those three nymphomaniacs who had supplied Uncle Brent with his Viagra.
Mary shelved her thoughts of carnal pleasures and called Braggs. She got his voicemail.
�Braggs, it�s Mary Cooper,� she said. �Change your message, you sound like one of those god-awful announcers for the tractor pull.� She growled her voice. �Sunday! Sunday! Sunday! Get ready for the Monster Truck Rally-�
�Whitney Braggs here,� he said, cutting her off.
�Put down the Brylcreem and meet me at Alice�s. You can finish your French pedicure later.�
�It seems you think I�m a bit of a dandy.�
�Perish the thought, Princess. Just meet me there in ten minutes.�
�Affirmative.�
�Shut up, Braggs.�
Silence.
�Tell your old cronies to dust off the mothballs and meet us there, too.�
�Ah yes,� he said. �The �old gang� as it were. I�ll get them there as absolutely soon as possible.�
�And tell them if they have any old pictures, mementos, letters, to bring them, too. Ixnay on anything pornographic.�
�They�re not those kind of men, Mary.�
�I was talking about you.�

Chapter Thirty-Nine

They filed in like a parade of Hollywood glamour gone bad. Faces too tan. Or too pale. Bodies too thin. Or too flabby. Teeth too white. Or too yellow. If there were teeth at all.
Braggs introduced each new arrival to Mary, and gave her a brief rundown of their background. Mary recognized most of them from Margaret Stewart�s files. She noted each one as they were introduced, adding their faces to her mental Rolodex.
Jason Prescott. Really tall. 6�6� easy. Former stand-up comic turned MC of old folks comedy shows.
Mark Reihm. Average looking except for the severe acne scarring on his face. A gray buzz cut heightened the disastrous effect.
Franklin Goslyn. A little bowling ball of a man.
Todd Castro. A white-haired, dark-skinned guy light on personality, heavy on horrible cologne. Most likely purchased at Marshalls, TJMaxx, or Ross Superstores.
Eventually, the names, faces and handshakes, and hugs bordering on ass grabs were over and Mary got down to business.
�All right,� she said to the assembled group. �We�ve got work to do, fellas. You guys can jerk each other off later.�
The group slowly quieted down.
�Nice hooters!� a voice shouted out. Chuckles and guffaws filled the air.
�Save it for your Inflate-A-Mate.� Mary said.
More laughter followed Mary�s comment.
�Now that's what I call �junk in the trunk�!� one of the old men said.
�Baby got back, front, top, and bottom!� another guy said.
�That�s some quality material guys,� Mary said. �I can�t believe no one else noticed your talents.�
Braggs, sitting in the front, turned back and gave the stinkeye to the rabble rousers. They quieted down and Mary used the opportunity to lay out the files of the five people she had failed to identify.
�Look, she�s spreading herself out,� a voice said.
�Right on the table?�
�Giddyup!� Someone added the sound of horse hooves. Clip clop, clip clop.
Mary picked up the first file, ignoring the barely concealed laughter.
�Martin Gulinski,� she said, and held up the first file.
�Farty Marty!�
�He�s been dead for ten years, and while he was alive, he smelled like he�d died ten years ago!�
Mary took out a pen and sighed.
�As much as I enjoy the colorful commentary,� she said. �Let�s try to stick to dead or alive, current whereabouts, next of kin.�
�He changed his name,� this from a guy sitting in the middle of the group. He sort of looked like Mickey Rooney. �Gulinski was too ethnic. He thought he wasn�t getting work because of it. So he changed it to Gulls and then got cancer and died. Should�ve stuck with Gulinski.�
�He had children,� another man added. �I think in Portland. He could never figure out why they were black kids. Looked just like the UPS man.�
Mary rolled her eyes. �The kids. Boys or girls?�
�Two boys, I think.�
Mary wrote down �Gulinski,� and �Portland.� She�d look the sons up and call them, try to confirm that their father was indeed dead. She�d leave the flatulence part out.
Next file.
�Marie Stevens,� she said.
�Dead!�
�She�s not dead. She just disappeared.�
�OD�d in the seventies.� This was from Braggs.
�She was always a partier,� another guy added. �I think I tapped that.�
�You couldn�t tap a quarter barrel, Roger.�
�Children?� Mary said.
�Thank God no. The Devil�s Spawn. She was crazy.�
�Where was she from?�
�Wisconsin.�
�Texas.�
�She wasn�t from anywhere else. She was from here. A native.�
�No way! Marie was crazy! You couldn�t believe a word she said.�
�Family?� Mary asked.
�No way,� a man said. �She was too �out there.� I think she probably didn�t have family � that�s why there�s nothing on her.�
�Pauper�s grave, probably.�
�You know what they call dead bodies in L.A.?� a guy in the back called out.
�What?�
�Studio audiences!�
Mary tried to keep her patience.
�Jesus Christ, you guys don�t know anything,� a guy standing near the doorway to Alice�s kitchen said. �Marie�s buried at Forest Hills, for fuck�s sake. Harvey Mitchell paid for the whole thing. The burial and stuff.�
�Where is that bastard anyway?� someone said. �Is he at the proctologist again or is he just too good for us?�
�The procto�s � he goes every day!�
Mary wrote down �Forest Hills� next to Marie Stevens� information.
She pulled out the next file.
�Matthew Bolt.�
�Fatty Matty!�
�He�s in the union. An electrician or something.�
�That fuck couldn�t change a light bulb!�
�Hey, how many proctologists does it take to change a light bulb?�
Silence.
�As soon as he takes his finger out of my ass I�ll ask him!�
Again with the proctologist gag, Mary thought. No wonder these guys were bagging groceries at the Albertson�s.
Mary wrote down �Union electrician� next to Matt Bolt�s name.
The next file.
�Betty Miller.�
�Ready Betty!�
Too bad nicknames weren�t a lucrative industry, Mary thought. These guys would have been rich.
�Man she was great,� said the Castro guy. With all the cologne. �You could always count on Betty for a good screw. At one party she did like six or seven guys.�
�Yeah, in six or seven minutes.�
�Speak for yourself, Speed Shot,� Castro snapped back.
�She moved back to New York,� someone added. �Got married. Did some plays. Bulked up and died of a heart attack, I think.�
�Anyone know her married name?� Mary said.
�She married a poor Jew. Didn�t know there were any in New York.�
�Guy�s name was Schneider.�
�If you find her,� one old man advised Mary. �Lift her up and check underneath � he might be squished.�
Mary wrote down �New York� and Betty Schneider, left out the squished bit.
�Last one,� Mary said, and picked up the remaining file.
�David Kenum.�
There was silence.
�No cool nicknames?� Mary asked. �Venom Kenum?�
The men stared back at her.
Finally, Braggs spoke for the group.
�That guy�s bad news,� he said. A low whistle followed his comment.
�Don�t follow up on that one, unless you want to go out to Chino.�
�A regular Boy Scout, huh?� Mary said.
�Well, he sure knew how to use a knife,� one of the men said. �He cut up a woman one night. Raped her. Murdered her. Claimed his doctor gave him the wrong medication.�
�Anyone know if he�s still alive?� Mary said.
�Doubt it.�
�That his real name? David Kenum?�
�Far as we know,� one of the men said.
�You know, he didn�t get life,� the tall guy said. Prescott was his name.
�Why not?�
�The whole medication thing.�
�What�d he get?�
�Something like 80 years.�
�I heard he didn�t have to serve it all, though.�
�How would you know?�
Prescott looked around the room.
�I heard he got out last week.�

Chapter Forty

Mary started with David Kenum. The guy who had already killed once. And as much as she believed that some people could change, the coincidence in this case was too great to ignore.
She ran his name through her programs and knew it would take several hours to get back all of the results. Mary desperately wanted to use Jake for research, but she wasn�t yet ready to tip him off.
In the meantime, while she waited for Kenum�s information, Mary turned to the old guys themselves.
One by one, she used her notes to check them off. Prescott. Castro. Reihm. She had no way of determining guilt or innocence, she simply sought confirmation that they were the people they said they were.
Two hours later, she had managed to confirm the basic details of all the men in the room, as well as Harvey Mitchell, who had not been in attendance.
Satisfied that Brent�s gang was at least superficially verified, she then turned to the files.
And started with the least likely first.
It took two phone calls and one visit to a public records website to confirm that Martin Gulinski, a.k.a. Martin Gulls, had in fact died, leaving at least one son in Portland. Mary took the Gulinski folder and filed it with the others that she had eliminated as possibilities.
She did as much as she could with Marie Stevens. The manager of Forest Hills told her that there was a Marie Stevens �resting� there, but inquired as to which one she was interested in. When Mary described what she needed to know, he cut her off and said that kind of information wasn�t allowed over the phone.
Mary accepted the fact that she would have to drive out there and speak to the guy in person. She tried to find out more about Marie Stevens, including records of arrests in California and public information regarding mental institutions, but to no avail. However, she felt reasonably confident that one of the Marie Stevenses at Forest Hills would be the one she was looking for.
So she set that folder aside, instead of filing it.
Matt Bolt. One unofficial visit to a Union website confirmed that a Matt Bolt was employed in the Los Angeles area. The site listed an address and a phone number for Mr. Bolt.
She called the number.
�Hello?� a woman said.
�Hi, I�m looking for a Matt Bolt.�
�Oh, yes. Who is calling?�
�I�m a secretary with the union,� Mary said. �I just need to confirm his withholding allowances.�
�Okay, hold on.�
Mary heard the phone being put down, the sound of a television�s volume being lowered, and then a gruff voice came on the phone.
��lo?�
�Mr. Bolt?�
�Yeah?�
�Fatty Matty?�
A sigh. �Who is this?�
�My name is Mary Cooper. I�m a relative of Brent Cooper.�
�Ah. I heard he�s dead.�
�Last time I checked, yes, he was.�
Bolt gave a little grunt, not of apology, just recognition.
�Had you kept in touch with him at all, Mr. Bolt?� Mary asked.
�Why? What is this?� he asked.
�In addition to being Brent�s niece, I�m a private investigator and have been asked by some of his associates to aid the police investigation. Now, tell me��
�What am I, a suspect?�
Mary didn�t even bother answering that one.
�You watch too many movies, lady.� Bolt laughed.
�Thanks for your input,� she said. �Now, do you know anything at all about my uncle? Anything that could help me in the course of the investigation?�
�Look, honey, I�ve been in New Zealand for the past two months shooting a film called TO THE LAST BONE. I just got back yesterday. You can check with my boss, or my union or whatever. I wasn�t even in town when he was killed.�
�So you do porno?�
�What?�
�TO THE LAST BONE. It�s a porno flick?� Mary said.
�No! It�s not porno. It�s an action film. Knife-fighting and crap like that.�
�So tell me how you made the change from comedy to being an electrician,� she said.
�Guess I wasn�t funny enough. Look, what do you want from me?�
�Do you have any idea who might have wanted to kill Brent?�
�Lots of people.�
�Do any of these people have names?�
�Look, I don�t want to hurt your feelings but he could be an ass.�
�What about that group you used to run around with? Whitney Braggs, Noah Baxter, Harvey Mitchell.�
�Ah, those guys. Why don�t you ask them?�
�What makes you think I haven�t?�
He didn�t answer and Mary heard the sound of a television being turned on in the background.
�What do you know about David Kenum?� Mary said.
�What?�
�David Kenum.�
�Have you talked to him?� he said.
�Just through the mail, I wrote him and asked him to marry me,� she said. �I�m one of those prison groupies.�
�Yeah, right. You�re a Cooper. I can tell.�
�Stop with the compliments. So? Kenum?�
�No, I don�t know anything about the sicko,� Bolt said. �The guy�s bad news. Killed a girl. That�s all I know.�
�Did you hear he was out of prison?�
A sharp intake of breath and then, �He is?�
�Yep. Paid his dues. Thoroughly reformed. Ready to be an upstanding citizen.�
�Look,� Bolt said. �I gotta go. You need anything else from me?�
�Nope, got everything I need.�
�Good. Bye.�
�Oh, wait!� Mary said. �Is the red positive or the black? I always get those mixed up.�
All she heard was a dial tone.

Chapter Forty-One

Next up: Ready Betty. Does six or seven guys at a party. Moves to New York. Does a few plays. Marries and dies of a heart attack.
Mary wondered if that was how her obituary had read. She idly wondered about her own obit. Would it be boiled down to a few pathetic facts like that? Worked as a private investigator. Never married. Owned lots of shoes. Killed a couple people. Died of an embolism while trying to sweat a confession out of a teenager.
Nice, Mary. Keep up that positive thinking.
She forced her negativity aside and focused on the task at hand.
Mary used her paid subscription websites that helped her find a couple dozen Betty Schneiders. She eliminated all of the ones that didn�t fit the age range. Then she eliminated the ones that had never lived in southern California.
By the time she was done she had a half dozen Betty Schneiders.
Using the last known addresses and phone numbers, she eliminated another four.
Two left.
Within five minutes, she learned they were both dead.
Mary considered stopping. Why not? They both couldn�t have done it. But then she chided herself and it took another half hour to figure out which dead Betty Schneider was the infamous Ready Betty.
She spoke with a daughter who told Mary that her mother had in fact died of a heart attack, and that she had lived in L.A., trying to make it as an actress. The daughter had started to go into Betty�s life story but Mary begged off. The daughter did mention that Betty had weighed over three hundred pounds when she died. Heavy Betty.
So Mary crossed her off the list.
She pushed back from her desk and looked at the ceiling and took a deep breath.
It was time to go all out on finding David Kenum.

Chapter Forty-Two

Years ago, Mary had been given the opportunity to obtain a username and password for non-classified state of California government websites.
The opportunity had been presented to her by a happy client who also had these same privileges. Although her possession of access to the network was most likely prohibited, there had never been any questions or issues directed to Mary.
Therefore, it was relatively easy to access David Kenum�s prison information, at least everything that was deemed non-classified. It appeared to her that everything about David Kenum was non-classified.
It also listed the name of his parole officer.
Mary picked up the phone and called him. His name was Craig Attebury.
�Hi, my name is Laura Bancroft and I�m with Staffing Resources Management. I am doing a follow-up on behalf of a prospective employer who has been contacted by a�� here she paused and ruffled some papers. �David Kenum.�
�Hold on,� Mr. Attebury said. Now it was Mary�s turn to listen to papers being shuffled. The beauty of the L.A. criminal system: of course the parole officer wouldn�t recognize Kenum�s name firsthand. He probably had a hundred or so files stacked on his desk.
�What�s the name of your company again?� Attebury asked.
�Staffing Resources Management. SRM. Not to be confused with Sado Rectal Masochism.�
�Right, right. And Kenum applied for a job with you?�
�No, sir. He applied for a job with one of our clients. We do all of the tasks associated with verifying a prospective employee�s information. Everything but urinalysis. That we outsource.�
�I see, I see. Um�what�s the name of the company where he applied for a job?�
�Our client information is private, sir.�
�Figures.�
Mary heard him dig through more papers before he let out a sigh.
�Kenum. Here he is.�
Mary gave him a moment to breeze through the paperwork and remember the facts about the person he was ostensibly responsible for protecting society from.
�Okay,� he said. �What do you want to know?�
�Let�s start with why Mr. Kenum was incarcerated.�
The parole officer sighed. �Mr. Kenum was convicted of murder in the second degree.�
�I see.�
�Spent the last thirty years or so in prison,� the parole officer said. �He�s paid his dues.� That seemed to be the extent of Mr. Attebury�s sales effort on behalf of his charge.
�I�ll be the judge of that, sir,� Mary said. �We certainly don�t take murder lightly here at SRM. Shoplifting and indecent exposure, yes. Murder, no.�
Mary tapped some keys on her computer, then asked a few more trivial questions before she went for the treasure.
�Under present address he wrote something indecipherable and then simply wrote Los Angeles,� she said. �If my client hires him, the first training he�ll receive will no doubt be a penmanship course. But in the meantime, do you have his correct street address? I�ll need it to mail the necessary forms as I believe my client will most likely offer him employment.�
The tumblers fell into place and the P.O. gave Mary everything she needed.
�Thank you,� Mary said. �I believe Mr. Kenum will be receiving some good news shortly.�
The P.O. had already hung up.

Chapter Forty-Three

On the way to Kenum�s, Mary thought about Harvey Mitchell. The only guy in the group, other than Braggs, who�d made it big. She pictured the pompous ass in her mind from when she�d seen him on television. Smooth gray hair. Teeth a little bit too big for his mouth but perfectly Hollywood white. Slightly heavy, but still with that dignified look men with good features can possess late into life.
Harvey was the late night talk show host who had known Marie Stevens the best, according to the old men. Unfortunately, she hadn�t spoken with him yet, and he was her best lead as to what may have happened to the Mysterious Marie. Or Crazy Marie as the gang of old men had called her.
Mary called an agent friend who knew everyone in town. After some small chitchat, Mary got the name of Harvey Mitchell�s agent, who in turn gave her Mitchell�s assistant�s phone number.
While she waited on hold, Mary thought about Mitchell. She�d caught his show a time or two, enough to know that Mitchell thought he was funnier than he actually was. And that he could be demeaning to guests of lesser stature, and annoyingly ass-kissy to the big stars. She hadn�t tuned in much after that.
But according to the Nielsen ratings, apparently the older folks loved him.
Mary took the 405 down to a frighteningly bad neighborhood near South Central, near David Kenum�s address, while she waited for Mitchell�s assistant to take her call. Mary unconsciously touched the Para.45 in her shoulder holster.
�Claudia Ridner,� a bright, chirpy voice said through Mary�s cell phone.
�I�d like to make an appointment to chat with Mr. Mitchell. My name is Mary Cooper and I�m investigating the murder of my uncle, Brent Cooper.�
�What does this have to do with Mr. Mitchell?� the assistant asked, not sounding so bright and chirpy anymore.
�He should be able to answer some questions regarding certain issues in the case��
�Mr. Mitchell is very busy.�
Mary didn�t like being interrupted. �My uncle was busy too, until he had his throat slit. Do you want me to talk to Mitchell or do you want the cops to talk to him? Or maybe a few reporters who would like to know about his links to a brutal murder?�
There was a long silence.
�There is a half hour opening tomorrow at 3 o�clock.�
�Thank you, and that wasn�t so difficult, now was it?� Mary said.

Chapter Forty-Four

Mary put the phone away and looked across the street at David Kenum�s apartment building. Lovely. Gray brick falling apart in every place imaginable, with little balconies featuring black wrought iron. Not useable because the windows had bars on them.
Mary knew why Kenum had picked this place. It must have reminded him of prison.
She got out of the Honda and walked to the front of the building. For some weird reason, she felt eyes on her. She didn�t put any store in that goofy premonition shit. Or sixth sense crap. But still, she felt strange. Maybe the pasta last night had been bad.
A boy came out of the building with a bike. He bounced it down the stairs.
�It goes faster if you pedal,� Mary said. He looked at her, and Mary wondered if he knew she was kidding.
�What, bitch?� the little boy said.
Mary stopped. Had she heard right? Had she just been called a bitch by a kid? She took a closer look at him. A husky ten-year-old. Or a growth-stunted early teen.
�Nice,� Mary said.
�Nice rack,� he said.
She considered backhanding him but pictured another trip downtown, this time a charge of child abuse and decided against it.
�They miss you at Finishing School,� Mary said, then walked past him and pushed her way into the building, through old steel doors with cracked glass and creaking hinges. Kids today, she thought.
The intercom system wasn�t functional. Mary knew this because the entire metal face of the system was smashed inward, as if someone with a size 17 EE foot had made the kick of his life.
It didn�t matter. The PO had told her it was apartment 525. She took the stairs to the fifth floor, then fished the.45 out of its holster. She held it at her side as she got to the door.
Apparently the guy with the 17 EE feet got around. Because David Kenum�s door looked just like David Kenum�s apartment building�s intercom system. Smashed in and hanging uselessly in the breeze.
Reminiscent of a Pottery Barn catalogue, Mary thought to herself. The only time Martha Stewart would find herself in a place like this would be if she�d been abducted and held hostage � ransomers demanding her recipe for cream cheese mashed potatoes.
Mary took a step inside the apartment, holding the.45 with both hands, pointed vaguely at the floor in front of her. The first thing she noticed was the smell. There are bad smells, and then there are bad smells. This was horrible. Not dead-body-bad, but definitely fecal-debris-bad.
�Eesh,� Mary said to the empty room.
Only the stench answered her back. Mary took in the place: a single large room with a small kitchen consisting of an ancient stove and tall rectangle of dust where a refrigerator used to be.
She moved through the main room to the back where a tiny bathroom with a filthy toilet sat. �Love what you�ve done with the powder room, Mr. Kenum,� she said. Mary was looking at the rings of growth inside the toilet when she heard the soft scrape of a shoe behind her.
She whirled and had the.45�s three-dot sights lined up on the forehead of her unannounced guest.
�He�s not here, Sugar.�
She lowered the gun.
It was the boy from outside.
�You�re as bright as you�re polite,� she said.
�Nice gun,� he said. �I like a woman with a big gun like that. Turns me on.�
�So, Miss Manners,� Mary said. �Do you live here?�
�What�s it to you?�
Mary rolled her eyes. �You said �he�s not here.� Who�s not here?�
�Santa Claus,� the kid said. �Who do you think? The guy that lived here. David.�
Mary nodded. �So if he�s not here, then where is he?�
�What�s it worth to you?�
Mary rolled her eyes again. She took out a twenty.
�I�m not talkin� about money,� he said. �How about you make a man out of me?�
Mary ignored the question and poked his palm with the edge of the twenty but pulled it back when he reached for it.
�I used to steal bottles of wine for him,� the kid said. �Last one I gave him was just before he left. Told me he was going to work on a boat. Offered me a boat ride.�
Mary gave the kid the twenty.
�This boat have a name? A location?�
�It was called the Diver Down.�
�If-� she started to say but he cut her off.
�I know, if I�m lying you�ll come back and kill me. Big whoop. I almost wouldn�t mind seeing those sweet jugs of yours again.�
It wasn�t until she was back in her car that Mary finally let herself start laughing.

Chapter Forty-Five

A call to her contact in the state�s vehicle licensing division told her the boat was registered and its home base was the marina in Marina del Rey.
Mary took the 405 up to Sepulveda, and followed that into Marina del Rey. She wound her way along the harbor until she came to the marina she was looking for.
She parked and walked until she found a small structure on the eastern side of the marina. It had a sign reading �Marina Office� over its door.
�Hello?�
�What can I do for you?� said a burned out, older surfer looking dude with pink shorts, an orange Polo shirt and topsiders.
�I�m looking for a boat called the Diver Down,� Mary said. �Guy�s a big fan of Van Halen.�
�That�s before Sammy Hagar, right?� the guy said.
Mary nodded. �Yes. Well before that epochal moment when �Van Hagar� came into existence,� she said.
�Man, Eddie goes through lead singers like I go through flip flops.�
�So where is this ode to 70s rock?� she repeated.
The guy sat, swiveled in his office chair, and looked at a chart of the marina.
�Slip 73,� he said and pointed in a vague direction behind him. �That�s over there.�
�Thanks,� Mary said and headed for the slips.
�Whoa, whoa, whoa, Jamie�s cryin�,� the guy sang.

Chapter Forty-Six

The Diver Down was painted red and white. It was about a thirty-footer Mary guessed. Not really a speedboat, but it had two big new-looking outboards on the back.
�Hello!� Mary called out. There was no activity she could tell of going on in the boat. But soon she heard the creak of the lower cabin�s door open and a man popped his head out.
�Yeah?� he said.
�David around? David Kenum?�
�Nope,� the old man said. �Who�s askin�?�
The man had now come out of the little doorway and stood on the deck of the boat. He looked old and haggard. His shoes and shirt were all a dirty gray. He had grease on his forehead. Dark, leathery skin full of deep creases.
�Do you know where he is?�
�How about you try answering my question before asking yours?� he said. His voice tired and annoyed.
Mary paused for a moment. �I�m his fianc�. His pregnant fianc� and when he found out the second part, he left faster than he did his deed. Which was pretty damn quick to begin with.�
Would this guy have any sympathy for a pregnant woman? Probably not. But it was worth a try.
�Ah Christ, I�m sorry,� the old guy said. �But didn�t he just get out of prison? How�d��
�Conjugal visits.�
The old man nodded. �Well, he�s not here but I know where he is.�
�Let me guess. He�s in the drunk tank. Or back in prison.�
�Nope. Catalina.�
Catalina Island. About an hour and half boat ride from L.A.
�What the hell is he doing out there?� Mary said. �Going for horseback rides instead of earning money to buy diapers and baby wipes for us?� She patted her tummy and emphasized �us.�
�He came looking for a job. His parole officer sent him here, but I quit doing that after the last guy made off with my motors. Luckily I had insurance. But I told him about a guy I knew was hiring, so he said he�d check it out.�
�That�s funny, David with a good paying job,� Mary said. �Yeah, he just loved to work and work and work. Suppose you tell me what kind of �job� that douche bag thought he was going to get?�
�Something that don�t require much of a brain,� the old man said.
He looked her up and down and this time, Mary did detect a note of sympathy.
�Look, I�m headed out there right now.� He gestured toward a stack of boxes and crates that he�d lashed against a rail. �Have to deliver all that to the restaurant. I can give you a ride out there if you want.�
�How long will you be there?�
�Long enough to unload and gas up. Maybe two hours, tops.�
Mary hopped onto the deck.
�Hit it, captain.�

Chapter Forty-Seven

L.A. faded into the background like a corrupt memory filed for deletion.
Mary stood on the deck, leaning against the rail, looking out at the deep blue water. It was beautiful, but she hated it. She hated the cold. She hated the depth. She hated the cool indifference it offered.
She hated that her parents had died here.
Well, not here exactly. But �out here� in the water, cold and alone except for each other.
Mary wondered if they�d talked. Of if they�d already been dead by the time they hit the water. She shook her head. Why was she always so macabre? She knew better. Knew there weren�t any answers. If there were, they would have made themselves known a long time ago. She made a mental note: be happier. Be positive. Walk on the goddamn sunny side of the street.
�Wind is bad,� the old man said behind her. �May take us an extra ten minutes or so.�
Mary turned. He stood by the wheel, on the right side of the boat. A can of Coke in his hand.
�What�s your name?� she asked.
�Mungons. Greg. But everyone calls me Mungo.�
�Mungo. It�s catchy. So how long you been doing this, Mungo?� Mary said.
�1959,� he said. �Sad, isn�t it? So much life going on either back there,� he gestured toward L.A. proper. �Or there,� he nodded toward Catalina. �I always felt like while life was going on I was either on the way to it or on the way from it. Know what I mean?�
�It�s like being in the middle of a shit sandwich,� Mary said. �I think Thoreau said that.�
�Not to mention the gas prices are killing me,� he said.
�How�s your 401(K) doing?� she said.
�That�s funny. You�re standing on my 401(k).� He took a drink of his Coke. �So how�d you end up with Kenum? You don�t seem his type.�
�What�s his type?�
�Trashy.�
�Well thanks for the compliment.�
�My advice?� the guy said.
�Yeah?�
�Get rid of it,� he said, nodding toward her belly, like he was telling someone to lose a moustache. Or throw out yesterday�s newspaper. �Nothing good will come from you having that baby. More people should do it.�
�We could do it right here,� Mary said. �Just bring over that bait bucket and some fishing tackle��
�Look, I didn�t mean any offense,� the old guy said.
�Plenty taken,� Mary said, acting hurt. She�d heard pregnant women could be pretty moody. She moved to the back of the boat, pretending to be nursing her wounded spirit.
Mary watched L.A. recede into the distance. It looked so harmless from the water. Not like the sinful, lecherous community it often was. Although it had its decent moments and its unique attributes, too. Like the Getty. Mary loved to go there. They�d even recently had a Jackson Pollock�
Lights exploded over L.A. and for a brief moment Mary wondered if there was some kind of fireworks show going on. But then blackness crept over her eyes and a horrible, all-consuming pain rocketed down her spine and then she was pretty sure she was screaming. The last thing she felt were hands on her legs and a sudden sense of airiness.
�Splish Splash I was takin� a bath�� she heard a voice say.
And then a feeling of floating. Just before the cold wash of water enveloped her.
What�? Mary wondered, before she simultaneously sank into unconsciousness and the Pacific Ocean.

Chapter Forty-Eight

It was the first lungful of water that woke her up. She gagged underwater, heard the sound of the motor racing away and opened her eyes.
A thick wave of kelp was ten feet ahead of her. Her lungs were on fire and she had a mouth full of sea water but she made it to the kelp before she surfaced.
She spewed a mixture of air and water at the surface, and saw the back of the Diver Down, too far away now, but close enough that she could see a man looking back toward where she�d gone into the water.
Mary treaded water and tried to clear her head. She could see Catalina in the distance, but there was no way she could swim that far. She gagged again and felt her stomach heave. Fear gripped her insides and she nearly panicked, her mind filled with images of her drowning and sharks ripping her apart. In an instant�s flash, she saw her balcony with her view of the Pacific and her head cleared.
She had one option. To wait. It was a relatively busy area, with sailboats and speedboats and the occasional ferry.
But she was afraid how long she could last in the cold water. Sharks were known to be out this far.
She swam farther into the kelp. Look on the bright side, she thought. People pay top dollar for this. Probably at least $500 for a kelp bath at LeMerigot spa.
�There�s the positive spirit, Mary,� she said. �Hey, look on the bright side. Sharks generally don�t attack in the middle of the kelp. People drown all the time getting tangled in kelp, but sharks don�t attack.�
Mary put a hand up against the side of her head. It came away pinkish. She hoped that meant there wasn�t much blood there.
�Stupid,� she said. Someone had been hiding down below in the cabin. She�d been able to see the old man at the wheel out of the corner of her eye just before the attack. So someone else had slipped out of the sleeping quarters, came up behind her, bonked her, and tossed her overboard.
Mary thought of the Discovery channel, of how seals would roll themselves up in kelp to keep them afloat and then nap.
Cold began to seep into her body. Not enough for hypothermia, but enough to give her a summer cold, and those are the worst, Mary thought.
So she waited. She was enveloped by cold. Her teeth chattered, and she was getting tired from treading water. Once, she felt something slick and rubbery scrape against her leg and she nearly screamed.
Just when she thought she couldn�t last any longer and would have to try swimming the rest of the way to the island, she heard the sound of a motor.
It was a high-pitched whine, rather than the deep rumble of a boat. Mary peeled herself out of the kelp and swam toward the open ocean. Far off, she saw two jet skis on their way to Catalina.
She swam as fast as she could for ten minutes, as the jet skis came closer. Finally, when she thought she could get their attention, she surged out of the water and waved her arms up over her head. Survival water ballet.
There were two of them, and it was an awful moment when they seemed totally oblivious to her. Mary gathered herself and launched her body out of the water, waving her arms over her head. It was the second rider who finally spotted her. He zoomed out past the leader, and herded him over toward Mary.
Minutes later, they pulled up next to her. They were covered in tattoos and had more piercings than Aunt Alice�s pin cushion. And they were the most beautiful people she had ever seen.
�Dude, what happened?� the lead guy asked, displaying a tongue stud.
�What, you�ve never seen a mermaid before?� she said. She reached out and got ahold of the jet ski�s side.
�Lift me up and I�ll show you my tail,� she said.
�Cool, man!� the guy said and reached out for her.
It was a little tricky, but between Mary hoisting herself up, and the guy lifting, she was able to swing onto the back of the machine.
�We�re going to Catalina, dude,� he said to her. �Get wasted and then ride back!�
�I�m going to Catalina too,� Mary said. �To beat the crap out of a couple of old men.�
�Kick ass, dude!� the guy said.

Chapter Forty-Nine

Finding a guy with the austere nickname of �Mungo� shouldn�t have been a big challenge to Mary. But it was. Because Mungo certainly wasn�t really Mungo.
Still, the old man had a boat and made deliveries. Mary was sure that part of it wasn�t a lie.
After her new �best dude� dropped her off at the pier, she went to the public bathroom and checked her cut, which was pretty small, and pulled out the small business card case she kept in her front pocket. In addition to business cards, she had an American Express card for emergencies tucked in the very back.
She went to the first store she could find and bought a pair of overpriced pants and a matching overpriced sweatshirt, went back to the public bathroom and changed. Her head hurt, and her body ached. Her stomach was queasy from all the saltwater she�d swallowed. She wanted to call Jake. A part of her still felt like she was bobbing out in the Pacific, alone and bleeding. As much as the idea of hearing his voice pleased her, the hassle of explaining how and why she�d ended up here outweighed the benefit.
She needed to sit down for awhile and get her bearings. She went to a place called the Blue Heron and ordered coffee.
No point going to the cops on the island. For one thing, they wouldn�t do much. And for another thing, they might call L.A. and that would cause a huge cock-up and she might wind up in the Catalina slammer for a day or two. Nuh-uh.
She sipped her coffee and thought about what had happened. Why Catalina? Just to get her out on a boat? That seemed sort of silly. They could have said Kenum was a sport fisherman or a worker on a cruise line or a shrimper.
The waitress came back to check on her.
�I�m looking for the old bastard who tossed me off his boat,� Mary said to her. �Said his name was Mungo and that he ran supplies in here on a regular basis. Ever heard of him?�
�Nope,� the waitress said. �What�d he look like?�
�Old. Tan.�
�That�s all that�s out here!�
�Maybe you�ve heard of his boat.� Mary said. �He�s a big Van Halen fan, apparently. It�s called the Diver Down.�
�Let me ask my manager,� the waitress said. �He knows everyone on the island.�
Mary was about done with her coffee when the waitress reappeared with an older man dressed in jeans and a blue denim shirt.
�Dick Kay owns the Diver Down,� he said to her.
Mary smiled and wrote out a huge tip.

Chapter Fifty

Following the restaurant manager�s directions, Mary discovered it was a short walk to the dock and an even shorter walk to where the Diver Down sat in its slip.
�Gee, it�s not like he and his buddy attempted murder or anything and are trying to keep a low profile,� Mary said. She shook her head. Bad guys were so brazen these days. Throw a woman overboard, cruise into the harbor, and take a nap. No big deal.
Mary called out, �Hey Dicky, you dropped something back in the ocean.� She wished she had her gun, but figured that they wouldn�t try to kill her right here, in such a public place. Besides, she knew she could kick Dicky Kay�s ass, and she fully intended to do just that.
She waited but no response came.
Mary cupped her hands around her mouth. �Dicky, if you�re taking a crap, flush, wipe, then come out with your hands up. After you wash them, I mean.�
A couple people started looking over and Mary knew they might consider calling the cops if she looked too suspicious. So she climbed onto the deck of the Diver Down and went straight to the cabin.
Once her eyes adjusted, she immediately saw Dicky. He was flat on his back on the floor, and his body looked like it had been subjected to the infamous Torture of a Thousand Cuts. His skin was literally slashed everywhere on his body. Great folds of it lay exposed, and folded over, revealing deep red crevasses of flesh.
There was a lot of blood.
But the blood seemed to be too splashed around. It covered the floor. And only the floor. None on the walls or the ceiling. Almost as if there was a pattern. She cocked her head.
And then she saw it.
The blood was smeared into letters.
Enjoy the floor show.

Chapter Fifty-One

Mary spent the night in Catalina, but at least it wasn�t in the slammer. It took the rest of the next day for the police to get her statement and let her catch the last ferry off the island.
Mary finally made it back to her apartment. She immediately stripped off her nasty new clothes from the island, threw them into the garbage, took a long, hot shower, and went to sleep. In her dreams, she was still stuck in the kelp bed and she started to sink into the water. There was a white glow in the water beneath her and as she sunk deeper, it seemed as if it was rising. She peered closer. And she saw the faces of her parents.
Mary shot up in bed, her breath coming in gasps. It had been years since she�d had a nightmare about her parents. Mary grabbed the phone and called Jake, but she went straight to voicemail. She didn�t leave a message.
Mary slept fitfully until morning, then got out of bed, showered again, dressed and went across the hall. She knocked on Chris McAllister�s door, but there was no answer.
She went back into her apartment, made some coffee, and thought about the state of things. There was one facet of the case that had stood out to her from the very beginning. And this morning, she was determined to tackle it head on. She made a quick egg white omelet, chased it with toast and more coffee, then locked the place.
It was time to see Harvey Mitchell.
Mary took Wilshire from Santa Monica up into Beverly Hills and for once, traffic wasn�t horrible.
Mitchell�s office was just off one of the studio lots in a little cabana type building. Outside there was a fountain with a sculpture of a girl doing a cartwheel. There were also people riding around in golf carts.
Mary had chosen the Lexus over the Honda for the foray into Beverly Hills and now she parked it in a visitor space and went to the front door.
She stepped inside and saw the desk before she saw the woman. The desk was neatly organized with an old-fashioned French phone nestled in its cradle.
The woman behind it was in her early twenties, with a rock hard body and long straight black hair.
�May I help you,� the woman said, her voice slightly rough and textured. Either affected, or lots of booze and cigarettes. Mary ruled out the booze, this woman clearly worked out. She was wearing a black t-shirt with black dress slacks. Mary could see the biceps and triceps struggling for dominance.�I�m Mary Cooper, here to see Harvey Mitchell.�
Mary saw the woman start to speak but she spoke first. �Yes, I have an appointment. Three o�clock.�
Mary watched as she looked at the book. The woman�s name momentarily eluded her, but then it popped in.
�You�re Claudia Ridner, right? Mr. Mitchell�s assistant?�
�Yep, but everybody calls me Claw,� she said, and held up one of her hands which had some impressively long fingernails.
�Bet you can snatch fish out of a river with those.�
�No, they�re not fake,� Claudia said, ignoring Mary�s comment. �And yes, you can go in.� She nodded toward the door behind her.
Mary walked through the small waiting area with a loveseat, two chairs, and a curvy coffee table stacked with entertainment industry pubs.
She pushed open the door, which was already slightly ajar, and stepped into Mitchell�s office. It was a large space, lined on all sides with glass that provided views of the surrounding greenery.
Mitchell�s desk was solid black and solid wood, stacked high with notes, paper, and books. He looked up at her.
�Ah, the p.i. who threatened to go to the press if I didn�t see her,� he said, his voice booming with a deep richness that didn�t get its just desserts through television speakers.
He was dressed in a shirt and tie, Mary noted the blue sport coat tossed over the back of one of the visitor�s chairs.
�Thank you for that completely accurate assessment,� Mary said. �That�s me in a nutshell.�
He stood and extended his hand. Mary took it. �So you�re Brent�s niece, huh? I can see a slight resemblance. You have all of his good, none of his bad,� he said.
�Brent didn�t have any bad looks. That�s why he was so lucky with the ladies.�
�I wasn�t talking about looks,� Mitchell said. He gestured Mary to the visitor chair that wasn�t holding the blue sport coat.
�Can I get you a drink?� he asked, moving to the little bar off to the side. �It�s almost five, isn�t it?�
�Three-thirty,� Mary said.
�Close enough.�
He poured himself a scotch.
�Club soda,� Mary said.
�Boo,� Mitchell said.
Mitchell fixed the drinks and brought Mary�s to her. He then sat behind the desk and sipped.
�So how�s business?� Mary said.
�Good, good,� Mitchell said. �Ratings as high as ever. I�ve got three development deals on the table.�
�I�m happy for you. So tell me how you found out about my uncle.�
�The news. Just like everyone else.�
Mitchell rocked in his chair and stared at the ceiling. He leaned forward, took a drink, then rocked back and again examined the ceiling.
�So tell me about you and the gang,� Mary said. �Brent�s old gang. Way back when,� Mary said.
Mitchell�s head dropped down and he looked her in the eye. �We had fun,� he said. �I�ll tell you that.�
�So much fun that someone would want to murder Brent?� Mary said.
�I don�t know anything about that. Brent screwed, and screwed over, a lot of women. That didn�t go over well with the women, naturally, or some of the men, frankly. Old boyfriends, new boyfriends, brothers, fathers, uncles, sons, you name it. Brent pissed them all off.�
Mary pretended to take a drink as Mitchell looked at her, clearly trying to gauge her reaction.
�I�m a big believer in instinct, Mr. Mitchell,� Mary said. �And something�s telling me that this isn�t about a lover scorned. Somebody is killing off people from the �old gang� as it were. Brent. Barry Olis. Noah Baxter. Dicky Kay.�
�Dicky�s dead?� Mitchell asked, his voice incredulous. �Jesus Christ.� His face had gone pale. Mary didn�t think he was acting. He was scared. But of what she wasn�t sure.
�I heard about Noah Baxter. Somebody shot him,� Mitchell said.
�Yeah,� Mary said. �Me.�
�You?�
�Yep.�
�Why?�
�He tried to kill me first. And he was a bad dresser.�
�Jesus! What the hell is going on?�
�I have no idea. So who do you think it is?�
�Who?�
�Whoever�s killing off you old unfunny bastards.�
Mitchell raised an eyebrow.
�Just kidding,� Mary said. �But what do you think? Anyone from the old gang come to mind? Anyone who hated all of you and wouldn�t mind knocking you off one by one?�
�Everybody hated us,� he said. �A lot of us weren�t stars. But we were writers, actors, producers, behind-the-scenes guys who made it happen. We ended up being quite a power to reckon with. Not bad for a bunch of guys who just started partying together and success just kind of showed up. Not to mention the fact that between Brent, Braggs, and myself, half the hot ladies in Hollywood were getting laid on a regular basis.�
Mary rolled her eyes.
�I�m just stating the facts, ma�am,� he said.
�Fine,� Mary said. �Let�s get down to specifics.�
�Oh, looks like I got down to the bottom of my glass,� he said and went and refilled his drink.
Mary waited until he had returned to his chair. �David Kenum,� she said.
Before he could answer, Claudia �The Claw� Ridner poked her head in. �Mr. Mitchell? You�ve got a pre-pro meeting in fifteen minutes.�
Mitchell nodded and waved her away.
�Let�s make this quick.�
�David Kenum,� Mary repeated.
�Oh God. Psycho. Utterly nuts. Mean, vicious, violent. He killed a girl. Probably more than one. He�s in prison.�
�Actually, he got out last week.�
�Oh Lord have mercy on us all,� Mitchell said.
�Know where he might be?�
�Fuck no!�
�Think he might be behind all of this?�
�Hell yes! The guy�s a basket case. He�s probably killed a dozen people we don�t know about!�
�Has he ever contacted you?�
�No. Never. I would remember because I would have shit my pants.�
�All right. Marie Stevens.�
He turned slightly in his chair. The first time he�d shifted since she started asking questions. Mary noted the move.
�Nice girl,� Mitchell said. �A little weird. But nice.�
�Know where she is?�
�God, I haven�t heard from her in twenty years. She just sort of disappeared. That Kenum,� Mitchell said. �One time I was banging this girl in the bathroom.� He stopped and looked at Mary. �Sorry, but � �
�Don�t worry about it. I�ve heard plenty of stories regarding sex in bathrooms. I was thinking of making a coffee table book about it.�
�Anyway � I was doing this chick in the bathroom and all of a sudden I feel this pain on my throat. I thought it was weird. Was I tangled in something? Then I turn my head and there�s Kenum. He said he wanted to cut my throat.� Mitchell shook his head.
�What happened then?� Mary said.
�Limp dick happened, that�s what. I was a horny sonofabitch, but show me a guy who can diddle someone while a knife is at his throat.�
Mary nodded. �That�s a cute story,� she said. �Bet you always tell that around the holidays.�
The secretary poked her head back in.
�Mr. Mitchell��
He got up and breezed past Mary.
�Sorry, showbiz calls.�
Mary followed him out.

Chapter Fifty-Two

Mary was not proud to admit it, but she was somewhat ambivalent about kids. She had a feeling she would be crazy about her own if she ever had any, but at the moment, there wasn�t a huge attraction there. Some kids were cute as hell. Beautiful, actually. And she did encounter a flare of envy now and then. But she also saw the other side of the coin. The incredible amount of hard work it entailed. She didn�t think she could handle it. At least, not right now.
It really came down, though, to her own thoughts about herself as a mother. It was tough to picture. Being honest with herself, she was about as nurturing as Cruella deVille. Maybe the sight of her own little duckling would bring out her soft side, or at least, help her discover it.
Maybe she�d feel more optimistic about her abilities to be a mother if she ever found the right guy. Yeah, right. Like the guy across the hall who she hadn�t seen in a couple of days. She must have scared him off.
She stomped on the Lexus�s accelerator and shot onto the 405. The hell with Wilshire or Santa Monica Blvd. She was going back to a certain apartment building frequented by a smart-ass kid. And this kid in particular, she really, really didn�t like.
Twenty minutes later, she parked two blocks away from Kenum�s grungy apartment building. She was behind a beater truck that had a paint-splattered ladder in the bed. Mary parked just a hair farther away from the curb than the truck so she could watch the front of Kenum�s building, but remain virtually out of sight.
She sat back and waited. It took almost two hours before the kid showed up.
Mary jumped out of the car, jogged up the street, and ambushed the little smart ass just as he was about to go inside the building.
�Hey, remember me?� she said.
The kid turned and rolled his eyes. �Aw, Christ.�
�Close, but the name is actually Mary. Christ�s mother.�
He started to open the doors to the building, but Mary had climbed up next to him and she put her hand on the door.
�You�re not funny,� he said. �You�re hot. But you�re not funny.�
�Aw, stop, you�re such a sweetie,� Mary said. �So who told you to send me down to the boat?�
The kid shook his head. �Don�t know what the hell you�re talking about. That�s a pretty mouth you got, though. Why not put it to better use?�
Mary stepped in, grabbed the kid, and pushed him back against the door.
�Listen you little shit,� she said. �Give me a name or I�ll take you around back to the alley. And not to fool around, you understand?�
The kid nodded his head as best he could. He even let out a little fart.
Mary let go, slightly. �David Kenum. Where is he?�
The kid gasped for breath.
Mary waited a moment, impatient.
�Where. Is. He,� she said.
The kid looked at her, then a sheepish little smile crossed his face.
�Right behind you.�

Chapter Fifty-Three

Duct tape was really an unfortunate invention, Mary thought. It seemed like a crutch for people who didn�t know how to fix something properly. Take tying someone up, for instance. There were all kinds of things a person could use. Rope. Plastic ties. All much easier to use. But David Kenum, he was a duct tape kind of guy.
�Big surprise,� Mary said under her breath. Yeah, no duct tape across the mouth yet. But Mary figured that would come next.
�I didn�t catch that,� Kenum said.
Mary studied Kenum for a moment. He had the body of a forty-year old. Lean but muscular. Only in his face did he look his true age. He had a shaved buzz cut. And sleeves of tattoos.
�I just said how much I like duct tape,� Mary said. �Perhaps the world�s most versatile product.�
�Smart ass, huh?�
�Me? Smart ass? No. But great ass? Hell yeah.�
Kenum didn�t even smile, just gave a small nod. �Funny. You remind me of Coop. Brent. Your uncle.�
�I hate it when people say that.�
�He was a dick, wasn�t he?�
�I can�t speak ill of the dead.� She paused. �At least he didn�t turn some young girl into sashimi like you did.�
She watched him but he showed no reaction.
Whether Kenum was pissed or not, Mary didn�t know. But for some reason, he wasn�t adding a swatch of duct tape across her mouth.
�And then you did the same thing to ol� Dicky Kay,� she added.
�Who?�
�Don�t disrespect his memory,� Mary said. �That�s bad karma.�
Kenum looked at her, sharp interest in his eyes. �What do you mean?�
�I mean someone took a filet knife to him and butterflied him. Put some lemon and butter on him and he�s ready for the grill.�
�Huh,� Kenum said.
�Let me guess, you had nothing to do with it?�
Kenum sighed. �I thought prison was violent. This is ridiculous.�
�Hey, you mentioned my uncle earlier, why did you kill him?� Mary said.
Kenum pulled a chair up across from her, swung it around, and sat backwards on it, facing her and the door.
�I�d like to ask some questions,� he said.
�Shoot,� Mary said. �By shoot, I mean ask.�
�Let�s start by you telling me why you�ve been looking for me.�
Mary smiled. �I just thought since Brent was my uncle, and you killed him, that we have a lot in common. Maybe we could start a book club.�
Kenum shook his head.
�I didn�t kill your uncle,� he said.
Lies, lies, and more lies, Mary thought. But he didn�t look like he was lying. And why would he? How could she possibly be a threat to him now?
�No?� Mary said. �Then why did you pay the kid to send me to the boat and have Dicky turn me into bait?�
�I didn�t.�
�Mm hmm. Just like you didn�t kill that girl way back when.�
�I didn�t.�
�Spoken like a true convict. Prison is filled with innocent men, right?�
Kenum shook his head. �No. It�s filled mostly with rotten, guilty scum. But there are a few innocents in there. More than most people think.�
�And you�re one of them, right?�
�I�m guilty of a lot of things. But I didn�t kill that girl. And I didn�t kill your uncle.�
�Then who did?�
Kenum looked at her, but then his eyes lifted over her shoulder. His expression didn�t change but she sensed something was wrong.
Mary turned in her chair.
Six figures wearing identical blue suits stood behind her. They all wore Richard Nixon masks.
�I�m guessing they did,� Kenum said.

Chapter Fifty-Four

Nothing happened for a moment. No one spoke.
And then two things happened at once. Kenum lifted his shirt and pulled a small automatic from his waistline. Simultaneously, the Nixon in the middle lifted his arm to reveal an automatic with a silencer attached.
The Nixon�s gun spat first.
Kenum�s gun fell without firing. Along with its owner, who now sported a red hole just above his right eye.
�Guys,� Mary said. �You�re doing it all wrong. Presidents get assassinated. They don�t do the assassinating.�
Nixon with the Silencer pointed the gun at her while two others approached her. Another one pulled out a sawed off shotgun, jacked a shell into the chamber, crossed the room, and pressed the barrel against Mary�s temple.
Mary took the opportunity to study her captors a bit more closely. When they had first come in, she thought they were dressed identically. But now she saw that wasn�t the case. Yes, they all had on blue suits, white shirts, and dark ties. But some of the suits were pinstriped. Some had subtle checks. Some of the ties were dark red. Some were light blue. One didn�t have a tie. The black shoes differed the most. Mary saw wingtips, loafers, and walking shoes.
But most of all, Mary noticed the hands. They were all old, some wrinkled, most with liver spots, some with arthritis.
One of the Nixons stepped in front of her, pulled out a knife, and cut the duct tape holding her legs to the chair. They stood her up, then tore the chair from her and sent it sailing across the room.
�I wanna do her,� the lead Nixon said.
�We don�t have time,� one of them responded.
�I�m not really in the mood, guys,� Mary said.
One of the Nixons grabbed her arms.
�You didn�t learn from Watergate, did you?�
A Nixon took out a pair of handcuffs, freed Mary�s arms, then quickly cuffed her wrists to a pipe that ran the length of the room.
And then Mary saw something that took her breath away.
One of the Nixons was unbuckling his belt.
�I�m not in the mood, guys,� Mary said. �No really does mean no.�
Mary shivered. Whatever they had in mind scared the hell out of her.
�I only date younger men,� Mary said. �Isn�t there a shuffleboard tournament somewhere?� Her heart was thudding in her chest and her mouth was dry. The adrenaline pumped into her blood and she pulled on her restraints.
�Who wants to go first?� one of the Nixons said, his voice muffled and unrecognizable through the mask.
�Why don�t you talk about it?� Mary said.
�Someone do her so she shuts up,� the lead Nixon said.
�Enough with the sweet talk,� Mary said.
She tried to slip her wrists through the handcuffs. She pulled until she felt the cuffs dig through her skin and begin to split her skin and crush her bone. Panic welled up inside her. Suddenly she felt a hand on her ass. Mary kicked back and her foot connected with what felt like a solar plexus. She reefed back on the handcuffs, but her hands caught. A slight metallic grinding sound caught her ear, though. The pipe had moved, sending puffs of rust to the floor.
Mary wrapped her hands around the pipe itself and studied it. She saw a spot weld two feet in front of her, and a bracket with a screw that had already separated from the wall. She leaned forward and lunged sideways, pulling on the pipe with everything she had.
�Whoa, Nellie!� one of the Nixons said.
The pipe had separated completely from the wall, but had remained intact.
�Come on,� one of the Nixons said. �Hurry up, I�ve got a five-thirty tee time.�
Mary felt hands on her hips and her mind shrieked with panic and she felt a blind white hot fury explode within her.
She arched her back and rammed backward with her hips, knocking the nearest Nixon back. She pulled the pipe away from the wall and down, then swung around and planted her right foot on top of the pipe. The pipe groaned.
�Watch it!� one of the Nixons shouted.
Mary hopped on top of the pipe with both feet and it snapped, sounding like a gunshot. A three-foot section came free in her hand.
�Shit!� one of the Nixons said.
Mary twisted and swung the pipe in one smooth rotation. She followed through and saw the pipe connect with the nearest man�s temple. He flopped backwards onto the floor.
It was like a hand grenade had been dropped into the middle of the room.
Most of the Nixons bolted for the door, but the one who�d shot Kenum went for his automatic.
Mary leapt across the room and brought the pipe down on his forearm, just as he came up with the gun. It fired into the floor and then flew across the room.
She wheeled, looking for the Nixon with the shotgun, only to face the barrel two inches from her face. She ducked as the gun roared. The sound was deafening in the room and she heard the shotgun pellets punch a hole in the plaster wall. Mary swung the pipe and clipped the Nixon with the shotgun at the ankles. He staggered, and she swung at the other ankle, then upward.
The Nixon dropped the shotgun and ran for the door.
Mary thrust the pipe downward and opened her hands. The pipe slid through the cuffs and clattered to the floor. She dove for the shotgun, clamped the stock between her knees and racked a shell into the chamber.
She rolled just as the killer Nixon went for his automatic. Mary fired from a sitting position and the blast tore a fist-sized hole in the plaster just above the man�s head. He ducked, gave up the idea of getting back the automatic, and ran for the door.
Mary flipped the shotgun down, caught it by the pump, jacked the shell, flipped it back up, and fired just as the Nixon framed the door.
The pellets shredded his ass and she heard him scream, then tumble down the stairs.
Mary jumped to her feet, racked another shell, and ran toward the landing.
She made it there just as the Nixons ran through the door, helping the one with the bloody ass. She fired again, but hit the doorjamb and saw splinters explode.
Mary pumped the shotgun, but it was empty. She ran back into the room, grabbed the automatic with the silencer, heard an engine roar and tires squeal, then ran down the stairs.
She burst through the doors and onto the sidewalk. The street was empty.
�Now that�s what I�m talkin� about, babe,� the kid on the bike said.
Mary lowered the gun to her side, realized her shirt was torn and hanging open.
�You�re giving me a boner,� he said.
�Merry Christmas,� she said.
Mary walked back up into the room and found her cell phone. She punched the buttons from memory.
�Cornell,� Jake answered.
�I�m half-naked and wearing handcuffs. Get over here,� Mary said.

Chapter Fifty-Five

Mary stood in the silent room. It stunk of blood and gunpowder.
She looked over at Kenum sprawled out in an ever-widening pool of blood and felt sick to her stomach. The shock of what had just happened made her numb.
She went over and searched his pockets. Nothing.
Mary did her best to fix her shirt. Her legs were quivering, and she felt a little lightheaded. The adrenaline was wearing off, leaving shaken nerves in its place.
Maybe it was because she was still stunned by the sight of a man being gunned down in front of her, and maybe it was the fact that she�d had five senior citizens assaulting her and rubbing up against her, but it seemed like only a few seconds before she heard her name being called.
�Mary,� the voice said.
�Mary.�
She looked up, and saw Detective Jacob Cornell.
�Mary, what happened?� he said. �Are you okay?�
She wished he would put his arms around her.
�I guess I�m not an orgy kind of girl,� she said.
Jake put his arm on her shoulder. She moved a little bit closer toward him. Mary felt Jake�s body heat, and her shivering subsided.
�It�s okay to need someone, Mary,� he said. �Even if it�s me.�
Her body relaxed and she opened her mouth to say something like she needed him as much as she needed a trip to the Nixon library. But she didn�t. She slipped her arms around him and pulled him closer.
The ambulance team arrived and raced past them.
�Let�s get out of here,� Jake said. They crossed the room together and were just about to the door when Sergeant Amanda Davies appeared.
�Ah, Cooper,� she said. �Always seem to find you in such pleasant circumstances.�
Mary felt the woman�s eyes notice how close she and Jake were standing.
�I thought I was attending a bat mitzvah,� Mary said. �I knew there was going to be blood but this was ridiculous.�
�They don�t do circumcisions at bat mitzvahs, Mary,� Jake said.
�Yeah, okay,� Mary said. �Thanks for the Jewish education there, Yentl.�
Davies ignored her and said, �Let�s take this out into the hallway, unless you want to do this downtown.�
�You know, it doesn�t really matter where we go,� Mary said to Davies. �As long as I�m with you, I�m happy.�

Chapter Fifty-Six

Once the paramedics had checked out Mary, and the crime scene techies had arrived, the questioning began.
�So Mary,� Jake said. �Why don�t you just start at the beginning?�
�Because I don�t want to?� Mary said.
Jake just watched her, his face committing nothing.
Mary sighed and explained how she had come to be at Kenum�s apartment, leaving out the Catalina side trip, and the little kid with all the information. Just enough to satisfy them, not enough to actually tell them anything.
�So you want me to believe,� Davies said. �That there was murder and an assault on you by a bunch of old men wearing Richard Nixon masks?�
�It�s just so weird,� Jake said. �Nixon masks.�
�Yeah,� Mary said, nodding toward Davies. �Almost as scary as the one she�s wearing now.�
�Cute,� Davies said.
A coroner�s assistant walked past them and down the stairs, carrying a camera and a thick sheaf of notes. Moments later, the body of David Kenum passed by them on a gurney.
�I�ll catch up with you later,� Mary said to the corpse. �Now, are we done here?� she said, looking at Jake.
�Could you excuse us, Detective Cornell?� Davies said. Jake looked between the two and then turned to head down the stairs.
Mary turned to Davies. �I�m glad you got rid of him � he�s such a third wheel!�
�Shut up, Cooper,� Davies said. �Listen, I could care less about you and your pathetic little games with Cornell, but once you start messing with my job then I get angry. And if I find out that you�ve withheld information or kept me out of the loop on anything regarding this case, you will never work again as a private investigator,� Davies continued, her teeth clenched. �You�ll just be a desperate old maid.�
�That threat�s as tired and worn out as your dildo collection,� Mary said.
Davies spun on her heel and pounded down the stairs. Her footsteps echoed in the empty hall.

Chapter Fifty-Seven

It hurt to open her eyes, to sit up in bed, to realize how much she�d had to drink the night before. But most of all, it was agonizing to remember the nightmares: horny old men coming at her from all directions.
The capper, the image that had finally jolted her wide awake at five o�clock in the morning: Richard Nixon. Standing on the steps into the Presidential helicopter. His arms held wide, his fingers forming two giant peace signs.
And he was buck naked.
Mary sat on the edge of her bed. She didn�t want to stand up, but she didn�t want to lie back down.
And she wasn�t going to lie to herself. The Shark�s departing shot at her had hit home: ��a lonely old maid��
It wasn�t that she was lonely. Some days? Sure. Once in a while. But it was more the fear that she would become lonely when it was too late to do anything about it. That did trouble her.
The doorbell rang, forcing her to make the decision to stand up.
She walked slowly to the door, her head feeling like an Alaskan buttercup squash.
�Hey,� Chris McAllister said when she opened the door after first looking through the peephole.
�Hey,� Mary said, her voice flat and tired.
�Um, I was going to walk up to Peet�s Coffee � did you want me to grab you a cup or anything?�
Jesus, this guy was unbelievable. And blessed with perfect timing.
�Yes,� Mary said. �The biggest, strongest coffee they have, please. Here, let me grab my purse.�
Chris smiled. �No, no, it�s on me. I�ll be back in ten minutes.�
�Okay, thanks,� Mary said.
She closed the door and made her way to the bathroom. She popped three Tylenol then stood under a blazing hot shower for as long as she could stand it.
By the time she was dressed in jeans and a UCLA sweatshirt, Chris was back with her coffee.
They sat together at the kitchen table, both slightly angled toward Mary�s view of the Pacific.
�I like this side of the building better,� he said.
�The view could be worse,� Mary said.
�I wasn�t just talking about the view,� he said. And smiled at her.
�Ordinarily, I love morning innuendo,� Mary said. �But this coffee is the only thing separating me from rigor mortis.�
�Rough night?� he said.
�Rough day. Rough night.�
He nodded and sipped his coffee. �I hear you�re a private investigator,� he said. He smiled, his eyes conveying the excitement he felt of talking to a real-live p.i.
�I�m afraid I am,� Mary said. �I got my license through correspondence school. I had a double major: private investigation and seamstressing.�
�What�s your current case? Or can�t you tell me?�
�Umm, it�s��
�I was kidding, you don�t have to tell me��
�No, it�s just, it involves family, and someone was hurt, and I�m trying to find the person who did it.�
�Oh, wow, I didn�t mean to pry. Are you�close to catching him?�
�It sure doesn�t feel like it,� Mary said, rubbing her head. �Sorry, I don�t have a lot of anecdotes��
�Hey, that�s okay, maybe next time we�� he paused, embarrassed about what to say. ��have dinner, you can tell me some stories.�
�I don�t have good stories. Good neighbors. But not good stories.�
He actually blushed a little bit.
�You know what happened between us, the other day�� she said.
�Did something happen?� he said with a small smile.
�Yeah, well � �
�Okay, Mary, I understand,� he said.
�You do?�
�Yeah, I know what happened isn�t common for you. And it sure as hell isn�t common for me.�
Mary set her coffee down and looked at him.
He got her sense of humor. He was handsome. He seemed to be nice.
Uh-oh, she thought.
I�m in trouble.

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Later that afternoon, she was outlining the progress of the case and still thinking about Chris McAllister when Jake called.
�Let�s get some sushi,� he said.
�Let�s not.�
�Oh, come on. You love raw fish and seaweed.�
�Stop with the sweet talk.�
�Sushi King sound good?�
The Sushi King was a cheap sushi place on Wilshire she and Jake used to go to on a regular basis. Not the best place in L.A. for sushi, but not the worst, either.
�Is salmonella all I�ll get out of this deal?� Mary said.
�What, now you need a special reason to see me?�
�Actually, I just need a reason to see you.�
�Why this sudden shift in Jake policy?�
�Because it strikes me as odd,� Mary said. �I haven�t gotten a lunch or dinner invitation from you in quite some time. I believe one of the reasons you fell so desperately in love with me was my curiosity. And as you can see, it still functions quite powerfully. So I�m wondering, why the offer now? Are you looking for a little quid pro quo?�
�Your cynicism saddens me, Mary.�
�Your sadness makes me cynical, Jake.�
�Are you done now?� Jake said.
�No.�
�There will be something besides food you�ll appreciate. And no, I don�t mean me.�

Chapter Fifty-Nine

If she�d been at the Hump, her favorite sushi place in L.A., she would have ordered the sashimi, and had it while watching Tom Cruise take off in his P-51 Mustang from the little Santa Monica airport, just off of where the Hump was located.
But this was the Sushi King.
So she ordered a spider roll and an Asahi Dry.
Jake�s order took a full three minutes for him to complete.
�You know, the ocean�s fish resources are scheduled to be depleted by 2050. You�re not helping,� Mary said.
�You�re supposed to have fish three times a week � I have it once but eat three times as much,� he said.
�Very efficient,� Mary said. �So why the luxurious offer to this swanky place?�
�I just wanted to check out your body again close up,� he said.
�Very sensitive, Jake,� Mary said. �A woman barely survives an assault and you immediately start leering at her. I hope you�re not the department�s grief counselor.�
�Oh, come on,� he said. �I�m surprised any of those old bastards survived. I can�t believe you only shot one. You must be getting old.�
�It�s sort of hard to be menacing when you�re buck naked. Except for your girlfriend, Davies.�
The waitress brought Mary�s beer and Jake�s sake.
�She�s not my girlfriend,� Jake said, after the waitress had left.
�So what it is it you wanted to tell me?� Mary said. She didn�t want to get into this again. Maybe it was Chris McAllister, or maybe it was something that needed to be talked about seriously, and she wasn�t ready for it. Not just yet.
�I�m dying of curiosity,� Mary said. She stuffed a piece of spider roll into her mouth and studied the poster on the wall describing all the different kinds of sushi.
�We have a confession in the murder of your uncle,� Jake said.
He glanced up at Mary, a curious expression on his face.
She looked down from the poster at him.
�Was it some loony homeless guy who wandered in to the station from Ocean Avenue and gave a confession for a free meal and a warm bed?� Mary said.
Jake shook his head again.
�Mark Reihm,� he said.
Mary remembered him immediately � he had been one of the crew at Aunt Alice�s house whom she�d questioned. He�d been the one with the acne scars and the buzz cut.
�So, what, his guilty conscience drove him to confess?� she said.
�Actually, it drove him to suicide. He confessed in a note.�
Mary rolled her eyes. �You�ve got to be kidding me,� she said. �He�s dead and he confessed in a note? And you believe it?�
Jake shrugged. �We�re checking it out.�
Mary started to tell him not to bother, that whoever was behind these killings wasn�t the kind to be plagued by a guilty conscience. But she stopped herself. She sort of liked the idea of Jake and the Shark running around, following up silly leads that would go nowhere. That would give her time to find out the real killer.
�Wow, that�s great,� Mary said. �Maybe they�ll put you on the cover of Police Weekly. Or, even better, Playgirl,� she said. �Detective Jacob Cornell. He fights crime! He protects society! He talks on the phone naked!�
�Oh, I bet you could picture me naked,� Jake said. He smiled a sly smile at her.
She could picture him naked and on top of her gazing down into her eyes. Actually he looked incredibly hot right now, with that stupid little grin on his face. Like a boy peeking through a peephole at the girly show.
�If I want an image of you naked, I�ll order the river eel,� she said, pointing with her chin toward the sushi bar.
He rolled his eyes. �Look, I�m not apologizing yet again for what happened. You dumped me. I got shit faced and made a mistake. Get over it. In fact, I think you�re already over it, but you�re pretending not to be so you don't have to admit to yourself just how much you still love me.�
She made a face at him, smeared a big dab of wasabi on her salmon and popped it into her mouth. The wasabi�s heat made her eyes water and her face flush. Which is what she�d hoped for, because she knew she was blushing. Jake was right, but she didn�t want to admit it. Mary felt embarrassed and a little ashamed of herself, which had probably been Jake�s intention.
He watched her with that stupid grin on his face. It was getting wider.
He glanced up at the waitress and got her attention. �More sake, please,� he said. �Lots more.�

Chapter Sixty

Mary snapped her eyes open, saw her bedroom wall, and realized she�d been having a nightmare. A nightmare where a bunch of old men hyped up on Viagra had their way with her over and over again.
�And I thought I�d seen it all,� she said, as she swung out of bed.
She showered and drove to Aunt Alice�s house. The owner of the house was parked on the couch, watching Animal Planet.
�What do you know about Mark Reihm?� Mary asked.
�Limp-dicked wussy,� Alice said, without taking her eyes from the television.
�Nice,� Mary said. �Very colorful.�
�Thank you.�
�So could he kill someone?�
�With his breath, yes.�
Mary took a deep breath. Dealing with a Cooper was never an easy proposition.
�Mark Reihm couldn�t kill anyone,� Alice said. �The man was a useless pile of flesh with bad breath and the occasional good punch line.�
�Your memories are so heartfelt,� Mary said.
�He was a wimp,� Alice said. �Sorry, but it�s true. He didn�t have the balls to kill anyone. His nuts were probably like mini brussel sprouts. They should make those, you know, like those mini corn cobs in Asian stir-fry��
Mary took yet another deep breath. �You�re absolutely sure,� she said. �Well, I don�t plan to pursue it, and hope I�ll gain a lot of ground on the cops. If I�m wrong, I�ll blame you.�
�He didn�t do it,� Alice said. �I�m positive. I know psychopaths are always the guys who the neighbors thought were nice, but quiet. But I knew this Reihm guy pretty well. Maybe fooled around with him a little bit.�
Mary raised her eyebrow.
Alice�s face took on a slightly naughty expression. �Well,� she said. �His last name was Reihm.�
�Too much information,� Mary said.
�Oh, yeah, who�d you have sex with?�
�What?� Mary said.
�I can tell. You don�t seem so manly. I figured you must�ve gotten laid. About time. Was it Braggs?�
Mary headed for the door.
�It was Milton Berle,� Mary said.
�He�s dead!� Alice called out.
Just before the door closed, Mary got in the last word.
�Could�ve fooled me.�

Chapter Sixty-One

The next day, Mary was arrested outside her office by a pair of young patrolmen.
�Exactly what are the charges?� she said when they placed her in the back of the squad car headed for downtown.
The young cop in the passenger seat answered her. �You�re under arrest for sexual battery.�
She pondered that for a moment.
�Sexual battery?� Mary said. �That�s what runs my vibrator.�
The cops ignored her and before she knew it, she was in a holding cell by herself.
She paced the small room. The metal bed frame attached to the wall. The stainless steel toilet. This was the second time in a matter of days she�d found herself in jail. This wasn�t a good thing. Not the kind of career trajectory she�d envisioned.
�I thought you told us you were a chubby chaser,� a voice said behind her. �Now you�re into old guys, too?�
Mary turned and saw Sergeant Davies leaning casually against the door to her cell. Jake was behind her.
�I prefer the phrase fully ripened,� Mary said. �Old is too pejorative.�
�Come on, Mary, don�t you get tired of this?� Jake asked.
�No, as I recall, you had a penchant for getting tired,� Mary said. �Is that still true, Sergeant?�
Jake turned and walked away.
�Ronald Clarey,� the Shark said.
�Never heard of him,� Mary responded.
�Claims he met you at a senior citizens center and you portrayed yourself as a financial planner,� she said, reading from a sheet of paper in her hand. �Says he invited you to his apartment where he says you forced yourself on him. He has submitted his clothes as evidence.�
�You sent his Depends to the lab for DNA tests?�
�Yes, as a matter of fact,� Davies said.
�This is bullshit,� Mary said. �He was probably one of the Nixons � one of the old guys who attacked me. They couldn�t kill me so now they�re trying to keep me in jail.�
�We�re looking at the two cases as unrelated, for now,� Davies said.
Mary was about to answer when she heard the voice of Visa.
�Well, well, well,� it said. Mary looked and saw over Davies� shoulder the tanned countenance of Whitney Braggs and the bright orange curls of attorney Joan Hessburg.
�Ms. Cooper, you�re free to come with me.� The attorney handed Davies a piece of paper.
�If you continue to harass my client by throwing her in jail every chance you get, you may find yourself locked up before too long,� the attorney said. �Consider it a fair warning.�
Davies didn�t flinch.
�Go to hell, Curly,� she said.

Chapter Sixty-Two

�Until this case is resolved, you have been granted temporary status as a registered sex offender,� Hessburg said to Mary once they�d gotten out of the jail building.
�Why didn�t you tell me about your�ah�offbeat proclivities?� Braggs said. �And more importantly how come I wasn�t one of your conquests?�
�I didn�t think you could handle it,� Mary said. This day couldn�t possibly get any worse.
Hessburg had a small folder in her hands, and read from the sheet on top of it. �Ms. Cooper, according to this, you are to not go within 100 feet of nursing homes, physical therapy offices, and other centers of the elderly,� said Hessburg.
�You forgot bingo parlors,� Braggs said.
�I�m not hearing this,� Mary said.
�My office will be in contact with you regarding your court date,� Hessburg said. �I�ll have an assistant gather the necessary information and paperwork so it should go smoothly. I believe this is a ridiculous charge designed to provide pressure to you in some manner. I�m confident it will be dropped quite quickly.�
�Did you say I couldn�t handle it?� Braggs said, his voice incredulous. �Let me tell you��
Mary held up her hand.
�Lunch is moving from my stomach up toward my esophagus, Braggs,� Mary said. �I suggest you stop.�
He complied.

Chapter Sixty-Three

The names ran through Mary�s head like old news headlines of tragic stories. Ready Betty. Martin Gulinski. David Kenum. All eliminated, some of them quite literally, from the picture.
Only one name remained from the list she�d generated with the help of Brent�s old gang.
Marie Stevens. The old guys had said that she was buried at Forest Hills. And that Harvey Mitchell had paid for her burial. But Mitchell had said she was crazy and never mentioned where she was buried or if he had in fact paid for it.
The drive to Forest Hills didn�t take long, nor did finding the manager of the cemetery to the stars.
�I called a while back about a Marie Stevens,� Mary said to the manager, a highly effeminate older man wearing a conservative suit and sporting smokers� teeth. �I recall you said there were two.�
�Yes, I recall that,� the man said, not offering anything more.
�Can you tell me where I can find their final resting places?�
Mr. Tidy whipped out a walking map of Forest Hills and a slim black pencil. He clicked on a desktop computer, typed in a few words, then circled two plots on opposite ends of the cemetery.
�This is where they are in repose,� he said. His eyebrows lifted on the word �repose.�
Mary took the map and walked to the farthest one first. It was a classic L.A. day � warm and sunny with a sense of foulness in the air.
She still couldn�t believe she�d been labeled a sexual predator � and that her prey was elderly men. She shook her head. What a low point in her life. And now here she was surrounded by dead people. Old men and dead people. That was the kind of company she�d been keeping lately.
It only took a brief glance at the first headstone of Marie Stevens to cross one off the list. Born in 1909, died in 1961. Her husband had followed her three years later. No way. Brent�s gang was in its heyday at the time, and long after she was dead, when the real Marie Stevens was partying with them.
A two minute walk to the second Marie Stevens also created a black checkmark on Mary�s suspect list.
Born in 1966. Died in 2001.
Too bad, Mary thought. Young.
On the way back to her car, Mary thought about her next steps. She could swing by a V.F.W. Hall and pick out a couple 80-year-old hotties and screw their brains out.
Or she could go back to her office and ransack her Internet resources for this Marie Stevens. Being a sexual predator and all, her first instinct was to go for the old guys. But her sense of duty to Uncle Brent and Aunt Alice led her to the right, and just, decision. Go back to her office and find out what happened to Marie Stevens.
Then go to the V.F.W. and invite some old men to her place for an orgy.

Chapter Sixty-Four

As much as she hated it, she excelled at meeting the organizational demands of her private investigation firm. Scheduling, filing, accounts payable, expenses. They were all nicely filed and collated.
So it took her no time to assemble the stacks of research she�d done this far on Brent�s case.
Mary brewed some coffee and turned on her office stereo, putting Prince�s CD Musicology on to play. As the stuttering rhythms filled the office, she dove back into the history of Brent Cooper and his supporting cast of cuckoos.
What came to her after nearly an hour of intense reading was that it seemed like Brent and Harvey Mitchell were really the founding fathers of the dysfunctional group. Whitney Braggs played a significant role, as well, but not quite as expansive as the other two.
It was those two who had the big house in Malibu that essentially became party headquarters. They had the first paying gigs � as writers on some long defunct variety show. And it was those two who had progressed the farthest and the fastest in terms of success; with Mitchell obviously eclipsing all of them by a huge margin.
But despite her best efforts, she could find no further mention of Marie Stevens. Nor any pictures. Not any illuminating mentions of a Marie, or an attractive young brunette who had a wicked sense of humor and a penchant for booze and drugs.
By the time she hit the bottom of her material and found the top of her desk, it was nearly four o�clock in the afternoon. Mary did some rapid calculations in her mind and decided that she had just enough time to try one last-ditch effort to find Marie Stevens.
She flew out of the office and into the Accord and fifteen minutes later she was at a run-down neighborhood in Venice.
The Southern California Comedy Museum looked less like a public space and more like a St. Vincent DePaul gone to seed. Mary had just read about its grand opening in the local paper. Well, it had actually been their non-grand opening, because it had been cancelled and postponed to an undetermined date.
She parked the Accord and went to the door. Inside, she could see two men standing next to a kiosk. One wore a tattered sport coat with filthy khakis, the other had on blue jeans, a denim shirt, and a tool belt.
Mary opened the door and stepped inside.
�We�re not open,� the guy in the mangy sport coat said.
Mary flashed her badge. He saw it, and turned to the guy in the tool belt.
�I�m not upgrading my service � just do it so I can turn on the lights without blowing a fuse, please.�
He walked over to Mary.
�What can I do for you, Officer?� the guy asked. Mary didn�t correct him.
�I need to do some research on a woman who lived here in L.A. back in the fifties and sixties,� she said. �Her name was Marie Stevens and she was tight with a group of guys. Brent Cooper was one of them, and Harvey Mitchell was another.�
�Look, man,� the guy said to her. �This ain�t a frickin� research center. It�s a comedy museum. One without much electricity,� the guy raised his volume so the guy in the tool belt would hear. �And I still haven�t seen your badge.�
�Look, Brent Cooper was my uncle,� Mary offered. �He was murdered a week ago and I�m trying to help find his killer. Can you help me out here?�
Just then, the worker flipped a switch and the lights went on inside the room.
�That�s a sign from God, friend,� Mary said. �Ignore it at your own peril.�
The guy turned and walked toward a door in the back. �Well come on,� he said. �You might want to look through this stuff fast. The way things have been going, there�s probably an electrical fire starting somewhere. This place will be toast in a half hour.�

Chapter Sixty-Five

�You got a name, there, Dapper Don?� Mary said.
The guy let out a small smile. �Dapper. I like that.� He looked down at his tattered khakis and grungy sport coat. �Dressed for success,� he said. He held out his hand. �Carl Michaletz.�
�Mary Cooper.� They shook. Mary looked around the room. It was piled with boxes of all shapes, sizes, colors, and branding.
Michaletz pointed to a small group of boxes on the left side. �All of my stuff on the comedy writers and variety show writers from that period are here,� he said, leading her over to the section. �It�s hard to categorize a lot of people from back then, but I did my best.�
He pulled some boxes out and opened the lids to all of them.
�How did you wind up here?� Mary asked. She sat down cross-legged on the concrete floor and pulled up the nearest box. Michaletz pulled a floor lamp over nearer to them and sat down as well.
�I did a lot of coke and booze in the eighties while trying to become a comedian,� he said. �By the time I cleaned up and was sober, I realized I wasn�t very funny.�
�At least you�re honest with yourself,� Mary said. �That makes you the exception.�
She hauled a load of scrapbooks and handbills out of the box and set them on the ground, then began sorting through them.
�I wasn�t bad at business management, though, so I started managing some of the clubs,� Michaleltz continued. �One thing led to another and I got hired to run this place, at the behest of a very wealthy comedian who doesn�t want his name attached to this thing, in case it ends up being a huge embarrassment.�
�Very supportive,� Mary said.
There was a small pop and then a sizzling sound from the back room. Michaletz got up.
�Well, everything I have is here. If I have time, I�ll come back and help you look,� he said. �Marie Stevens, huh? Was that her real name?�
�I think so.�
�Okay, I�ll think about it.�
He left Mary to the boxes and she didn�t waste any time.
She thought she smelled smoke.

Chapter Sixty-Six

Most of the material consisted of lots and lots of head shots. Even more call sheets with names and phone numbers. It wasn�t until she hit the bottom of the second to last box that she found something.
It was a series of pictures of Harvey Mitchell. There were lots of them, mostly with other celebrities and a few of him on stage doing different types of things: stand-up, skits, acting.
It was when she got to the photos of Mitchell and Uncle Brent that she sat up and took notice.
Here was Uncle Brent and Harvey Mitchell standing by a swimming pool with drinks in their hands.
And there was another one with Brent and Mitchell leaning against a Porsche.
And finally, the photo that had Mary on her feet, cell phone in hand.
It showed Harvey Mitchell.
And a lithe, stunning brunette with a white dress and ruby lipstick.
Marie Stevens.
In the photo, they had their arms around each other and were mugging to the camera.
But what caught Mary�s eye wasn�t the image of Marie.
It was the look on Mitchell�s face.
She�d never really seen that look on her own face, but she�d seen it on others.
It was the look of someone deeply in love.

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Mary took PCH to the little village of Malibu, then wound her way up past the estates of Courtney Cox, David Geffen, and others until she reached the hacienda style home of Harvey Mitchell. The ocean fell behind her, the slight haze of the hills seemed to dissipate the higher she went.
There was the requisite Porsche 911 in Mitchell�s circular driveway, along with a giant Lexus SUV. The landscaping was immaculate, the home a sprawling expanse of prized real estate. The rear of the house, Mary knew, would have a breathtaking view of the Pacific.
She rang the bell on the huge pine door and it swung open moments later. A chubby, cherubic face peered out at Mary. The woman was Hispanic and wore a dark skirt with a white blouse.
�Hi, I�m Mary Cooper,� Mary said. �I have an appointment with Mr. Mitchell.�
�Yes, please come in,� the woman said. �My name is Elena.�
Mary stepped inside and caught the scent of citrus, probably lemon, along with an overtone of coffee.
�Mr. Mitchell would like to see you in the garden room,� Elena said. �Can I get you anything to drink?�
�A Boilermaker would be perfect,� Mary said. Elena gave her a blank look. �I�m fine, I don�t need anything, thank you,� Mary said.
Elena nodded and led Mary through the formal living room, a short hallway laid with Spanish tile, and through a set of double French doors into the garden room.
Mitchell sat on a teak chair with a glass of lemonade. A pitcher of the same stuff sat at the center of the matching teak table, along with another glass.
Elena disappeared without a word, and Mitchell waved Mary to a chair to Mitchell�s left.
�Ms. Cooper,� Mitchell said, his voice low and even. He stood and shook her hand. �Good to see you again. I�m so glad you called for a follow-up interview.�
Mary nodded. �Quite the dump you have here,� she said. She sat down and ignored the glass of lemonade in front of her.
�Thank you,� Mitchell said. His voice the exact same low, level tone.
�Lousy neighborhood, too,� Mary said.
�As much as I enjoyed our first meeting,� Mitchell said. �I�m quite surprised you requested an encore. I found our last interview to be quite satisfying and shall we say, complete.�
�I felt the same way, Harv,� Mary said. �But you know, you�re quite the stud. Surely you�re used to women coming back asking for more.�
Mitchell took a sip of his lemonade.
�This is Hollywood, Ms. Cooper. Nothing is as it appears. Velvet curtains and smoky celluloid,� Mitchell said. He waved his hands in the air and wiggled his fingers.
�Actually, it�s all digital now,� Mary said. �No celluloid.�
Mitchell sat before her, calm and still.
�But you were quite the ladies man,� she said. �You have to admit that.�
�Ah, your Uncle Brent was the ladies man. I was a bumbling teenager compared to him.�
�Even in the eyes of Marie Stevens?�
Mitchell adopted a brief look of confusion, then as if a memory finally came to him, he nodded.
�Yeah, I remember her,� he said. �You asked me about her before, right?�
Mary nodded.
�No, she definitely wasn�t one of these phantom women enamored with my charms that you talk about,� Mitchell said. �She was just kooky. I think Brent warmed the sheets with her, though. Maybe Braggs did, too.�
�And you didn�t?�
�No. Mental defects aren�t a big turn-on for me.�
He stretched his legs and then stood. �Mind if we walk and talk?� he said. �My doctor says that I should stand whenever I can, as opposed to sitting. Better for my circulation,� he said.
�Modern medicine is overrated. Sit and have some bacon,� Mary said, picking up her glass and following Mitchell.
Another set of doors led to the backyard, which had a pool off to the left, a fireplace and pizza oven with a seating area to the right, and an impressive garden with paths, topiaries, and a prodigious flower garden.
They wound their way past a small cluster of orange trees and deeper into the garden.
�Marie Stevens,� Mary said.
�Boy, you just won�t let her go, will you?� he said. �What do you want from me? I had nothing to do with her.�
�I love the sound of truth. It has a very distinctive ring to it,� Mary said. �Problem is, I�m not hearing it right now. Because I talked to some of your old gang, and they claim you were pretty intimate with Marie. In fact, they said it was you who had arranged her internment at Forest Hills.�
�Forest Hills? I�ve never arranged internment for anyone. Let alone at Forest Hills. It�s nonsense.�
�Are you sure?� Mary said. She pulled out the photograph and showed it to Mitchell. �Celebrities lie,� Mary said. �But pictures usually don�t.�
He looked at it, no emotion on his face.
�Once I saw this,� Mary said. �It motivated me to do a little bit of checking.�
�You know how many women I�ve had my picture taken with?� Mitchell said. �You�re wasting your time.�
�I think you�re wasting my time,� Mary said. �I also think you�re full of shit. I think all of these murders have something to do with this woman and you know what it is. I think you�re hiding it. What, are you in trouble? What happened to Marie Stevens?�
Mitchell looked flushed now, and his easygoing manner had begun to evaporate. He turned and tossed the rest of his lemonade from his glass onto the lawn and then stepped away from Mary.
Now his eyes blazed and his smiled revealed gritted teeth. �You think you�re so smart. Your uncle was a total asshole, just like the rest of them. And just like you.�
The ice cubes in the grass twinkled, and Mary saw Mitchell�s eyes return to her, angling back from some point over her right shoulder.
�The guy wasn�t even funny,� Mitchell said. �Just mean.�
Mary was already moving when glass shattered behind her. Mary hit the ground and rolled, in time to see a body with a rifle tumble from the second story of Mitchell�s house.
She had the.45 in front of her and brought it into line with Mitchell when his head exploded into a red Jackson Pollack before her eyes. His body sagged, then crumpled into a heap. Mary crouched and ran, the.45 in her hand. Bullets tore up chunks of sod as she dove behind a low fieldstone wall. The ricochets stopped and Mary crawled around the end of the wall and peeked into the distance. She saw a thick stand of trees and then a straight drop-off, probably to another row of mansions below.
She raced across the lawn, zigzagging to the end of the garden. Mary weaved her way through the trees and shrubs until she reached the rear of the property. There was a fence, and beyond that, a drop off to a narrow road.
There was no one there.

Chapter Sixty-Eight

Checking to make sure Mitchell was dead was not necessary. It�s hard to survive when your head is dismantled into several pieces and what�s left simply evaporates in a cloud of red.
Mary took a few deep breaths to calm herself and to think straight.
This pattern of people dying around her was going to have to stop soon. The police tend to notice when every time they�re called to a murder scene, the same person is there.
She had to leave.
But she needed information. Her instinct told her that Mitchell had lured her out back, and that he intended for her to be the target, not him. But there were two shooters, not one.
Mary raced toward where the gunman had fallen from the window. He was sprawled face down on Mitchell�s outdoor patio. A large pool full of blood covered a portion of the flagstone floor.
Mary grabbed the man�s shoulder and turned him over.
She gasped. Her head swam and she staggered backward, nearly falling if it hadn�t been for the teak table.
The face, what was left of it, she recognized.
And then she began to curse herself. Her insides felt torn up and she wanted to cry. She wanted to bawl her eyes out and scream.
Of course it hadn�t been real.
Of course it had been a set up.
He hadn�t been real at all.
The dead man.
Her neighbor.
Chris McAllister.

Chapter Sixty-Nine

Mary�s entire body shook. She felt as if her entire being was about to disintegrate. She had to get control. She had to get a grip.
Mary ran into the house and took a few deep, horribly jagged breaths. How would Mitchell have been in contact with McAllister? Not the home phone � too easily traced. Not the computer, too slow. It must have been via cell phone. McAllister probably would have used a disposable phone. Mitchell, so arrogant, probably had not.
Mary was on the move as she soon as she made up her mind. She raced back to Mitchell, avoided looking at what was left of his face, then patted him down. The cell phone was in the inside pocket of his sport coat.
She slipped it into her pocket and ran for the house.
The lemonade glass. Mary ran back to the table and used a napkin to wipe off any prints she may have left on her lemonade glass. She felt like spitting on McAllister�s dead body, but decided not to. DNA.
Elena. There was nothing Mary could do about her. She raced back inside and then stopped. Mary knew Mitchell was involved, especially because of the way he had turned on her in the last seconds of his life. He had lured her out to the garden, had planned for the shooter to kill her, but instead, he�d been shot.
Mary hurried back through the living room and out the front door to her car.
She jumped in, ignitioned it, and took off.
She was only a half mile from the house when Mitchell�s cell phone rang.

Chapter Seventy

She hesitated for a second. Answer it, and the caller knows something is wrong. Let it go to voicemail, well, the caller might think something is up, but wouldn�t know for sure.
Mary let the call go to voicemail and she drove straight to her office.
Years back she had subscribed to a number of services that were on the questionable side of legality. It�s like the Spy stores that sell hidden cameras even though secretly videotaping people is technically illegal.
Same idea.
But one of her favorites of the services was the phone number database. Rather than calling an operator and trying to con him or her out of an address, which Mary had become quite adept at doing, now she simply had to open up the database, type in a phone number, and it would spit out an address. The database itself was updated frequently, one of its key selling points.
Now, Mary took out Mitchell�s cell phone and accessed the phone log. The first number listed was the most recent call. Mary checked the voicemail indicator � it showed no message waiting.
She wrote down the number, then typed it into the database and waited while the system did its things. Moments later, an address popped up on her computer screen. She jotted that down beneath the phone number.
It took nearly two hours to go through Mitchell�s entire phone library. Most of the numbers and their matching names and addresses she was able to cross off the list, obviously things like Mitchell�s office number, his own home phone, and his voicemail. She recognized one number Mitchell had repeatedly called and its corresponding address: the apartment right across from hers. A spy. That�s all McAllister had been. Either an employee of Mitchell�s or a private investigator. Mary forced it from her mind or she would start crying immediately, and she had work to do. She studied the list and the other addresses she recognized as Mitchell�s colleagues or other businesses.
She had a handful of names and addresses that she was not able to eliminate from the list of possibilities.
Mary accessed a second program, another premium software and Internet package, that let her do people searches. She fed the remaining names and addresses into this program and waited for the response.
When they did come back, Mary was able to eliminate most of them quickly.
It was the entry without any history that caught her eye.
It was listed as a J. Venuta. The address was in Venice. The name rang a very distant bell in Mary�s head. She knew she�d heard it from somewhere.
A J. Venuta living in Venice, with virtually no history as a human being.
Mary knew she was close.

Chapter Seventy-One

Jake�s name appeared on her cell phone moments after the first ring. She was exiting the 10 freeway and taking 4th Street when she punched in.
�Hi,� Mary said. �I can�t come to the phone right now so leave a message, or for more options, stop playing with your nuts, hang up, and try again.�
�Cute, Mary.�
�Thank you,� Mary said. �That�s actually the system greeting.�
There was a pause as Jake said something she couldn�t quite make out.
�What do you need, Big Boy?� Mary said. �A career advisor?�
�You know, a crime scene just isn�t the same without you, Mary,� Jake said.
Mary paused before responding. Her nerves were frayed and she wanted to clue Jake in on everything that had happened, but she was worried that if she did, he�d tell Davies and there�d be an APB out on her instantly.
�And the underwear section of a Walmart flyer just isn�t the same without you, Jake,� she said, after a deep breath. She had to stay strong for just a little while longer. A homeless man�s shopping cart shot out into the street, and Mary swerved to avoid it. Her tires squealed and she hoped Jake hadn�t heard.
�So somebody blew Harvey Mitchell�s head off,� Jake said with a tired voice.
�I bet his hair is still perfectly in place.�
�Actually, not. Most of it is gone along with chunks of his head.�
�That�s too bad. And you thought his monologues were bad before,� she said.
She heard Jake sigh on his end of the line.
�Where does Mitchell live, anyway? On Crenshaw?" Mary said.
She swung onto Ocean Park Drive headed for Venice�s Main Street. Her heart was racing right along with the engine of the car. It was a challenge to keep her voice level.
�No, Mary, he actually lives in Malibu. I�m surprised you forgot so soon,� he said.
�What the heck are you talking about, Jakie?� Mary said.
�Well,� Jake said. �It seems there was somebody here when Mitchell was shot. And the physical description sounds an awful lot like you.�
�A total hottie with an ass you could bounce a quarter off of?� Mary said.
�So I take it you�re not coming over to chat with us?�
�Hey, I�m working and I don�t even know where this Mitchell guy lives. I�m way out here in Long Beach,� Mary said. �But let me tell you with utter sincerity that it really chaps my ass I can�t help out you and Davies in some way.�
�You realize that if we get anything more conclusive, you�ll have to come downtown,� Jake said.
�Oh, of course,� Mary said. �I love to go downtown. Maybe we can get some tacos somewhere?�
�Mary,� he said.
�Gotta run, honey!� she said. She thumbed the disconnect button on her cell, and tried to ignore the fact that her hand shook in the process.

Chapter Seventy-Two

The house was shabby chic. Whitewashed brick with white windows and light blue shutters. The landscaping in front was nice, if overgrown. There was no car in the driveway and the mailbox was empty.
J. Venuta. Mary realized the name was still bugging her. Where had she heard it? At her office? On the Internet in one of the articles she�d read? At one of the comedy clubs? Mary shook her head. It wouldn�t come to her.
So she focused back on the house.
No lights on in any windows. But she knew someone lived here, at least recently. Someone who used a cell phone and called Harvey Mitchell, probably more than once.
Someone named J. Venuta.
Mary reached inside her sportcoat and loosened the.45 in its holster. She was still mildly fearful of knocking on strange doors, after the one at the old guy�s apartment had proceeded to be blown to smithereens. Her breath was rapid and shallow, so she forced herself to take a few deep breaths.
The doorbell was to the right of the door, so Mary used the solid brick wall to shield her body as she rang the bell. She heard the resulting chime in the house and waited. Mary looked around the small neighborhood; no one seemed to be out and about. She saw a woman walking a Great Dane.
Mary turned back and rang the bell again, but still no answer. She reached across the door and rapped hard, three times. No one answered, but the door did open slightly.
Now her heart started beating even faster. Ducking into a strange house with no idea of who or how many people might be inside wasn�t one of her favorite things to do.
But that name, J. Venuta. Mary knew it meant something. So she pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Chapter Seventy-Three

Even in the dim light, it was easy to make out the bodies.
One just four feet or so from the door. One sprawled in front of a wingback chair. Another slumped against a sideboard. And a body halfway into the kitchen with only the legs visible.
She bent down to the nearest old guy.
Blood had poured from a bullet hole in the side of his head.
Gun in hand, Mary silently walked into the middle of the room.
The killer had come from the hallway, she thought. Had somehow distracted the guys and then silently appeared and started shooting.
Popped the guy in front of the hallway, near the chair. Then probably took out the one standing near the kitchen, and the man by the sideboard. And then the last shot took out the guy who�d almost made it out the front door, but not quite. Four fast shots. Four old guys, dead.
Mary went into the kitchen, stepped carefully over the body.
Nothing there but a wide pool of dark blood. And there truly was nothing else. No soap by the sink. No salt and pepper shakers, grocery lists, food on the counter. It was as barren as North Dakota.
Mary went upstairs and found the same thing. Rooms with just a few pieces of furniture but no evidence that anyone lived there.
She went back downstairs into the living room and thought it through a little more. Mary studied what was left of the faces of the dead men and quickly realized that she recognized all of them.
Prescott. The tall one.
Mark something.
Frank or maybe Franklin. A chubby little bowling ball of a guy.
And the white-haired guy. His last name was Castro.
The last time she�d seen them, they�d all been snickering in Aunt Alice�s living room about Mary. Making bad jokes and lewd suggestions.
Well, they were still putting on a show, just not the kind they would have liked.
Talk about escalation of violence. All four of these guys, and then Mitchell.
Christ, there was no one left.
The phone rang and Mary traced it to the kitchen. It was hung on the wall and had a built-in answering machine.
Mary waited, wanting to get the hell out of the kill zone, but she desperately wanted to hear who was calling.
There was no answering message, just a beep.
And then a voice came on.
It was a voice Mary recognized.
�Mary, please��
There was a crash and then the call disconnected. But Mary didn�t hear it because she was already out the door halfway to her car.
She had to get there fast.
Or Alice would die.

Chapter Seventy-Four

She drove like Stevie Wonder on crystal meth.
On the sidewalk when necessary, running red lights, blasting the horn nonstop. She managed to take out a couple of city waste containers, a bike, and a newspaper kiosk.
When she got to Alice�s house, Mary was pouring sweat and her car�s tires were smoking. But it didn�t matter, because she pulled off of the street and drove straight into the yard, at an angle. She hit the front door with the corner of her bumper and it crashed inward. Mary�s car shook with the impact, and then she was out of the car, gun in hand, sliding across the hood into the living room.
Later, Mary was never able to quite figure out what Whitney Braggs� plan had been. Because she was already raising her gun when he stepped out from behind Aunt Alice, who was trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey, held upright by Braggs. Had he planned to negotiate with Mary, using Alice as a human shield?
She never knew.
Because she shot him.
It wasn�t that difficult. With Alice tied up, Mary knew she wasn�t going to make any sudden moves. So it wasn�t so much that she aimed at Braggs, she simply aimed up and over from Alice. If Braggs was there, great. If not, she�d try again.
But Braggs didn�t move. He only moved when the.45 slug ripped out his throat. He staggered back, his grip on Alice loosened and she sagged to the ground. The gun in his hand fired, and Mary felt a hammer blow to her left leg. It spun her sideways, but now she poured the bullets at Braggs in a tight pattern, high. She shredded his upper chest and he crashed into the wall, sliding down to the ground. His gun dropped at his feet.
Mary limped over to Aunt Alice and freed her. She sat up, rubbed her wrists, and surveyed the destruction in her living room. �I knew I should�ve gotten Scotchgard for the carpet.�
Mary went to Braggs and knelt beside him, her left leg screaming in pain, her sock and shoe filling with blood.
She put the smoking barrel of the.45 against his temple.
�Tell me where she is,� Mary said. �Where is she?�
Braggs tried to answer, but blood gurgled in his mouth and then his throat made a horrible sound. Mary saw the damage her first shot had done.
She reached out and wrapped her hand around his throat and squeezed slightly, to compress what was left of the vocal cords.
�Where is she?� she asked.
He made another garbling sound but this time, she understood.
�The house.�

Chapter Seventy-Five

She should have known. Really, she couldn�t let herself off the hook for this one. Mary could have guessed that Marie Stevens would take up residence at the house where she�d been violated.
Because that�s what had happened, Mary was sure of it. It just wasn�t the typical form of violation most people experienced. It was the kind that could drive a person insane, and plant the seeds of revenge that would take on a life of their own.
The house was a ramshackle structure just off of PCH, north of Malibu. �Ramshackle� being the operative word in this region of overpriced real estate. The sprawling, dilapidated ranch style beach house was still worth millions, despite its condition. And despite the Porsche parked in the driveway.
Mary pulled in behind it and went to the door. It opened before she could knock. The sight of the woman shocked Mary. Not because of any unsightly appearance or violent apparition, it was simply because Mary had met her.
�Hello, honey,� Marie Stevens said.
�Hello, Janet,� Mary said. Mary had reloaded the.45 and tied a makeshift bandage around her leg with a kitchen towel from Alice�s. It hurt like hell and Mary didn�t know how much blood she�d lost, but her head felt funny.
�How�s my favorite talent agent?� Mary said. So stupid. Janet Venuta had been the nasty talent agent in the comedy club. The same comedy club where Mary had been looking for the witness who�d had a crush on a female comic known for her leather pants. The old lady had acted half in the bag, but her wit had been razor sharp.
�Come in, Mary, I promise I won�t bite,� the old woman said.
Mary recognized the face in the picture with the one now in front of her. In the comedy club, it had been dark and smoky. Now, in the unforgiving light, Marie Stevens actually looked better. Beneath the wrinkles and yellowed skin and eyes that spoke of a road filled with nasty crashes, were the bones of a very beautiful woman. Mary could see why her uncle and his cronies would have liked to have her around.
Mary slipped her hand inside her coat and it came out with the.45 resting in its grip.
�The lack of trust is hurtful, dear,� the old woman said. �Very hurtful.�
The place was just as uncared for inside as out. There was trash scattered here and there, as well as empty beer cans, cigarette butts, and fast food wrappers.
The only place that seemed cared for was a dining room table with a computer humming quietly away, its bright screen the only source of light other than the sun through the windows.
�Nice little place you got here,� Mary said. �Love what you�ve done with it.�
�It�s as if Brent Cooper had appeared in the guise of a lovely young woman,� Marie Stevens said.
�I assume you bought it with Harvey Mitchell�s money?�
Marie Stevens sat down at her computer and swung her chair around to face Mary.
Mary sat down in the chair opposite her and put her.45 on the table between them.
�What kind of woman do you think I am?� the old lady said.
�In order to answer that I would have to know what they did to you way back when, in this house.�
�What makes you think they did something to me?� The old woman smiled, the teeth were her own, straight and yellowed from cigarettes.
�Why else would Mitchell pay you blackmail, hire another p.i. to try to keep tabs on me and kill me?� Mary said. �And why else would Whitney Braggs try to kill me and everyone else? Obviously, you had them all by the balls.�
The old woman sighed. She turned and looked out toward the windows, out at the gently rolling Pacific.
�They raped me,� she said, still turned away from Mary. �Both literally and comedically.�
�Comedically?� Mary said.
She nodded. �They supplied the booze, the drugs, the sex, and I supplied the one-liners, the skits, the acts, and they took it all.� The old woman�s voice was thick and raspy. She waved a wrinkled hand in the air. Mary could smell the woman�s perfume.
�They took it all and made great careers out of it,� Marie Stevens said. �And then when I wore out, they had me tossed into an institution while they all got rich off my work.�
The sound of a car speeding by on PCH reached Mary�s ears.
�So that�s where you were all these years?� Mary said. �An institution?�
The old woman nodded. �Under a different name,� she said. �I got out awhile back and began exacting my revenge. I had quite a long time to plan it. Give or take a lifetime.�
�Some people take up gardening,� Mary said.
�Some people needed to die,� the old woman countered.
Mary sighed. �So who actually killed Brent?�
�Braggs,� the old woman said. �He did the dirty work. I was the brains. But Braggs is psychotic. I kept you alive because I knew in the end, I would need you to take him out. I didn�t think I could do it.�
Mary nodded. She was angry. Angry about the whole thing. That this woman had murdered her uncle. That her uncle had played a part in destroying this woman�s life for some money that didn�t last, and jokes that had long since been forgotten.
�But you shouldn�t have hard feelings toward Braggs,� Marie Stevens said. �I had him shoot that McAllister jerk to keep you alive. Just before Braggs shot Harvey, the asshole.�
�That was very nice of Braggs,� Mary said. �I think I�ll send him a pick-me-up bouquet from FTD.�
The old woman looked at Mary. �Whatever Braggs was doing at Alice�s house, that was his own plan. I guess to tie up loose ends on his part.�
Mary felt blood trickle down her leg. There were now two Marie Stevenses in front of her.
�I�m done,� the old lady said.
�Done?�
�I�ve done what I needed to do. I want to go back now. Call your boyfriend. Jake. That�s his name?�
�Go back where?�
�To the hospital,� Marie Stevens said. �I don�t like it out here. Besides, with this,� she said, and pointed at her laptop. �I can send my stuff out. Leno used one of my jokes a couple weeks ago. Under a false name, of course.�
Mary put away the.45. She felt funny, almost sleepy. Her foot was soaked in blood and now it felt cold.
�I want to hear it,� she said.
�Hear what?� Marie Stevens said.
�The joke.�

Chapter Seventy-Six

Jake and the Shark arrived minutes later with a whole contingent of LAPD�s finest. They entered the room with guns drawn.
�Hate to interrupt you two,� the Shark said. �But one of you is under arrest for murder.�
�I didn�t know reptiles could become homicide detectives,� Marie Stevens said, and looked Davies up and down. �Or is this some kind of diversity mandate?�
Mary, still feeling lightheaded and like she was going to pass out at any moment said, �Yeah, she has to sit out in the sun to raise her body temperature.�
Davies took out a pair of handcuffs.
�Don�t worry,� Mary said to Marie Stevens. �Those are for Jake. They have his and hers.�
�He went from you to her?� Marie said. �And I thought my judgment was questionable.�
�That�s enough,� Jake said. �Come on in guys.� A team of paramedics came through the door and Jake directed them to Mary. He followed them over and held Mary�s hand as the paramedics began to set up the stretcher and examine her leg.
The Shark put Marie in handcuffs.
�Bet you�d love a conjugal visit,� the old lady said to Davies. �Well, forget it, even if I get 20 years, I wouldn�t be that desperate.�
Davies shoved her toward the door where two uniforms escorted the lady to a patrol car. Davies turned to Jake, saw him holding Mary�s hand, and turned and followed the old lady out into the sunshine.
Jake smiled at Mary as the paramedics lifted her onto the stretcher. He still held her hand and stroked her hair.
�That old lady�s kinda funny,� he said. �For a murderer.�
In response, Mary passed out.

Chapter Seventy-Seven

�This is downright painful,� Mary said, taking a long pull of her beer.
�Brutal,� Alice said.
They were seated at a table inside the Funny Factory, a small and sparsely attended comedy club in Santa Monica. Uncle Kurt Cooper was on stage.
�I think he�s funny,� Jake said.
Mary and Alice both looked at Jake.
�That�s the funniest thing I�ve heard tonight,� Alice said.
Jake quickly changed the subject. �So they shipped Marie Stevens back to the mental institution today. Unfit for trial.�
Mary idly wondered if letting Marie Stevens live had been the right thing to do. She could have taken her out at the house in Malibu. Instead, she had called Jake while she was en route, shot and bleeding.
�Those guys didn�t just take her material,� Mary said. �They took her soul and her sanity.�
�Lots of people got ripped off back then,� Alice pointed out. �If people got shot out here for stealing material, Hollywood would have a population of maybe ten or twenty people.�
Mary nodded and looked at the stage. �Speaking of material,� she said.
They all looked at Kurt Cooper on stage.
�I think his stuff is safe,� Alice said.
Out of the corner of her eye, Mary watched Jake take a drink from his beer. God, he looked so handsome. And he�d been so good helping her recover from the gunshot to her leg. Luckily, there�d been no nerve damage. But Jake had jumped right in to help, buying her groceries, cooking for her, visiting Alice, too.
Now, Jake turned and saw her looking at him.
�What?� he said.
She reached across and held his hand. Squeezed it gently.
�Jake. I��
He waited. �You what?�
�I�� she said.
He leaned toward her, as if she were going to whisper.
She started to say something, then stopped.
Instead, Mary pulled Jake to her and kissed him.
THE END

Murder With Sarcastic Intent
(Mary Cooper Mystery #2)
by
Dan Ames

What I claim is to live to the full the contradiction of my time,
which may well make sarcasm the condition of truth.�
��Roland Barthes


Prologue

She awoke in darkness.
And pain.
Her head felt like it had been split open. Her neck throbbed, her jaws ached. The blindfold pressed into her eyes. She gagged on the cloth that was jammed into her mouth. With her hands tied behind her back, she sat on a cold floor leaning against a wall. Her butt was numb, and her legs ached with cramps.
She closed her eyes. How long had it been? She remembered her bed, a vague dream about dancing with a movie star, a man in black crashing into her room, an incredible weight on her chest, and a horrible, chemical smell burning her nose.
Her bladder throbbed.
She needed to go to the bathroom.
The tears came � they felt hot on her face. She had been crying off and on for hours. Each time her blindfold dried, she cried again, turning it soggy.
Her nose dripped and pooled on her upper lip in a depression caused by the binding of the gag.
The same thought kept popping into her head, try as she might to stop herself from asking it over and over again.
What were they going to do to her?
The unknown answer caused her heart to hammer in her chest. A beating? Rape? Murder?
She leaned back and pushed against the wall, struggled to use her legs for leverage to stand up. She started to slide to her left, caught herself, and slowly pushed upwards. It took all of her effort, the muscles in her thighs burned.
But she made it all the way up.
She stood, feeling dizzy and shaky.
And then from what seemed less than five feet away, she heard a sound that made her freeze.
Clap. Clap. Clap.
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Mary Cooper spread her hand across the manila envelope on the desk. She eyed the woman sitting opposite her.
�I�m terribly sorry, but I have to tell you your husband is sleeping with his surfing instructor,� Mary said.
Mrs. Randolph Jenkins III raised her head, as if she wanted the next punch to land right on her chin. She was a regal woman, with an elegant face and small lips.
�I am not surprised,� Mrs. Jenkins said. �Betrayed, yes. Surprised, no.�
Mary said, �I have photographic evidence if you are interested.� Indeed, the photos were some of Mary�s finest work. She�d spent hours climbing the bluff behind the surf instructor�s home to get into range for the zoom lens.
The woman stared at a distant spot somewhere outside the window, into the haze of a Los Angeles morning.
�Yes, I believe I would like to see the evidence,� she said, her voice dry and crisp, like the twenty one-hundred-dollar bills she�d paid Mary a week ago.
The sigh that nearly escaped Mary�s lips was stifled before it could make any noise. They always wanted to see the pictures, she thought. Always, always, always. Salt in the wound.
Mary slid a finger beneath the envelope�s clasp, popped it open, and pulled out the stack of eight-by-ten, black-and-white glossies.
She turned the photos toward the woman. The first image, Mary knew, was of Mr. Randolph Jenkins III straddling his male surf instructor�s very large erection.
�He does like the longboard,� Mary said. She immediately cursed herself. Dammit! She was really working on her customer service skills and that comment was the exact opposite of the behavior she needed to exhibit.
Mrs. Randolph Jenkins III flipped through the rest of the photos before pushing them back toward Mary.
�I had no idea,� she said.
Mary suspected otherwise, but bit her tongue.
�Well, your husband was good at hiding the truth,� Mary said, and then, before she could stop herself, added �along with the salami.�
Shit! Another one!
What good was holding your tongue, if when you unleashed it, the damn thing had a mind of its own?
The older woman blanched at the comment.
�Your private investigator skills are clearly well-developed,� the woman said. �More so than your tact.�
�I�m sorry,� Mary said. �I didn�t mean to � �
The woman held up her hand. Then she scratched out a check and handed it to Mary.
The older woman picked up the stack of photographs, slid them back into the envelope, and put it into her purse.
�Your notes and case details will be available should you be called to appear in court, am I correct?� she said.
Mary nodded. �Absolutely.�
The woman went to the door.
�We�ll really nail him in court,� Mary said. �Totally bend him over.�
As soon as the words passed her lips, Mary winced and closed her eyes.
When she opened them, the woman was gone. . along with any shot at a referral, Mary noted with confidence.
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�Goddammit, where�s that new fucking PA?�
LAPD Homicide Detective Jacob Cornell dropped the stack of apple crates he was carrying and hurried toward the director. In film production, �PA� stood for Production Assistant � the lowest of the low, but perhaps the most essential workers on a film crew. They were glorified gophers.
�Right here!� Jake called out.
�Quit standing around with your thumb up your ass and bring me the lens case,� the director said. His name was Morrison. �NOW!� he added.
Morrison � just the one name of course � was one of the top pornography directors in Los Angeles, and he was a little guy. He had short, stunted legs, with a muscular upper body and a big, blocky, square head. Jake thought he probably had a touch of dwarfism, combined with plenty of weightlifter�s steroids. And he had a personality to match: sort of a Napoleonic Complex with a side of �Roid Rage.
�Motherfucker, hurry up!� Morrison yelled.
�Little shit,� Jake mumbled under his breath. He had hated the idea of going undercover on a porn film crew, but he had been temporarily assigned to Vice, and as the new guy, he�d gotten the short straw.
Short straw, all right, Jake thought, as he hurried up to Morrison.
�What�s your name again?� Morrison asked.
�It�s � � Jake started to say, ready to give his undercover name, which was Gary Mazier.
�I�ll tell you what it is,� the director interrupted him. �It�s Drag Ass. Because you�re too fucking slow, Drag Ass.�
Jake�s hand inadvertently went to where his gun holster would be, the idea of shooting this little man-child blossoming in his mind.
Unfortunately, Jake didn�t find the gun. He handed the case of lenses to Morrison resisting the urge to clobber the Keebler elf over the head with them.
The little man snatched it from Jake�s hand and turned to the camera.
�Go away, Drag Ass,� Morrison said.
Jake walked back to his pile of light reflectors and stands and thought how glad he was Mary Cooper wasn�t around to hear this crap. God, she�d have a field day with it.
The thought of Mary made him smile. She was a handful. A smartass to end all smartasses. But she was his smartass, even if she didn�t want to admit it.
A lot of people failed to see through her shield of sarcasm, but he could. And he liked what he saw.
Jake opened the door to a storage room and was met by a big security guard. He put his hand on Jake�s chest and pushed him back out the door.
�No, no, no. .� the guard said.
�What � � Jake said.
�Never mind. Nothing here for you to see.� Jake looked at the man�s T-shirt. It said �Venice Security.� Under that, was the name �Paolo.� Jake thought about it. He was here to ostensibly find out if this production company, which was really a compendium of different companies, might be using minors as on-camera talent.
Whatever might be behind storage door number one, he decided to let it go for now.
�Fine, Paolo,� Jake said.
�Any time, Drag Ass,� the security guard said with a smirk.
Jake walked back to his gear. He was really starting to hate this assignment.
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Mary tried Jake�s cell phone number again. No answer.
�Dammit!� she said.
He had told her he was going on a special assignment and that communication would be sporadic, but this was ridiculous. They hadn�t talked or texted in a week, and that was almost unheard of for Jake. He contacted her every day. And who could blame him? After all, she was pure sugar to men, highly addictive.
Yeah, right, Mary.
She set her phone back in the cup holder. She didn�t necessarily want to admit it, but she was worried. He was the responsible one. Always keeping his phone charged, his clothes folded and put away, paying his bills on time. Now that she thought about it, his fastidiousness was downright fucking obnoxious.
And yet at the same time, it was so damned cute.
She pushed away worries about Jake, closed the files on the Jenkins case, and left the office.
She left Venice and in a few minutes was in Santa Monica, pulling her Honda Accord into the driveway of the house where her Aunt Alice lived. It was a nice home, a little bigger than average for most houses in this part of Santa Monica. Alice Parthum had bought the house back in the 1950s with her husband and had kept it after he died. It was a neat little Mediterranean number with a tile roof and wood shutters painted green.
Aunt Alice had raised Mary after her parents died, and now that the woman was getting up there in years, Mary made a point to stop by every few days.
When Mary let herself into the house, she found her aunt in purple spandex, bent over, while a thin, dark-skinned man in tight shorts and no shirt stood behind her. He had long, black hair pulled back into a ponytail.
His hands were on her hips.
�And open yourself, Alice, wide open,� the man said with a thick Indian accent.
Mary raised an eyebrow as she watched the man stand fearlessly directly behind her aunt�s buttocks.
�Careful there, buddy, you�re in the blast zone,� Mary said.
From her bent position, Alice glanced up at Mary.
�If you want to make my pain go away, Sanji,� Alice said, her face red and voice straining. �Get rid of her.�
The man stepped back from Alice � a bit warily, Mary thought.
�I think we are done for today,� he said. �We seem to have lost our concentration.�
He picked up his yoga mat and walked past Mary, nodding to her. He let himself out through the front door.
�Nice going,� Alice said, slowly rising to a standing position. �You can even stress out a yoga instructor.�
Alice Parthum was around seventy years old, a short, solid woman with naturally curly, gray hair and bright-green eyes. She was in pretty good shape for a woman her age, and the tight-fitting yoga outfit actually flattered her.
�Since when do you do yoga?� Mary said. �You�re about as flexible as plywood. I haven�t seen you bent over that far since you saw a nickel under the couch.�
Alice plopped into a wingback chair and took a sip from a water bottle.
�Oh, I just wanted to hire a man to help me out physically,� Alice said. �You know, like you do for sex.�
She took a longer drink from her water bottle, and Mary heard the ice cubes rattle inside.
�Speaking of men, I can�t get a hold of Jake,� Mary said, plopping onto the couch next to Alice. �He�s not returning my calls.�
�Maybe he considers you a phone solicitor,� Alice said. �Everyone hates those people.�
�I thought yoga was supposed to make you more peaceful,� Mary said. �Nonviolent.�
�Once Sanji starts instructing me in more than yoga, then I�ll be very relaxed, trust me,� Alice said. She shot a wink at Mary.
�Way too much information,� Mary said. �No, Jake said he was on some sort of investigation and that he wouldn�t be in touch for a while. But still, I�m a little worried.�
She drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair.
�So what the hell do you think he�s doing?� Alice said. �Or should we be asking who Jake is doing?�
�Your sensitivity is admirable,� Mary said. �He could be in a ditch somewhere with a closed-head injury, and you�ve got him in a condo in Vegas with a stripper.�
�He�s got a condo in Vegas?� Alice said.
�Figure of speech.�
Mary saw movement out of the corner of her eye and looked out the living room�s picture window as a guy on an old-fashioned cruiser bicycle rode by the front of the house.
�Look, Mary. Jake is a homicide cop with LAPD,� Alice said. �He carries a badge and a gun. I seriously doubt anything has happened to him. He�s got a good head on his shoulders.�
She looked at Mary.
�Except when it comes to women.�
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The official office of a private investigator was a place prospective clients feared. Mary guessed, if she had to put a number to it, about seventy-five percent of new clients requested an initial meeting somewhere other than her office.
Which sort of pissed her off. After all, she paid monthly rent on the little office in a swanky building that also housed a law firm, an editorial house, and some mystery businesses that had to be tax dodges because Mary never saw anyone coming or going from them.
So, seventy-five percent of consultations involving a new client led Mary to the Coffee Bean, just across the street and down a few blocks from her office.
Today, there were only two homeless guys in the coffee shop. One of them was playing chess, the other was staring at a pile of newspapers stacked next to the garbage can. Waiting for breaking news.
She got herself a low-fat cappuccino and saved the receipt for tax purposes. She thought of adding a �one� before the $4.50 price: $14.50 for a cappuccino in Los Angeles wasn�t out of the question. But she held back. No need to commit tax fraud. Yet.
Mary�s client walked in the door and made a beeline for the counter. Even though she�d never met her in person, Mary knew it was the woman who had called her. She was a strikingly beautiful Latina woman with long, black hair, beautiful eyes, and a figure Mary would kill for.
Armed now with a small black coffee, the woman turned and scanned the room, caught Mary�s eye, then approached her.
�Ms. Cooper?� she said.
Mary stood and shook her hand. �Elyse?� she said.
�Thank you for meeting me here,� said the woman, who Mary knew to be Elyse Ramirez.
�No problem,� Mary said. �I was having my office fumigated anyway. It always smells like bacon � not that that�s a bad thing.�
Mary watched as the woman pulled a folder and an envelope from her purse.
�How do we start?� she said. �I�ve never done this before.�
�Neither have I,� Mary said. She saw a brief flash of surprise on the woman�s face. �I�m kidding. Let�s start by talking about � if you are considering hiring a private investigator, namely me � what is it you want me to investigate?�
Elyse Ramirez let out a long breath. Mary caught the scent of coffee and mint.
�I called you about my daughter. She�s missing,� Ramirez said. �Her name is Nina. She�s seventeen years old.� She slid a photograph from a folder across the table to Mary.
�What did the police say?� Mary said, already knowing the answer. She looked at the photograph. Nina Ramirez was beautiful, like her mother, but in a softer way.
�The police will not be involved,� Elyse Ramirez said. �My husband is a very important businessman; he will not allow our daughter to shame our family.�
�So she wasn�t taken, she ran away?� Mary said, catching the meaning in the woman�s carefully chosen words.
�We don�t know. Maybe a little bit of both,� Ramirez said. �She has been dating a man involved in the pornography industry. She may have run away with him.�
Mary sighed. �There�s big money in porn. I spend a lot on those movies.�
Not again!
Mary quickly recovered.
�A lot of dangerous elements are involved in that industry, obviously,� Mary said. �Not a good place for a young girl to go.�
The woman furrowed her brow.
Mary realized Elyse Ramirez was torn between a total panic over her daughter and complete anger with her as well. Probably not an unusual emotional conflict for a parent, Mary assumed.
�All of the information regarding Nina, her boyfriend, and the last time we saw her are here,� Elyse Ramirez said. Her voice had started out a bit shaky; now it seemed to steady itself.
�I�d like to ask you some more questions,� Mary said, sensing the woman�s impatience.
Elyse Ramirez shook her head. �I don�t want talk about it. Everything you need is there,� she said, pointing at the packet. �And this is the first part of your fee.� She pushed the thick envelope across the table.
Mary raised an eyebrow.
�I�m sorry it is in cash, but my husband insisted.�
Mary nodded.
�Not a problem,� she said.
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Mary went back to her office and spread the paperwork from Elyse Ramirez out on her desk.
She still had the envelope full of cash in her purse. It wasn�t all that uncommon for clients to pay in cash. Usually it was to hide any record of the payment, either from a cheating spouse or any public record of the transaction.
Since Elyse Ramirez claimed her husband knew she was hiring a private investigator, Mary suspected the latter.
Still, it was a fair amount of cash. Maybe she should go to a strip club and go nuts. Those male strippers kind of grossed her out, though, all greased up and chock full of steroids. Of course, she could always take Aunt Alice with her. That would be fun. Watch the old woman spray whipped cream all over some dancer�s package. Snap a photo of it and put it on Facebook. Except Alice wasn�t on any kind of social media. Too bad.
The mental images of male strippers made her think of Jake.
Mary hit speed dial on her cell phone for him and listened as it went instantly to voicemail.
�Fucker,� she said.
There was a feeling growing in her gut, one she didn�t want to acknowledge. Because in order to admit she was actually concerned about Jake, she would first have to admit she actually cared for Jake. And ever since he�d betrayed her with his boss, the pale and frighteningly vicious Lieutenant Arianna Davies, she refused to acknowledge certain emotions regarding him.
Thinking about the LAPD gave Mary an idea. Mary knew that Jake had been moved from Homicide to Vice, so she made a call to a contact she had in that department. They agreed to meet for beers.
She put her phone back on the desk and thought about her new case.
The porn industry was the Bermuda Triangle for young women. They flew into town by the thousands and half of them just disappeared. They wound up dead or addicted to drugs, with different names and unrecognizable even to their families if they were one of the few fortunate enough to make the return trip home.
All of which posed great challenges to private investigators. Names were changed, fake addresses, fake identification. It was like trying to track a convict through a swamp without a bloodhound.
�Okay,� Mary said out loud. �Enough with the excuses, let�s get going.� Was it bad she�d started talking to herself? What next, a pair of Depends and hot flashes?
�Let�s have a look at you, Nina,� Mary said and slid the photographs from the folder.
Like her mother, Nina Ramirez was a beauty. Dark skin, hair, and eyes, beautiful white teeth, and judging from one photo of the girl in a cheerleader outfit, a knockout body.
Mary wondered how she herself would look in a cheerleader outfit. Probably pretty damn good. She could even use the pompons to make her boobs look bigger.
She waded through the documents. Mostly photos and a few newspaper articles. Mary took the time to read them, to learn that Nina was a smart, accomplished, and seemingly happy young woman. But Mary knew this meant virtually nothing. Everything was social media these days. Facebook. Twitter. And of course, the old dinosaur: email.
Mary had asked Elyse to provide her with Nina�s email, which she did. But Elyse didn�t know the password. Naturally. Parents never do. And the few times Mary knew of a child giving their parents the password to any type of social media account, it was usually a dummy account.
Kids these days, they were almost as bad as adults.
So Mary sent an email, attaching the appropriate information, to a friend who knew his way around computers and had been able to unlock email accounts for Mary in the past. This time, she wanted him to get access to Nina�s email account, and from there hopefully follow the digital trail to Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest and whatever else he could find. For starters.
Now, she turned her attention to the boyfriend. Elyse had said Nina was seeing someone involved in the pornography industry.
Always bad news for a parent. Mary pictured how that might go. �Hi, Mom and Dad, meet Jack Rammer. He stars in short films that don�t have much dialogue other than �oh yeah! That�s it, baby!��
Of course, Nina�s boyfriend�s name wasn�t Jack Rammer. It was Archer DeLoof. Jesus, he sounded like a Harvard graduate assistant, not a skin-flick aficionado.
Archer DeLoof.
Mary launched Google and checked out the young man. There were only a few hits, and she quickly narrowed it down to the only one with any association to Los Angeles. There were no images, other than a tiny, low-resolution head shot, maybe from a yearbook.
As always when dealing with anyone involved in porn, Mary had to consider that the name Archer DeLoof was a fake. Although, it didn�t seem like a fake.
She spent another twenty minutes trying, unsuccessfully, to find out more about Archer DeLoof via the Internet. She was able to locate a production company in Santa Monica that seemed to have some type of association with an Archer DeLoof. She printed off the address then checked her watch. She was going to be late for drinks with her contact from LAPD�s Vice Squad.
Although, since she was buying, she could keep him waiting.
He would just start a tab and probably down as many as possible before she got there, so there was no hurry since she�d save the receipt as a write-off. Except that she was ready for a drink too.
In that case, time was of the essence.
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It was early enough for Mary to avoid the worst of LA�s never-ending freeway hell.
It took her ten minutes to remember where the bar was � downtown just off of Third Street. It was a cop special called the Tap Room, a dark and gloomy one-room deal that stunk like old beer, smoke, and the residue of decade�s worth of cop stories.
Mary found Oscar Freedham at the bar. He was short but muscular with a shaved head. He had on typical Vice Squad clothes: jeans, work boots, T-shirt, black vest.
�Hey, pretty young thing,� Mary said as she slid onto the bar stool next to him.
�Cooper,� he said with not a lot of enthusiasm.
�Can I buy you a drink then have my way with you?�
Freedham turned to Mary. �After just one drink? I�m not that cheap. A few more beers, a couple shooters, and my ass is yours.�
�God, you such a hopeless romantic, Freedham,� Mary said. She motioned to the bartender, a pale woman with short, dark hair and tattoo sleeves on both arms.
The woman got Freedham another beer. Mary asked for a bottle of Rolling Rock and got it.
She turned to look at Freedham. She guessed he was in his early fifties, a bowling ball of a man with thick forearms and the face of a Catholic priest.
�So, break up any Viagra rings lately?� she said. �And then confiscate the goods for your own use?�
�I wish,� he said. �We�re all about meth. I thought the crack epidemic years back was bad. This shit is twice as nasty.�
�Speaking of the dregs of society,� Mary said, �where the hell is Jake Cornell?�
Freedham laughed.
�Oh, don�t play the tough girl with me,� he said. �I ain�t fuckin� buyin� it. I know all about you two. Hell, I think the entire LAPD knows about you and Cornell being lovebirds.�
�Lovebirds?� Mary said. �I thought you were a tough cop, but now you�re sounding like someone�s androgynous grandmother.�
�I told you, I�m not buying your act,� he said. He took a long drink from his beer.
Mary rolled her eyes. �Well, if you know so much, then you certainly know where the Cornell deadbeat is.�
Freedham tossed off his shooter and drained the rest of his beer.
�All this talking is making me thirsty,� he said.
Mary signaled the tattooed bodybuilder cum bartender, who set Freedham up again with his beverages.
�He�s undercover,� Freedham said to Mary, after taking a long pull from his fresh beer.
�Oh Christ,� Mary said. Jake wasn�t all that great at being deceitful. The guy was an overgrown Hardy boy. Undercover for Vice? She shuddered inwardly at the thought.
�Whose bright idea was that? He�s probably floating in the harbor by now,� she said.
Freedham shrugged his oversized shoulders and said, �Hey, the new guy always gets shafted with the worst assignments. What�d he do to Davies anyway that pissed her off so much?�
Mary wanted to punch the old man. He knew damn well what Jake had done. He�d had a brief fling with his boss, the infamous Lt. Arianna Davies, also known as �The Shark.� The woman was evil incarnate, wrapped up in a pale skeleton of a body. And she had a long memory. Jake had pissed her off. And Davies hated Mary. The feeling was mutual.
�I heard he was at a crime scene, and when someone asked to see the corpse, Jake pointed to Davies,� Mary said.
�I believe it,� Freedham said. �The woman is frightening. But she gets things done. That�s why LAPD brass loves her.�
�I guess even the most loathsome creatures have their fans,� Mary said. �Speaking of loathsome, let�s get back to Jake.�
�I told you, he�s undercover,� Freedham said.
�So undercover he can�t even use his cell phone?�
Freedham shook his head. �I�m sure he checks in occasionally. It depends. If he�s working twenty-four seven, it can be difficult. I heard that in this case, he was going to have to go deep.�
�Well, first time for everything,� Mary said.
�Ouch.�
�So he does check in once in a while?� she said.
�Sure,� Freedham said. �But only when he has something to report; otherwise it�s pointless to take any risks.�
�Well, is there any actual danger in this assignment?� she said. �You know, Jake going undercover is like sending a nun into an Anthrax concert.�
Freedham shrugged again. �I�m not exactly his direct superior, so I only know what I hear. But you never really know until the shit hits the fan. My guess is that this one�s kind of a long shot.�
�Well, at least tell me what the general area he�s investigating,� Mary said. �Drugs, prostitution � �
�It�s porn,� Freedham said.
�You�ve got to be kidding me,� Mary said. The porn industry was a subculture in Los Angeles, but it was much more ingrained into the town than most people knew. Still, she and Jake both working on porn cases? How romantic.
Freedham threw down his shooter, then drained the last of his beer. �The nasty kind.� He stood, and Mary knew she had gotten all she was going to get from Freedham, at least this time.
�Well, I hope he�s not trying to pose as a porn star,� Mary said.
She drained the last of her Rolling Rock.
�He�ll never be able to pull that one off.�
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The sign read ExtReam Productions. Mary shook her head and wondered if they had brainstorming sessions in the porn world, trying to figure out all of the different ways they could work words like ram, bang, pound, and ream into titles.
Mary had left the Tap Room and driven back to Santa Monica to a section just off the interstate where a lot of production companies set up shop.
ExtReam�s building was a single-story, brick structure in a funky block that included an adult book shop, a drug store, and a carpet-cleaning service. Mary thought that made sense. Buy some porno mags at the bookstore, grab a tube of Vaseline at the drug store, and when you jizz all over the carpet, take it in for a cleaning.
She got out of her car, thumbed the alarm, and went to the front door. It was unlocked, and she stepped inside.
Most companies affiliated with the film industry had offices in older buildings. The ones Mary had visited had almost all, without question, been gutted and given the �Hollywood routine.� It was Mary�s own term for the ubiquitous concrete floors, sandblasted rafters with open ceilings and skylights, and brightly colored drywall adorned with movie posters.
The receptionist area consisted of an ornately carved bar, complete with a brass rail.
The only thing missing was a receptionist.
Mary waited for a few moments before a woman appeared at the end of the hallway that divided the space in two. Somewhere, there was an alert of some kind when the door opened. This was still LA, after all.
�Good afternoon, can I help you?� the woman said, with a voice echoing long nights smoking cigarettes and downing whiskey. Mary looked at her. She had big, blubbery lips, long brown hair, enormous knockers, and skinny jeans. Her feet were stuffed into leopard-skin stilettos. If Mary had to guess, the woman was probably in her mid-forties.
Time had not been kind to her.
�Yes, I�m looking for Archer DeLoof,� Mary said.
�Do you have an appointment?�
�No, but I�ve got this.� Mary whipped out her private investigator�s license, which she�d put neatly into a leather flip case.
�You�re a cop?� the woman said. Now that she was closer, Mary saw the age in the woman�s face that apparently dozens of plastic surgeries hadn�t been able to erase. She upped her age estimate to mid-fifties.
�What the badge says,� Mary replied. Technically, not a lie. Her �badge� said private investigator.
�I�ll see if he�s around, but I think he�s on a shoot,� the woman said. �What�s your name?�
�Mary Cooper.�
�Okay, I�ll be right back.�
The woman sauntered halfway down the hallway. Mary thought she looked like a carnival worker heading back to her shift at the cotton-candy stand. The woman turned right and disappeared down another hallway.
Mary walked away from the reception area and went to the first poster at the beginning of the hallway.
It showed a woman with her hands cuffed behind her and the title Hard Time.
Probably a Martin Scorsese film, Mary thought. Maybe written by Penny Marshall. Starring Tom Hanks.
Off to the right, there was a small office with giant, white, dry-erase boards upon which someone had charted out production calendars. There was also a stack of production books. Mary ducked inside the room, grabbed a production book, and slipped it into her purse.
Just as she got back in front of the movie poster, Fat Lips appeared with a man in tow. He had on jeans, a black T-shirt, and black Doc Martens. His hair was long and swept back, black shot with gray streaks.
Mary pegged him at late thirties, early forties. He had a goatee and hoops in each ear.
�Let�s talk in my office,� the man said.
Mary followed him as Plastic Queen took her seat behind the bar.
His office consisted of a glass desk and two modern chairs made of white plastic. The desk was stacked high with DVDs, thumb drives, and cables. The cables led to a giant Mac computer. An oversized couch was on the other side of the office, and Mary had a sick certainty that many young girls had tried to use it as a launching pad for their careers.
It nauseated her to think about it.
�So what can I do for you,� the man said.
�Are you Archer DeLoof?�
The man ignored her.
�Let�s start with your name,� he said. Mary groaned inwardly. He was going to be one of those guys.
�Mary Cooper,� she said. �Who are you?�
�Vince Buslipp,� he said. �I own the place.�
�Oh,� Mary said. �I had asked to see Archer DeLoof.�
�Yes, Gia mentioned it, but Archer is out on a shoot right now for Blast Zone,� he said. He looked at his computer. �What can I do for you?�
�I�m investigating the disappearance of a young woman named Nina Ramirez,� Mary said. If Buslipp had a reaction, he hid it well. Or did he seem just a little too interested in what was on his computer screen?
Mary pressed forward. �I�ve been led to believe that she and Archer DeLoof were close.�
�I don�t know anything about that,� Buslipp said. He seemed disinterested and bored. Mary noted his pale skin and the red around his eyes. Buslipp looked like a guy who rarely missed a party.
Buslipp said, �Whatever pussy he�s getting on the side is none of my business.�
�And who says the porn industry has no compassion for young women?� Mary said.
Buslipp ignored her comment, tapping away on his computer.
�So do you have any way I can get in touch with Mr. DeLoof?� Mary said. �Maybe his cell phone? Or an address for where he�s filming? Anything?�
�Nope, and even if I did, why would I help someone to go interrupt one of my employees while they�re working?� he said. �Kinda bad for business, don�t you think?�
�So, do you know Nina Ramirez? Ever met her?� Mary asked, ignoring Buslipp. Instead of ExtReam Productions, he should call it ExtReamly Rude.
�Look, honey,� Buslipp said. �I let you waltz in here and ask your questions. Now, unless you want to get in front of a camera and suck someone off, I think we�re all done here.�
�My chance to be in a masterpiece,� Mary said. �Exciting. What�s its working title: Slitizen Kane? On Golden Shower Pond?�
She got to her feet.
�So just to be clear, do you or don�t you know Nina Ramirez?� she said.
�Never heard of her until now.� He turned and started tapping away on his computer. �Please leave. Now.�
�Okay, porn boy,� Mary said. �I�ll shut the door so you can spank your little monkey in private.�
She slammed the door shut.
And hoped she had a bottle of hand sanitizer in the car.
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Mary wanted to drive through a car wash with the windows down to cleanse herself of the scum layer from her visit to ExtReam Productions.
It wasn�t that she had anything against pornography per se in theory, as long as no real harm came to anyone involved. And therein lay the problem. It attracted a lot of damaged women and then exploited them. And she knew there were some porn films where people did get hurt. Mary had a big problem with that.
The way that piece of shit Buslipp had talked to her made her skin crawl. She saw his viewpoint of women perfectly clear: objects to be exploited.
She pulled into the parking lot of a department store and took the production book she�d lifted from ExtReam out of her purse.
Mary had seen this before and knew they listed the crews by name, with contact information, and important addresses for the shoot. Unfortunately, there were several addresses listed, without specific dates attached to them.
She found Archer DeLoof halfway down the crew list. There was no phone number for him specifically, but there was for the production�s line producer.
Mary put her Bluetooth earpiece in place � talking on cell phones while driving in Los Angeles would cost you at least a hundred bucks. No thank you, Mary thought. Can�t write that off.
She dialed the number and when the voice of a harried woman answered, she said, �Where are we shooting today? I need to drop off stuff for makeup.�
Mary heard noise in the background and someone speaking. She held her breath.
�Warehouse one.�
Mary sensed the woman was about to disconnect the call so she spoke quickly. �Okay, been there a bunch of times, but what is the street address again? I get turned around so easy. I�m used to Ohio � �
�2987 Olympic.�
�Thank � �but before she could finish, she heard the dial tone.
Mary pulled into a Ralph�s parking lot, turned around, and headed back toward Olympic. Ten minutes later, she pulled up in front of a warehouse. There was a gravel driveway in front of the place and a weed-choked section of old blacktop.
�Glamorous,� she said to herself.
She parked and went to the main door of the warehouse. It was a steel deal, with no window, no doorbell, and no sense of a welcome.
Mary knocked on the door and waited. She pulled on the handle, but it remained locked.
She�d heard it was easy to break into the porn industry, what the hell?
Suddenly, the door opened, and two men stepped from the building, almost crashing into Mary.
�Oh sorry,� one of them said, a young guy in jeans, a T-shirt, and Vans tennis shoes.
They held the door open for her, and she stepped inside.
It was a mess, with thick electrical cables strewn everywhere, lights on black metal tripods, and the general look of a town hall meeting gone to chaos.
At the back of the building, Mary saw a cluster of people and walked forward.
There were four people standing around a small camera mounted on a contraption that looked like a giant mechanical arm. Mary could see the foot of a bed in front of the camera, but not much else.
One of them men near the camera turned to her.
�The fluffer is here!� he called out. Mary looked over her shoulder. She had no idea what a fluffer was, although the term sounded familiar. For whatever reason, the people on set seemed to think she was one.
A large black man, naked, walked out from behind a curtained partition.
�Over here,� he said to Mary.
Mary approached the small group near the camera. �Uh, I�m actually here looking for Archer DeLoof,� she said.
�Aw fuck, you�re not the fluffer?� a man behind the camera said. He was a middle-aged man with a big beer belly and a white goatee.
�No,� Mary said.
The beer belly rolled his eyes. �Then who are you?�
�I told you,� Mary said. �I�m the one looking for Archer DeLoof. Now where is he, Chubby?�
The man�s face turned red. �How�d she get in here?�
�Fucking guys must�ve left the door open,� one of the other men said, a lanky man in black jeans and a long-sleeved, black shirt.
�Get her outta here,� beer belly said.
�Archer!� the guy dressed in black yelled out.
A younger man in gray dress slacks, a checked shirt, and a gray vest scurried forward from the back of the building. He had a walkie-talkie clipped to his pants that were already riding low and a cell phone earpiece dangling over his shoulder.
�What?� he said, at both petulant and clearly subservient.
�She says she�s not the fluffer, and she�s looking for you,� the guy with the belly said. �Get her the fuck out of here, now please.�
Archer DeLoof looked at Mary. His face seemed older than the preppy slacker outfit he was wearing. Glasses shadowed his brown eyes, and he sported a beard struggling to take hold along his somewhat handsome chin. Mary thought he could actually be pretty cute if he let go of his lame accoutrements.
�What do you want?� he said. �How�d you get in here?�
�Nina Ramirez. I need to talk to you about her,� Mary said, ignoring his question with obvious disregard.
DeLoof shot his eyes back to the men around the camera, who seemed to be debating about the proper angle of the upcoming shot. The black man was still looking at Mary.
�I�ve got one minute for you,� DeLoof said to Mary and guided her to a spot about twenty feet from the camera.
�Look, I�m working here,� he said. He looked back at the group around the camera. �I can�t really talk now. What the hell do you want to know about Nina? If you�re related to her, or a friend or something, you should know she dumped me, not the other way around.�
�She�s missing,� Mary said.
DeLoof blinked twice, rapidly. �What do you mean, missing?�
�You know, no one knows where she is. That kind of missing.�
�Archer!� someone called from the set.
DeLoof looked toward the group around the camera, then back to Mary. �Look, I have no idea where she is. She broke up with me, said she was looking for something else. Someone told me she hooked up with a guy named Trey. He�s some kind of agent supposedly. That�s all I know.�
�What�s his last name?�
�No fucking clue,� he said.
�Do you know the name of the agency he�s with?� Mary said.
DeLoof had already started to walk away, albeit backwards.
�No, but it�s some fancy place right on Ocean. That big, white office building. Nina pointed it out to me once, you know, before.�
Mary knew the building.
�Okay, you need to leave now,� he said. �I have to get back to work.� For a moment, it looked to Mary like he might have something else to add, but then he turned and jogged away.
�Hey, what�s a fluffer?� Mary called out after him.
He didn�t answer.
But the naked black guy waved to her and then pointed at his overgrown member. Then she remembered what a fluffer was.
Mary waved back then pointed at her own private area.
�Yeah, I need a fluffer too!� she called out.
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Nine

�Oh, that�s bullshit,� Aunt Alice said. �Porn stars don�t have agents. It�s not a real profession, sort of like private investigators.�
They were sitting on Alice�s back patio. It was a wooden deck with a small glass table and two padded chairs. An open bottle of chardonnay sat between them. Alice�s backyard was small, but the grass was freshly mown, and flowers bordered the small space. A hummingbird feeder sat at the rear of the property.
�What do you mean they don�t have agents? And how would you know?� Mary said. �You landed all those lonely, horny hitchhiker roles by yourself?�
�If it weren�t for hitchhikers, you�d never get a date,� Alice said.
Mary nodded, not disagreeing.
�There�s big money in porn, though,� Mary said. �It makes total sense there are agents for that stuff too. I mean, if there�s money to be made in any kind of film endeavor, there�s going to be all the hangers-on. Agents included.�
�That�s a fair point,� Alice admitted. �Leeches don�t tend to be very discriminating.� She took a sip of her wine. �Speaking of not being very discriminating, did you ever get in touch with your boyfriend?�
Mary twirled the wine in her glass. �No, apparently he has gone undercover.�
�Gone undercover or gone into hiding?� Alice said. �You know. . from you. Isn�t that what happens to most of your boyfriends? Kind of like a Mary Cooper Ex Protection Program.�
�Ah, I always find a way to track �em down,� Mary said. �They don�t get out that easily.�
�So what do you mean he�s gone undercover?� Alice said. �He�s a homicide detective. They don�t go undercover, right?�
�He was put on temporary duty with Vice,� Mary said. She sighed.
�Why the big sigh?� Alice said, and then glanced at Mary. �Oh, I get it. It had something to do with you. What, you two get caught in a broom closet playing with his nightstick?�
�I wish,� Mary said. �No, it seems Jake had a bit of a falling-out with his boss. My name may have come up a time or two.�
Mary noticed Alice�s glass was empty. She refilled it, then topped off her own.
�You know,� Mary said. �An LAPD detective in a relationship with a private investigator. . Sometimes, that put him in awkward positions.�
�Oh, I bet you put him in awkward positions all the time,� Alice said. �You�re probably a pervert.�
�The indignation coming from you is precious,� Mary said. �Should we get the opinion of your yoga slash sex teacher? I bet you�ve begged him to teach you the downward doggy style.�
�My lips are sealed,� Alice said. �Except to drink this wine. Because it�s delicious.� She took a sip, laying on the dainty, ladylike mannerisms a bit thick, Mary thought.
�So are you going go talk to this missing girl�s agent?� Alice made the quotation marks with her fingers around the word �agent.�
�No, I�m thinking the direct approach isn�t the best strategy,� Mary said. �So much hostility in the porn industry toward a woman who asks a lot of questions. Big surprise there.�
�So what�s your plan?�
�Well, I was thinking of going undercover too. Hell, if Jake can do it, I can too.�
�You mean you�re going to pretend to be a porn star?� Alice said, her voice incredulous. �At your age? Wow, talk about a tough acting gig.�
�What do you mean at my age?� Mary said. �I�m a total hottie. I could play a teenage babysitter. Or a gym teacher gone wild.�
�Oh dear me,� Alice said, then started to stand up. �Let me get you a mirror.�
�Oh sit down,� Mary said. The wine was hitting the spot. Maybe she felt a little fuzziness sprinkle its way across her forehead.
�I like where this is going,� Mary said. �A porn star. I could pull it off. So to speak.�
�You�ve got to be kidding, Mary. And you can�t pull it off,� Alice said. �What if they want you to audition? I mean, they�ll be able to tell you haven�t had sex in ages.�
�I can look trampy if I have to,� Mary said. �They�ll think I�ve been ridden hard and put away wet. No problem.�
�They say the camera adds ten pounds,� Alice said. She glanced at Mary�s body.
�That�s perfect, I�m about ten pounds underweight,� Mary said.
�Yeah, if you were six foot four,� Alice said.
�I actually think I�ve got a better idea,� Mary said. �Instead of being an actress, maybe I�ll be a producer.�
Alice snapped her fingers. �I�ve got the perfect idea for a film! It�s about a mature, older woman who lets herself get seduced by her incredibly hot Indian yoga instructor.�
Alice looked wistfully toward the mountains. �The sex could be so hot. .�
�Maybe I�m not an American porn actress,� Mary said. �You know, maybe I was European.� She snapped her fingers. �Wait, I�ve got it � I was an Italian porn star, but now I�m in America, looking to produce a porno film here. You know, breaking into the industry. And I�m looking for fresh talent to star in my new film.� Mary clapped her hands together. �It�s perfect.�
�I don�t know, sounds a bit thin,� Alice said.
�No, it�s dead-on. But I think I might need someone else,� Mary said. �If I�m an actress turned producer, I need a director. I think it would be more believable if I had a director with me.� Mary glanced at Alice.
�You wouldn�t work,� Mary said.
�Why the hell not?� Alice said.
�Jesus Christ, you look like an overgrown Girl Scout,� Mary said. �Maybe if I told them you were in charge of baking muffins for the porn stars between takes.�
�Don�t give me that,� Alice said. �I�ve got Hollywood harlot written all over me.�
�No, I need someone totally sleazy,� Mary said. �Someone that doesn�t have to act too hard to come across as being completely without morals. Someone totally inappropriate. With absolutely no shame.�
Mary lifted her eyes for a moment. Then she glanced over at Alice. They locked onto each for the briefest of moments, then both spoke at once.
�Kurt.�
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Ten

Mary and Alice sat at the back of the Calabasas City Fair�s main stage. Calabasas was northwest of Los Angeles proper, near Topanga Canyon, and it had taken them quite awhile to get through traffic.
Now, Mary sat and looked around. There were forty steel folding chairs, approximately thirty-five of which were empty. The faint smell of livestock hung in the air, along with the sickly sweet smell of fair food, tinged with deep-fried everything.
Kurt Cooper, Mary�s uncle and Alice�s brother, was on the stage. He was younger than Alice, but looked about ten years her senior. He wore jeans, tennis shoes, a T-shirt, and a shabby sportcoat � probably the only one he owned, Mary surmised. She�d never seen him wear a different one on stage.
�I don�t want to say last night�s audience was old,� he told the audience, �but when the ladies got all turned on by my act, instead of panties they threw their Depends on stage.�
One of the audience members � Mary guessed he was one of the ride operators on break � started snoring.
�How much does he make for something like this?� Mary said to Alice.
�Whatever it is, they�re paying him too much.�
Mary heard someone scream. Probably trapped on the Ferris wheel. The entire audience of five people turned toward the commotion, but Kurt Cooper was not about to lose his audience.
�But don�t get me wrong,� Kurt said. �There are some pretty hot females here. Unfortunately, they�re all down in the livestock barn. You don�t even have to buy them dinner and drinks. Just give �em a blue ribbon, and they�re yours for the night.�
�Oh dear,� Mary said.
�Check out the guy with the cotton candy,� Alice said. Mary spotted the audience member, clearly stoned, poking the pink cotton candy as if it was some kind of science experiment.
�Isn�t that � � Mary started to say.
�Jason.�
Jason Cooper, Kurt�s son and Mary�s cousin, was in his early twenties, and Mary noticed that whenever she bumped into him, he was usually encased in a marijuana cloud.
�Jason,� Alice whispered at him.
Mary looked at her. �Yeah, whisper. . wouldn�t want to throw off Kurt�s act.�
Mary�s cousin stood and walked over to them, a tall, gangly young man with curly hair and stooped shoulders. He sat in the chair next to her. The scent of pot followed him.
�Hey,� he said. Mary looked at him. He wasn�t actually a bad-looking guy, she thought. Kurt�s brother, Brent, who�d been murdered the year before, had always been a ladies� man. Jason had luckily taken after him, not his father.
�How�s the cotton candy?� Mary said.
�It�s so pretty,� Jason said.
Alice reached out, tore half of it off the stick, and shoved it into her mouth.
Jason looked at her, aghast. His lip started to tremble.
�It�s okay, Jason. I�ll buy you another one. Maybe even win you a stuffed polar bear,� Mary said. She glared at Alice who continued to chomp on the candy, a flame of pink shooting out the side of her mouth.
�I thought you already ate,� Mary said.
�Mmff mfff frghh,� Alice said.
There was the sound of a microphone dropping, and Mary looked back at the stage. Kurt was gone.
�Come on, let�s get in line to see the star of the show,� she said.
Mary led the way to the side of the stage, where Kurt was talking to a man in jeans, cowboy boots, and a Western shirt, carrying a clipboard.
�Look, if the set was too short, I can go up and do another fucking hour if you need me to,� Kurt said. �But the deal was a hundred bucks.�
The man shook his head. �A hundred if we sold out. There were maybe six people out there. And just as many laughs, frankly. Forty bucks is all I can do.�
�Forty bucks? I spent that on gas to get out here!� Kurt said. �Eighty.�
�Fifty.�
�Sixty.�
�Fifty-five.�
�Deal.�
Kurt held out his hand, and the man counted out the cash.
�Who says big-time Hollywood deals aren�t being done anymore?� Mary said.
Kurt and the man looked at her.
�Can I get a receipt?� the man said to Kurt.
�I don�t know, can you?� Kurt said.
Jason giggled.
Kurt turned to Alice. �Let�s get out of here.� He spotted a small blob of cotton candy on the side of her mouth. �Is that cotton candy or herpes?�
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�Boy, if I had a penny for every time someone wanted me to do a porn film,� Kurt said. He winked as a waitress put a glass of water in front of him.
They had stopped on the way back to Santa Monica at a Thai restaurant Mary liked. The place wasn�t much to look at from the outside, but the food was good.
�No one has ever asked you to do porn,� Alice said, after the waitress had taken their order. �But if they did, a penny is about what they�d offer.�
�I watch porn,� Jason said. He looked around, like the cops were going to slap cuffs on him any minute.
�Studying the cinematography?� Mary said.
Jason looked at her with a blank expression.
�Never mind,� Mary said, then turned to Kurt. �So can you help me or what?�
She had briefly explained the situation to Kurt: that she wanted him to pose as a director of pornographic films in order to try to get some information out of the agent whom Nina Martinez had supposedly been seeing.
�What�s it pay?� he asked. �I�ve got a lot of gigs coming up.�
�I guess a double shift at In-N-Out counts as two gigs,� Alice said.
�You sound a little crabby, Alice,� Kurt said. �How many years has it been since you�ve had some in and out?�
Jason snorted water out of his nose.
�Trust me, you don�t want the answer to that question,� Mary said, picturing her aunt with Sanji the yoga instructor.
�Are you seriously going to haggle with your niece over this job?� Alice said to Kurt. �I�m sure your bank account needs as much help as your stand-up material.�
Jason giggled. �Good one, Aunt Alice.�
Kurt looked at his son. �You�re a good boy, Jason. No matter what everyone else says.�
�I�ll be happy to pay you, Uncle Kurt,� Mary said. �How�s twenty bucks an hour sound? That�s more than minimum wage. Plus, I�ll be able to write off your services.�
�Or lack thereof,� Alice said.
�Can I come along?� Jason said.
Kurt sighed. �Don�t you have a job or something?� he said.
Jason shook his head. �No. I�m in a band,� he said. �But we don�t have any gigs for the rest of the year.�
�It�s March,� Alice pointed out.
Jason looked at her. �It is?�
Mary�s patience was wearing thin. �Okay, I�ll hire you too, Jason. You can be a production assistant or something. Maybe it�ll keep you off the streets for a few days,� she said.
�Thanks,� Jason said.
�No problem,� Kurt said.
Mary rolled her eyes.
�This is going to be so cool, I always wanted to be a private detective,� Jason said.
�You�re not a PI, trust me,� Alice said, then gestured at Mary. �Neither is she.�
�So what do I have to do, exactly?� Kurt said.
Mary laid out the situation. �I need you to pose as a director of adult films. Jason here can be your star. I�m a former star turned producer. We�re going to meet with an agent tomorrow, and I need to get some information from him. Specifically, an actress he supposedly represents. I need to find out if he knows where she might be. She�s missing.�
�I�m going to put a big sausage in my pants,� Jason said. He had a big smile, as if he�d just nailed a big idea.
�What else is new?� Kurt said.
Mary checked her watch.
�Let�s meet at my house tomorrow at nine a.m.,� Mary said. �Sharp.�
�What should I wear?� Kurt said. �A beret?�
�You need to come across as a sexist egomaniac,� Mary said, �only concerned with making money off of questionable material.�
Alice looked at Kurt.
�So just go as yourself,� she said.
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Mary looked through the steam rising from her coffee cup toward the Pacific. Her condo in Santa Monica had a nice view. It wasn�t one she appreciated very often, despite frequent self-reminders to do just that, but this morning, checking the clock and waiting for Uncle Kurt and Jason to arrive, she had a minute.
She wondered about Jake, about how he was doing, and whether this break in their relationship would turn out to be a good thing.
There was no getting around it: Mary had not taken his betrayal well. When he had slept with Lieutenant Davies well over a year ago, Mary�d been hurt and pissed. His excuse had been that he was drunk and wasn�t sure about the status of their relationship.
Mary knew he was such an overgrown Boy Scout that he probably wasn�t lying. Which gave her a twinge of guilt over how hard she�d repeatedly raked him over the coals.
But it was just a small twinge.
Now, her mind turned back to the case at hand. Nina Ramirez.
She had done her research and located the talent firm located in the building at the corner of Ocean and Wilshire. It was called Global Talent Management, and they had an agent named Trey Williams. She called and explained she was a producer embarking on a new film project and wanted to talk with him about some of his talent. Williams agreed to the meeting.
Now, she took her coffee over to her computer, booted up the machine, and logged into her email.
Voila.
A message from her �technical assistant,� as she liked to think of him. Okay, he was her hacker. But it was harder to claim a hacker as part of your employment team than a technical assistant.
Mary skimmed the note until she got to the good stuff, an itemized list of Nina�s social accounts and email addresses with their corresponding passwords. Or, as Mary noted, password. Every account had the same one: cuddlybear12.
To Mary, it didn�t seem like the kind of password a girl involved in pornography (if she was) would use. Then again, maybe some women liked that coquettish behavior before slipping on the trashy lingerie and getting in front of a camera.
Mary logged onto Facebook, entered Nina�s email and password, and studied the home page when it came up.
There was virtually no activity on Nina�s page. A few innocuous status updates, a few messages from friends, and that was it. The most recent update was almost two weeks ago and that was from a girl asking about going to the mall.
Well, that was disappointing, Mary thought.
She closed Facebook and opened Nina�s email account. It was filled with junk mail. Mary had to scroll down almost three weeks� worth of messages to get to an actual real person.
It was from an email address called GagMan@gmail.com.
GagMan.
Cute, Mary thought. What was he, some kind of Porno Super Hero?
She opened the email. It was simply an address with no message.
Mary jotted down the address on a note pad.
She checked Nina�s Twitter account and another email account, both of which yielded no useful information � other than the fact that Nina had been discovered by nearly every pornographic spam account there was. Mary had never seen so many porn products and penis enlargement emails in her life.
She was so sheltered.
Mary closed down the computer just as her cell phone rang.
�Mary, come and pick me up,� Kurt said. �From work.�
She checked the clock. It was only 8:30 in the morning. Awfully early for a comedy club to be open.
�Where?� she said.
�You know that Ralph�s Supermarket on Lincoln, about a half mile from your place?�
�Yeah,� Mary said. �Is there a club near there?�
A pause.
�Would you like paper or plastic?� Kurt responded.
And then a dial tone.
Oh, Mary thought.
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Kurt emerged from the Ralph�s Supermarket wearing dark slacks, a red polo shirt with the Ralph�s logo, and a black apron.
He got into Mary�s car.
�I don�t even want to hear it,� Kurt said.
�Is this some kind of work-release program?� Mary said. �Do they pay you in produce?�
�Hey, I need the cash,� Kurt said. �And they were hiring, without much in terms of background checks. End of story.�
Mary decided to let it drop.
�So where�s Jason? Does he have some kind of secret part-time job too? Manning the perfume counters at the mall?�
�He did go through a phase. .� Kurt said, but then stopped himself. �No, he�s going to meet us there. How are we on time?�
Mary glanced at the car�s dashboard clock.
�We�ve got time,� she said. �But now we have to stop at this clothing store up here, unless you�ve got some explanation why an international pornography director is walking around in a Ralph�s Supermarket shirt.�
Kurt contemplated for a moment. �Maybe I�m filming an orgy in the produce section,� he said. �You know, cucumbers being used as sex toys, pieces of ham being made love to � a��I so enjoy hearing you brainstorm,� Mary said. �It�s like watching Einstein solve equations, but I�m not buying any of it.�
She turned into the clothing store�s parking lot and shut off the car.
�Time for your makeover, Grocery Boy.�
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The structure was a towering, white office building, one of the few in downtown Santa Monica. It stood on the corner of Ocean and Wilshire.
Mary stood with Kurt and Jason on the sidewalk in front, the bright, direct light from the sun making her �cast� look even more pathetic. She gave each of them one last look.
Kurt was dressed in a maroon velvet blazer, knockoff designer jeans, and pointy shoes made of purple imitation leather. Mary thought he looked like a gay mental patient.
Jason had on his normal clothes: jeans, a dark-blue T-shirt, and the stench of pot. The only thing they�d added was a shiny sport coat from the Magic Johnson collection. The coat�s tails went all the way down to the back of Jason�s knees.
�Jesus, you guys look like a Vegas lounge act gone terribly wrong,� she said.
�Oh yeah? Look at you,� Kurt said. �You look like an overworked and underpaid Holiday Inn hooker.�
Mary did glance at her reflection in the windows of the office tower�s foyer. She had on a tight, black leather skirt, stockings, red platform shoes, and a red leather half-jacket.
�More like an upscale escort, working in Beverly Hills,� Mary said.
Jason snorted.
�Where do you take your johns, the Four Squeezin�s?� Kurt said.
�Oh Christ,� Mary said. �Let�s go.�
She led them inside and punched the elevator to the twenty-third floor.
�Just follow my lead,� she said. She looked directly at Kurt. �No improvising. I�m working here, not fucking around.�
Kurt nodded. �Got it. You�re the boss. The Head Hooker.�
The elevator doors opened, and Mary found the front desk of �Global Talent Management.�
She asked the young male receptionist, dressed entirely in black with a Bluetooth earpiece, to see Trey Williams.
�You have an appointment?�
�Yes, I do. Please inform him Tati Rivers is here to see him,� Mary said. She had decided to skip the Italian accent. �He is expecting me.�
The young man nodded and said into his earpiece, �Tati Rivers is here to see you.�
Kurt whispered in Mary�s ear. �Tati? Tati the Hottie?�
�Shhh,� Mary said.
The young man stood.
�Right this way, please,� he said.
Mary followed the man first. She noticed the framed certificates on the walls. Grammys. Emmys. Photos of celebrities with people she assumed were the agents. You could tell because the stars were good-looking, the agents, not so much.
They were led into a surprisingly small office where a man in a black suit stood with his back to the door, looking out the windows that made up ninety percent of the office�s wall space. Over his shoulder, Mary could see the Hollywood Hills.
�Mr. Williams,� the secretary said, �your three o�clock is here.�
Trey Williams turned to face Mary. She was shocked. He looked like he was about twelve years old. He had short, brown hair, a baby face, and a watch so big she wondered how he was able to lift his arm.
�Come in,� he said.
Mary took the chair directly opposite his desk. Kurt sat to her right, and Jason to her left. She glanced at the various piles of paperwork and folder on the desk. They were all neatly arranged and separated into groups.
�Thank you for agreeing to see us, Mr. Williams,� Mary said.
�My pleasure, Ms.-�
�Tati Rivers,� Mary said. She gestured toward Kurt. �And this is my director, Patrick Bishop,� she turned to Jason, �and my lead actor, Austin Lee.�
�Niceto meet you all,� Williams said. �I understand, Ms. River, that you�re looking to cast a new film?�
�Please call me Tati,� Mary said.
�The hottie,� Kurt said.
�Okay. Tati.� He smiled at her.
Mary felt like taking this kid�s milk money and hiking his underwear up.
�We are about to embark on an incredibly tight production � � Mary began.
�Here is my vision!� Kurt said, leaping to his feet.
Mary cursed silently. She should have known this was a bad idea.
�I picture morning dew on lillies in a vase perched by the side of the vibrating bed,� he said. He had his fingers joined to resemble a camera�s viewfinder.
�How did the dew get inside the house?� Mary asked.
�The camera pots down toward the floor,� Kurt continued.
�I think you mean pans, not pots,� Mary said. �The camera pans down.�
�To the most beautiful ass the world has ever seen,� Kurt said. His eyes grew wistful.
�I told you, Patrick, I�m not going to be in this one,� Mary said.
�We move up on the ass like the Allies at Normandy � �
�Can we back up for a moment?� Williams said. He looked at Mary. She sensed he thought she was the safest bet in the room.
Williams said, �As excited as I am about your director�s visual treatment, what are your casting specs exactly? And did you bring a copy of the script?�
�We�re looking for the actress, of course,� Mary said. �She is the hinge upon which this production will swing. Italian and French actresses are out of the question, of course, as we are not allowed to work in Italy anymore. . really, all of Europe.� She pointed a thumb at Jason. �My star actor here got drunk in Brussels and thought he was making love to an obese barmaid. Turned out to be a farmer�s prize milk cow.�
�Wait, a minute,� Jason said, a confused look on his face. �Are you saying � �
Kurt held his hands out for silence.
�In order to continue, I�m afraid I need a beer and some chocolate,� Kurt said, an imperious tone in his voice. He glanced back at the office door, looking for the secretary. �Can that be arranged?�
During Kurt�s rant, Mary had taken the opportunity to read some of the names on the files upside down. One of them seemed familiar to her, but she couldn�t place it.
Williams turned his attention from Kurt back to Mary. �I love working with you creative types,� he said. �But I don�t believe I have anyone currently on my roster who would be a good fit for what you have in mind.�
�What about Nina Ramirez?� Mary said. �Her head shot created quit a stir in our office.�
�And in my pants,� Jason said, warming up to his new role.
�Nina Ramirez?� Williams said. His boyish innocence was suddenly gone, replaced with a slightly flustered look.
�I�m not sure I�m familiar with her work,� Williams said, with a noticeable lack of confidence.
�Well, you should � everyone knows you�re her agent,� Mary said. �Now is she available for a screen test? Can she read for us?�
�I represent hundreds of actors,� Williams said. �Why don�t you leave your script with me along with your casting specs, and I�ll see what I can do.�
�But we really had our hearts set on Nina,� Mary said.
Williams checked his massive watch. �Like I said, I�ll see what I can do.�
�Come on,� Kurt said. �We�ve been sporting wood for this chick for a year � in the moviemaking sense.�
�Yeah, where is she?� Jason said, warming up to the idea of putting Williams on the hot seat. Mary was surprised by his perceptiveness, factoring in the ganja haze.
�Gentlemen, and Ms. Rivers, I�m afraid I have a conference call I simply can�t miss,� Williams said. He was suddenly a bundle of nervous energy. He pressed a button near his phone, and the secretary arrived moments later.
�Thank you so much for thinking of me for your project,� the young agent said. �I�m sure it will be an amazing production.�
Mary stood.
�Thank you for your time,� she said. �I�ll buy you a drink sometime. Once you turn twenty-one.�
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�What part of �follow my lead� did you two Neanderthals not understand?� Mary said.
They stood outside, the hot southern-California sun making Mary wish she was not in a ridiculous outfit that weighed ten pounds. Now she knew how a sausage felt being stuffed into a highly restrictive casing.
�What part of fucking awesome do you not understand?� Kurt said. His big face carried a big, lopsided grin. �That shot I described was incredible, totally cinematic! And it was right off the cuff! Holy shit, I should�ve been a director!�
�You were great, Dad,� Jason said. �I thought my line about the stirring in my pants was cool too.�
�It was a little over the top,� Kurt said to Jason. �But I�ll give you points for trying.�
�Over the top?� Mary said. �Don�t be ridiculous. Uncle Kurt, I thought your performances were really subtle too. Highly nuanced.�
�You�re being sarcastic, aren�t you?� Kurt said. He narrowed his eyes.
�You guys were supposed to keep your mouths shut and let me do the talking,� Mary said. �You both sounded absolutely ridiculous. I especially liked the �beer and chocolate� request. That was highly inspired.�
�Oh, get the giant corncob out your butt, Mary,� Kurt said. �That was perfect! These big-time directors like Steven Spielsburger always make requests. You know, M&Ms of one color, hookers without STDs. And they get �em, by God! Anything they want!�
Mary unlocked her car and gestured for them to get inside. She fired it up and pulled out onto Ocean.
�They get those things because they�re actually directors,� she said. �Not Ralph�s grocery baggers pretending to be directors.�
�Wow, I wanna direct,� Jason said.
�Quit being so high-strung,� Kurt said to Mary. �That guy didn�t know anything anyway. Christ, he looked like his Dad brought him into his office so he could print off his grade-school paper.�
�Where do you want me to drop you?� Mary said.
�Back at Ralph�s,� Kurt said. �I�ve got a big day in the produce section. You should hear some of those old biddies bitch. Christ, they tell me the cantaloupe are overripe, I tell �em to get a fucking mirror.�
Jason snickered in the backseat.
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The crew was on lunch break. A little food van serving mostly tacos, arrived at the set every day around noon.
Jake Cornell watched the little tyrant director, Morrison, skip ahead in line and place a special order.
He had to stand on his tiptoes to see over the counter.
Jake snickered.
�Out of the way, Drag Ass,� someone said behind him. It was Paolo, the guard from Venice Security.
The big man strutted past Jake, and he had a vague notion to punch him in the back of the head. Ever since the midget director had labeled Jake with his new moniker, Paolo had taken great pleasure in using it at every opportunity.
It was the opportunity Jake had been waiting for. He�d studied Paolo�s routine, and the man loved nothing more than long lunches, going back for seconds, sometimes thirds, as well as dessert.
He also loved to flirt with the makeup girl, who Jake was convinced couldn�t stand the big security guard.
Jake slipped back into the warehouse and went to the locked door.
So far, his undercover mission had turned up very little. LAPD had gotten a tip that Morrison�s production company was using underage girls for its pornographic films. The tip had been passed down to Vice, and in turn passed down to the low man on the totem pole to go undercover.
Hence, Jacob Cornell, fresh from a disgraceful conduct review and thrown under the bus by Lieutenant Davies, was given the assignment.
Jake glanced back over his shoulder. The crew was busy with the taco truck.
He went to the door that was always locked and usually guarded by Paolo, although the man had adopted a strolling security tour and disappeared for half-hour intervals to chat up the makeup girl.
Jake had taken the time to study the door and knew it could be picked with a simple jimmy, which he now had in his hand.
He slipped the slender implement inside the lock, pinched and twisted until the lock popped.
Jake ducked inside and shut the door behind him. If Paolo stuck to his schedule, he had at least fifteen minutes.
The light switch was just inside the door, and Jake turned it on.
It was an office, with a simple desk and computer, as well as a file cabinet.
What was a bit unusual was the glass window at the rear of the office. Jake walked forward past the desk and peered around the window, where there was another room.
There was a small bed, a camera on a tripod and a few lights.
Jake saw a separate door to the right of this hidden stage and �
He registered a whisper of movement behind him and then searing pain that ran down his neck and back. His body went numb, and then his mind went black.
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Mary drove back to her condo, parked in her assigned spot, and climbed the stairs to her place.
The building had been built in the early �90s on Ocean Avenue, but far enough away from the tourist hotels to occasionally enjoy some peace and quiet.
Mary had toyed with moving out, finding a house somewhere, but she�d grown attached to the neighborhood, sort of halfway between Santa Monica and Venice.
She hated climbing the stairs to the condo, but vowed not to ride the elevators to her fourth-floor home. She rationalized that if she climbed the stairs a few times a day it would negate the need for an actual workout.
Yeah, she didn�t buy it either.
She unlocked the door, threw her keys on the kitchen table, opened the fridge, and pulled out a bottle of chardonnay. She plucked off the stopper and poured herself a glass.
The mail. Mary scooped up the stack and took it into the livingroom, placed the pile on the table in front of the couch. She went to the sliding glass doors that opened up onto her little balcony and took a long look at the Pacific. During the day, she rarely looked at the ocean, but usually when she was home, she would look out at its vastness and inevitably think of her parents.
They died when she was quite young, on their sailboat during a freak storm. The police eventually found the boat, or more accurately, the thousand pieces that would have represented what the boat used to be, but they never found the bodies.
All Mary had left were some faded photographs, newspaper clippings, and some of her father�s papers. He had been an entertainment attorney in Los Angeles, her mother had been an actor and a comedienne, as well as one of his clients.
There were still a lot of questions in Mary�s mind about them, their deaths, and even the last few years of their lives. But for now, Mary had set those issues aside until the day when she had time to go back.
That day always seemed just around the corner.
Closure was not something Mary had ever enjoyed in abundance.
She went to the couch, sipped from her wine and picked up the mail. Flipping through bills and offers from her cable company, she got to a flyer from Ralph�s and set the bundle back on the table.
Seeing the Ralph�s flyer made her think of Kurt, and thinking of Kurt and Jason, two questionable representatives of their gender, made her think of Jake.
She missed him.
It had taken her quite awhile to get here. When Jake had slept with his boss, Mary had taken it personally, even though technically they had broken up. He claimed it happened once and only because he was drunker than a Kennedy on vacation.
Vulnerability had simply never been her strong suit. And the fact that she had allowed Jake in, and then he had hurt her � unintentionally though it was � made her even more guarded.
She drank the rest of her wine. What the hell was she doing? Preparing to go on Dr. Phil?
Wilshire Entertainment.
That was the name of one of the files on Trey Williams�s desk. Why did it sound so familiar to her? Mary went to her computer in the spare bedroom and logged on. She launched Google and typed in Wilshire Entertainment. There were virtually no hits for the company.
Google was good for public information, but for the classified stuff, she launched a search engine provided to her by one of her happy clients.
This time, Wilshire Entertainment appeared at the top of the list. She clicked on the attached link and was brought to a spreadsheet. Mary groaned. Spreadsheets. Why not take a rusty razor to her armpits?
She went and got a fresh glass of wine, then returned to the document, took a long drink, and focused.
It came in a flash.
She dug out the production booklet she�d lifted from Vince Buslipp�s production office.
On the first page, the name of the production company was listed.
Wilshire Entertainment.
She went back to the computer and tracked Wilshire Entertainment through its spreadsheets and other corporate filings.
It appeared to be simply a shell company. The name was buried in a list of other seemingly innocous names plastered across a ridiculous flow chart.
Ugh. Flow charts. Even worse than spreadsheets.
She worked her way up the pyramid. The name at the top was interesting.
The Buslipp Group.
The only name she could find was Vince Buslipp.
But �The Buslipp Group� certainly implied more than one partner.
For the first time, Mary felt like she was on the right track.
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Mary was one never to follow rules. She considered all traffic laws merely suggestions that she was free to interpret depending on her situation at the time.
One rule she did follow somewhat often was quite simple. Whenever she saw a curve ball in her current investigation, her rule of thumb was to go back to her client for more information. Typically, she had discovered new information from the last meeting and knew better, or simply different, questions to ask.
In this case, she had pursued the boyfriends, the porn connection, Nina�s social media outlets, and while she had discovered some key information, she still had nothing tangible that could lead to the girl�s whereabouts.
Which prompted Mary�s decision to once again contact Elyse Ramirez.
She dialed the number, but it went straight to voicemail. She left a message asking for a return call, but feeling unsatisfied, she came up with an idea. Mary remembered Elyse mentioning her husband, a prominent businessman.
It was time to interview the husband, who could possibly provide new and different information than the mother. Also, Mary had been doing this long enough to know that nine times out of ten, a family member was somehow involved in an individual�s disappearance.
That thought pushed a discussion with the father to the top of the list.
Mary looked at the sheet of paper Elyse Ramirez had given her. There was a phone number for the husband, and she dialed it.
A recording notified her that the number had been disconnected.
Mary felt the cold touch of intuition placing its hand on the case.
She wheeled her chair back to her desk and logged onto her database. She typed in the name provided her by Elyse Martinez along with the bogus phone number.
Two pages of entries spat out.
Mary read the list of names, locations, ages, social security numbers, and other particulars.
None of the names fit with a prominent businessman married to a woman named Elyse and with a daughter named Nina.
Mary was suddenly forced to confront the notion that the prominent businessman may not exist at all.
And if that was the case, Elyse Martinez was most likely not who she said she was.
It was time to put away the cell phone and the computer and get back to the real investigative work.
It was time to get some boots on the ground.
Or, in her case, it was time to get some fashionable, stylish, and affordably priced footwear on the ground.
Time was wasting.
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The address Elyse had given her was located in West Hollywood.
Mary took Santa Monica Boulevard through Beverly Hills and then veered into the funkiness that was West Hollywood.
She made her way through the offbeat eclecticism of the infamous community, to the more traditional residential blocks, the few that existed in the area.
The house that bore Elyse�s address was a ranch-style bungalow with a weird front porch that looked more like a repurposed wheelchair ramp than any kind of actual structure.
Mary parked and went to the front door. She rang the bell, waited, then rang the bell again. Finally, she tried the door, but it was locked.
There was a small picture window in the center of the house, but the porch didn�t extend far enough for Mary to get a good look inside the place.
She walked to the back of the house, knocked on the door, tried to open it, but it was locked. She stood with her hands on her hips, wondering what to do.
Maybe Elyse just wasn�t home.
Maybe Elyse wasn�t really Elyse.
Mary glanced down at two potted flowers flanking the small back stoop. The flowers were dead. Clearly no one paid much attention to landscaping. The grass was long. Shrubs overgrown.
The potted flowers intrigued Mary. She reached out with her left foot and knocked one over.
Nothing.
She gave the one on the right a little nudge and it tipped over, revealing a stained house key and a few grub-like bugs.
Relatives of Lieutenant Davies, Mary thought.
She picked up the key, turned it inside the back door lock, and stepped inside.
Breaking and entering, yes. But she�d come to visit her client, smelled smoke, and thought someone might be inside. Yeah, maybe she would set something on fire just to make her story better.
Smoke would certainly smell better than the current aroma assailing her nostrils.
The smell of death was unmistakable. Every time she passed by Aunt Alice�s laundry hamper she was reminded of this.
The back door led directly into a kitchen. Vinyl floor, laminate counter peeling in places, and kitchen cabinets painted white but wearing years of grease that had turned them a faint yellow.
Mary walked quickly through the kitchen into the living room, where she found her client in no position to pay the final balance of her bill.
Elyse Ramirez was face down on a horrible, dark-green carpet, featuring a large semicircle of blood. Her knees were beneath her, arms at her side, in the class of pose the newspapers loved to refer to as execution-style.
Mary patted the woman�s pockets, looking for a cell phone, anything. But there was nothing: no purse, no keys, no sign the woman had been here with anything of a personal nature.
The question for Mary was, to whom did the house belong? She highly doubted it was Elyse�s, so who had managed to lure her here?
Mary had a bad feeling, the kind that zaps you like a static shock. Or the kind of cattle prod she had sometimes imagined using on Jake.
The jolt pushed Mary into action. She raced through the rest of the house, finding no signs of human life. Empty closets, empty rooms, no sign of a telephone anywhere.
On her way back through the kitchen, Mary spotted a small section of kitchen counter that was lower than the rest. Probably a desk, where people could sit and pay bills. She opened the drawer, but it was empty. Mary was about to shut it when she caught a quick flash of color. She pulled the drawer all the way out and found a card stuck in the back crack of the drawer, wedged deeply into the space.
Mary pulled it out.
Sol Landscaping Company.
She put it into her purse, backed out of the house, and got into her car.
Next stop: a pay phone and an anonymous tip for LAPD�s finest.
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Mary made the call to LAPD, using her Bea Arthur voice. Not very sexy really. Kind of like a bull dyke with a cold and a killer hangover. She told the dispatcher she�d heard a scream and a gunshot. Mary gave them the address too and then hung up before they could ask any more questions.
Sol Landscaping.
Mary looked at the card again. It was decent quality, but not super slick, like the kind produced by a huge landscaping conglomerate. The card had a little bit more of a mom-and-pop-type-operation impression to it.
She debated about just calling the number on the card. But according to the address, it was only a ten-minute drive.
Mary gunned the Accord, anxious to put some distance between herself and her former client.
The sight of a dead body always unsettled her. Sure, Mary could function, think straight (like making sure she didn�t leave any fingerprints anywhere in the house) but there was always a delayed reaction.
Elyse Ramirez, even if that had not been her real name, had been a beautiful woman. Vital, with intelligence and poise. She had struck Mary as the kind of woman who had plenty of plans and the means to make them come true.
But not anymore.
It took Mary less than ten minutes to find the address attributed to Sol Landscaping without a problem. It was down a side street off Wilshire, then down another long dirt alley that opened up to reveal an industrial yard with a few sheds, open grounds featuring piles of dirt, gravel, and what looked like trashed landscaping materials.
Mary parked in front of an aluminum-clad building that was more of a shack.
She went to the front door but found it locked. Through the door�s dust-covered window, she could see a makeshift office with two steel folding chairs, a printer, and a coffeemaker tipped on its side.
The sound of a high-pitched motor coming to life sounded to Mary like it was coming from behind the building. She thumbed the auto-lock on her car then walked around the aluminum shack.
�Can I help you?� a man�s voice said.
Mary turned to see a short, stocky, Hispanic man in green coveralls, tan boots, and a black baseball cap. He had a weedwhacker in his hand. There was a gas can and a small bottle of oil on the picnic table next to him.
�This is Sol Landscaping?� she said.
�Yes,� he said, a slight accent to his voice.
�Oh great, I�m looking for a good landscaper and you come highly recommended,� Mary said, �by my friend, Elyse Ramirez.�
The man peeked at her from beneath his ball cap. His eyes were black, and there were dark smudges on his face.
�Let me get the boss,� he said. He set the weedwhacker on the table and went into the building.
Mary studied the back of the building. There was only one story, and next to the back door were several bright-red gas cans.
The sound of wheels spinning and an engine roaring reached Mary�s ears. She ran back to the front of the building and saw a small, red Hyundai barrel onto the dirt alley, the baseball cap-wearing driver not even looking back at her.
Let me get the boss, Mary thought. Yeah, at 100 mph.
She dashed to her car, flung herself inside, and followed the Hyundai, now totally obscured by the cloud of dust.
It was a thoroughly unpleasant experience, driving way too fast with visibility about two feet in front of you. Mary thought of her high-school driver�s ed teacher: a notorious drunk who used to fall asleep during the students� test drives.
Even he would have disapproved of her decision to race forward at a ridiculously fast rate of speed, totally blind.
She burst from the dust cloud and swerved onto LaBrea, throwing the car to the right side of the road. She nearly collided with a guy in an Audi convertible, who shot her the bird.
Yeah, fuck you too, pal.
Mary had no way of knowing if her fleeing landscaper had turned right onto LaBrea, but she figured it was a safe bet. Turning left would have required crossing traffic, and if he�d tried that, she probably would have heard the sound of metal on metal.
As it was, she floored it and soon saw smoke at an intersection ahead.
She reached it in seconds and immediately spotted the red Hyundai, now with a crumpled front end and the driver�s door open, hanging askew.
Mary drove up onto the grass media, shut off her car, and walked to the Hyundai.
It was empty.
The driver of the other vehicle, a Nissan pickup truck, was on his cell phone. He looked at Mary, and he was visibly pissed.
�Which way did he go?� Mary asked.
The guy pointed to the right, into a small shopping center with a hardware store and a Trader Joe�s.
�If you find him tell him he�s an asshole,� the truck owner said.
�Happy to pass that along,� she said.
Mary got back into her car, negotiated her way through the intersection, and turned into the mall�s parking lot.
�Shit,� she said. The mall was simply a few storefronts, with a second set of stores behind the main entrance.
She pulled into an empty space and thought about it. She got out, searched through all of the stores and the adjoining parking lots with no luck.
She heard sirens probably on the way to the accident back at LaBrea.
The jackass had gotten away.
Mary imagined taking a weedwhacker to the pissant�s face.
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Mary walked into her office to find a man with short, bleached-blond hair, an expensive suit, and the obvious bulge of a gun in a shoulder holster sitting in the client�s chair across from her desk. She often thought of how common it is for men with a bulge from their shoulder holster to lack a bulge in their crotch region.
�Hello Ms. Cooper, I�m � � the man started to say.
�Breaking and entering?� Mary responded, cutting him off.
She left the door open and had her cell phone in her hand.
�Shall we call 911 together?� she said. �Or just put it on speaker?�
He held his hands out in mock surrender.
�Whoa, whoa, the door was unlocked, so I just took a seat. I swear,� he said. His voice was deep with a rough edge, and his teeth were a brilliant white, obviously capped.
�So you break, you enter, and you lie,� Mary said. �I never leave a door unlocked. Try again.�
Again with the hands.
�Let me just explain why I�m here,� he said. Mary noted the diamond-encrusted Rolex on his wrist, the expensive suit, the well-coiffed hair. Not exactly the typical burglar/rapist.
She walked around her desk and plopped into her desk chair, then snatched a bottle of Point Beer from the little fridge under her desk. She didn�t offer her uninvited guest a beverage.
�Go ahead,� she said.
�My name is Derek Jarvis,� he said, his voice now smooth and cultured. He had left in just a hint of a rasp to let you know if things got uncomfortable, he could change his demeanor to match.
�I work private security for various people around LA, including celebrities,� he said.
Mary took a pull from her beer, glanced down at her desk. There was a Victoria�s Secret catalog sitting there in all its black-lace glory. Good Lord. She needed to have magazines like Soldiers of Fortune and Hair Trigger Shooters Illustrated. They would do a better job of setting the tone for her guests, both the invited and uninvited kind.
�Am I boring you, Ms. Cooper?� Jarvis said.
�I�m not paying enough attention to actually be bored,� Mary said, visibly stifling a yawn.
Damn, she loved this beer. Had it imported all the way from northern Wisconsin. It was expensive but well worth it.
Mary could drink to that.
�Then I�ll be as brief as possible,� Jarvis said.
�Better late than never.�
�You�ve been investigating the disappearance of a girl named Nina Ramirez.�
Mary put the beer on her desk and looked at Mr. Derek Jarvis.
�Ah, now I see I have your attention,� he said.
�Yeah, but it�s not a good kind of attention,� Mary said. �It�s like when you notice one too many carpenter ants, so you go ahead and destroy them all.�
Jarvis nodded in complete, totally false agreement.
�My client is also interested in locating Nina Ramirez,� he said.
�And who is this client?�
�I�m not at liberty to divulge my employer�s identity.�
�The good news is you are at full liberty to leave my office,� Mary said. She tipped the bottle toward the door. �Please exercise that freedom, pronto.�
Mary drained the rest of her beer in one long pull.
�I was hoping we could cooperate on the investigation,� Jarvis said. �My involvement could benefit you in more ways than one.�
This time, he flashed a smile that truly made Mary cringe.
She thought about his offer for a nanosecond, at the most. The guy didn�t know shit. And he certainly didn�t know that Mary�s client was now deceased. Unless that was what had prompted his visit.
In any event, she knew that if this guy wasn�t even willing to say what his client�s name was, he certainly wasn�t going to give her any other kind of information.
He was fishing. Plain and simple.
�I believe sharing is overrated,� Mary said. �Both personally and professionally. Just ask my exes.�
The man reached inside his suit jacket, and for just a moment, Mary considered going for her.45. When Jarvis pulled out a checkbook, she was glad she hadn�t shot him.
�We are willing to pay for your cooperation,� he said.
Mary spent more than a nanosecond on this one. A blank check always intrigued her. They were so beautiful. Works of art, in fact, just waiting for her signature.
But the mere thought of linking herself to this guy, Derek Jarvis, gave her a bad feeling. Like sticking your hand in the garbage disposal, with that feeling that it could suddenly turn on and your hand would resemble a pulled-pork sandwich.
Mary put her empty beer bottle in the recycling bin and stood.
�As much as I appreciate the offer,� she said. �I�m going to have to pass. I�m a lone wolf. An alpha female, as it were. I work alone. Teammates slow me down. There�s no �we� in Mary. I think you get the idea.�
Jarvis put his checkbook back into his pocket, and once again Mary had the inkling that she wouldn�t be all that surprised if the hand came back out with a gun.
But no. The hand reappeared, with only five very nicely manicured fingernails attached.
�Maybe we�ll cross paths again, when you�re a bit more open-minded,� he said.
�I�m very close-minded,� Mary said. �I dislike most people, and the few I do like, I certainly don�t trust one single bit. So don�t get your hopes up.�
Jarvis walked out the door, and Mary shut it after him. Turned the deadbolt.
She plopped back into her office chair, grabbed another beer, twisted off the cap, and sat back. Mary took another long drink of beer, then wondered: how the hell had that slick ratface gotten in here?
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Mary fired up her computer, logged onto bank account for Cooper Investigations, and checked the balance.
She wouldn�t be buying Richard Branson�s private island just yet, but still, the total wasn�t too bad.
She could afford to work a few more days on a case that appeared to have no financial incentive for her personally.
Mary debated about opening another beer, then made the wise decision and twisted the cap off another one.
She put her feet up on the desk and held the beer in both hands.
Something was bothering her, other than the strange and abrupt appearance of Mr. Derek Jarvis.
The murder of Elyse Ramirez weighed heavily on her. She often had a cavalier relationship with booze, but when she did feel the need for multiple drinks, there was usually something bothering her, even if it wasn�t obviously on the surface.
But it wasn�t just the murder.
Heck, Mary had seen all kinds of dead bodies. Including the ones that had been alive until she�d made them dead.
No, this time it was the woman�s face. She had been such a beautiful woman. That beautiful skin, fine features. Mary raised her beer toward the ceiling.
�Here�s to you, Elyse,� she said. �Or whatever your name was.�
That face. What was it about that face?
Mary drummed her fingernails along the side of the beer bottle.
She thought of Nina�s face. Granted, it was only a photograph, and the images were from her Facebook page.
But still. .
It occurred to Mary that Nina didn�t look all that much like Elyse.
And then it her. What was bothering her.
Elyse Ramirez might not be Nina�s mother.
Which raised two entirely new questions in Mary�s mind.
Who in the good goddamn was Elyse Ramirez?
And if Elyse wasn�t really Nina�s mother, then who was?
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Mary locked up her office and drove through the small downtown area of Venice. She noticed a black Chevy Tahoe behind her and something about it bothered her. Had she seen it before? Whoever was driving wasn�t tailgating her, but for some reason, she felt like the bastard was too close.
When she was within two blocks of Alice�s house, the Tahoe turned off, and Mary figured she was imagining things. Paranoia.
Add it to her list of mental issues.
Mary got to Alice�s house, parked, and rang the bell, but there was no answer. Mary had already seen Alice�s car in the driveway. She took out her key, unlocked the door, and went inside.
The smell of body sweat and curry hit her nostrils, while the sound of rock music assailed her ears.
A man walked out of the kitchen wearing a pink bathrobe. Sanji the yoga instructor appeared to have no other clothing on beneath the robe.
A martini glass was in his hand.
�Hello,� he said, a thick Indian accent giving his words a soft lilt.
Mary tried to avert her eyes.
�What kind of yoga involves martinis and nudity?� Mary said. �Doesn�t sound like Bikram.�
Alice emerged from the kitchen. She had on a bathrobe and black stockings, with six-inch stiletto heels. She wobbled a bit coming from the kitchen.
�How�s the escort service?� Mary said.
�Business is booming! Or should I say �banging?�� Alice said with a big grin on her face. She reached out, lifted up the back of Sanji�s bathrobe, and slapped his bare ass. Mary could tell Alice had enjoyed more than one drink. And her face was flushed. Either from the curry or something else. Mary didn�t want to think about it.
�We had a very good session today,� Sanji said. He giggled a little after he said it.
�I definitely feel a lot more loose,� Alice said. She winked at Mary and slipped an arm around Sanji�s waist. �A lot more.�
Mary closed her eyes and winced.
�Please stop,� she said. �And where did you get those shoes? Your old KISS costume? Does Gene Simmons know you�re impersonating him?�
Sanji walked into the living room and sat down on the couch. His robe popped open, and Mary tried to quickly look away.
Too late.
�Put your King Cobra away, Sanji,� Alice said. �You�re making Mary jealous.�
Sanji pulled his robe closed. �I am sorry,� he said, taking a pull from his martini. He turned on the television. Mary saw that a pay-per-view porn movie was still playing.
What was going on? Porn was everywhere.
�Tell you what,� Mary said. �I�ll come back after you�re done with your session.�
�Yes, we only got through a couple of poses in this session,� Alice said, giggling. She used the air quotes gesture when she said poses and let out a high-pitched laugh. �Round Two will be a bit more creative, I suspect.� She covered her mouth with her hand and giggled again.
Mary looked at her. �You know what, I just stopped by to make sure everything was okay,� she said. �Didn�t know I was going to interrupt some kind of yoga sex party.�
�Oh, Mary, you�re always welcome,� Alice said. �Except now.�
Mary got to the door, but before she opened it, she saw through the living room window a black Chevy Tahoe go around the corner.
�Fuck me,� Mary said. Someone was following her.
�She�s not talking to you, Sanji,� Alice said behind her. �But she took the words right out of my mouth.�
Mary slammed the door shut behind her.
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Mary hoped she would catch a break. And she did.
�Yes, I�m in the office,� Oscar Freedham said to her over the phone. �No, I don�t feel like doing you a favor.�
Mary sighed. Why was it always so difficult to get men to do what she wanted? Didn�t they understand she always got what she wanted anyway? Such a time-waster!
�It�s a matter of life and death,� Mary said. �Give me the name and address of the owner of a red Hyundai found yesterday crashed and abandoned at the corner of LaBrea and San Vicente, or a puppy dies.�
�I hate dogs,� Freedham said. �The fewer the better.�
�It�s not a dog puppy, it�s a wolf pup. You like wolves?� Mary said.
�The original ancestor of the dog? If I hate dogs, why would I like wolves?�
Mary sighed again.
�What do you want, Oscar? Another half-dozen drinks? Lunch? Moonlight stroll through the garden?�
�I want you to understand that I work in Vice, not Traffic,� he said. �Don�t you have someone else you can bum a favor from?�
�Let me be blunt, Oscar. My police department bitch, your pal Jake Cornell, isn�t returning my calls. So until he comes to his senses, I�m asking you.�
Now it was Oscar�s turn to let out a frustrated sigh.
�You owe me, Cooper. I�ll text you what I find out.�
�Thanks � � but she heard the click of the phone.
�People just don�t take the time to say goodbye anymore,� she said.
Mary took Oscar at his word and assumed he would come back with some sort of information on the car. A name and an address, hopefully. Which meant she might have another face-to-face meeting with Mr. Fleeing Weedwhacker.
This time, she intended to be a bit more prepared.
Mary drove back to her apartment, changed into jeans, black running shoes, and a black T-shirt.
She went to the gun safe in her bedroom closet, opened it, and took out her prized possession. The Para-Ordnance high-capacity.45 held fourteen rounds in the magazine and one in the chamber. She slid on her nylon shoulder holster, holstered the gun, and put two extra magazines in a pouch on the strap of the holster.
To her ankle, she strapped a smaller holster, and from the gun safe, she brought out a Ruger LCR, loaded with five rounds of.357 Magnum hollow-points. She left the speedloaders in the gun safe. If she burned through fifteen rounds of.45 ammo and five rounds of.357 hollow-points, more bullets would probably be the least of her problems.
She closed and locked the gun safe, went into the kitchen, grabbed a bottled water, then checked her phone.
There was a text from Oscar Freedham with an address, followed by a name.
Lonzo Vega.
And one additional message.
He�s bad news.
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The address was in Ladera Heights, a less-than-spectacular area east of the 405.
Mary�s GPS led her to a single-story brick house built by someone without any concerns other than shelter. And even then, their idea of basic shelter was very, very basic.
The front of the house included a dented front door, two small, filthy windows, and a crumbling cement step that had enough holes to guarantee a rat�s nest.
The roof was falling apart, a gutter hung all the way down to the ground on one side, and one-car garage, also falling apart, stood off to the side of the house.
There was no sign of anyone. In fact, Mary thought, there wasn�t sign that anyone had been there in, what, maybe years?
No sign of a Beautification Award in the front yard � how had the committee missed this place?
Mary already had her doubts that this was the supposed home of Lonzo Vega, proud owner of a red Hyundai and possible owner/employee of Sol Landscaping. Most small business owners she knew avoided living in homes that should be condemned. Didn�t reflect well on their brand identity.
Well, let�s just see if this is indeed the Vega residence, she thought.
Mary got out of the car and locked it. She walked up the cracked front sidewalk to the crumbling front step. Looked for a doorbell or a knocker.
Nothing.
She noted the dead shrubs next to the house. If there had ever been actual landscaping here, it hadn�t been much. This was terrible. Terrible as in the never-been-good category. Was it the plumber with leaky pipes story? Or was Lonzo Vega�s address really the home of rodents the size of piglets?
She rapped her knuckles on the cracked, wooden front door. A sliver of half-painted plywood fluttered to the ground.
Somewhere, a dog barked.
And then a sound came from the other side of the door. It was the unmistakable sound of a shotgun shell being racked into the chamber.
Mary dove from the crumbling step that fell apart beneath her feet as the wooden door exploded with the sound of a gun booming.
She hit the ground and felt something brush over her, probably shrapnel from the shotgun.
Mary realized that the loose concrete, which gave out underfoot and actually caused her to fall quickly, may have saved her life.
�Fuck,� Mary said. She rolled away from the door, ripped the.45 from her shoulder holster, heard the sound of the shotgun�s slide working again. She glanced back at her car. No way she could get there in time. Her cell phone was in her pocket. Nine-one-one? Not an option.
The shotgun roared again, and Mary felt bits of debris landing on her back and the top of her head. Someone tried to kick the door open from the inside.
Mary considered firing back through the door, but instead she crouched and ran. She nearly stumbled over the uneven ground but made it to the back of the house. There had been movement in the window as she ran by.
She rounded the back corner of the house where another concrete slab lay five feet from the back door.
Before she could decide on her next move, a man crashed through the back door, a short-barreled pump shotgun in his hands.
�Freeze!� Mary yelled.
The man didn�t hesitate. He brought the shotgun to his shoulder and took aim at Mary.
So she shot him.
Three times.
Center mass.
The shotgun exploded as a round went off, but by then the man had fallen backward, and the muzzle was pointed skyward.
Mary circled a small patio with weeds growing through the cracked pavers.
She approached the man. His eyes were wide open. The shotgun was still in his right hand.
If this was Lonzo Vega, she doubted he was the owner of Sol Landscaping. This guy couldn�t be more than eighteen years old, covered with the kind of tattoos that made Mary think of gangbangers.
Mary stepped over the dead man, opened the back door, and stepped inside the house.
It was vacant.
No furniture.
Holes in the walls.
Loose wires hanging from former locations of light fixtures.
Mary instantly knew two things.
One, this was certainly not the home of a landscaper.
And two.
She�d been set up.
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She made the call to 911 herself, figuring in this neighborhood a few gunshots probably didn�t merit notifying the police. Her hands shook a little as she dialed, and she tried to force her heartbeat to slow.
Mary finished the call, disconnected her cell, and paced in the backyard, occasionally going to the front to check on her car.
While she waited, Mary made sure there was no trace that she had actually entered the house.
A quick scan of the surrounding homes, blocked mostly by small, one-car garages and fences, told her witnesses were unlikely.
Mary wasn�t too worried. After all, she�d gotten the address from a police source, so it was in Oscar�s best interest to play this down.
She was positive there was a cell phone in the dead man�s pocket, but every instinct told her not to check it. Eventually, though, her self-discipline gave out. Plus, she hadn�t heard any sirens yet.
She slid her shirt sleeve over her hand and fished out the cell phone that was obviously lodged in the front pocket of the dead man�s jeans.
�Mind if I borrow this for a moment?� she said.
Her stomach turned a bit. Death, and the fluids released, tend to be very unpleasant.
Mary slid the other sleeve down over her fingers and tried to find the call log, using the buttons in an incredibly clumsy method.
Eventually she found the call records, just as the first faint sound of police sirens reached her ears.
She scrolled down.
Although Mary half expected to see Oscar Freedham�s name, it wasn�t there.
However, she was surprised to see a name she did recognize.
Vince Buslipp.

27
Twenty-seven

The questioning didn�t take long. They didn�t need to haul her down to headquarters. Mary was pretty sure one of the investigators had called Oscar Freedham just to confirm that he knew who Mary was and that she had been investigating a case.
It took her an hour or so to answer the questions, and then she was free to go.
Vince Buslipp.
It weighed heavily on her mind.
Suddenly, she desperately wanted to talk to Jake. As hopeless as she knew it was, Mary dragged out her cell phone and tried to call Jake one more time.
It went straight to voicemail.
�You are going to pay and dearly for this, Jacob Cornell,� she said.
Mary negotiated her way back to the 405, and eventually to Santa Monica and Aunt Alice�s house.
She felt confused.
The only person who�d had any idea where she was going had been Oscar Freedham. And a Vice cop as old as Freedham would never set her up this way. There were records between her cell phone and his, witnesses to them talking at the bar.
No, she hadn�t been set up by the cops.
So who?
Who had known where she was going?
The answer was simple.
No one.
So had she been followed?
That fucking Chevy Tahoe had been nowhere around, and it would have stuck out like a sore thumb in that neighborhood.
�Shit,� Mary said.
She hated not knowing the answer. She wasn�t sure if that�s what drove her, or if it just drove her insane.
One way or another, she was going to figure out who wanted her killed. And if that person turned out to be Vince Buslipp, his ass was history.
But it was while she was exiting the freeway that a different idea hit her. In some ways, it made a lot more sense.
It started with the premise that the killer had been planning an ambush.
But what if the ambush hadn�t been for her?
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Mary had spent a sleepless night, tossing and turning despite several glasses of wine and a sleeping pill.
Every time she would close her eyes, she was back at that house, the shotgun spewing out metal and splintered wood.
At six in the morning she called it a night and got out of bed, brewed some horribly strong coffee, and thought about the case.
She knew she was running out of direct leads to Nina Ramirez.
Elyse Ramirez, or whatever her real name was, was dead. Asshole Buslipp was involved, but the direct approach was not going to work.
Trey the agent was no help.
Only one person had shown any sign of cooperating.
The boyfriend, Archer DeLoof.
Mary called him, and after some pressuring, he agreed to talk to her that afternoon. He gave her his address, and after a morning at the office accomplishing very little, she fought her way through traffic, finally arriving at a small house in Los Angeles proper.
Mary rang the bell.
DeLoof answered, wearing jeans, a T-shirt with a light sweater, and a straw hat.
�Come in, I guess,� he said.
�Thank you, I will, I guess,� Mary said.
DeLoof crossed the small living area and went to a small kitchen. He cracked the fridge, grabbed a bottle of Bud Light, and looked back at Mary.
�Want one?� he said.
�Absolutely. Drinking on duty is a strict policy.�
He handed her the beer. She twisted the cap off and held it up.
�To Nina,� she said.
DeLoof ignored her and went to a small table that sat next to the living room couch. He pulled out a chair, sat down, and took a long drink from the beer.
�So have you found her yet?� he asked.
�Not yet.�
�So ask your questions, I guess,� he said.
Mary idly wondered if he ended all of his sentences with �I guess.� She imagined him at his own wedding: �I do, I guess.�
�Do you know where Nina is?� Mary said.
�Don�t know, don�t care.� He took three nervous sips of beer in quick succession.
�Why not?� Mary said.
He shrugged his shoulders.
�I can tell you still care about her,� Mary said. Actually, she couldn�t. But it sounded good.
DeLoof slumped a little bit.
�I really don�t care, for the most part,� he said. �She wanted to move on to better things, she told me. And after I introduced her to Vince � �
�You introduced her to Vince Buslipp?� Mary said. �And you cared about her?�
�She insisted. Said even though Vince did mostly porn that he might have connections. I think he introduced her to Trey. She kept hinting there was something special they saw in her, and one day, Vince told me he was going to help with her acting career. � His voice got especially sarcastic on the word �acting.�
�You don�t believe he was on the level?� Mary said.
�Oh, I�m sure he would get her into films. But not the kind she wanted.�
�So porn?�
�Hell yes, porn. What do you think I�m talking about?�
�Maybe you meant Hallmark movies � a woman on the Great Plains falling in love with a Sioux warrior.�
DeLoof drained his beer and got another one.
�Not hardly,� he said. �That was right around the time I started seeing less and less of her. It took her longer to return my calls, then eventually she stopped altogether.�
Mary drank from her beer.
�So how did you and Nina meet?� she said.
He rolled his eyes. �What is this, Dr. Phil?�
�No, it�s Dr. Mary. Just answer the question, Arch.�
�I don�t have to!� he said.
�No, but you want to,� Mary said, �especially if something bad has happened to her. You want to get your story straight as soon as possible.�
�Do you think something bad happened?� he said. His eyes were suddenly wide, and Mary now knew that Archer DeLoof still cared about Nina Ramirez.
It was Mary�s turn to shrug her shoulders. She let the silence hang.
�We met at a screening,� he said. �Some horrible action movie a producer gave me tickets to. I told her I was in the film business, we got drunk, and were together for a while.�
�Did you ever meet her family?� Mary said.
�No, she had her own place.�
�Really? At her age?�
DeLoof smirked at her. �This is LA, remember? It was a really nice apartment in Bel Air too,� he said. �I don�t know how she could afford it, but it was pretty cool. We used to hang out at Styx. It�s a club near her place.�
�What else?� Mary said.
�What do you mean �what else?�� he said. �That�s it.�
�Come on, there�s got to be more. What was she like? Where did she hang out? Who were her friends?�
DeLoof shook his head. �She loved movies and wanted to be a star, that was it. Movies, movies, movies. I never met her family or any friends.�
�How is that possible?� Mary said. �You said you were an item.�
�She was very private. I wouldn�t hear from her for long stretches of time. Weeks. She wouldn�t return my calls. Then she�d reappear and act like she�d never been gone.�
Mary drank the rest of her Bud Light.
�When was the last time you saw her?� Mary said.
�Awhile ago,� DeLoof answered. �I can�t remember when. I was at a party, a pretty crazy one thrown by a director who�d just signed a three-picture deal with New Line.�
DeLoof�s eyes got a bit wistful.
�And?� Mary said.
�And Nina was there. With Trey and Vince. And let me tell you something, Nina was totally fucked up. Not on booze, either.�
�Was she high on life?� Mary said.
�Not hardly,� he said with a scoff.
Mary nodded.
�Thanks for the Bud,� she said and let herself out.
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Mary watched as Trey Williams left the offices of Global Talent Management in his silver Porsche 911.
She followed him down Ocean until he turned up Santa Monica Boulevard. Williams seemed to enjoy flooring the Porsche whenever he could, and Mary had a hard time keeping up.
He eventually turned onto Beverly Glen, then followed that into Bel Air before taking a side street and pulling up in front of a two-story building sheathed in polished metal. Probably aluminum. It was mostly painted black and had the faux grunge look Mary despised.
The word �Styx� was painted diagonally across the front of the building.
Mary parked two blocks away, made her way back to the club, and went inside.
It took her a moment to adjust to the darkness. Once her eyes could make out shapes, she immediately recognized the trees. Mary then understood why it was so dark.
Everything, including the trees, was painted black.
The trees were black. Black leather chairs and black wood tables were gathered in intimate alcoves, in front of black marble fireplaces with actual wood fires burning. The orange flames were the only non-black items in the whole place.
Through the middle of the club�s floor ran a river of black water.
Hence, the river Styx.
Yes, Mary thought. The line between Earth and Hell. Hmm. She�d crossed that line a few times already.
Mary made her way to the bar, a long, black object manned by a woman dressed all in black with a pale face and heavy, black eyeliner.
�Top �o the day to you, Miss,� Mary said, sliding onto one of the black leather bar stools.
The woman said nothing, but slid a coaster in front of Mary.
�Even though I�m tempted to order a Black Russian, let�s go with a bottle of Heineken.�
The bartender nodded, popped the top, and slid the beer in front of Mary. Mary slid a ten across the bar.
�All set,� she said.
The long mirror behind the bar gave Mary a glimpse of Trey Williams as he sat at one of the little seating arrangements in front of a roaring fire.
He had a mixed drink in front of him and was chatting on his phone.
Mary wondered if he was planning on meeting someone here and, if so, who that person might be.
An agent in Hollywood never wanted to be seen eating, drinking, or simply being, alone. They had to always be seen as a social butterfly. So she knew that the longer Williams sat there by himself, the less happy he would be about it.
Mary finished her beer, checked her own phone, and ordered another beer. She had no messages, no emails, no missed phone calls.
She had to get a life one of these days.
The spooky bartender placed another beer in front of Mary. After she paid her, Mary looked at the mirror and saw Williams heading toward the restrooms, which were down a little hallway to the left of the bar.
Mary took a moment to send a text to Jake, telling him that unless he answered pretty damn soon she was going to strip him of his manhood, literally, and have it mounted above her fireplace.
Hey, she knew a good taxidermist who wouldn�t charge her too much for the job.
It would probably cost the same as having a small perch mounted.
Mary put her phone away, checked the table Williams had taken, saw it was empty, and glanced toward the men�s room.
The door was just closing, and Mary saw the back of a man headed for the front door of the club.
Something about the way he walked seemed familiar to Mary. Suddenly, she got a bad feeling in her stomach.
She got off the barstool, went to the men�s room, and knocked on the door.
There was no answer.
Mary slid the.45 from her shoulder holster and pushed her way into the restroom.
�Cleaning service. . anyone here?� Mary said.
The room was empty.
Except for the pair of feet visible in the far stall. Mary walked toward it.
She noticed a small pool of liquid near the feet. And that the pool was growing larger.
She reached the stall and nudged it open with her foot.
Trey Williams sat on the toilet seat, slumped back, his chin on his chest. A neat bullet hole was perfectly centered on his forehead. Mary quickly left the men�s room and walked to the front door of the club.
Down the street, she saw the back end of a black Chevy Tahoe turn the corner.
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Jake awoke in the dark with the kind of headache that not even the nastiest hangover had ever approached.
The pain was at once blinding and mind-shattering. He couldn�t lift his head. It hurt to breathe.
He had no idea how long it took him to work up the courage to simply lift his head, but once he did, the pain actually diminished.
Next up, opening the eyes.
He tried one, then the other.
It was dark, but there was a faint light beneath the door to whatever room he was in.
At last, he let himself take a long, deep breath. The pain was still there, but �
He heard more breathing, but not his own.
For the thousandth time on this undercover job, he desperately wished he had a gun with him.
The breathing had stopped, but he was sure he�d heard it. He couldn�t see anything. Was there a vague shape to his left? A person?
�Who�s there?� he said.
Silence.
Jake fought down the panic that wanted to overtake him.
�I know you�re there. Who are you?�
Silence. And then a long exhale.
�My name is Nina,� the voice said.
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Mary saw the unmarked detective�s car idling outside her office.
Her heart skipped a beat, thinking it was maybe, finally, Jake. She would hug him, kiss him, then kick him in the gonads. Repeatedly.
Mary approached the car and just about vomited when Lieutenant Arianna Davies, �the Shark,� exited the car and faced Mary.
The woman was dressed like always: dark slacks, a dark shirt, and skin so pale Mary was certain the Zombie Apocalypse had begun.
�I need a minute, Cooper,� Davies said.
�You need a lot more than that,� Mary said. �A better embalmer for starters.�
Mary watched as the woman ignored her. Arianna Davies was tall, extremely thin, and had jet black hair.
�I�ve gotten word you�ve been in the vicinity of several homicides recently,� the Shark said. �It would be interesting to hear your explanation.�
�Several?� Mary said. �Try one.�
�Misinformation, your stock-in-trade,� Davies said. �I wonder why there�s a perception that you�ve been involved in at least one other murder? Are you once again keeping information from the police?�
�I�m surprised such a silly question merits a personal visit from a rising star in the LAPD,� Mary said. �Unless you�re here to talk to me about something else. Or just harass me enough to merit a call to my attorney.�
The Shark seemed to assess Mary for a moment.
�Have you heard recently from Jacob Cornell?� she said.
Now Mary was surprised by that question.
She narrowed her eyes at the Shark, and then she realized what the question meant.
�You�ve fucking lost him, haven�t you?� Mary said. �Why the hell did you send him undercover? He�s all wrong for that kind of thing. Of course, most men who�ve slept with you probably look for the most dangerous activity they can find immediately after. To banish the memories.�
�Have you heard from him?� Davies repeated.
�He called awhile back complaining about crabs. I told him to smear some cocktail sauce on his crotch and give you a call,� Mary said.
Davies held out her card.
�Always so pleasant, Cooper. If you do hear from him or learn anything about his current whereabouts, have someone call me immediately,� she said.
Mary watched in disbelief as her own hand reached out and accepted the lieutenant�s card. She briefly thought of setting it on fire, but she didn�t have a lighter.
Besides, the woman was worried about Jake too. She should respect that, right?
Mary watched as Davies got back in her car.
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Mary turned to go into her office, but a vague shape caught her eye.
She turned and caught a glimpse of the black Tahoe behind her.
�Fuck,� she muttered under her breath.
Mary went and got back into her car. This was too much. Following her to her office, to Alice�s, probably all over Los Angeles?
No, that wasn�t going to work for Mary.
She pulled out, drove into the heart of Venice, then turned onto Ocean Park. Mary took a right on Lincoln, then goosed her car to put a few extra cars between herself and the Tahoe.
When the opportunity presented itself, she shot off Lincoln onto a side street then ducked and threw it into reverse, backing into a driveway that was across from an alley.
The Tahoe roared down the street, and Mary shot out into its path.
The big SUV had no choice but to veer into the alley, where it crashed into a pile of garbage cans.
Mary pinned the nose of her car against the Tahoe�s rear bumper and shut off the car.
She popped the trunk and took out a seven iron.
She didn�t golf, but a club in the trunk occasionally came in handy.
Like now.
Mary went to the side of the Tahoe and swung the club into the tinted window. It shattered. She pulled the club out, taking chunks of glass with it.
A man threw the driver�s door open and got out. He was a big guy, with close-cropped dark hair and aviator sunglasses.
�What the fuck?� he said. He had on dark slacks, a black T-shirt, and a black sport coat.
Mary saw him slip a hand inside his sport coat toward the area where a shoulder holster might be located.
She swung again, the club cracking his forearm with an audible thunk.
�Fore,� she said.
The man clutched his forearm, his face turned red. �You�re making a big mistake,� he said through gritted teeth.
�I don�t think so,� Mary said. �I don�t see you reporting me. What kind of story would you tell? That the woman you�ve been following all day got scared after you tried to run her off the road?�
�You don�t know who you�re dealing with,� he said.
Mary waggled her fingers at him. �Oooooohhhh, scary,� she said.
The man produced a cell phone in his good hand and dialed a number.
Mary swung the seven iron upward, like an uppercut. It hit the man�s elbow and the cell phone shot into the air.
�Oh, sliced it a bit,� she said. �I�ve got to remember to follow through.�
Mary caught the phone and glanced at the screen.
The man had dialed a name that was familiar to Mary.
Derek Jarvis.
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Mary punched the number for Derek Jarvis into her phone and when he answered, she asked if they could meet. He gave her the address of his gym, where he said he was currently working out.
It was off of Abbott-Kinney, just a few minutes from her current location.
She left the man with the Tahoe, throwing the seven iron into her backseat.
Minutes later, she pulled into the parking lot in front of the building bearing the address Jarvis had given her. It was a nondescript steel shed, with a glass door and a security keypad.
Mary pressed the button.
�Yes,� said a voice through the speaker.
�Bruce Willis here,� Mary said.
The door buzzed and Mary opened it, then went inside.
The sound of metal clacking together, the faint drone of heavy metal music, and a combined odor of Febreze and sweat assailed Mary.
She spotted Jarvis among a stack of weights and bars. He had on workout shorts and a muscleman shirt.
His arms and shoulders were impressive, Mary had to admit. But she still didn�t like the guy.
Jarvis spotted her, and he walked over.
�Let�s chat over there,� he said, pointing to a small room with a hardwood floor and a bunch of exercise balls.
Mary went inside and leaned against a stack of plastic platform risers used in step aerobics.
�So did you change your mind?� Jarvis said. He squatted on one of the exercise balls. Mary noted how his thigh muscles bulged as he steadied himself. He probably thought he was turning Mary on, but the effect was quite the opposite. She wished she could drape a serape over him while they talked.
�The only thing that changed was my opinion of you. It got worse,� Mary said.
Jarvis seemed not to hear her.
�Oh that�s good,� he said.
�Why are you following me around?� Mary said.
�I don�t know what you�re talking about,� he said.
�Bullshit, Muscle Boy. Either you or one of your boyfriends paid a visit to Trey Williams in the restroom at Styx. It doesn�t surprise me; you seem like the kind of guy who hangs out a lot in mens bathrooms.�
Jarvis rolled back and forth on the ball, seemingly transfixed by his own thigh muscles.
�I have no idea who Trey Williams is. Besides, you give me too much credit, Miss Cooper,� he said. �I don�t have those kinds of resources. I�m just a freelancer, like you,� he said.
Mary shook her head.
�Look, asshole,� she said. �Back off. I�m not cooperating with you on my investigation. I�m not sharing. I am, however, sick of seeing your people following me. Call them off. Or I�ll start seriously fucking them up, not just their vehicles. Got it?�
He got to his feet.
�Your information is wrong, Cooper. I haven�t been following you. And I don�t have �people.� It�s just me and a cell phone.�
�Look, I know you and your mystery bulges are full of crap,� Mary said. �One of your boys practically ran me off the road, and I�m sure he already called you to let you know I was coming by to chat.�
He shook his head, the veins in his thick neck coiling and uncoiling with the movement.
�Wrong again,� he said.
Mary laughed.
�Okay, I believe you. I�ll let you get back to your overcompensating.�
She walked out past him.
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The door opened, and the bright light made Jake wince. He forced his eyes open, and through the water that filled his eyes, Jake could make out the shape of a man. He had on a white shirt and a blue baseball cap.
�Bring them,� the voice said. He had an accent.
Someone placed a blindfold on him and then grabbed Jake by the arm. He heard Nina cry out as she must have been jerked to her feet.
Jake was pushed forward hard, and he tripped over something, then landed hard on his chest.
�Get up, cop,� the voice said.
One of the others laughed.
Jake struggled back to his feet and allowed himself to be led forward. They walked through what Jake figured to be the same main warehouse in which they�d been working. He heard no sound, so assumed it was the middle of the night.
A door opened, and Jake felt the change in air. They were outside.
The rumble of engine was the only sound, and he smelled exhaust.
�There�s a step, cop,� the voice said. Jake felt with his foot until he detected the metal ledge, he stepped up, and then hands pushed him forward. He fell again, and this time he knew it was the back of a truck.
The girl landed next to him, and she whimpered. He could hear her crying.
�Don�t worry, Nina. We�ll get out of this,� he said. Jake had no idea how, but he tried to put as much assurance in his voice as he could.
It sounded hollow, even to him.
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Mary decided it was time to clamp down on Vince Buslipp, owner and Chief Executive Asshole of ExtReam Productions. She staked out the production company�s office starting just before five. She didn�t know where Buslipp lived, and she figured he was the kind of guy who would mostly be found at work anyway, playing with his dirty movies.
Mary waited until almost seven o�clock, and when there was no sign of anyone coming or going, she got out of her car and rang the bell at the door.
She waited, remembering the woman who�d answered last time. As Mary recalled, she�d been a big-boobed, big-lipped woman trying to look twenty years younger than she really was.
Mary checked her watch. She leaned against her car and waited. After ten minutes, she rang the buzzer again.
Nothing.
Just out of curiosity, she pulled on the door. It was locked.
Mary leaned in against the window. She saw a pair of leopard print shoes sticking out from behind the receptionist�s desk. She pulled out her lock picks, worked the door, and let herself in. Her gun was in her hand.
She walked down the hallway, glanced at the woman behind the receptionist�s desk. Her chest was a mess � bloody and torn to pieces, with a pool of blood spread out on the concrete floor behind her.
Mary reconnoitered the rest of the office space.
She got to Buslipp�s office and saw that papers were knocked off the desk and onto the floor, stacks of DVDs had been tossed around the room, and the furniture was slightly askew.
A struggle?
Mary went back to the receptionist�s desk.
No message slips.
No appointment book.
Nothing.
Mary glanced up at the ceiling above the front door.
No sign of any security cameras. Which also meant there would be no record of her visit to this shithole.
Mary let herself out of the building. It didn�t matter if there wasn�t a single clue pointing to who had done the murders here.
She already knew.
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All she really had was the Tahoe. Mary had jotted down the license plate before she�d attacked the gas guzzler with her golf club, figuring it might come in handy.
Now was the time to put it to use.
Back at her office, she used a program on her computer that matched license plates with addresses, via a highly questionable link-feed installed by a former client.
While she waited for the program to do its work, she thought about the scene at ExtReam.
Gruesome. A lot of dead bodies piling up around the disappearance of Nina Ramirez.
And Derek Jarvis. The guy stunk, even though Mary couldn�t pin anything on him just yet.
Jarvis was either getting frustrated at a lack of information, or he�d gotten the necessary insights and was now cleaning up any loose ends.
On cue, the computer dinged with its completion of the assigned task.
The address came back: 200 North Spring Street. Los Angeles.
Mary looked at the address. Why did it seem so familiar? She stared at it: 200 North Spring Street. It gave her the impression of being something very official.
It took her a minute, but eventually it came.
City Hall.
She leaned back in her office chair.
City Hall.
A black Tahoe.
A guy like Derek Jarvis.
It all came together with one giant, resounding rush.
Mary rocked forward in her chair.
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How often does a mayor actually stay in his office? Mary had no idea. Most of the time, she figured, the mayor avoided his office, just like everyone else.
Besides, she�d seen plenty of pictures of Los Angeles�s current mayor, Thomas Baxter. The images captured the man at golf tournaments, expensive restaurants, and other charity-focused events around the city.
Mary thought about what she knew regarding Mayor Baxter.
He�d been a B-movie actor in the 1980s, mostly playing supporting roles as a quiet, peace-loving bystander. He was a teacher in an HBO series set in a high school. Another time, Mary seemed to recall he was a delicatessen owner, being shaken down by the Mob.
It was the look Baxter had � steadfast, reliable, sort of good-looking but not too much so � that had helped pave the way for his political career.
He was in his second term as mayor.
And like any mayor, he probably had a very vigorous security staff that most likely drove black Chevy Tahoes and felt, on a certain level, above the law.
Mary pulled into a parking structure a block from City Hall and walked to the building.
It was a classic, southern-California day: beautiful blue sky, no breeze, the faint tinge of smog like a smoky flavor on a set of ribs.
Mary went through security, then made her way to the mayor�s office.
It came as no surprise that the mayor�s office wasn�t really an office. It felt more like a library.
There was an anteroom, done all in natural wood with a large table and several people, including at least one cop, sitting facing the door.
When Mary entered, the cop looked up.
�May I help you?� he said.
�Yes, I�m looking for a member of the mayor�s security detail,� she said. �I�m not sure what his name is, but I can give you a description.�
She described Derek Jarvis.
The cop looked at her, then glanced at the woman next to him.
�And what do you need to see him for?� he asked.
Bingo, Mary thought.
�I�m a firearms instructor he�s hired for his team. I came by because he forgot to sign a release that I absolutely have to submit today in order for the exercises to begin next week. He asked me to come by today for the signatures.�
The cop looked at her, looked over her ID, then buzzed her through the security checkpoint.
�Have a seat,� the cop said.
Mary glanced at the magazines on the table. Travel & Leisure. Cigar Aficionado. And Golf Digest. The trifecta of mayoral duties.
A door to the left of the entry way opened, and Derek Jarvis stopped when he saw Mary.
�Well, hello there,� Mary said. �Glad I was able to catch you at work.�
His face set into a mask before he was able to muster a slick little smile. He said something into a microphone on his lapel, and soon, two more security guards were behind Jarvis.
�I�m afraid you have me mixed up with someone else,� Jarvis said. �Let me escort you safely from the building.�
By now, the people surrounding the entry had joined the party.
�You�re not going to follow me around some more?� Mary said. �Demand information about Nina Ramirez?�
Mary placed a lot of volume behind the girl�s name.
�Let�s move,� Jarvis said. He came at Mary with his two goons.
�What? I don�t get to meet the mayor?� Mary said. �That sucks!�
She let the group push her back toward the door. Her work here was done. She�d established Jarvis�s real role in the case, and she�d delivered a message.
�If you ever come back here, you�ll be arrested,� Jarvis said.
�Oh, I�ll be back,� Mary said. �But when I do, I have a pretty good feeling I won�t be the one getting locked up.�
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Mary knew from news reports that Mayor Baxter had chosen not to live in the official home of the mayor � Getty House in Hancock Park.
Like many other Los Angeles mayors, he had chosen to stay in his original home so that his children could attend the same schools.
Mayor Baxter lived in the Mt. Washington neighborhood, an upscale group of homes just north of the city.
Mary knew the address because she had once been invited to a cocktail reception at the home by a grateful client. Her client had been a successful movie producer whose gay lover had disappeared. Mary had found the wayward man in the Caribbean, simultaneously doing daily truckloads of cocaine along with several native island men.
As part of the deal, Mary had agreed to be the client�s beard for one night. Mary had suffered through it, although the champagne had been top-notch.
Now, she found her way to the house again. It was hard to miss. A giant Tudor built in the 1920s, it was the centerpiece of the street.
Mary knew this might be a bit tricky. She doubted the mayor would be there. In fact, she hoped that would be the case.
Mary parked and approached the house. There was a black, wrought iron fence running around the property. The main entrance was gated, with a small intercom next to it. Mary tugged on the gate�s door, just to make sure it was locked.
It wasn�t.
She debated for a moment, then pushed her way through. She walked up the sidewalk to the front door. Before she could ring the bell, she heard footsteps behind her.
�Freeze,� the voice said.
She did.
�Turn around.�
Mary did, and she faced a man in a black suit, but it wasn�t Derek Jarvis.
The door opened behind her, but she didn�t turn.
�I�m here to see the mayor,� Mary said. �I have an appointment.�
�No she doesn�t,� the voice behind her said.
This time, Mary glanced over her shoulder. It was the driver of the Tahoe, the one she�d hit with the seven iron.
�The cops are on their way,� he said. �We followed her from downtown.�
The guy in front of Mary lifted his chin toward her. �Put up your hands,� he said.
�I�ve got a handgun in a shoulder holster,� Mary said. �I thought it matched my blouse perfectly.�
�Looks like we have an assassination attempt,� the guy behind her said, with a stupid grin.
They took her gun and looked at her private investigator�s license, then cuffed her and moved her to the front of the security gate.
Another Tahoe pulled up, along with an unmarked police car. From the Tahoe, Derek Jarvis exited.
From the squad car, out came someone else she recognized.
Lieutenant Arianna Davies.
�Well, this is going from bad to worse,� Mary said.
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Jail was not Mary�s favorite place to be. In fact, it wasn�t even in the Top Ten.
They had thrown her into an interrogation room and let her sit for several hours. The least they could have done was ask some questions, but Mary had a feeling they knew it wouldn�t be worth the effort.
Score one victory for her.
So now she was back in a holding cell, examining stains on the concrete floor, trying to guess which type of fluid had caused each of the marks.
One of the stains was shaped like the state of Idaho, and Mary had narrowed the probable fluid down to blood or Diet Coke when the frizzy hair of Joan Hessburg, attorney-at-law, appeared over the top of the door.
Mary could not have been happier.
Hessburg was a tall, severe woman with a pinched face and highly brusque manner, but she knew her stuff.
�Let�s go,� Hessburg said.
�Yes, ma�am,� Mary said.
They walked out past the holding pen. Davies was waiting.
�You are withholding information, Cooper,� Davies said.
�Prove it,� Attorney Hessburg said.
�Prove you�re not a robot while you�re at it,� Mary said. �And why don�t you take a look at Derek Jarvis instead of me?�
�Let�s go,� Hessburg said to Mary.
�Because you always seem to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, Cooper,� Davies said. �Haven�t you ever noticed that?�
�Don�t answer,� Hessburg barked at Mary. They left the building and walked outside. Hessburg turned to Mary.
�Call me if they come after you again,� she said.
�They will, and I will,� Mary said.
�You look tired,� Hessburg said.
�Thanks for the compliment,� Mary said. �It�s my sexy new look. Men are totally attracted to women who appear fatigued. Less resistance that way.�
Hessburg left, and Mary took a moment to feel the warm sun on her face. Did she look tired? Hell yes � getting arrested and sitting in jail isn�t exactly rejuvenating spa time.
�Cooper!� a man�s voice called out from the street.
Mary looked and saw a limo parked in the no-loading zone. The driver was standing by the front passenger door.
Mary walked down, sensing it was another Derek Jarvis ambush. The nerve, right in front of the fucking jail.
�Funny, I don�t remember calling a car,� Mary said. �Are you with the Playboy Mansion? Does Hef have my room ready?�
The driver ignored her.
The windows were all privacy glass so Mary couldn�t see inside the limo. But the rear window slid down.
Mary half expected to see a silenced pistol poke out and drill one right through her forehead.
But instead, Mary was surprised to see a woman�s face looking at her.
It was the wife of the mayor.
�I need your help,� she said.
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Veronica Baxter was a beautiful woman. It being Los Angeles, Mary was fairly accustomed to seeing gorgeous men and women roaming the streets looking like someone had spilled several truckloads of department store mannequins all over the place.
But the mayor�s wife was something else.
She was definitely beautiful, but in addition to the sheer perfection of the woman�s face, there was a striking quality Mary couldn�t quite put her finger on.
Veronica Baxter had coal-black hair, black, smoky eyes, and perfect lips. The features were sharp, almost hatchet-like, and it was the severity, that type of cutting beauty, which added an element of danger to Veronica Baxter.
Mary was intrigued.
�What�s a nice girl like you doing in a limo like this?� Mary said. She raised her chin at the row of whiskey decanters and cognac snifters arrayed on the side of the interior space.
�Believe me, if I were a nice girl, and I�m not, I wouldn�t last two minutes around here,� she said with a sad, wistful smile.
�Yeah, you�ve lasted, what, four years?� Mary said, trying to remember exactly how long Baxter had been in office. She wanted to ask the mayor�s wife to pour her a stiff drink, but couldn�t figure out a tactful way to put it.
�Can you pour me a drink?� Mary said. �I just got out of jail.�
Fuck tactful.
The mayor�s wife sloshed some scotch into a thick glass and handed it to Mary.
�Six years in office, seventeen years in marriage,� Veronica Baxter said. Mary couldn�t tell which one disappointed Veronica more. �All without any help from Mary Cooper,� Mary said. �So what changed?� She took a sip of the liquor. Its warmth burned and soothed simultaneously.
Veronica Baxter sighed and drummed her beautifully manicured nails on the leather armrest between them.
�I hate to even say it because it�ll sound like such a clich�,� she finally said.
�That�s okay, I love clich�s,� Mary said. �If it weren�t for clich�s, what would everyone say at funerals or right after sex?�
The mayor�s wife took a deep breath. �Nothing changed. The affair just happened.�
�And who did Thomas sleep with?� Mary said.
Veronica Baxter shook her head of lovely hair.
�Oh, Thomas didn�t have the affair,� she said. �I did.�
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�I�m not going to bore you with the details,� Veronica Baxter told Mary.
�First of all, I�m sure the details are from boring,� Mary said. �Second, I need a refill. And third, I have to ask: was it your landscaper?�
The mayor�s wife looked like she�d been slapped.
�How did you know?� she said. She topped off Mary�s glass, her hands shaking a bit as they performed the task.
�I�m a detective, remember?� Mary said. �Besides, those guys love to whack more than just weeds, if you know what I�m saying.�
Veronica Baxter clasped her hands together in her lap, as if she was about to pray.
�It didn�t actually come together for me until now,� Mary said. �Now that I see your face, I immediately recognize Nina in you. And not Elyse Ramirez, or whatever her name was.� Mary sipped her scotch. �Did you hire her to pose as Nina�s mother?�
Veronica Baxter nodded.
�When she was taken, I didn�t know what to do. I went to Derek � he�s the head of my husband�s security detail � but I didn�t like his solutions,� the mayor�s wife said. �I just wanted to pay them and get Nina back.�
�Pay the blackmailers,� Mary said, putting two and two together.
Again, Veronica Baxter nodded.
�So while Derek Jarvis was going to take care of it in his own way, you decided to hire your own private investigator and try to solve the problem yourself,� Mary said.
�Yes, I don�t like or trust Jarvis. I regret going to him in the first place.�
�I�m guessing a lot of people once formerly alive and now dead wish you hadn�t gone to him either.�
Veronica Baxter�s face went three shades of white.
�You don�t know?� Mary said.
�I knew the woman I hired to hire you was murdered, but I didn�t know it was Derek,� she said. �I figured it might have been the kidnappers.�
�I don�t know for sure, either,� Mary said. �But I have some strong suspicions. And another question.�
Baxter�s shoulders sagged, and Mary thought the woman suddenly looked exhausted.
�Since I am a detective, I can�t help but do the math on this situation. Nina is seventeen, and you�ve been married for how long?�
�Seventeen years,� Baxter said. �Initially, mine and Tom�s relationship was. . fluid.�
�I think fluid is what caused this problem in the first place,� Mary said. Okay, she hadn�t become that sensitive with clients.
�I made a mistake very early in our marriage,� the mayor�s wife said. �It�s one I obviously regret. And now have to set right.�
The limo pulled to a stop.
Mary glanced out the window and saw her car.
The driver got out and popped the trunk.
�I need to hire you to do something for me,� the mayor�s wife said. �I will triple your normal fee.�
Alarm bells went off in Mary�s head. No one paid triple for something that wasn�t totally fucked up and dangerous.
�I need you to deliver a suitcase containing quite a bit of cash. It is for the safe return of my daughter.�
Mary didn�t like it one bit.
Baxter handed Mary the suitcase, which had been next to her on the floor of the limo, and a piece of paper, which she pulled from her pocket.
�This is where they want the money delivered,� she said. �Be careful.�
The side door opened, and the driver stood, letting Mary know it was time to go.
Mary got out.
Baxter looked like she wanted to say something else, some type of �good luck� comment, but nothing came out. Instead, she just looked at Mary.
Mary shut the door.
The driver got back in the limo and took off.
Mary looked at the suitcase, and then at her car, then at the piece of paper in her hand. The address was right on the border with Mexico.
Hmmm, she thought. Driving toward Mexico with a suitcase full of cash.
Sounded like a party.
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It took her nearly three hours to get to Imperial Beach, a little town south of San Diego, a stone�s throw from the border and Tijuana, Mexico.
Imperial Beach was considered a beach and surfing town, but parts of it were downright dangerous and scary.
Mary followed her navigation to the drop location � a parking lot near a military range.
Maybe they�re going to send a few missiles my way after they get the money, Mary thought.
Or a drone strike.
She parked the car and waited.
There was no question she was being watched. The sensation picked at her, like hints of impending doom. She had no backup. Jake was usually her ace-in-the-hole, but with him not answering her phone calls, she now thought of him as an ass-in-the-hole.
Her cell phone rang.
Mary glanced at the caller�s number. It was one she didn�t recognize.
Mary answered and a highly synthesized voice told her to take the suitcase out of the car.
�Yes sir,� Mary said.
She got out, popped the trunk, lifted out the suitcase and set it on the ground.
A black Chevy Impala with tinted windows and black wheel rims pulled in next to her.
Two men got out.
One was a short, fat, swarthy man in dress slacks and a black T-shirt with prison tats covering every exposed inch of skin, including his neck and half of his face. His hands had been in his pockets when he got out of the car.
The other was Derek Jarvis.
He smiled at Mary.
�I know you�ve got my money,� he said. He shook his head. �I know all of Veronica�s moves. Even hiring that other bitch. So stupid.�
The fat man now took his right hand out of his pocket and along with it came an automatic. An ugly little thing, probably a.38 or maybe even a.22.
�So I think I have it figured out,� Mary said. �Buslipp and Trey Williams must have found out who Nina really was. �
�Apparently she liked to talk during sex.� Jarvis said. �I�m pissed I never got the chance to find out for myself.�
�She probably would�ve just said, �that�s not it! That�s not it! That�s not it!�� Mary said. �But seriously, she told one of those two idiots, and they decided they could make more money blackmailing the Baxters than trying to get her a film career.�
Jarvis nodded knowingly.
�It didn�t help that Buslipp�s heroin habit was out of control, and he was in deep debt to these guys,� he said, jerking a thumb at the fat man next to him. �Ever met a member of MS-13 before?�
Mary knew of the legendary gang � if you lived in Los Angeles, you certainly knew.
�I think I met one before,� she said, thinking of the ambush at Lonzo Vega�s address. �Have to say they don�t take kindly meeting new people.�
�Enough talk,� Jarvis said. �Show me the money.�
Mary didn�t move.
�So you tracked down Buslipp and Williams, and rather than busting them, you took over the operation?�
�I can�t stand unprofessionalism,� Jarvis said. �That�s why I immediately disliked you.�
�You took care of Williams at Styx. What about Buslipp?�
Jarvis smiled. �Oh, he�s around.�
�And the ambush at the house?�
�Hey, once you went to Sol Landscaping, we knew you might track down Lonzo, so we put a guy at the house just in case you showed up. Sure enough, you did.�
The rest of it fell into place for Mary.
�So the guy at the landscaping place I chased � �
�Nina�s biological father?� Jarvis said. �Absolutely. I tell you, Veronica really slummed around back then, didn�t she?�
It was a wild guess, but Mary took it anyway.
�Except for you, right? You hit on her, I bet, and she turned you down. You just bided your time, right?�
For once, the smug smile on Jarvis� face was gone, replaced with gritty rage.
�Those two assholes deserve each other. She�s a bitch and he�s a moron. Fuck both of them,� Jarvis said.
Behind them, an explosion sounded from the artillery range. Jarvis didn�t flinch, but the fat one did.
It was all Mary needed. She drew her.45 and shot the fat one center mass.
Jarvis had his pistol out of his shoulder rig, but Mary was faster and pumped two rounds straight into his heart. Double tap.
He looked at her, his bright-blue eyes wide with surprise. Mary approached the Impala, her gun still at the ready.
There was a shape in the backseat behind the privacy glass. Mary held the.45 ready, squatted down, and pulled open the door.
She glanced up and saw a man whose wrists and ankles were tied, and whose face had been worked over so badly it looked like one giant blood splatter.
Still, Mary recognized what was left.
�Well, if it isn�t Vince Buslipp,� she said.
The body groaned.
�How�s your day going so far?� Mary said.
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She put him in her passenger seat and got the hell out of Dodge.
It was likely that homeowners in the general area of the military range wouldn�t be calling the cops at the sound of a few gunshots. Still, there was no point in taking chances.
�I need to go to a hospital,� Buslipp said through his mangled lips.
�That�s for sure,� Mary said. �Your face looks like someone puked up a few cans of Spam.�
�Are you taking me to an emergency room?� he said.
�Fuck no, you worthless piece of shit,� she said. �I�m taking you out into the desert where I�m going to shoot you and bury you.�
Buslipp�s lopsided head lolled forward.
�Please,� he said.
Mary thought back to the first time she met him � what an arrogant prick he�d been at ExtReam Productions.
�Look, asshole,� she said. �I know that you know where Nina Ramirez is.�
�Awwww,� Buslipp groaned.
Mary drove with one hand. With the other, she put the muzzle of her gun against Buslipp�s temple.
�Where. Is. She.�
�I. . we. . sold her,� Buslipp said.
�To who?�
�They did. The MS-13 guys.�
�So you were never going to give Nina back to her mother?�
�I wanted to, but they said they could make more money selling her to. .�
�To who?� Mary said. She pressed the gun even harder into Buslipp�s face.
�Some horrible people,� Buslipp said.
�Unlike you?�
�I think they�re doing it tonight, out in the desert. Sometime tonight,� he said. �They wanted to wait until the money was in hand, just in case.�
�What are they doing tonight?� Mary said.
Buslipp groaned.
�They�re filming,� he said.
�What are they filming?� Mary said, expecting porn to be the answer.
�Her murder,� Buslipp said.
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The Salton Sea is the largest lake in California, and it is a disaster. Originally created by the flooding of the Colorado River, it has seen various attempts at rehabilitation over the past one hundred years, at least.
All to no avail.
It is a huge body of water that has a higher salt content than the Pacific Ocean. Most of the fish are dead, and the birds are worried.
Mary drove through the desert, circling the lake, following Buslipp�s directions and trying to restrain herself from putting a bullet through his head and feeding him to the coyotes.
�I didn�t know,� Buslipp said.
�Fuck you,� Mary said. �You knew goddamn well who you were selling her to. You are a filthy, sick bastard.�
He had told her they were probably making the snuff film at a place the illegal pornographers used for their illegal productions. If you wanted to make kiddie porn, film violence, and maybe even shoot a snuff film every year or so, this was the place you went.
The little porn complex was a series of aluminum farm buildings and trailers that represented the only signs of human habitation in the area.
It took her nearly a half hour to find it.
�Well, we�re here,� Mary said, and whipped the barrel of her.45 against Buslipp�s temple. He flopped forward and fell against the dashboard like a tree limb that had been freed by a chainsaw.
She got out of the car and circled the biggest and most centrally located warehouse, although it looked like little more than an overgrown metal garage.
There were no windows, and two doors, one on what was probably the front and another in the back corner.
She figured the front would be locked so she tried the back door.
It was locked.
A generator sat behind the building, with thick cables running through a temporary patch in the side of the building.
Mary found her way to a hinged panel next to the part of the generator that had the cables attached.
She unclasped the lid, lifted it, and saw a vast array of switches.
In the dark, she couldn�t make out any identifying marks, so she turned each one in the opposite direction.
Immediately, the generator stopped and started making strange noises.
She repositioned herself by the back door.
In a matter of minutes, the door opened, and a man wearing jeans and a T-shirt emerged. He headed straight for the generator, cursing under his breath. Mary clocked him on the head with her.45, went back to the door, and slipped inside the building.
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Forty-five

It was an image she instantly knew she would never forget.
A camera on a tripod, two large stands with giant lights on them, and a bed.
On the bare mattress was Nina Ramirez, her legs spread and tied to the corners of the bedposts, her arms also bound, behind her head.
To the right of the camera, propped up against equipment crates was another person with his arms tied behind his back and a strip of duct tape across his mouth. She recognized this person.
Jake.
Two men stood next to the camera. One looked like a security guard. And the second man was tiny, couldn�t have been more than five feet tall.
�Freeze!� she yelled out.
The security guard spun toward Mary, reaching for the gun that was holstered on his hip.
He stopped when he saw the muzzle of Mary�s gun pointing at him.
She kept her gun on the big man, went to Jake, and pulled the duct tape from his mouth.
�Congrats on landing the part,� Mary said. �Lend me a hand here?�
�There�s a utility knife right there,� he said, pointing with his chin toward a metal table off to the side of the stage.
Mary kept her gun trained on the two men as she grabbed the knife and cut the ropes on Jake�s hands.
She carefully handed him her gun and pulled the small pistol from her ankle holster. While Jake covered the two near the camera, she went to Nina.
Mary cut the girl�s restraints and pulled the gag from the girl�s mouth.
�It�s going to be okay,� Mary said.
Nina whimpered something Mary couldn�t understand. She saw a blanket on the floor next to the bed, picked it up, and helped Nina cover herself with it.
�Let�s make some arrests,� Mary said to Jake, who was already moving toward the two men still standing by the camera.
�Put down the gun, Paolo,� Jake said.
�Fucking Drag Ass is a cop,� the little man said.
�Shut up, Morrison, you little piece of shit,� Jake said.
The back door banged open, and Vince Buslipp stumbled inside.
�Cops!� he shouted.
The man Jake had called Paolo lunged forward with his gun in his hand, but Jake was faster and shot him. The bullet hit the big man high, taking out most of his forehead and causing him to spin, his finger pulling the trigger and spraying bullets around the warehouse.
Mary ducked and watched as a round caught Buslipp in the throat. He dropped to his knees, blood spraying from his neck. The little man raced for the door, but Jake tripped him with his hand, causing him to fall on his face.
Jake got to his feet and kicked the little man in the ribs.
�And that�s a wrap,� he said, giving Morrison another kick, this time in the belly.
The door burst open again and cops filled the room, with Jake meeting them at the door.
Mary caught a glimpse of Lieutenant Arianna Davies�s pale face. Typical, she thought. A day late and a dollar short.
She went back to Nina, who was trying to sit up and hugged the girl. �It�s over, Nina,� Mary said. The girl�s face was pale and disoriented, she had obviously been drugged.
�It�s okay,� Mary repeated.
�Where am I?� Nina said.
�It doesn�t matter,� Mary said. �You�re going home.�
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Forty-six

From the television set in Alice�s living room, a news announcer described the affair that had resulted in a child the mayor of Los Angeles apparently knew nothing about. The freshly deceased Derek Jarvis was taking center stage in the scandal, with reporters speculating on the political fallout.
The public-relations machine that was the LAPD also made some pretty interesting comments, at least from Mary�s perspective. It seemed they were taking credit for breaking up a ring of illegal pornographers, thanks to the work of an especially brave undercover officer.
�I can�t believe no one is talking about the Vice cop who became a porn star during this whole ordeal,� Mary said. �That�s a great news angle. Officer Goes Down is the title, I believe.�
�I like it,� Jake said.
�Oh, I know you do,� Mary said.
Alice came out of the kitchen carrying a tray with two beers and two martinis.
�Jake, I always knew you would end up in porn,� Alice said. �I see you as the young student seduced by the nasty old anatomy teacher. Played by Mary.�
She handed a beer each to Jake and Mary, then a martini to Sanji. Alice set the tray down and took the last martini for herself.
�Thank you, Delicate Flower,� Sanji said to Alice, then slapped her on the ass.
�My pleasure, Long Cobra.�
Mary rolled her eyes, while noticing that Jake was trying not to giggle.
Alice plopped down next to Sanji and put her hand on his thigh. The yoga instructor stroked Alice�s hand.
�So what happens to the girl now?� Alice asked Mary.
�She�s with her mother. Her real, honest-to-goodness mother,� Mary said. �For now.�
It really wasn�t over, in a sense. Mary still had the suitcase of money in the trunk of her car. She figured someone would come looking for it eventually, but until then, she would hold onto it.
�So what about you two?� Alice asked.
Jake looked at Mary with a question in his eyes.
�Yeah, what about us?� he said, putting an arm around her shoulders. �I think my next role will be boyfriend of Mary Cooper.�
�Maybe,� Mary said. She resisted the urge to snuggle up against him. �First, let�s see how you do on my casting couch.�
THE END

Gross Sarcastic Homicide
(Mary Cooper Mystery #3)
by
Dan Ames

�It�s never funny until someone gets hurt.�
��Unknown


Chapter One

The man staggered down the street. Set against the pitch black of the night, the streetlights caused his blubbery, pale skin to glow. He crashed into a parked car and let out a moan as tears streamed down his face. A large pacifier hung from a thin band that had been stapled directly into the skin on his chest and blood oozed from around the wounds.
He was naked, except for a giant white diaper.
More blood gushed from a deep gash in his midsection that spanned the entire width of his belly. He had pressed one of his forearms against it, in an attempt to staunch the wound and possibly hold back his insides, but the attempt was not successful.
�Help me�someone�� the man cried out, the words pushed from his mouth with a gasp.
His bare feet made slapping sounds on the asphalt and then stopped as his legs gave out and he fell on his side. He rolled over onto his back and his arms fell to his sides. Blood gushed from the wounds on his stomach.
A car approached, slowed, and then sped up once the occupants took in the man�s condition.
It took several more cars to pass before someone called 911.
The first cops arrived on the scene twenty minutes later.
By then, the man was dead.
The two cops stood and looked down at the deceased. One of them knelt down beside the man to check for a pulse. He looked up at his partner.
�Nothing sadder than a dead baby,� he said.

Chapter Two

�Shhh, here he is.� The director of the intervention, a psychologist named Dr. Paulette Blevins, turned to the assembled Coopers, seated on folding chairs hastily arranged into a semicircle. They were in a conference room of a chain hotel on Ocean Avenue in Santa Monica.
�Who the hell set this up?� Kurt Cooper asked. �I�ve got an audition at noon.� He was a disheveled man well past middle-aged, wearing a Ralph�s supermarket shirt, 100�% polyester, and jean shorts. He had on black socks and purple Crocs.
�If you�re trying out for the part of a homeless pedophile, I think you nailed it,� Alice Cooper said. She was Kurt�s sister.
�You should talk,� he responded. �Those jeans are so tight your stomach is pushing up against your chin.�
�Come on you two,� Mary Cooper said. Mary was a private investigator in Los Angeles, and the niece of both Kurt and Alice. She had been raised by Alice after her parents were lost at sea when she was very young.
�As much as you two could use some counseling, we�re here to help someone else,� Mary said. She turned to the psychologist. �And exactly who are we here to help?�
The woman started to answer but just then the door to the conference room opened and Jason Cooper walked in. He was Kurt�s son, in his early twenties, tall, thin and stooped. He had an attractive face that was mostly hidden by long hair. The usual cloud of marijuana stench accompanied him into the room.
�Looks like the party has arrived,� Mary said.
�Do you know what the hell this is about?� Kurt asked his son. �I�ve got some new material I need to tweak before I slaughter them at the LaFFactory.�
�Your material doesn�t need tweaking,� Alice pointed out. �It needs to be euthanized. For everyone�s sake.�
�This is an intervention,� Jason said, interrupting Kurt and Alice. He sat down in the chair next to the shrink, with a look on his face of great solemnity. Or he was totally stoned, Mary couldn�t quite guess which.
�You�re one to talk,� Kurt said to Alice, ignoring Jason�s announcement. �You look like a ball park hotdog just before it explodes.�
Mary held up her hand.
�Please, you two,� she said. �We�re here to help someone and I�d hate to get things off on the wrong foot by shooting one of you.�
�Thank you,� the psychologist said, her voice wary. �Now, I assume you all have your prepared statements you�d like to share with Jason.�
Mary looked at the psychologist, then at Jason, then back at the psychologist.
�The intervention is for him?� Alice said, pointing at her nephew.
The psychologist raised an eyebrow. �Yes, of course. You mean you aren�t prepared?�
�I�m prepared to kick someone�s pathetic ass,� Kurt said.
�Who set this up?� Mary said to Dr. Blevins. She had been dragged along by Alice, who had only said it was an important meeting about a family member�s health.
�I did,� Jason said.
�Good Christ,� Kurt muttered.
�Unbelievable,� Alice said.
�Oh my,� Dr. Blevins said. �This is a first.�
�Are you telling me you scheduled your own intervention?� Mary said to Jason.
He nodded. �It�s a cry for help.� On cue, a small tear formed in the corner of his eye.
�For crying out loud, I�m outta here,� Kurt said. He got to his feet abruptly, then grabbed his lower back in pain. �Goddamn fruit crates!�
�Dad,� Jason said to him. �Please.�
Mary looked at the calendar on her cell phone. Her morning had suddenly cleared up.
�I want to change direction in my life,� Jason said. �And I need the support of my family.�
�Son, your life hasn�t had direction since you shot out of your mother�s cooker,� Kurt said.
�What is it you�re trying to do?� Alice said. �Besides piss us all off.�
�I want to cut down on my pot smoking and beer drinking, and become a professional surfer. Or a bodybuilder.�
�Cut down?� Alice said as she got to her feet.
Kurt hobbled from the room.
Alice put her hand on Mary�s shoulder. �Why don�t you stay and talk to him? You know all about struggling careers.�
Jason also stood. �They said this was going to be difficult; they were right.� His lower lip quivered.
�Please, Jason,� Dr. Blevins said, but he ignored her and left the room.
Mary looked at the doctor and shrugged her shoulders. �I can�t help people who don�t want to be helped.�
She got to her feet, but was stopped short by Dr. Blevins.
�Miss Cooper?� the psychologist said.
Mary looked up from her phone.
�Is it true you�re a private investigator?�
�Sure is,� Mary said. �And I have no intention of cutting down on my drinking.�
�Well, at least something good could come out of this unusual situation, then.�
�Such as?� Mary said.
�I might want to hire you,� the shrink said.
Mary waited.
�It�s one of my patients. He was murdered.�

Chapter Three

Mary took the seat next to Dr. Paulette Blevins. It was still warm from Jason�s sorry ass. She made a mental note to kick that ass the next time she saw it.
Who scheduled their own intervention? Mary idly wondered if Jason had brought a little speech he�d prepared in which he talked about how much he loved himself. It wouldn�t have surprised her.
�Well that was certainly interesting,� Dr. Blevins said.
Even though it was a conference room at a crappy hotel, Mary felt strange sitting next to a psychologist. Many of her friends and all of her family had strongly urged her to see a shrink at various times in her life, pointing out the many incidents that seemed to suggest serious mental issues on her part. Naturally, she had told them to go to hell. Then added a bunch of facial tics during the delivery to confuse them.
�Yes, another sad chapter in the Cooper history,� Mary said.
The doctor sighed. �Thank you for staying so I could talk to you about this issue. I�m sure you�re ready to have this morning come to an end.�
�No problem at all,� Mary said. �Anything I can do to help the mental health industry in Los Angeles is important. After all, you�ve got your hands full in this town.�
Dr. Blevins smiled at Mary. She was in her fifties, with short, stylish gray hair. A silver fox, Mary thought.
�It�s about a former patient of mine,� Blevins said.
�Isn�t all of that confidential?�
�It is if they�re still alive.�
Mary waited.
�His name is Craig Locher. He was stabbed to death two nights ago. It was a sad, tragic end to a very fine man. A man not without problems, certainly. But with a lot of good qualities, too. He didn�t deserve to die that way; in fact, he shouldn�t have died at all. He had a lot going for him.�
�Okay, I assume the police are looking into the case? It was a murder, correct?�
�Yes, I believe they are looking into it. But their initial feedback seemed to indicate they were considering it a drug deal gone bad. Or a robbery involving drugs. And they are not correct in that assumption. Craig Locher was no drug dealer.�
�Was he taking drugs of any kind?� Mary said.
�I believe he was. But, again, they were not street drugs, I�m sure of that.�
�How can you be so sure?� Mary said.
�First, I have nothing against the police. They may turn out to do a very fine job of investigating this case. It just seemed that, initially, they were not interested in pursuing it very far. And I think there was more to it than drugs and robbery. Locher was a very interesting man, you see. A very talented, creative, intelligent man. Like I said, not without his flaws. But still, not the kind of man to be stabbed over a drug deal.�
Mary weighed her response. �Can you tell me what you were treating him for?�
The doctor sighed again. �Unfortunately, I can�t. However, I can tell you that he was a peaceful man for whom I had great respect. And frankly, I�ve led a very successful practice over the years. I�m single, with no children, and I can afford to hire a private investigator to make sure one of my former patients receives the proper investigation into his death.�
�Can you tell me the general nature of his treatment?� Mary said. �It might help me focus my investigation.�
�Here�s what I will tell you,� Blevins said. �Craig Locher was very, very fond of the opposite sex. Sometimes so much so that it was a detriment to his personal life. Sometimes, enough to qualify as a probable addiction.�
Mary nodded, understanding the doctor�s point.
�I see,� she said.
�You should also know, and I assume you would have found this out anyway, that according to the police Mr. Locher�s body was found in some very unusual circumstances. I�d rather not go into those details now, especially as I have no way to verify anything. But the story I heard is that Mr. Locher was found wearing nothing but a diaper.�
Mary had a million comments, but much to her surprise, kept them all to herself.
�I�d like to hire you,� the psychologist said. �Now, are you interested in the case? Can you fit me into your schedule?�
Mary�s active case list was currently comprised of only three other jobs, all of them fairly small and mundane.
�I believe I can,� Mary said. She outlined her prices to Dr. Blevins.
�How about I give you three weeks to nose around and see what you can come up with?� Blevins said. She scribbled out a check for fifty percent of the amount and handed it to Mary along with a folder.
�When Jason arranged this, he told me you were a private investigator, so I came prepared,� Blevins said.
Mary shook her head. �Let�s just hope Jason can get the help that he so needs and occasionally schedules for himself.�
�When can you get started?� the psychologist said.
�As soon as you tell me this intervention was a success and I�m free to go,� Mary said.
Blevins nodded. �See you next time.�
Mary walked out, happy to have a new case and a check in hand.
Maybe she could get used to therapy after all.

Chapter Four

Mary drove straight to her office. It was in Venice on Main Street, in a building that shared a variety of other businesses including a recording studio, a toy reseller, and a doctor from South America with a mysterious specialty. Mary had no idea if he was a real doctor or if it was some sort of medical dodge, and it didn�t help that he spoke no English at all.
In any event, she went into her office, a tidy three-room affair with a waiting area, a small bathroom, and her main office. There was also a storage closet that had been big enough to turn into a supply room. Her supplies consisted of several boxes of paper for her printer, and a shitload of beer.
Her desk was a simple affair with one drawer, her desktop computer, and a laptop off to the side. The windows were big and looked out over the tops of the restaurants and shops that made up most of Venice�s main street.
There was also a small refrigerator stocked with Point beer, her favorite from a small brewery in northern Wisconsin.
Since she had wasted most of the morning already, Mary was determined to get something done. She fired up the desktop Mac and checked her calendar. One appointment in the afternoon to review a surveillance report on a male stripper who claimed he was being stalked by a five hundred pound beautician named Princess. Mary had subcontracted the job to an ex-cop she knew, only initially telling him that the job involved around-the-clock surveillance on a stripper.
So, that meant Mary had time to look into the psychologist�s dead-man-wearing-a-diaper case. Mary opened the folder Blevins had given her and scanned it quickly. There was very little information. His name, address, and insurance information. But no case notes, no list of medications. Mary assumed all of that was confidential and Blevins had not included it in the folder.
She set that information aside and Googled �dead man in a diaper� and the result was a flurry of pictures of grown men doing things no grown man ought to do. Role playing was apparently alive and well. She especially liked one where the guy put beer in his baby bottle. A method actor, apparently.
Eventually, she found a small article in the online version of the Los Angeles Times.
The article simply confirmed that a Craig Locher, aged 46, was found dead by police in what appeared to be a random killing. No one had been arrested. And the police would welcome any information on the case.
Mary used one of her databases to look up Craig Locher�s address. She quickly found it on the map, a place out in Northeast Los Angeles. Mary jotted the address down on a small note, then checked the clock.
She had enough time to call Homicide Detective Jacob Cornell and ask him out to dinner.
While it was true that she could get most of the information she needed from other sources within the Los Angeles Police Department, she preferred Jake. One, because technically he was her boyfriend, even though she despised the word. They had some ups and downs over the past couple of years, but now the relationship seemed on solid ground. In other words, Mary thought, Jake was becoming better trained.
And two, he was quite possibly the world�s sweetest man and rarely turned down a request for a favor.
Mary would simply slip in a small request to bring what he knew about the murder of Craig Locher to dinner tonight and she would make it up to him.
Even though Jacob Cornell was a solid detective, a vivid imagination wasn�t one of his qualities. But even Jake could picture what she might have in mind.

Chapter Five

�I ordered you a beer,� Jake said. He was a big guy, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist. He had sandy brown hair that was never perfect, but rarely messy. Jake stood when Mary approached the table and kissed her on the lips. She glanced at the table where two margaritas the size of punch bowls awaited them.
�Margaritas?� Mary licked her lips. �I thought you tasted a tad saltier than normal.�
�Hey, when in Juarez,� Jake said, sitting down and hoisting his enormous margarita. Mary sat opposite him and hoisted her own glass monstrosity.
�Cheers,� she said.
They had decided to meet at Mi Pueblo, a funky little Mexican restaurant halfway between Beverly Hills and Santa Monica. The food was fresh, cheap, and close enough to authentic for Mary.
She looked across the small table at Jake. He had on a light blue shirt with a new red tie. He looked so All-American.
�So what have you got for me?� Mary said. �Besides a wistfulness located in your pants.�
�Let�s order first,� he said. Jake loved food and worked out like a madman to stay trim. Mary waited patiently while the waitress took their orders. A big burrito for Jake, soup for Mary. With a chicken al fresco taco on the side.
�So here�s what I know,� Jake said. He took out his notebook and read to Mary. �Craig Locher. 46 years old. Worked at a marketing firm called IdeaGen, some kind of ad agency or something like that. Single, no kids, only thing on his record is a DUI about three years ago.�
Mary took a drink from her margarita, watched a waiter clear the table behind them.
�Get to the good stuff, Sugar Shorts,� she said.
�Died from blood loss. One stab wound accounted for most of the damage, a few other superficial cuts, including a pacifier stapled to his chest.�
�A pacifier? Like the things babies suck on?� Mary said.
�Some people call them binkys.�
�How the hell would you know that?�
He shrugged his shoulders.
�Who�s handling the case?� Mary said. �Where was he found?�
�A new team, but I know them well enough to get the information I need.�
Mary thought about that.
�Also, the vic had on a diaper,� Jake said.
�A real one? Like a Depends?�
�Don�t know,� Jake answered. �But his butt cheeks looked like someone had smacked the hell out of them, too. Maybe with a belt or a riding crop.�
�Maybe a little fetish play gone too far?� Mary said.
Jake looked at her.
�Maybe,� he finally said. �But to go from dressing up and spanking to stabbing with a knife is pretty rare. Plus, it looked like he was the one receiving the abuse. A lot of times in that kinky stuff it�s the submissive who blows a gasket and kills the person dominating them.�
The server appeared with their food and placed it on the table. She took away their empty margarita glasses, and Mary nodded for another one.
�You�ve put a lot of thought into that weird sex stuff,� Mary said to Jake. �Who knew you were so kinky?�
Jake blushed, and Mary loved him all the more for it.
�You�re so cute when your face turns red,� she said. �I can�t wait to get you home, take out my cattle whip, and do the same thing to your ass.�

Chapter Six

�You know, if we lived together, this would never have to happen,� Jake said, strolling into the kitchen in Mary�s condo wearing Mary�s pink bathrobe and a pair of gym shorts that were much too small and much too tight.
The outfit looked kind of hot, until he pulled the robe closed and cinched it tight, making the bulging shorts impossible to see.
�Not again,� Mary said and rolled her eyes. Jake brought up cohabitating every few weeks or so, but she wasn�t ready. She liked her own space too much. However, she was slowly warming to the idea but had no intention of sharing that sentiment with Jake just yet.
�Besides, wearing my clothes teaches you fashion flexibility,� she said. �It�s good for you. Breaks you out of your khakis-dress shirt-sportcoat rut.�
Jake poured himself a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table next to Mary. When his ass hit the chair, he grimaced.
�Was I too rough with you last night, big boy?� Mary said, a small smirk on her face.
�That�ll be the day.�
Mary loved it when Jake tried to be tough. The man was an overgrown kitten.
She stood, went to the sink, and rinsed out her cup, the one that read �Everglades State Park� on the side.
�I�m off to find out more about our big baby,� she said.
Jake furrowed his brow for a moment, and then got the reference.
�Oh,� he said. �What are you going to do?�
�I�m going to the address that my client gave me. It�s supposedly where Locher lived.�
�You�re not going to break in, are you?�
�What makes you think no one will be home?�
�The guy wasn�t married, was he?�
�No, but I�m not married, and I�ve got some freak in my home wearing a pink bathrobe and girl shorts.�
Jake sighed and drank from his coffee.
�Look, I�ve got to run; clearly you aren�t ready to start the day yet, Precious.�
�No, I have to shower.�
�Okay, remember to lock up, okay?� she said. Mary was already dressed and ready to go. She went back to the kitchen table and gave Jake a kiss.
�By the way, thanks for the information on my case last night,� she said. �Even if I had to spank it out of you.�
�Very funny.�
�Momma�s gotta go, baby,� she said.
�That sounds creepy, Mary.�
She shut the door.

Chapter Seven

Craig Locher�s address was an apartment building in a neighborhood on the bubble, as the newscasters liked to say. Not quite safe, not quite lethally dangerous.
Mary studied the building, a post Cold War structure that looked like it had been funkified in an attempt to attract the hip and cool.
She found a parking spot a block away, then walked back and rang the doorbell. Locher�s unit was on the first floor, facing the street.
Mary caught the flicker of light from the peephole as someone checked her out. Always a bad idea. Mary knew of a few cases where a bad guy had put his gun to the peephole and fired as soon as he sensed someone behind the door.
Finally, the door opened a crack behind a security chain. A woman�s face looked out.
�Can I help you?� she said.
�My name is Mary Cooper, I�m a private investigator looking into the murder of Craig Locher. I�d like to talk to you if you have time.�
The door remained partially opened.
�I�m getting ready for work.�
�It will only be a minute or two.�
�Do you have some identification?�
Mary whipped out her private investigator license and photo, stored in a handmade leather flip-out wallet.
The door shut, the chain slid, and the door opened again.
Mary stepped inside where the scent of fresh perfume was strong. The woman who faced her was short, powerful-looking with a thick neck and a chiseled jawline and thick brown hair. Maybe a bodybuilder.
Mary stuck out her hand.
�Mary Cooper,� she said.
�Jenni Mulderink,� the woman responded. She gestured toward a sitting area that included a couch, two chairs, a coffee table, and a small flat-screen television sitting on a black lacquered table. �I hope you were serious about this only taking a minute or two, because that�s all I�ve got.�
The apartment was bigger than Mary expected. Beyond the sitting area was a dining area separated from the kitchen by a half-wall. Mary could make out gourmet-looking appliances, white cupboards, and a bank of windows that filled the kitchen with natural light.
�I�ll do my best to make this quick,� Mary said.
�Thank you, my job is more important than ever,� Jenni Mulderink said. �Now that Craig is�gone.�
She had dark eyes that looked like they�d seen plenty of good times and bad.
�First, how long had you been in a relationship with Mr. Locher?� Mary asked.
�Three years.�
�Had his behavior changed at all recently? Anything unusual?�
The woman shook her head, and her long brown hair swung with the motion.
�No,� she said.
�Do you have any theories on what happened to him?�
For the first time, the woman paused. Seemed to consider the question. �Let me answer this as quickly and thoroughly as I can. Craig was a brilliant, but troubled man. He had created and sold several companies, was acting as a consultant for his latest venture, an Internet marketing and ideation firm. Over the years, he�d been in and out of rehab several times. He traveled everywhere, kept an insane, unusual schedule. So what I�m trying to say is that he did not lead a normal life by most of our usual standards. He was a charismatic guy.�
Her lip quivered and she wiped away a tear.
�Was his death a surprise?� Mary asked.
�The fact that he died an unusual death is not as big a surprise for someone like me,� Mulderink said. �Someone who knew how unique his life was.�
�So you don�t know what happened?�
Again, the head shake. �No. He�d had a couple of busy days, late meetings, hadn�t come home a couple times that week, which, again, wasn�t unusual. He would crash at the office, a hotel, even a friend�s house if there was a party and he didn�t feel like driving. So I hadn�t seen him for several days. But like I said, I wasn�t worried. Turns out, I should have been.�
Mary caught the note of self-blame.
�There was nothing you could have done,� Mary said, without any clue if that was true or not.
Mulderink shrugged her shoulders and checked her watch, prompting Mary to be quick with the next question.
�I know that in the past he was in therapy,� Mary asked. �Did you know if that was still the case?�
�I think he was, but he preferred not to talk about it. He always liked to keep the mood light, and I always got the sense that talking about his mental health was a big downer to him, so he would just change the subject as fast as he could.�
It looked like she was going to say more, and then she stopped herself.
The next question was the tricky one, but Mary knew she had to ask.
�I know there were some unusual circumstances surrounding Mr. Locher�s death. Do you know of any peculiar habits he may or may not have had? Fetishes involving diapers or costumes, that kind of thing?�
The woman sighed. �No. Of course not. The police asked me the same thing and I told them the truth. He wasn�t into any of that. Trust me, I know.�
Mary decided to let the issue drop. �Do you think you could do me a favor and call me if you think of anything strange or unusual that happened recently? Something that took you by surprise?�
The woman shrugged her shoulders. �I will, but I don�t think anything like that happened.� She paused again and then blurted out, �One time, in the car, we were driving and scanning the radio and there was a call-in show. It was a psychologist who was taking questions from the audience. Craig acted really weird, and I got the feeling that he knew the person � the doctor. But I can�t remember who it was.�
Outside in the hallway, a door opened and shut, a subdued voice began talking on a phone.
�Do you remember if the on-air psychologist was male or female?� Mary prodded.
Mulderink thought about it for a moment. �Male. Definitely a man.�
Mary was expecting that answer, but still glad that it wasn�t Dr. Blevins, her client. It meant Locher had sought treatment from someone new. Maybe because he had something else he wanted to talk about. Different issue, different therapist.
�What do you do for a living?� Mary said.
�I�m a product manager at a sports development center.�
She looked at Mary.
�I only agreed to talk to you because I haven�t heard anything from the police. Who hired you, by the way?�
�I�m sorry, I can�t divulge the name of my client,� Mary said. �But I can tell you that it is someone who knew Craig and cared about him, and who wants to make sure he gets justice.�
Jenni Mulderink nodded. �Everyone who knew Craig liked him,� she said. �He took the party with him, that�s for sure.� She smiled. �I�ll show you out now.�
�Okay,� Mary said. �But if you can think of anything, or remember the name of the doctor Craig was seeing, please, give me a call.�
Mary handed the woman her business card.
�I hope you find out who did it,� Mulderink said. �Craig was a good guy.�
She closed the door behind Mary, and Mary was pretty sure she heard the woman start to cry.

Chapter Eight

�I�ll have what she�s having, as long as it�s an ice cold beer,� Mary said, sliding onto the tall chair next to Alice. They were in the bar area of the Oasis Hotel in Santa Monica, a new, ultra-modern construction that featured only one attraction Mary cared for: a great view of the ocean.
Her aunt did not have a beer, instead, she had a chilled glass of chardonnay that caught the reflection from the water and cast a subtle glow to the older woman�s face.
�What are you on, number four or five?� Mary said. �Be careful, Jason might schedule an intervention for you.�
�That boy has had it,� Alice said. �We need to stage an intervention to stop him from staging interventions.�
The waiter brought Mary her beer, and she clinked glasses with Alice.
�Here�s to mud in your eyes and a stud between your thighs,� Mary said.
�Cute, Mary,� Alice said. �Real cute.�
�Okay, a cute stud.�
Alice sighed.
�So what are you working on these days?� Alice asked Mary. �Besides dealing with your old maid status?�
�Old maid? Who even uses that term anymore?�
�If the term fits��
�I landed a new case,� Mary said. �The shrink who ran that intervention hired me to look into the death of one of her patients. Weird situation. The guy got stabbed to death. But he was wearing a diaper when he died.�
�What a way to go out,� Alice said. �Wearing your Depends. Had he shit himself?�
Mary�s beer tasted so good she drank half of it at once. She was going to remember this one.
�I didn�t ask if the diaper was empty or full,� Mary said.
�And you call yourself an investigator?� Alice asked. �How could you not pose that question? It�s the first thing I would ask.�
�For one thing, it wasn�t that kind of diaper,� Mary pointed out.
�What do you mean?�
�He wasn�t an old guy. It probably wasn�t a functional diaper.� Mary thought about it. �Okay, maybe it was, but he wasn�t wearing it because he was incontinent. It was most likely some kind of sex thing.�
�A sex thing where a grown man wears a diaper?� Alice asked. �Who the hell would enjoy that?�
�The diaper industry?� Mary said.
�This world just keeps getting sicker and sicker,� Alice said.
Mary thought about it. Had Craig Locher been an accidental death? A sex game gone wrong? Or had he been truly scared for his life and running down the street to get away from someone trying to kill him? The latter seemed to fit. Unless Locher had been drunk or on drugs and wandering around.
�It had to be drugs,� Alice said, seeming to read Mary�s mind. �The man was on drugs, got weird with his girlfriend, strapped on a diaper and died. Talk about a tragedy.�
�Hopefully it was an accident,� Mary said.
Alice looked at her. �When diapers are involved, accidents are bound to happen.�

Chapter Nine

The office of IdeaGen was classic Santa Monica � a standalone building with a sandblasted interior and poured concrete floors.
Mary had paid the tab for her beer and Alice�s wine, then driven over, popping a piece of chewing gum into her mouth to hide the smell of the beer.
It was important to be professional, after all.
Mary stood at the receptionist�s desk, which was a converted pool table that had kept its felt top.
�May I help you?� the woman said. She was a blonde with a southern accent and a pierced tongue. Mary had caught a glint in the woman�s mouth and it didn�t look like a silver filling in a back molar. Apparently IdeaGen was going for that more-edgy-than-corporate look.
�I have an appointment with Craig Locher,� Mary said with a bright tone in her voice. �I�m one of his clients. His favorite client, at least that�s what he tells me.�
The girl looked startled and Mary thought she heard the tongue piercing clacking against the girl�s teeth. A nervous tic, how quaint and unsanitary. Kinda creepy, actually.
�Um, Mr. Locher is no longer with the company,� the girl said. �In fact,� the girl�s eyes darted toward the hallway off the main reception area. �He passed away last week, unfortunately.�
�Oh, I�m sorry to hear that,� Mary said, putting as much compassion into her voice as she could. �Is there someone who will be taking over his clients?�
The girl nodded. �Yes, let me see if Kelly is in.� The girl�s fingers tapped a small console and Mary saw a little yellow light flash on the girl�s Bluetooth earpiece. Mary also noted the girl�s fingernails � painted a teal with a border of glitter.
�What�s up Crystal?� a voice said from the hallway. Mary turned to see a tall, lean, rawboned woman with a shock of bright red hair and shoulders that looked like they could double as a boat hoist.
�I�m sorry, what was your name?� the receptionist asked Mary.
�Mary Cooper.�
�Kelly, this is Mary Cooper; she�s a client of Craig�s.�
�Oh.� The woman came forward and shook hands with Mary. �I�m Kelly Hargold,� she said. Mary felt her hand smothered by the woman�s giant paw. Now, face to face with the woman, Mary guessed her height to be at least six foot three or four.
�Maybe I can help you,� she said. �Why don�t we go back to my office?�
The woman led Mary down a hallway where walls were filled with advertising awards, newspaper articles regarding the �innovative� company called IdeaGen, and a large cactus in a terra cotta pot.
The woman entered an office and Mary thought the woman might have to duck to avoid hitting her head on the door frame, but she made it through, barely.
Mary followed her into the office and saw a slim desk with a top made of a slick birch veneer. Two white plastic chairs sat on the other side of the desk and Mary guessed they had come from Ikea for forty bucks each, or some contemporary furniture store in L.A. for about four hundred bucks each.
There was a bookshelf behind the desk and on top sat several basketballs, each encased in a Lucite cube, all of them autographed.
The woman dropped into a Herman Miller desk chair, and Mary took one of the white plastic deals for herself. Definitely Ikea.
�So you�re a client?� Hargold asked. �What company?�
�I�m not actually a client, yet,� Mary said. �But I had talked to Craig on several occasions and was considering signing on with you guys.�
�What�s your company called?� the woman said. She had taken out a legal pad with a pen.
�Cooper Investigations,� Mary said.
The woman paused, put down the pen, glanced up at Mary.
�Investigations?�
�That�s correct.�
�Are you really a client, or are you something else?� the woman said.
�Well, I would like to have my own ad agency, but I don�t think I have the budget for you. However, I�ve been hired to look into Mr. Locher�s death, so I thought I would drop by, see what kind of minimum budget you require for a client, and maybe ask you a few questions.�
�A million.�
�Well, I don�t have a million, but I do have a lot of questions about what Mr. Locher did here.�
�Why should I answer your questions?�
�Because someone killed your business associate and you want to help, maybe?�
�I�ve already talked to the police,� she said. �And I don�t know anything about you.�
The woman�s face was a giant slab of sheer stone. If Mary got into a fight with her and threw a punch, Mary would probably break her hand.
�All you need to know about me is that I�m working for someone who cared a great deal about Craig Locher and I�m going to try to help find out what happened to him. Plus, I�m a very quick questioner, you should know that, too.�
Hargold contemplated Mary for a moment.
�So,� Mary said, filling the silence. �What did Mr. Locher do here?�
The woman hesitated, eyed Mary warily, then sighed. �He was a rainmaker. He specialized in bringing clients in, and he was very good at it. Craig was smart, articulate, funny, and the life of the party. Clients loved him.�
�Was there anyone who didn�t love him?�
The woman shook her head. �No one here. I�m sure our competitors didn�t like him. After all, we�re growing fast. Tripled our billings in the past twelve months. Our new clients probably had other agencies doing their marketing before they hired us. One agency in particular lost three clients to us, all of them wooed by Craig. I�m sure some of those companies were none too pleased with us, or with Craig.�
�What was the name of that agency?�
�Argo & Partners,� she said. �But I�m sure they didn�t have anything to do with his death. They weren�t huge clients. And they�re still doing well themselves. Clients come and go. In fact they probably have one or two of our former clients.�
�What about office politics?� Mary said. �Seems no matter how likeable you are, there�s usually someone who doesn�t like you.�
The Hargold woman shook her head. �Not here. Everyone loved Craig, cared about him. In fact, most of us knew that our livelihoods were closely connected with Craig and his ability to bring in clients. There are some worried people here, wondering how well IdeaGen will continue without him.�
Before Mary could launch another question, the woman stood.
�I�m afraid that�s all I�ve got time for.�
Mary slowly stood. �I appreciate you taking the time to speak with me. If you ever take on clients with lower budgets, let me know, I might hire you,� Mary said. �I could use some new clients.�
The woman just smiled and Mary let herself out.

Chapter Ten

Mary was on her way to the office when her cell rang. It was Jenni Mulderink.
She had remembered the name of the psychologist who they�d heard on the radio that had caused the reaction from Craig Locher.
The name of the psychologist was Dr. Frank. As in, Dr. Frank Fallon. Mary had heard of him. That was part of his deal, a pun on the word �frank.� As in, Dr. Frank will be blunt and tell you what he thinks.
Dr. Frank had a radio show, and had even done a brief television show, or had it been Internet-only? Mary couldn�t remember. In any case, she seemed to recall that the show had only lasted a few episodes. Maybe it turned out the doctor was better on the radio than in front of the camera.
Mary called a friend who knew everyone there was to know in celebrity Hollywood. The friend called back within minutes with Dr. Frank�s office number.
Mary called, and despite being told that the doctor would not talk about anything specifically regarding a former patient, Mary was able to set up a meeting for the next day.
She went back to her office, spent two hours filing paperwork, billing a client for services rendered, and reading the first of a batch of articles she�d downloaded about Dr. Frank.
There was a knock on the door and Jake came in.
�Hey,� he said, plopping into the chair across from Mary�s desk. She checked the clock. It was just past four o�clock. Close enough to five for her taste.
She went to the small fridge and retrieved two Point beers.
Jake held up a hand, �None for me, thanks,� he said. �My partner just dropped me off here while he does a return.� Mary�s office was next to a row of shops in Venice.
Mary cracked the first beer. �What makes you think one of these was for you?� she said. �You know I�m a two-fister.�
Jake nodded. �How goes the guy-in-the-diaper case?� he asked. He went to fridge and found a Diet Coke, cracked it.
�Nothing just yet. A successful, charismatic guy, who according to his girlfriend had no interest in wearing diapers,� Mary said.
�I�m still going with the kinky sex angle.�
�Of course you are,� Mary said. �It just seems weird that it would be going on in the middle of the street, though.�
�Maybe our victim broke out of his bondage costume, and made a break for it.�
Mary took a pull from her Point beer. She had it shipped all the way from Wisconsin.
�Could be,� she said. �A lot of people don�t tie up their submissives as thoroughly as I do you.�
Jake rolled his eyes. �Want me to put another call into the detectives who are handling the case? See if they�ve got anything new to report?�
Mary nodded. �That would be great. What do I owe you?�
He got to his feet.
�Buy me a drink tonight?� he said.
�Working for alcohol,� Mary said, tipping back her bottle of Point. �Nothing wrong with that.�

Chapter Eleven

As Mary expected, Dr. Frank Fallon�s office was in Beverly Hills, in a section known as Couch Row. It was a quiet street filled with some of Hollywood�s most famous and most expensive psychologists. Rumor had it you could bump into at least one celebrity going through rehab issues any time you paid a visit to one of the offices. And, indeed, there were two limousines with tinted windows at each end of the block.
Fallon�s office was a square block of a building with just enough angles and slabs to qualify as a modernist�s architectural statement.
Mary went inside, and rang the doorbell to the main office. After confirming her appointment, the door buzzed and she stepped into an austere yet somehow comfortable waiting room featuring a thick rug, leather armchairs, and abstract paintings.
She took a seat and waited approximately five minutes. There was no one else in the waiting room, and there were three light switches on the far wall, each with a little light above them. All three lights were bright red. Mary assumed the office had three doctors, and all of them were in session. She also figured there was a separate exit so patients didn�t have to parade through the waiting area, their faces covered with tears, hands shaking from emotional upheaval.
Five minutes after when her appointment should have started, Dr. Fallon�s red light went off and moments later, the door opened.
A tall, muscular man with close-cropped salt and pepper hair, dressed casually in khakis and a tight-fitting blue dress shirt that showed off his powerful upper body, smiled at Mary. His teeth were a dazzling white that made them look especially large, like a wolf�s.
�Ms. Cooper?�
Mary recognized him from his brief stint on television.
�Dr. Fallon?� she asked.
He nodded, then gestured toward an office at the end of the hall with an open door.
She walked past him and Mary knew he was following her. She did not like the feeling.
Once inside the office, Fallon closed the door behind them. Mary sat in a large leather club chair, still warm from the patient before her.
�How can I help you, Ms. Cooper?� he said.
He smiled, and Mary was struck again by the perfect white teeth, the expensive designer eyewear frames, the Panerai watch. Business was good for Dr. Frank.
�I wanted to ask you about a patient of yours. As you probably know, Craig Locher was murdered several days ago.�
A flash of irritation crossed the doctor�s face.
�So you�re not a patient. What are you, a reporter?�
�I�m a private investigator,� Mary said.
Fallon bowed his head, as if saying a silent prayer for his deceased patient. But Mary could tell he was pissed.
�Yes, I did hear about Mr. Locher�s death. But you realize that I can say very little. Patient confidentiality still exists even if the patient is no longer living.�
�I understand that, doctor,� Mary said. �I�m just curious to know if you can tell me anything that might help in my investigation.�
�Who hired you?� the doctor said.
Mary smiled. �Client confidentiality, I�m afraid.�
His look told Mary that he wasn�t surprised at her answer.
�I�m afraid I don�t have anything to say, Ms. Cooper. Yes, he was my patient, but nothing in our work together would have given me concern that he might be involved in anything dangerous. His issues were quite normal, and very commonplace. If he had been in danger, or if he had been a danger to someone else, then I would have been lawfully required to report it. I did no such thing because I saw no cause for concern. If you have any other questions, I suggest you forward them to my attorney.�
Fallon looked at his big watch. A not-so-subtle hint to Mary that the time he would allow her was drawing to an end.
�No idea who might want to hurt him?�
Fallon shook his head. �I really won�t say anymore. At least, not here.� He gave her another not-very-subtle appraisal, his eyes lingering on her chest area. �Perhaps over a drink you might be able to loosen my tongue.�
Mary felt like groaning. The reference to his tongue was intended. It was probably supposed to turn her on. But it did just the opposite.
�If your tongue is stiff, it could be an early sign of mad-cow disease,� Mary said. �Might want to have a doctor look at that.�
Dr. Frank gave her a disappointed look that did little to disguise his anger.
�Like I said, it would have been my duty to report any signs of harmful intent regarding Mr. Locher. Now, if there�s nothing else I can do for you, I�ve got a patient waiting.�
Mary wondered if it was true, and if so, how did he know that? She didn�t see a corresponding red blinking light anywhere.
He showed her out of his office without a word and she left through a different door than the one she�d entered.
It took her down a narrow hallway that led back to the main hallway. As she passed the door, a woman with a shock of white hair, cut short, and dressed to the nines, did a double take when she saw Mary�s face.
�Hello,� Mary said.
�Hi,� the woman answered, then ducked into the doctor�s waiting room.
You came to the right place, Mary thought.

Chapter Twelve

Mary sat three blocks away from a group of police cars with their lights flashing. The squad cars were in front of a tony home near Beverly Glen and Westwood.
She ordinarily would have walked right up to the crime scene and talked her way past the crime scene tape, but when Jake had called her he had mentioned two things. The first was that a body had been discovered that might have something to do with the case she was working on. And two, Sergeant Amanda Davies was there and Mary should hold off on arriving until The Shark was gone. For once, Mary agreed, sort of. She actually, desperately, wanted to go up and give Davies a few zingers. But Mary also didn�t want Davies to know that she was working on the case. It would just cause interference.
Besides, there would be another opportunity to insult Davies. And if there wasn�t, Mary would create said opportunity.
So she waited for the text message from Jake that it was all clear.
Mary wondered how Jake knew that this crime might be related to Craig Locher�s murder.
She looked up and saw The Shark climbing into an unmarked cop car. It was easy to pick the woman out, she was always so pale she practically glowed in the dark. Like a ghoul. Davies drove away in her unmarked car and Mary climbed out of her own car.
Her cell phone buzzed at the same time and she smiled. Jake was right on time, as usual.
She locked the car, and walked up to the crime scene. A uniform stopped her, but she told him she was working with Detective Cornell and he let her through.
Mary found Jake standing next to the body of a woman. Mary immediately saw why Jake had called her.
The woman was dressed up like a doll. Pig tails, giant freckles painted on her face, kid shoes with white socks pulled up high, and a ridiculous doll�s dress, hiked up above her body, showing that she had nothing on underneath.
�No need to state the obvious,� Jake said.
�No.�
�However, a techie checked her phone and there were a lot of calls between her and your other murder victim, Craig Locher.�
�Ah,� Mary said. �Thanks for calling me.� She took a careful look at the dead woman, noted the bruising around the victim�s neck.
�Strangled?�
�Looks that way,� Jake said. �No other signs of trauma. But the medical examiner will tell us more,� Jake said. �The Shark put this one on the front burner, now that she knows there�s most likely a pattern.�
Mary looked at the dead woman. She had been a beautiful young woman, with dark hair, and a classic face.
�Yeah, there�s a pattern all right,� Mary said. �But what the hell does it mean?�

Chapter Thirteen

Mary plugged the address of the house where the body had been discovered into her reverse database. The information that came out revealed the home was owned by a Mr. and Mrs. Alfred Toomey. Mary used another service to confirm they still owned the home and that the Toomeys had no children and were aged 77 and 79.
The dead woman had been in her early thirties, Mary figured.
Jake was being Mr. Goody Two Shoes and not giving her the name of the vic. He had brought her to the crime scene but he wouldn�t give her the name. What kind of sense did that make? Mary thought he just wanted to lure her to dinner with the information.
Her phone rang and she looked at the caller.
Mary picked up the phone and spoke before he could get a word out.
�Yes, Jake, dinner is fine. Just be sure to bring that name with you.�
She locked up the office, then drove to a little cantina a block from the ocean.
Mary ordered a Modelo, Jake a Dos Equis and guacamole. A woman with a gorgeous skirt came to the table and made the guacamole fresh.
�You like it spicy?� she said.
�Absolutely,� Mary answered. The woman threw in some jalapenos, finished the guacamole, and put it on the table.
Mary dug in with fresh chips.
�Delicious,� she said.
Jake scooped up some guacamole with a chip and shoveled it into his mouth. He chewed, swallowed, then looked at Mary, alarmed.
�Wow, that�s hot!� he said, and gulped some ice water. A line of sweat had broken out across his forehead.
The funny thing was, Mary knew that he loved spicy food, he just couldn�t handle it.
�What are you smiling about?� he asked.
�You.�
�What about me?�
�You and spicy food don�t go together. You should stick with mashed potatoes.�
�I love spicy food, it just doesn�t love me.�
�Is that the attraction?�
Jake smiled at her.
�Are we still talking about food?�
Mary shrugged her shoulders. She had no problem with the guacamole. Her threshold for hot food was very, very high.
�So what can you tell me about our victim?� she said.
Jake signaled the woman in the pretty skirt back and they both ordered. He chose the enchiladas, Mary the green chile tacos.
Once the woman had replaced their depleted beers with fresh ones, he finally answered.
�Valerie Barnes,� he said.
�Vitals?�
Jake shook his head. �All I can tell you is that she had a DUI two years ago, otherwise her record is clean. Her employer was an accounting firm and she was apparently a partner. That�s all I�ve got so far.�
�What is the size of the accounting firm? She seemed pretty young to be a partner.�
�I�m sure the detectives are looking into it.�
�No sign of mental health issues?� Mary asked.
�Only the DUI.�
Mary leaned back as the tacos were placed in front of her. She could smell the fiery chiles.
�Have you heard anything else?� Mary prompted.
Jake was putting salt and pepper on his enchiladas. Why, Mary didn�t know.
�Not a peep,� he said. Jake began splashing hot sauce all over his dinner.
�This is going to end badly,� Mary said.
�Yeah, but if I�m going to go out, I�m going to go out in style.�
He shoved a forkful of enchilada into his mouth and began sweating.

Chapter Fourteen

Jake was assigned stakeout duty for a case he was working on, so Mary went back to her condo.
It was late, and she changed into sweats and a UCLA sweatshirt.
It was a long shot, but Mary was feeling lucky. She dialed the number of Dr. Paulette Blevins, her client, and waited for voicemail.
�Doctor, this is Mary Cooper. I wanted to run a name past you. Valerie Barnes. She was recently murdered and I�m calling to see if you have ever heard of her, especially with regard to Craig Locher. Please call me back when you get a chance.�
Mary thanked the woman and hung up, then went into her office and fired up her computer.
She fed the name Valerie Barnes into the various person locator programs she had on her desktop. Some were legal, some weren�t. One of the best programs now had a slightly outdated database because its creator, one of Mary�s former clients, had once again fallen off the grid. He was a hacker and lived life in the shadows. When he reappeared, if he ever did, Mary would see about an update. She was guessing it wouldn�t be high on his list of priorities.
The collective programs spit out a lot of information on a variety of women named Valerie Barnes. It was something private investigators knew all too well: no matter how unusual a name might sound, and Valerie Barnes wasn�t all that unusual, there was always more than expected.
In this case, seventeen names alone in the greater Los Angeles area.
Mary collated them into a spreadsheet with all of the pertinent details and began editing.
She cast a wide net with ages. For one thing, it wasn�t always easy to tell exactly how old a person was, especially in Los Angeles. Secondly, the woman had been cut up pretty thoroughly. Nonetheless, Mary was fairly confident in placing the age of the victim between twenty-five and forty. Forty seemed a little on the high side, but again, this was Los Angeles. Botox, surgery, crazy-ass diets, and health food. She�d met some women who were fifty that looked no older than thirty-five.
With that age frame in mind, Mary was able to throw out eleven of the seventeen names.
That left her with six.
Next, she checked ethnicity. Her Valerie Barnes was definitely Caucasian. She was able to eliminate two African-American Valerie Barneses.
Down to four.
One Valerie Barnes was currently incarcerated in a minimum security prison near San Bernadino.
Three.
Mary studied the details.
Two had DUIs.
She threw out the one that didn�t.
That left two.
Mary printed out the names and addresses. She would run them down first thing tomorrow morning.
Now, it was almost midnight. Mary poured herself a small glass of white wine and went out to her balcony. Across the street, the Pacific Ocean moved with a quiet rhythm that soothed her.
She sat in one of her patio chairs and put her feet up on an empty flowerpot that she�d been meaning to fill with some colorful plant for the past few years.
Mary was starting to get a bad feeling about this case. Most of the time, victims of crime were chosen because of some type of vulnerability. Maybe they�re old, or young, weak, or distracted.
The thing that Craig Locher and Valerie Barnes had in common might be the vulnerability of mental illness. How sick they�d been was the question. If it was garden-variety psychological problems, well, that would be half of Los Angeles.
If, however, their mental problems were more severe, that would make them better targets for a predator.
The question was, what was the killer after? The thrill of murder? Or something else?
Mary finished off her glass of wine, went inside, and locked the sliding glass door.
As always, she was tempted to sleep with the window open.
And, like every night, she would decide against it and lock up before she went to bed.
There were a lot of crazies out there.

Chapter Fifteen

Lately, Mary had been favoring coffee from Del Monde, made with chicory. She had had a fitful night�s sleep and needed a shot of something strong to wake her up.
The coffee was thick and a touch bitter, which was exactly what she needed.
Mary drank her coffee, made a quick breakfast of toast and a hardboiled egg, then showered, dressed, and went out to her car.
Her vehicle of choice was now a gray Honda Accord, albeit with a souped-up V-6 and a stiffer suspension coupled with thick performance tires.
She wasn�t exactly an auto enthusiast, but there had been moments in her life when she�d gunned it after some low life and had wished for more power, better handling, and armor plating. Kind of a James Bond fantasy.
Instead, Mary had bought the Accord new, then taken it to a mechanic who modified cars for the Hollywood big shots and had him give it the once over. So while it wasn�t going to win the Indy 500 anytime soon, the car was a lot faster than it looked.
Which is all that mattered to Mary.
That, and the customization that had gone into the car was all tax deductible as it was her work car.
Always had to think about the tax man.
Mary double-checked the first address, the closest, on Bristol Avenue in Brentwood.
By the time she got there, the morning rush was over and the sun was warming the tree-lined streets.
It was a beautiful area with wide landscaped lots, gates and thick foliate out front, providing only partial views of the impressive homes.
Mary supposed that a partner in an accounting firm, if the firm was big enough, probably made some serious coin.
And if Valerie Barnes lived here alone, in one of these homes, she would have to be pulling down some major bucks.
Mary found the right address, pulled into the driveway, rolled down her window, and pressed the button on the intercom.
There was no answer.
The gate remained closed.
Mary looked up and down the street.
No sign of anyone, other than a small blue pickup truck with paint splatters all over it and a ladder sticking out the back.
Mary rang the bell again.
And waited.
This was not the kind of neighborhood where neighbors kept close tabs on each other. The lots were too big, the homes too spacious, the landscaping too dense. She couldn�t even knock on doors because of the gates.
Mary rang the bell one more time.
She waited another fifteen minutes, sitting in the driveway, before she put the car in reverse and headed to the second address.

Chapter Sixteen

There were no gates in front of the homes of Studio City. The houses were smaller, the space between lots much tighter, and cars were parked on the street as opposed to palatial garages and circular driveways.
Mary double-checked the address and stopped her car in front of a humble Cape Cod with brick on the lower half of the house and white aluminum siding on the upper half.
A row of boxwoods in need of water ringed the front of the house, and the grass had small brown patches. Either some sort of grass disease or a dog with highly acidic urine.
Unlike the beatific quiet of Brentwood, this stretch of Studio City near Davana Terrace was loud. In fact, it was so loud that Mary quickly realized there was a fight going on in the very house she needed to approach.
Cops hated domestic disturbances and so did Mary.
She had a.38 in a holster tucked into the back of her jeans and she was reassured enough to park the Accord and approach the house.
The fighting was going strong. Mary heard the word �bastard� used several times by a woman and the rejoinder �bitch� employed by a male in matching numbers.
�Wonderful,� Mary said.
She rang the bell.
The fighting stopped.
�Great, now the cops are here you idiot,� the man said.
�Shut up Paul you dumb-ass moron,� the woman said.
The door cracked open and Mary saw a sweaty female face with strips of wet hair strung across the forehead.
�I�m looking for a Valerie Barnes,� Mary said.
�What, are you a cop?� the woman said.
�No. I�m a marriage counselor,� Mary said. �Sounds like I got here just in time.�
The woman looked at her.
�Who the hell is it?� the man said.
�Some chick says she�s a marriage counselor,� the woman said.
�Tell her to go to hell, we�re doing fine,� the man said.
�Not in my professional opinion, sir!� Mary called out. She spoke to the woman. �So, are you Valerie Barnes?�
�What if I am?�
Mary sighed.
�Look, I�m not a marriage counselor, although it sure sounds like you could use one. I�m actually a private investigator and I�m here because a girl was killed yesterday. Her name was Valerie Barnes,� Mary said. �I�m just trying to learn more about her and if you�re the Valerie Barnes who lives here, then I can cross you off the list.�
�Tell that bitch to get lost!� the man called out from somewhere in the house.
The woman in front of Mary sighed.
�Yes, I�m Valerie Barnes,� the woman said. �Unfortunately.�
Then she slammed the door shut.

Chapter Seventeen

Mary left the bitch and the bastard, which sounded like the title of a Jane Austen novel, to their own devices and headed back toward Brentwood.
Mary was impressed with �her� Valerie Barnes. The murdered woman had carved out a very nice life for herself, assuming she owned the house Mary had seen earlier.
Thinking of her own finances, Mary felt somewhat embarrassed by the success of the younger woman. Oh, she wasn�t a complete fiscal flop, she had an investment portfolio, had built up equity in her office (she owned the building) and her condo was almost paid off. Although she sucked at math, Mary had forced herself to learn the basics of being a small business owner, the tax shelters available, and tried to make sound business decisions.
But she wouldn�t be buying a monstrosity in Brentwood, or Bel Air, or Beverly Hills or Malibu any time soon. But who really cared? She loved her place in Santa Monica. Loved the restaurant and grocery store in Venice, and loved being close to Alice, who was often a pain in the ass but at least provided some entertainment value.
Mary had found that being close with an elderly person was kind of like having access to a free comedy pay-per-view channel.
She turned off of Wilshire which had suddenly become clogged, and gunned the Accord down side streets, loving the power of the engine, the tight handling with the sporty suspension.
Mary had always had a bit of a lead foot, and now that she was driving this car full-time, she had decided that she would never go back to a �normal� car.
It took her less than twenty minutes to get back to Brentwood and a lot had changed since she�d been there just a few hours back.
Now, a shiny BMW 7-series sat in the driveway, and the gate was open.
Mary decided to be bold.
She drove right through the gate, up the circular driveway, and parked behind the Beemer.
No sense being shy, she thought.
Mary went up and rang the bell. There was a security camera flush-mounted above her.
The door opened and a man stood before Mary.
She instantly saw the resemblance to the dead woman she�d seen less than twenty-four hours ago.
�Hello,� she said.
The man looked at her. He was incredibly handsome, but his face was pale and there were dark circles under his eyes.
He didn�t answer.
�I�m a private investigator looking into the murder of a man named Craig Locher, and I believe it may have something to do with what happened to your sister.�
Mary had guessed at the connection, but it sure looked right to her.
The man hesitated, then surprised Mary by opening the door wider.
�Why don�t you come in?�

Chapter Eighteen

The home�s foyer was as impressive as the outside. A huge vaulted ceiling, a bench off to the right, and a marble floor.
The man walked through the foyer, down a short hallway then turned left into the kitchen.
It was five times larger, at least, than Mary�s. With white cabinets, marble countertops, and professional grade appliances.
�I�m Trey,� the man said. �Valerie�s brother, as you guessed. Do you want something to drink?�
He had a bottle of Perrier on the counter and a stack of paper.
�No thank you. I�m very sorry about your sister,� Mary said. She was surprised by the invite in, and the apparent relaxed state of Trey Barnes. Was he this way with everyone?
�You�re a private investigator?� Trey asked, ignoring Mary�s sympathy.
�Yes, I�m looking into the murder of a man and it could be that your sister�s murder is related.�
�What, like a serial killer?� he said.
�I don�t know,� Mary said.
For a moment, Trey Barnes seemed to remember that his sister was now dead. Mary thought he might start crying, but he regained his composure.
�She was an awesome girl,� he said. �The pride of the family.�
�Are your parents��
�They�re dead. Cancer got my Mom five years ago, a heart attack got my Dad six months after that. It was just me and Valerie. Now just me.�
He looked around the cavernous kitchen, for a moment seemed to be lost in confusion. He looked at Mary, seemed to be surprised to see her.
�So who are you working for?�
Mary hesitated. She ordinarily never divulged her employer, but in this case it seemed appropriate.
�A psychologist who was treating the victim.�
Trey Barnes nodded.
�Do the police have any leads on your sister�s case?� Mary asked as gently as possible.
Barnes sighed and looked around, as if seeing the house for the first time.
�I don�t think I can do this right now,� he said. �Do you have a card or something?�
�Yes, I do,� Mary said.
�I don�t mean to be rude but I�ve got a lot to do,� Barnes said, gesturing at the pile of papers in front of him. �You can call me if you have any questions. And maybe we can talk more later, but right now, I don�t know. It just comes in waves. A minute ago I was fine, now I�m not, and then a minute from now I�ll feel better.�
Mary pulled out two cards, gave them to Trey and asked him to write his phone number on one. He did so and gave her that card back.
He saw her to the door.
Mary turned to him and said, �I�m sorry again for your loss.�
Barnes nodded.
�She was an amazing woman,� he said. �Now it�s just me.�
Mary didn�t know what to say.
Trey Barnes shrugged his shoulders, nodded, and shut the door.
Mary wished she could have said something profound. But being profound wasn�t exactly her strong suit.

Chapter Nineteen

Mary swung by Alice�s house after her meeting with Trey Barnes.
She unlocked the door and stepped inside.
Alice was on her hands and knees with her yoga instructor/boyfriend Sanji kneeling behind her, holding the older woman�s hips and chanting.
�Open up, Alice, open up,� he was saying in a sing song voice, followed by a phrase in Hindu.
�Please don�t,� Mary said as she passed the couple and headed straight for Alice�s kitchen.
�I�m wide open for you, Sanji!� Alice called out.
�Good Christ,� Mary said, found a bottle of Heineken and an opener. She popped the top, hoped her Aunt hadn�t done the same out in the living room, and took a drink. The ice cold beer was a welcome taste. Mary took her beer back into the living room, plopped into a chair and watched the yoga spectacle literally unfolding in front of her.
�Hey, this isn�t a football game,� Alice said. �I�m going to have to start selling tickets.� She was a short, solid woman with a head of finely cropped gray hair. Her eyes were hazel and she had the fine features all Cooper women had. Now, she was still on her knees, with her ass pointed backward.
�Sanji�s at the 50 yard line,� Mary pointed out.
�And he�s about to score,� Alice said. She started giggling.
�Ladies, we must focus on the yoga,� he said. He was a slim man, at least ten years Alice�s junior, with fine, delicate features. He kind of looked like a perfectly grilled chicken wing, Mary thought.
�I think I�m done for today, Sanj,� Alice said. She slowly got to her feet.
Mary took a drink of her beer and checked her cell phone. There was a text from Jake to call him.
�I will see you tonight?� Sanji said.
�You sure will, sexy,� Alice said. �Make sure you bring that oil. And that pair of �Slippery When Wet� underwear I know you�ve got.� Alice glanced over at Mary and winked.
Sanji let himself out and Alice went to the fridge, got herself a Diet Coke, and sat back in the living room with Mary.
�So what�s going on with you?� Alice said.
�Still working that case I told you about, the guy in the diaper. It�s now become the guy in the diaper and the girl who was dressed up like a doll and then killed.�
�It�s a sick world,� Alice said, sipping from her Coke. �So these two cases then, if they�re related, what do you think is going on? Some serial killer who likes dressing his victims up like babies?�
Mary shrugged her shoulders. �They�re definitely related, but I don�t know what the motive is or who would even want to kill these two people. I�ve got a lot of work to do.�
Alice shook her head. �You really need to give up this whole private investigator dream,� Alice said. �I don�t think it�s going to work out for you.�
�I�ve been doing it for ten years.�
�Just because you�ve been doing something for a long time, doesn�t mean you�re right for it. Just look at your Uncle Kurt and standup comedy. The man was born for a career in industrial janitorial services.�
Mercifully, Mary�s phone rang and it was Jake.
�Didn�t you get my text?� he said.
�I did. But I knew you would call, too.�
�Well, get ready. I�ve got some big news for you.�

Chapter Twenty

�I�ve found you a shrink,� Jake said. �I should have done this a long time ago.�
�Did you find one who specializes in boyfriend problems? As in, their boyfriend is a donkey?�
�Very funny, Mary. It�s for your case. Her name is Nancy Pregler and she�s a consultant to the LAPD. She knows all there is to know about psychology and crime. We use her all the time and she�s smart as a whip. A good therapist, too, from what I hear. Maybe she can help you.� He paused. �And you really need some help.�
Mary rolled her eyes as she heard Jake laughing at his own mirth-making. It was so cute. She couldn�t wait to bat him about the ears.
�Thank you, Jake,� Mary said. �You�re so good for my mental health.�
�She can meet with you today at three if you�re available, otherwise it�s a long wait.�
�I can do three,� Mary said.
Jake gave her an address in Beverly Hills.
�Your LAPD shrink works in Beverly Hills?�
�She must have given us a discount.�
Mary hung up, then tried another phone call to Dr. Frank Fallon�s office but they weren�t answering. In fact, they had stopped the answering service. The phone just rang and rang and rang.
Mary hung up, checked the clock, and saw she had just enough time to get to Beverly Hills to see her shrink.
Gosh, she�d always wanted to say that.

Chapter Twenty-One

The address belonged to a carriage house that had been broken off into its own address. The grounds had been cultivated carefully, including a wrought-iron fence, to make sure the structure was completely separate from the monstrous house next door that had been its original counterpart.
There was a gravel drive to the right of the small house with two parking spots. The first was occupied by a long, sleek Mercedes-Benz.
The second spot quickly became occupied by Mary�s Accord.
There was an intercom, so Mary pushed the small white button and the door quickly buzzed.
She opened the door and stepped into the waiting room. There was a seating area with a long, black coffee table surrounded by chairs covered in not-so-subtle teal cloth upholstery. There were framed flower prints on the wall.
A hallway ran through the center of the building, with a kitchen off the first doorway, just visible from the reception area.
�You must be Mary Cooper,� a voice said from above. There was a stairway off to the right and Mary saw a woman at the top of the landing, looking down.
�And you are Dr. Pregler?� Mary said.
�I am, please come up.�
Knowing that psychologists loved to have two entrances and exits, so that departing patients didn�t have to come face to face with arriving patients, Mary figured there was another door on the other end of the hallway upstairs that led outside.
But seeing as how there was only one car in the lot, Dr. Pregler must have been between patients.
The Doctor was a woman Mary guessed to be near fifty years old, with hunched shoulders, broad hips, and a face that somewhat resembled a Pug. Large eyes and loose jowls. But the eyes were big and blue and bright. A fierce intelligence radiated outward.
�So Detective Cornell said you needed someone to talk to,� the woman said as she gestured toward a leather club chair. Mary sat, and the Doctor sat in a chair opposite her. The woman�s office was wide and spacious, with framed certificates on the walls and a desk off to the side with a laptop computer.
The room smelled vaguely of fresh flowers.
�Yes, I need to ask you about infantilizing, I believe it�s called.�
�Okay. What would you like to know?�
�Well, it�s a fetish, right?�
�It can be. It�s called autonepiophilia. Or, the more general term is adult baby syndrome.�
�Yes, that�s what I�m wondering about.�
�Not to be confused with urolagnia.�
�Euro-what?�
�Urolagnia is also known as watersports. Fascination with urine, etc.�
�No, I don�t think it�s that. This involves a grown man wearing a diaper, a woman dressed up like a child.�
�Yes, that would be infantilism.�
�So what�s the deal with it? Why do people enjoy it?�
�I am by no means an expert but in the majority of cases it is a role playing issue. Nothing more, nothing less. As I understand it, sometimes it involves masochism, but not always.�
�Spanking? That sort of thing?�
�Yes. Like any type of sexual fetish, it can be taken to any degree imaginable.�
�Women and men?�
Dr. Pregler nodded. �Women and men, definitely, in both roles. Not children, though. Infantilism is not related to pedophilia.�
�I see. So, is it possible for this kind of role-playing to get out of hand? As in, leading to murder?�
�Of course. As I said, any type of sexual role playing can be taken to an extreme.�
Mary thought about it.
�Okay, so let me ask you about psychology as a profession. How does it work? Do you monitor each other? Or just wait until things reach a court of law?�
�Physician, heal thyself, kind of thing?� the woman said. She had taken off her glasses and now chewed one end of the stem. Mary had heard that was a good way to get an ear infection.
�Sort of.�
�Your best bet would be the Psychiatric Review Board, which manages and oversees all claims of abuse,� Dr. Pregler said. �If you�re looking for information before it reaches court, that would be the place to begin. However, some of the information is public, but much of it is not. The service is free and patients can walk in and demand to see any complaints that have been lodged against a certain doctor.�
The woman scribbled something down on a sheet of paper and handed it to Mary.
�Here�s their address.�
Mary tucked it inside her purse.
�Can you give me any kind of idea how often there is trouble between a patient and his or her therapist?�
The woman nodded. �Much less often than you would think. In thirty years practicing psychology I�ve had less than half a dozen issues with patients. And I expect I�m fairly normal compared to my colleagues.�
�I see,� Mary responded.
�Now Detective Cornell said you had some relationship issues you wanted to talk to me about.�
Mary flushed slightly.
That jackass.
�No, no issues with me. Just the case,� Mary said. �Jake, however, definitely needs his head examined.�

Chapter Twenty-Two

The Psychological Association of Los Angeles was located in a single-story, fifties-style office building that sat on the corner of a quiet street in Reseda. Mary parked the Accord and went inside.
There was an unattended counter with a computer monitor and a chair. The monitor was turned off. The calendar was a month behind.
�Hello?� Mary said.
She heard a shuffling of papers and then a woman appeared. She was old but dyed her hair a cross between black and dark, dark red. She had on a black sweater over a red blouse, gray slacks, and shoes with thick black straps.
�How may I help you?� she said.
�I�d like to look into any information you have on Dr. Frank Fallon,� Mary said.
�Okay,� the woman said. She went to a computer, tapped the keys for a bit, and then looked up at Mary.
�We have different categories of information. Professional accomplishments, education, services offered��
�I�m looking for any illegal activity,� Mary said. �Crimes, lawsuits, criminal activity. Anything like that.�
�I see,� the woman said. �The only information we can provide are documents that have already been made public. We use a software program that�s searchable by the physician�s name. There may be criminal information, but that would be stored separately. I can only give you what I find through the search. Anything else, you would need a court order.�
The woman tapped the keys some more.
�I�ve got about twenty pages of documents,� she said. �We charge ten cents a page.�
�Let her rip,� Mary said.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Mary grabbed a coffee to go from the Peet�s just down the street from her building, then went to her office, put her feet up on her desk, and set the papers on her lap.
She sipped the dark, strong brew until it was nearly half gone, then set it on her desk.
Mary picked up the papers and started reading, occasionally taking a coffee break before diving back into the documents.
By the time she was done, she learned that there had been only one real stretch of trouble for Dr. Frank Fallon.
A woman named Robin Dipple had filed a formal assault charge against Fallon. The charge had been resolved out of court, but news of the woman�s original complaint was still on file.
There were a few other minor skirmishes over billing and one instance of a supposed breach of patient confidentiality.
But that was it.
Mary double-checked the date of the original complaint. It had been nearly two years ago.
She glanced at the clock. There was still time to give Robin Dipple a call if she could track down the number. A quick search yielded an R. Dipple in Beverly Hills, and another in Long Beach.
Mary gambled and called the number in Beverly Hills.
A woman answered.
Mary explained she wanted to talk to the Robin Dipple who filed a complaint against Dr. Frank Fallon. She explained she was a private investigator.
The woman hesitated only briefly then surprised Mary by volunteering her address. She told Mary to stop by around lunch time and she would happily tell her all about Dr. Frank Fallon.
Mary loved it when cases picked up steam, and this one was starting to give off smoke.

Chapter Twenty-Four

Mary was getting ready to leave her office for her appointment with Robin Dipple when a woman appeared in her lobby.
Mary immediately recognized her. She was the woman Mary had seen in the hallway outside of Dr. Frank Fallon�s office when she had gone there to question him.
�Hello?� Mary said, leaving her office to enter the waiting area.
�Hi, are you Mary Cooper?� the woman said.
�I am.�
�Hi, I�m Ann Budchuk. Do you have a couple of minutes to talk?�
Mary�s curiosity was piqued.
�Sure, come in,� she said. �Do you want anything? Water? Coffee?�
�No thank you,� Budchuk said.
They went into Mary�s office and the woman sat in a chair across from Mary�s desk. Mary slid her office chair out so the desk wasn�t between them.
�What brought you into a private investigator�s office?� Mary asked.
�I heard you at the doctor�s office�that you were looking into Craig Locher�s death.�
Mary hid her surprise.
�Did you know Mr. Locher?� Mary said, neither confirming nor denying if she was working the case.
�I did. We worked together years ago at a marketing firm and kept in touch. He was the one who actually recommended Dr. Fallon to me. I was shocked to hear he was murdered.�
�Do you have any idea who might have wanted to harm him?�
The woman shook her head. �No, everyone loved Craig, that was the problem.�
�What do you mean?�
�Well, women were attracted to him, men loved to go drinking with him because he was fun and always made the party better with his presence. So he was constantly getting pulled by various people in tons of different directions. And he had a big problem saying no. So he almost always said yes. And that caused problems for him.�
�What kind of problems?�
�I believe he struggled with various addictions. Alcohol, drugs, or sex. Or, maybe even all three. I�m not sure. But he definitely needed help.�
Mary paused and thought about what Ann Budchuk was telling her.
�I get the feeling,� Mary said. �That you know something and that�s why you stopped by today. You wanted to check me out, see if I was legitimate, and maybe you would share with me what you know. And maybe you won�t. Are you at that point?�
Budchuk leaned back in her chair and sighed. �Is it that obvious?�
�Just a good guess,� Mary said.
The woman nodded. �Yes, I do have something to share.�
She leaned forward and spread her hands on her knees.
�I think Craig was murdered by another one of Dr. Fallon�s patients.�

Chapter Twenty-Five

�His name is Derek Pitts.�
Mary started taking notes.
�He was�is�a total psycho,� Budchuk said with a small smile. �I know that�s not politically correct. I�m sure the medical term is bipolar or sociopathic or something. But the man is nuts.�
�How do you know all of this about him?�
�Well, his appointment was usually before mine, and I saw him in the waiting room. But then something went horribly wrong with his treatment and he supposedly broke into Fallon�s office, got all of our patient information, and made threats that he was going to kill every one of Fallon�s patients,� Budchuk said. Her hands shook as she talked. �Fallon�s office had to contact us and let us know about the situation once the police couldn�t find him.�
�When you say us, who do you mean?�
�All of us patients. A few of us ladies were friends and that�s how I found all this out. One of the other women knew Dr. Frank better than the rest of us, and apparently he told her some of this.�
�What did they say when they contacted you?� Mary asked.
�Just to take extra precautions for our safety.�
�And when did all of this happen?�
�About a month ago.�
Mary smiled to herself. Funny how Dr. Fallon had completely failed to mention that a former patient had made threats against his other patients. Apparently business came first for Dr. Fallon.
�What do you know about Pitts?� Mary asked.
�Virtually nothing other than what I just told you.�
�Did they tell you it was Pitts who had threatened your safety?�
�No, I just put two and two together. Plus, they gave a description and it fit him perfectly. I knew it was him. I could tell he was deeply troubled, in a bad way.�
�What does he look like?�
�He�s short. Dark-skinned. Dark hair. Swarthy. Tons of tattoos. Looked like a weight lifter.�
Mary jotted something down.
�What do you mean he was troubled in a bad way?�
�Some people, you can just tell they wouldn�t mind hurting people. Like, if I imagined violence with this man, he wouldn�t be troubled by it.�
Mary looked at the woman.
�Do you mind if I ask what you�re seeing Dr. Fallon for?�
The woman seemed caught off-guard.
�Why does that matter?�
�It might not, but when someone provides what could be some very important information, I like to know as much as possible about the source.�
�So you�re trying to figure out if I�m a nutso, is that it?�
�I can tell you�re not a �nutso� as you put it. Look, you don�t have to answer the question. But I felt I had to at least ask.�
�Fine. I�m seeing him for depression. It�s something I�ve struggled with all my life.�
Mary nodded.
�Are you going to try to find Pitts?� Budchuk asked.
�Yes.�
�Good luck. And be careful.�

Chapter Twenty-Six

Mary put in a call to Jake regarding Derek Pitts, then hustled to her car and drove to Robin Dipple�s house. Traffic was light for the first time in the history of Los Angeles, and she made the drive in less than twenty minutes.
The Dipple house was a French colonial with a custom tile inserted under every window. While the brick exterior was tan, the tiles were a powder blue and seemed to shout from the otherwise bland setting.
The woman who answered the door had a pretty but severe face, with skin stretched very tightly and eyebrows that slanted back with razor precision.
She showed Mary in to a formal living room where a sitting area anchored by two French wingback chairs faced a fireplace.
�Thank you for so readily agreeing to see me,� Mary said.
�Believe me, the pleasure is all mine,� the woman said. She smiled and Mary thought she could actually hear the woman�s face creak under the exertion.
�So as I understand it, you filed a complaint against Dr. Fallon,� Mary said.
�Yes.�
�Can you tell me what happened?�
�No.�
Mary looked at her. �What do you mean? You invited me over to talk.�
�What I mean is I signed a non-disclosure agreement after we settled out of court. So I can�t talk about specifics of my case, but I can give you opinions. I read the contract very carefully before I settled.�
�That�s good.�
�So I can tell you, in general terms, that Dr. Frank Fallon is a piece of dogshit. A steaming pile of poo.�
�I�m surprised those phrases weren�t included in the legal document,� Mary said.
�Nope, they sure weren�t. In fact, I can give my opinion on all kinds of things, as long as I don�t talk about the specifics of my case.�
�And why do you associate Fallon so strongly with dog feces?�
�Because he will pursue a woman for sex long past the point of reason. Again, in my opinion, he will resort to whatever means necessary to get his way. Do you understand what I mean?�
Mary thought about it. By any means necessary could mean all kinds of things.
She considered asking for clarification, but knew the woman was bound by legalities.
�How long ago was your incident?�
�I can�t say. What I can say is that my favorite number is 2.�
Two years.
�I see.�
�And did you want to talk to me because you feel that some people never change their ways? That they continue to repeat behavior they shouldn�t?�
The woman nodded her head vigorously.
Mary was at a brief loss in terms of the best way to continue. She opted for the big picture.
�Do you have any general opinions you�d like to share with me?�
�Why yes,� the woman said. �Yes I do.�
She folded her hands across her lap.
�Again, this is my opinion, but when a celebrity of any sort, say a lawyer or a doctor or an actor becomes too big for their sexual britches they begin to feel above the law.�
Sexual britches? Mary would have to remember that one.
�In that case, a celebrity doctor might need money to cover up their discretions. Lots and lots of money. And in order to get their hands on the kind of cash they would need to cover up their problems, they would do all kinds of things.�
�What kind of things would they do, in your opinion?� Mary said.
�I actually don�t have a firm opinion on that one. But I have an opinion based on something I overheard.�
Mary was getting tired of the innuendo. But she knew it was all she was going to get.
�And that would be?� Mary prompted.
�That a celebrity type would venture into illegal practices within their industry. The kind that would generate lots of money.�
�And that would possibly hurt people?�
�Yes. That would be my opinion.�

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Mary went back to her office to begin looking into the whereabouts of one Derek Pitts.
When she got there, though, she found an envelope that had been slid beneath the door.
Mary took it back to her desk, popped a Point beer, and slid a finger underneath the flap.
She opened the envelope and pulled out a medical file that had a header noting it came from the office of Dr. Frank Fallon.
There was a yellow Post-It Note on the front. It read:
Ms. Cooper,
I finally got access to Craig�s file from Dr. Fallon. I didn�t read it because I don�t really want to know what he talked about with his shrink. I did make a copy just in case, which you now have. Let me know if there�s anything else I can do.
Sincerely,
Jenni Mulderink.
Mary drank from her beer and read the report.
One phrase was used repeatedly.
Sex addiction.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Mary had no trouble tracking down Derek Pitts, thanks to her handy access to the Los Angeles County jail�s database. She logged in, searched under his name, and found that he had done plenty of time, several three-year stints, with an arrest record two pages long.
There was also a recent entry with the name and telephone number of his parole officer.
Mary loved parole officers, had done a lot of work with them during her career, and knew exactly how to impersonate an employer calling to verify a job applicant�s address.
It took her less than five minutes to get in touch with the PO, give her spiel, and get a current address for one Derek Pitts.
She jotted down the address and looked it up on Google maps.
It was a rough area in Los Angeles proper.
Mary went to the gun safe in her office, located inside a supply closet, put an extra clip for her.45 in her pocket, and strapped on an ankle holster which held her 5-shot.357 Magnum Smith & Wesson.
A girl could never be too careful these days, Mary figured.
She locked up the office, got into the Accord, and headed out for the last known address of Derek Pitts. On the way, she called Alice.
�I�m headed into the ghetto,� Mary said. �If I don�t make it out, sell my condo and buy yourself a Porsche.�
�The hell with that,� Alice said. �I�ll buy myself a Bentley. Porsches are pass� these days.�
Mary laughed. �Just don�t let Sanji get his hands on the money.�
�Oh, his hands are full, believe me,� Alice said, then giggled.
Mary disconnected, and ten minutes later she was driving down a street that bore the name of Derek Pitts� last address.
She found the house and saw that it was collapsing on its foundation. The window was broken, an empty bottle of malt liquor sat on the porch.
She parked the car, locked it, and walked to the front door.
In the distance, she heard a dog barking, and a rank, sour smell assailed her nose.
Knocking on the door seemed silly, so she walked down the length of the porch and peered inside the broken smashed window.
It showed a living room in serious disarray.
And an object in the middle of the floor.
It was a body.
She stepped through the window, careful not to snag her clothes on the shards of glass. Mary went to the body and looked at the face.
No doubt about it.
The man was dead.
He was naked, except for a baby�s milk bottle jammed into his mouth.
And he was Derek Pitts.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

�I�ve got a cold one for you,� Mary said into her cell phone. Jake was on the other end of the line.
�Perfect, I�m dying for a beer.�
�No beer, Jake. I�ve got a body.�
�Don�t tease me like that.�
�I�ll tell you where the body is if you can run down a name for me.�
She heard him sigh on the other end of the line.
�Why do I want to know where this body is?�
�Because it has to do with your case, I�m fairly certain.�
�Which case is that?�
�Craig Locher and Valerie Barnes.�
�Craig Locher and Valerie Barnes are most certainly not my cases,� Jake pointed out.
�Well they should be if you want to close them and take credit for all of my brilliant detective work,� Mary said.
There was a pause.
�Give me the address,� Jake said.
She read off the address and ended the call.
It was amusing how easily she could manipulate him.
Her phone rang and she wondered if Jake was going to refuse to come out to the crime scene. But the number on her screen wasn�t Jake�s.
It was Ann Budchuk�s.
�Ms. Cooper, it�s Ann Budchuk, I�m having an emergency, I need to see you as soon as possible.�
�Do you need to call 911?� Mary asked.
�No, it�s not that kind of emergency,� the woman said. �Look, it�s just really urgent that I talk to you at my house as soon as you can swing by.�
Mary told her she�d be there in less than thirty minutes, depending on traffic, and hung up.
She texted Jake that she had to leave, and then got in her car and drove to Budchuk�s place in the Pacific Palisades, just across San Vincente Boulevard.
Budchuk�s home was a cozy Cape Cod, painted an unusual dark blue, with white shutters and a one-car garage detached from the main house at the end of a gravel driveway.
Mary found a parking spot halfway down the block, then walked back to the house. She went to the front door.
It was partially open.
Mary slid her.45 from its shoulder holster.
She slipped in through the door and found herself in a tiny foyer with a coat closet to the left and an old radiator heater on the right. A door with thick glass squares faced her and it, too, was ajar.
Mary listened, heard nothing, then moved forward, nudging the door open with her shoulder.
To her right was a living room with a simple sitting area facing a flat screen television. To her left was a dining room with a pass through window. Kitchen cabinets were visible through the opening, as well as a kettle that still had steam rising from its spout.
Mary walked down the hallway between the two rooms and stepped into the kitchen.
Anna Budchuk was on the floor, on her back, with her eyes wide open staring at the ceiling fixture. Green vomit ran from her mouth down the side of her neck and pooled on the floor.
The rest of her body was covered with baby powder. The smell of the powder and the vomit combined to make Mary feel ill.
She then noticed a collection of pill bottles on the kitchen counter next to the sink.
Mary stepped over the dead woman, turned the stove off, then studied the bottles before slipping one into her pocket.
She took out her cell phone and dialed Jake.
He wouldn�t be happy about another body.

Chapter Thirty

The pharmacy was a Rite-Aid on Lincoln. Mary went to the counter and stood in line behind a guy with a walker. She assumed it was going to take awhile.
Fifteen minutes later, a woman peeked around a different window and called Mary over.
Mary took out the bottle of pills.
�I was wondering if you could tell me what these pills are and who prescribed them.�
�Are you the patient?�
�No, they�re for my grandmother. She is having trouble speaking and I can�t find records of these pills anywhere.�
Mary had studied the bottle, seen that any information on the medication and the prescriber was missing. The question was, was it on purpose or a flaw in some printer?
The woman glanced at Mary.
�I don�t see a prescribing physician, which is very unusual.�
�I thought so, too.�
�Let me ask the pharmacist, I�ll be right back.� She slid the window closed as if she didn�t want Mary to hear the conversation.
She wasn�t worried, there wasn�t anything illegal about asking about pills. Trying to fill them, now, that would be illegal.
After a few minutes, the man in line started talking to himself about his favorite Dirty Harry movie and Mary wondered if the woman had gone on break.
But then the window slid open.
�I don�t know if this helps or not, but the medication is something we�ve never seen before. If you can�t find the doctor who prescribed it, you would have to send it to a lab for analysis.�
Great, Mary thought. A dead end.
�But we were able to search through our system and although we couldn�t find a physician, we did get the name of the company who manufactured the pills,� the woman said.
Mary sighed. That would probably do her no good, but she said anyway, �Sure, what do you have?�
�The company is called Synergy Labs.�
The woman handed the pills back to Mary.
�I�ve never heard of them, but that�s not totally uncommon. There are a lot of new ones out there. It�s probably just a division of one of the big ones like Merck or Pfizer.�
Mary nodded.
�Thanks.�
She left as the man with the walker began telling the free blood pressure machine to �make his day.�

Chapter Thirty-One

Although Synergy Labs seemed to keep a relatively low profile online, it didn�t take Mary long to find its headquarters.
It was located in Pasadena.
She had been surprised by the lack of a website for the company, as well as any press releases, news stories, or even mentions of Synergy Labs online.
It made her wonder if the company even existed. Maybe the gal at the Rite-Aid was having some fun with her. Then again, were pharmacists known for their senses of humor?
Mary ran through the options in her mind. It was too late to drive out to Pasadena now. She would have to wait until morning, which would also give her enough time to call around and see what else she could find out about the company. She also had to find out how and why Ann Budchuk had a bunch of medications with no labels, but that apparently came from Synergy Labs.
She glanced at her watch. Mary hadn�t heard yet from Jake and she was curious to see what he had found at both the Pitts crime scene and the Budchuk murder. Yes, Mary thought of it as murder, not suicide. These cases were all related, and not just because of the infantilism angle. Someone was killing all of these people who had been going through psychological therapy.
But why?
And who was killing them?
This case was really starting to get under Mary�s skin. She hated not knowing the answers. She took the situation as a personal insult.
She had told Jake she�d meet him for a drink at Skivvies, a dive bar not far from Budchuk�s residence. Once he had finished at the crime scene, he would head there.
Mary got there first and the place was crowded, but Mary was able to wrangle a table in the back corner by flashing her private investigator�s badge and saying she was with the health department.
A half hour and a beer later, Jake walked in and she waved him over to the table.
�What the hell is going on with you, Mary?� he said, sliding his chair out and taking a seat. �Two bodies in one day? That�s a record � even for you.�
�What can I say? I�m on a roll,� Mary said. A waiter brought another beer for Mary and a beer she had ordered for Jake.
Mary drank and enjoyed the taste of an ice-cold pilsner.
�So what did you find?� she said.
�Whoa, whoa,� Jake said, sipping his beer. �I�m not your errand boy. Send me over there and then drill me for information.�
�Since when aren�t you my boy?�
�Since now.�
�Ok, what do you want from me?� she said. Mary understood he was making a point so she decided to let him. Once the little drama was over with, she would get what she wanted.
�First, tell me how you wound up there,� he said.
Mary brought him up to speed with meeting Budchuk, her telling Mary about Pitts, then finding Pitts. She also went ahead and connected the call from Budchuk and subsequently finding her dead, too.
�Someone�s really on this one,� Jake said. �They�re killing faster every time. They must be desperate for something.�
�Okay, prissy boy,� Mary said. �Time to share.�
Jake took a long pull from his beer, set it on the table, and looked Mary in the eye. �The dead man was, in fact, Derek Pitts. Examiner estimated he�d been dead for about eight hours or so.�
He turned his pint glass in his hand.
�That�s it?� Mary said.
Jake shrugged his shoulders. �What can I tell you? He was dead, we�ll get ballistics back eventually but I can tell you there�s not a big rush on this one. No one is convinced it�s related to Craig Locher. Even with the baby bottle. Could be a coincidence, is what someone said.�
�That�s bullshit.�
Jake waved the waiter over and ordered two more beers.
�What about Ann Budchuk? Got just as little information on her, too?� Mary said.
�Even less,� Jake admitted. �Definitely her house, her pills. We�re leaning toward suicide.�
�Even with what I told you?� Mary said.
�We need proof, Mary.� He smiled at her. �You know I always believe you. It�s those others who need more proof.�
Mary rolled her eyes. �Now you�re just trying to sweet talk me.�
�Is it working?�
Mary watched as the waiter put another beer in front of her.
�The beer is, but you�re not.�

Chapter Thirty-Two

Alice was watching a reality show where aspiring singers audition for judges.
�Why are you watching that?� Mary said.
�I like to watch people trying to get their career off the ground. They remind me of you.�
Mary went to the kitchen and grabbed a cookie from Alice�s fridge. On second thought, she took two.
She went back into the living room and sat on the couch.
A scruffy looking guy with a guitar was butchering a Bob Dylan song.
�You take a lot of drugs, don�t you?� Mary said to Alice.
�Used to,� Alice said. �Back when I was a hippie, I took all kinds of stuff until I wound up on the back of a Hell�s Angel�s bike headed for Temecula and an initiation. I lost him at a rest stop and never took drugs after that. Except ones prescribed by my doctor.�
Alice went to the kitchen and came back with a glass of Coke. It probably had Crown Royal splashed in there, too. Alice called it her vitamin.
�Why do you ask?� she said to Mary. �Looking for a new dealer for your female Viagra?�
�Very cute, Timothy Leary,� Mary said. �I�m talking about prescription drugs.�
�Well, I�ve been able to cut back on some of my medications now that I�ve lost some weight working with Sanji.�
She shot a wink at Mary.
�Of course, the money I�ve saved has all gone to buying more lube.�
�Please stop,� Mary said. �So have you ever heard of someone getting drugs from a manufacturer and not a doctor?�
�Can�t say that I have, Mary. Why? Are you looking into Botox? I hope for your sake?�
�No, afraid not.�
�You pay for your own health insurance, don�t you?� Alice said.
�Sure do.�
�That has to suck.�
Alice drank from her glass and Mary popped the last of the cookie into her mouth. Damn, it was hard to beat a good cookie.
�It does suck sometimes, Alice,� Mary said. �But back to the topic at hand. How would a woman get a bottle of pills directly from a manufacturer?�
�How do you know she did? Did she tell you?�
�No, she�s dead.�
�I see. What if the manufacturer didn�t give them to her?�
�I see where you�re going with that,� Mary said. �Maybe she stole them.�
�Or maybe she was part of an experiment. Don�t drug companies test drugs all the time?�
�Yeah, but they usually do it overseas. For legal reasons, you know. Not a lot of tort lawyers in Mongolia.�
�That�s disgusting.�
�And the truth.�
�Something tells me they aren�t trying out drugs in Beverly Hills.�
�Unless there are volunteers.�
�I know plenty of women who would volunteer for drugs that made them lose weight, or wrinkles, or perk up their girls.�
Mary thought about that.
�Another possibility is that drug companies send their stuff to doctors, and the doctors give the stuff out, sort of as trial runs.�
�I could see that happening,� Alice said. �Did you see in the news about that one doctor who just got arrested for billing hundreds of dead people? Some of those guys have no conscience. Like most private investigators.�
Mary knew she had to talk to a doctor she could trust. But first, she wanted to scope out this drug company.
Right after another cookie.

Chapter Thirty-Three

Mary loaded up on Peet�s Coffee then guided the Accord out of Santa Monica toward Pasadena. She had waited until she was confident the office was open.
She dialed the number, got an operator, and asked for the CEO�s office. She was transferred to a secretary, who answered the phone by saying, �Mr. Ward�s office.�
�I�d like to make an appointment to see him this morning, preferably at about 10 a.m.�
�So you don�t have an appointment?�
�No.�
�May I ask what this in regard to?�
�I�m a venture capitalist interested in investing in one of his new drugs. I�ve got about a billion dollars to burn through by the end of this month. That�s why I�m personally calling.�
�I see,� she said.
Mary knew she didn�t buy it.
�Usually this kind of thing is handled by submitting your proposals in writing��
�Look, I�m not a venture capitalist. I�ve been seeing Mr. Ward for several months and I have some important news for him of a very intimate nature, if you know what I mean by �intimate.� But he�s not returning my calls which means he�s either not horny, which I find hard to believe, or he�s avoiding me, which is much more likely. I will be at your office at ten o�clock. I�m a gorgeous blonde woman. My name is Cary Mooper.�
Mary disconnected the call.
This should be interesting, she thought.
Traffic was quicker than she expected and she pulled up in the parking lot of Synergy Labs fifteen minutes before ten.
The building was a collection of soulless cubes set back in the shadow of the Pasadena foothills.
Mary had heard bears still roamed the foothills and could frequently be found in dumpsters looking for food.
Mary parked the Accord and entered. She went to the front desk and told them she was Cary Mooper there to see the CEO.
The security guard looked at her with recognition, pressed a button, and two security guards with a man dressed in a dark blue suit approached her.
Uh-oh, she thought.

Chapter Thirty-Four

�Ms. Mooper?� the guy in the suit said.
Mary liked how that sounded. She kind of felt like a mooper right about now.
�Yes,� Mary said.
She turned to the three men. The two security guards were big guys and the gentleman in the suit was pretty large, too. She could tell they were aware of their physicality, and were using it as a way to intimidate her.
It wasn�t working.
�I�m afraid I have bad news,� the man in the suit said.
�How about the good news first?�
The man ignored her.
�You will not be allowed to see our CEO today. In order to submit a proposal for venture capital, you need to fill out the proper paperwork and have all of this prearranged. I�m sure you understand.�
�I do, understand. But I also have some questions that are unrelated to venture capital. It�s more like venture criminal investigation.�
The man�s face stayed blank, like a stone. Which also happened to be the material Mary guessed his face was made from.
�You see, there have been a string of murders, and one of the victims had a large supply of drugs manufactured by your company,� Mary said. �The police don�t know about this yet, but I do. And if I don�t see your CEO, then the police will be hearing about the situation immediately.�
The man considered her for a moment, then nodded to the security guards who stayed put.
The man took out a cell phone and called someone.
Mary waited, watching the two big guys.
�Fellas,� Mary said.
They ignored her.
The third man quickly returned to her.
�There�s someone you can talk to.�
They rode an elevator to the top floor, and Mary followed the man to a conference room.
She was shown in, and then the door closed behind her.
Two men sat at the head of the table. They turned, and one of them, a man dressed in an expensive suit with a gold tie clip, pointed to a chair to his right.
She sat down.
The other man was dressed in a much cheaper suit, darker, with no gold tie clip.
�My name is Xavier Rodan,� the man in the expensive suit said. �I�m head of the firm�s Legal Department. And this is Larry Coldwater, head of the firm�s security.�
�Gentlemen,� Mary said.
�And what is your name?� Rodan said.
�My name is Mary Cooper and I�m a private investigator. I�m looking into the death of a woman named Ann Budchuk who was found with a large supply of drugs made by Synergy Labs. I�m here to find out how she got them, as they don�t appear to have been prescribed by a doctor.�
�And who is your client?� Rodan said.
Mary understood that Rodan was leading the charge here, and Coldwater was simply going to observe.
�That�s confidential,� Mary said.
The lawyer smiled. �I�m afraid most of what we know is confidential, as well. It appears we�re at an impasse.�
�I see,� Mary said. �Can you at least tell me in general terms if you ever prescribe medication directly to a patient?�
�I have never heard of a pharmaceutical company prescribing drugs to individuals,� the lawyer said.
Mary noticed that wasn�t technically saying no.
The security guy, Coldwater, got Rodan�s attention and tapped his watch.
�I�m afraid this conference is over, Miss Cooper,� Rodan said.
Three security guards appeared in the doorway of the conference room.
�These gentlemen will see you out.�

Chapter Thirty-Five

Mary returned to her office and was pulling out a Moleskin notebook to jot down ideas for the case, when she saw a man appear outside her door.
He looked familiar.
And then it hit her.
It was Trey Barnes, Valerie�s brother.
�Buy you a drink?� Mary said.
Barnes followed her inside and she gestured toward the chair across from her desk. He sat down and looked around.
�I�ve never been in a private eye�s office before,� he said.
�Glamorous, isn�t it? Want something to drink? I�ve got beer and a few Diet Cokes.�
�I�m okay, thanks.�
�So what�s a nice guy like you doing in a place like this?� Mary said.
�Well, I was finishing up with Valerie�s stuff and thought of something she had mentioned to me awhile back. I wasn�t sure if it was important or not.�
�Sometimes it�s the little details that blow a case wide open,� Mary said. �Let�s hear what you�ve got.�
�Val and I were talking on the phone once and she said she was going to group.� He made air quotes around the word.
�And I said to her, like group yoga?� He smiled at the memory.
�She said no, group as in group therapy, but not normal therapy,� he continued. �Sort of a support group, was the way she put it, as I recall.�
Mary waited and thought about it.
�Did she say anything else about it?�
�No, that was it.�
�So why do you think that memory stuck with you?�
�I think it was the way she said it. We didn�t have many secrets between us, and I thought there was more to the story. But I didn�t press her. We never did. Of course now, I wish I had.�
�Hindsight is always 20/20,� Mary said. She took a drink of cold coffee. �What do you think Valerie meant by it? What do you think it was?�
He shrugged his shoulders. �I don�t know. But I think it had something to do with therapy, but that it was maybe unconventional or something. If it was just a normal type of group therapy, I don�t think she would have been talking about it the way she did. That�s all I can guess.�
Mary nodded.
Barnes wiped his palms on his thighs, as if he was nervous about something.
�Is there anything else?� Mary said.
He shook his head.
�No, I�m done with all of the arrangements. And heading back to San Francisco this afternoon.�
He got to his feet and Mary did the same.
She stuck out her hand.
�Thank you for the information and I�m sorry again for what happened.�
He smiled. �Valerie always said that�s why she liked numbers so much. They were always the same, you could always count on them to do what they were designed to do. Unlike people.�

Chapter Thirty-Six

Mary sat back down at her desk. She drank the rest of her coffee, which was now ice cold. She tossed the paper cup into her trash can, thinking about what Barnes had said.
Numbers. People.
Numbers vs. People.
She thought about what would happen to Valerie Barnes� huge house. The brother was probably going to put it up for sale. Mary felt a twinge of sadness. Valerie Barnes had been so young, she must have worked very hard to afford that house.
Suddenly, Mary sat straighter in her chair.
Numbers. Vs. People.
Mary dialed Dr. Blevins, but got the answering service. She left a message for the psychologist to call her back as soon as possible. Mary wanted to know if Craig Locher had ever been involved with group therapy, and if so, if it had been prescribed by Dr. Blevins, or, later by Fallon.
Unpredictable people. Dr. Frank Fallon would have loved the beautiful Valerie Barnes.
Had she assumed he would act like a number?
Mary retrieved Craig Locher�s file that had been dropped off by his fianc�.
She had little hope that the information would be included but she decided to dive in, even though she had looked through the material once already.
It took her more than an hour to look over every intake sheet, treatment order, and prescription order to determine that there was nothing included about a support group.
Mary was tempted to drop it. What were the odds that the support group would turn out to have anything to do with Valerie Barnes� death?
Slim to none.
Still, Mary was driving toward something only she could sense. But she hated the idea of taking her foot off the gas.

Chapter Thirty-Seven

In the morning, Dr. Blevins called back.
�I can tell you that Mr. Locher was referred to a group therapist. I know this because that office contacted me about his records, wanted them forwarded.�
Mary couldn�t believe it.
�What can you tell me about the people requesting the records, the details of the support group?�
Mary heard the rustling of papers.
�The program was run by a medical services company named Altadena Alternative Therapies.�
It clicked for Mary. Altadena was directly north of Pasadena. Literally in the shadows of Synergy Labs. Could they be one and the same?
�Have you ever heard of them?� Mary asked.
�No, I haven�t,� Dr. Blevins said.
�Do you have an address in the paperwork?� Mary asked.
�Sure do.�
The doctor read the address off.
Mary jotted it down.
�Thank you,� she said.
They disconnected and Mary immediately began researching the web for any information on Altadena Alternative Therapies.
It didn�t take long to find out the company did exist, but that they had no formal website, no newspaper stories, nothing official.
Just a scattered presence on the Web in Internet chatter and the like.
She plugged the address into Google�s street view function and saw that it was a private residence.
But not just any private residence.
It was a mansion.
Mary grabbed her keys, hopped into the Accord, and headed for Altadena.
Traffic was a nightmare and she drove side streets, avoiding the freeways and ignoring speed limits.
As she drove, she thought about the case. Craig Locher seemed to have no enemies. Derek Pitts certainly did. But what about Ann Budchuk?
Murder, in Mary�s opinion, always involved one of several things. Greed. Passion. Money.
The majority of times, it was money.
And only one of the victims, from what Mary could see, had money.
But what sent tingles of electricity down Mary�s spine wasn�t that Valerie Barnes had money. Half of Los Angeles was rich.
No, it�s that Valerie Barnes worked with money. She was a young partner in an accounting firm.
So she handled other people�s money.
It was nothing more than a guess, but Mary felt her instincts kick in.
And when she pulled up in front of the address for Altadena Alternative Therapies, her instincts went berserk.
Living in L.A., Mary was used to big homes. Beverly Hills, Malibu, etc., all featured some beauties and some monstrosities.
She�d seen them all.
But the mansion in Altadena was something she hadn�t quite seen before.
She pulled the Accord into the circular drive and surveyed the acreage.
The property itself seemed to be on its own � no sign of any neighbors. Mary had no idea how many acres the site was comprised of, but it would probably be the equivalent of a cattle ranch.
Mary parked and went to the front door, noting the security camera discreetly mounted flush with the coved overhang above the front door.
Mary pushed the button on the intercom.
It took several minutes before the door opened and a man in a gray suit looked at her.
�Hi, I�m looking for the support group Altadena Alternative Therapies,� Mary said. �I�m a nymphomaniac and I really am feeling the urge to act out. Is this the right location?�
The man appraised her before answering.
�Your name is Mary Cooper and you�re a private investigator,� he said.
Mary hid her surprise and noted that he hadn�t moved, and that he had positioned himself with his hands free and she could almost see the butt of his pistol in a shoulder holster inside his suit coat.
�Well, aren�t you a smarty pants?� she said. �So you know I�m looking into the death of a man who took part in AAT�s support groups. I�d like to get some information, please.�
�May I see your license?� he said.
Mary knew this guy was a professional. She handed him her private investigator�s license and he looked it over, then handed it back to her.
�Mr. Torrance will see you in the study,� he said.

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Mary followed the big security man through a house that was ridiculous to even be considered a house. It was an auditorium. It was a convention center, disguised as someone�s home. The hallways were three times larger than a courthouse, the ceilings five times higher than a gymnasium.
The whole thing looked like the last place you would find a psychiatric support group. What, did they pull up French Renaissance chairs into a circle for group discussions?
She was led to a library that matched the proportions of the rest of the place. Two-story bookshelves, a desk the size of South Dakota, and a fireplace big enough to house a family of four.
A man with wavy gray hair and yoga pants with a white cotton peasant shirt, barefoot, turned and greeted her.
�Ah, the private eye!� he said, his voice rich and hearty, but high-pitched.
�Yes, and you are?� Mary said.
�Ha! My name is Peter Torrance, but everyone calls me Tor. What�s your name?�
Mary felt like she was in kindergarten. �Mary Cooper.�
He came toward her and she couldn�t help but stare at his outfit. He was barefoot. The yoga pants were way too tight and his bulging crotch was hard to miss. The cotton peasant shirt could only be described as �flowing� as it seemed to go on and on. Mary also thought it looked dirty, like he�d rolled around on the floor in it. Maybe yoga? Yoga, in a heavy, long-sleeved shirt?
�How can I help you, Mary Cooper?� he asked.
�Tell me about Altadena Alternative Therapies,� she said.
�Why, of course! It�s a little alternative healing practice we set up in the Garden Room. Very interesting. We disbanded that some time ago, but it was a fascinating experiment. I think the results were inconclusive.�
�What were you studying?�
�That�s confidential, I�m afraid, Ms. Cooper. But the short answer is the human mind, of course. The human mind is what we study, day in and day out.� He swept his arm toward the two stories of bookshelves. �This is all about the human mind.�
�Got it. The human mind,� Mary said. �My mind is wondering what the hell a support group was doing in this house that�s worth what, a few hundred million?�
�What does that have to do with anything?�
�Unusual, wouldn�t you say?�
�Who�s to say what�s usual? I�ve never followed the sheep, Mary, which is how I was lucky enough to amass enough capital that I need not worry about what others are doing.�
�What was your field?�
�Pharmaceuticals.�
�Synergy Labs? Is that your company?�
�Yes, how did you know that?�
�The human mind, Tor,� Mary said.
�Yes, that�s one of my companies. I have many.�
�Do you work with Dr. Frank Fallon?�
�Yes, I do, he is a consultant to the company.�
�And do you know a man named Craig Locher? A woman named Valerie Barnes? And a woman named Ann Budchuk?� Mary asked. �Any of those names ring a bell?�
Torrance bent over in a yoga pose, breathed out, then straightened up and looked at Mary.
�No, I can�t say that I do,� he said. �But I wasn�t intimately involved in the groups.�
�Dr. Frank was, right?� Mary asked.
�I believe he was.�
�Did you take part in the group sessions?�
�Me? Ha! Of course not.�
�Then who would know more about the groups?�
�I have no idea. I allowed the groups here, I had no hand in running them.�
Mary didn�t believe him for a second.
�I�m afraid I have to go now, Miss Cooper,� he said. �I�ve got a session of Tai Chi scheduled for the Daffodil Room. Would you like to join us?�
Mary sensed the presence of not one, but two security guards now behind her.
�No, I don�t believe in any of that crap.�
�Well, I hope I�ve answered all your questions as we won�t be doing this again, even though it was a pleasure,� Torrance said.
�The pleasure was all mine,� Mary said.
She allowed herself to be shown out.

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Later, she would chastise herself for not listening to her intuition.
Because the thought crossed her mind as she was being led to the front door of the huge mansion.
A person could disappear here.
She thought that.
And then something nudged her in a small part of her warning system.
Fabric faintly rustled behind her and then pain exploded from the base of her neck, a hot numbness flashed across her brain and everything went black.

Chapter Forty

So this is what it�s like.
There was something to be said for recognizing life�s milestones, even when the situation is less than ideal. For instance, being confined in an insane asylum.
Mary was pretty sure that�s where she was.
Her arms couldn�t move because she was in a straitjacket. Her bed was white sheets. Her walls were white, and padded up to about six feet. And the door, also painted white, had bars instead of glass.
Outside, she could hear moans and an occasional shout.
This is it, she thought. I�m in the loony bin.
Mary struggled against her restraints and heard the bolt to the door being thrown, and then it swung outward, allowing three men to enter the room. One of them was a security guard type in a blue wannabe-cop-looking outfit, wearing a gun and a Taser. The second was Torrance. The third was Dr. Frank Fallon.
�This really is where you belong,� Fallon said.
�She was so obnoxious,� Torrance said.
�That�s her style,� Fallon answered. �If she were better looking men would put up with her mouth. But alas, she�s only average looking.�
�Stop with the compliments, Dr. Frank. Maybe I should sue you like most of your female patients who turn you down.�
�They are the exceptions,� he said.
�You�re a joke, Frank. About as attractive as your buddy�s goofy outfit.�
Was she still on drugs? She felt a little funny.
�So Valerie Barnes was your real victim, wasn�t she? You had her cooking your books for you?�
Fallon made the motion of applauding her.
�How did you figure it out, though?� Torrance asked her.
�Your joke with the baby stuff, the infantilism was too over the top. You were trying to hide something with the display. I had a hunch it was all about the Barnes woman.�
�It was fun,� Fallon said. �We used the support group to try out experimental drugs. It fucked a lot of people up, but then we realized that we could sell the shit illegally. One of the drugs Synergy Labs made was practically like crack. Once we started making money, we needed a way to launder it. And beautiful Valerie Barnes in our support group was the key.�
�But then what happened? She got better and realized what was going on? Blew the whistle?�
�Oh, she tried. But we rammed the whistle down her throat before she could get a sound out.�
Both men laughed.
Fallon checked his watch again then turned to Torrance. �Well, should we keep her doped up for the next thirty years or will there be a deadly mix-up in her medication?�
�You know, it�s hard to keep all of this stuff straight,� Torrance said. �So much confusion with dosages and drug interactions. I think if she dies from a nurse administering the wrong amount of drugs, while tragic, wouldn�t be surprising.�
�Should we bang her first?� Fallon said.
�No, I played tennis this morning and pulled a hamstring. But feel free.�
Fallon checked his watch.
�I can slide my morning appointment into the afternoon, which will give me time to slide the sausage into Miss Cooper here.�
The two men laughed.
Fallon began unbuckling his pants and turned to the security guard.
�You can leave now,� he said.
The security guard nodded, pulled out his Taser, and zapped Torrance who fell to the ground. Fallon tried to pull his pants back up but the security guard pressed the Taser into his neck and Fallon fell on top of Torrance.
The security guard looked at Mary, then took off his cap and his moustache.
�I�m sorry, you were finally going to get laid!� Jake said.

Chapter Forty-One

�Well, I figured you�d wind up here eventually,� Jake said, as a team of cops snapped handcuffs onto Torrance and Fallon and led them away.
�Don�t we have to leave her here?� Alice said, as she, Uncle Kurt, and Jason got out of Alice�s car which was parked behind Jake�s unmarked. �After all, she was committed.�
�Very funny,� Mary said. �How�?�
Jake said, �Derek Pitts. He was their dealer for the synthetic crack Synergy Labs was making. We tracked down his crew and they led us to his girlfriend who gave it all up. She was out of her mind from withdrawal.�
�But you were undercover?�
�I knew you were here, but not where, and I didn�t have time for a SWAT team. So I improvised.�
Mary took Jake�s hand. �Thank you,� she said.
She felt a surge of warmth toward him.
�Were you really upset that I wasn�t going to get laid?� Mary said.
Jake nodded. �It was in my plans, they just didn�t include those two clowns.�
Mary slipped her arm around Jake�s waist.
�Well, why don�t we go back to my place and see if your plan was a good one.�
THE END
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