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2220 Stradella Road

Bel Air, Los Angeles

Monday, May 12

“KURT!”

Kurt Barra, the personal assistant to the woman who’d screeched his name, muttered, “Fuckin’ hell. It’s not even six yet.”

Jacob Cataldo, already dressed in his chef’s whites, was chopping herbs on the kitchen island where Kurt was sitting. He snickered. “You used to flinch when she screeched like that. You’re getting used to it.”

“Not a good thing.” Kurt took a last bite from the bagel with schmear he’d been eating. “Be right back. I hope.”

“Not taking any bets.”

Kurt slid off the barstool and went around a dividing wall to what he thought of as the show kitchen. It was much like the chef’s kitchen, except bigger, and had two islands. Kurt’s employer, Miranda Abbott, was standing there, hands on hips. “There you are. I don’t have anything I need for this fridgescaping video!”

Kurt sighed inwardly. “What’s the theme?”

Molly O’Connell, Miranda’s video producer, said, “Pool party.”

Kurt sighed outwardly. “So, what do you need?”

“I have a list.” Molly picked up her phone and tapped on the screen. “I’m texting it to you.”

Kurt opened the text and read it. “Sand. A miniature umbrella. Miniature pool toys. Beach-related signs. Shells. Miniature flip-flops. A watermelon. Pineapple. Oranges.”

Molly said, “The small ones. Not those big honking navel oranges.”

“Uh-huh. When’s the shoot?”

Miranda was tapping her foot. “Today, duh.”

“I hope it’s this evening, because I’m gonna have to order all this miniature stuff same-day delivery.”

Miranda tossed her long blond hair. “Well, then, you’d better get on that. And get the oranges and shit from Erewhon.”

“Nope, they’re not open yet. It’s Ralph’s or nothing.”

Miranda stamped her foot. “Argh! Molly, do something!”

Molly said, “Just say the stuff’s from Erewhon. It’s not like anyone will know.”

Kurt thought, And it’s not like you don’t lie about half the stuff in your TikToks, anyway. He said, “Is that all?”

Miranda glared at him. “For now.”

“Okie dokie.” 

Kurt went back to the chef’s kitchen to finish his bagel. Jacob was rummaging in the freezer; he pulled out a package of what looked like steaks and moved them to the fridge, then carried a bowl of eggs to the island counter. “She’s decorating the SubZero again, huh?”

“Yup.” Kurt shopped as he ate, ordering the miniatures from Amazon and paying for same-day delivery. “She’ll be able to link all this shit in her store.”

Jacob looked over the counter at Kurt’s phone. “Hard to tell upside down, but it looks like cute stuff. It’ll probably sell well.”

“Yeah, it’s cute. Miranda will be obsessed with it.”

Jacob snorted. “Maybe I should start a channel. I could be obsessed with sea salt.”

“Only if it’s black Himalayan sea salt or something. It has to fit with your aesthetic.”

Jacob opened his mouth to reply, but was cut off by a shriek. “Shit! What was that?”

“Sounded like it came from outside.” Kurt shoved the last bite of bagel in his mouth and chewed as he hurried back to the show kitchen. 

From there, a wall of sliding glass doors led to the outdoor kitchen and patio. Beyond that was a lounge area, then the infinity pool. One of the housekeepers—Juanita—was standing by the edge of the pool and screaming.

Kurt hauled one of the doors open and ran to the pool, Jacob on his heels. He skidded to a stop as he saw what Juanita was pointing at. A woman, with long blond hair, was floating face down in the water.

Juanita pressed her hands to her face. “La señora! La señora!”

Kurt thought, I was just talking to her a minute ago... 

Jacob said, “That’s not Miranda. Who is it? Damn!”

Kurt kicked off his shoes and pulled his shirt over his head, emptied his pockets, and jumped into the pool. The body of a woman with long blond hair was floating face down in the deep end. Kurt had spent a couple of summers working as a lifeguard in high school, so he swam out to the woman and flipped her over.

Jacob was right, it wasn’t Miranda. It was Emily Fairborn, Miranda’s body double, and it looked like she’d been in the water for a while. Kurt swam with her to the shallow end then, with Jacob’s help, pulled her onto the pool deck.

Jacob said, “Shit. Is it worth it to try CPR?”

“I don’t know. You can try.” 

Jacob opened Emily’s mouth, then rolled her to her side and let the water pour out. Juanita watched and wrung her hands, but she’d stopped screaming.

Kurt glanced back at the house. It looked completely deserted. Where was everyone? He picked up his phone from the table and called 911. As he did, it occurred to him that by the time the cops were done with them, Erewhon would be open. And what kind of person did it make him, that his first thought was related to his own issues?

Kurt thought, Working for Miranda is turning me into a self-centered bastard. I need a better job.

Bindi Kruger peered through the windshield of the unmarked LAPD SUV that her partner, Brian Narita, was slowly driving up the winding street. “Where the hell is this place?”

“Near the top, the GPS says.”

Bindi looked at the gigantic houses lining the narrow road and wondered where the top was. It was one way of distracting herself from what was waiting at the top. Bindi had been a homicide detective for exactly one week and three days, and this was her first fresh case. She’d asked to be assigned to Valley Bureau. Bindi was born and raised in the Valley. She’d been a patrol officer in Mission and Van Nuys Divisions for fourteen years. She knew the Valley and most of the cops that worked there.

Instead, she’d been tossed into West Bureau Homicide, where ghosts walked the halls and no one had been there longer than six months. And she and Brian were winding their way toward one of the most expensive addresses in LA County. 

Brian glanced over at her. He transferred to West from South Bureau four months ago. He’d been a homicide detective for five years, but South Bureau was a whole different animal. He said, “I’m just glad to see something that’s not death by gunshot.”

“It’s probably not a homicide at all, right? A Sunday night, a few more drinks before the week starts, a slip and fall into the pool, maybe hit her head on the way in...”

Brian shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll see.”

The voice on the GPS said, “Your destination is on the left.”

The street was completely blocked by cop cars. Brian parked as close to the side of the road as he could, and they got out. The gate across the driveway was already open. Bindi walked through it and breathed, “Holy shit.”

The house was massive. Three stories of glass, held together with stone, wood, and steel. It made Bindi wonder how it would hold up in an earthquake. Brian said, “You’re in West LA territory. Better get used to it.”

“Ugh.” 

They were met at the front door—another huge slab of glass, that opened on a hinge that was practically in the center of the door—by a uniformed officer. Sgt. Butler, according to his nametag. Brian and Bindi showed their ID cards, and he nodded. “Detectives.”

Brian said, “Sergeant. What’ve we got?”

“The victim is Emily Fairborn. Twenty-four-year-old white female, found facedown in the pool at approximately 6:15 this morning by a housekeeper. The victim was the body double for the woman who lives here.”

Bindi said, “Body double? Who lives here?”

“Her name is Miranda Abbott.”

“Never heard of her.”

“Well, according to the employees, she’s a well-known influencer on TikTok.”

“Was there any sign of disturbance around the pool?”

“No.”

Bindi looked at Brian. “Toldja. Accidental.”

Sgt. Butler didn’t twitch, but Bindi could feel disapproval radiating from him. Brian said, “Maybe. Let’s take a look.”

Bindi bristled. She wasn’t going to be one of those woman cops that no one listened to. She said, “I’ll betcha ten bucks.”

Brian just shook his head. “Come on.”

They went through the house, passing two sterile living rooms, and the biggest kitchen that Bindi had ever seen off to the right. The back of the house was open to the outside. Bindi studied the patio furniture as they walked past. There were no chairs out of place, and no bottles or glasses sitting on any of the tables or on the ground. Had someone cleaned up the scene? 

Three more uniformed officers were standing in the backyard, each with a random person. One of them was a man in chef’s whites. One of them was a Latina woman who was dabbing at her eyes—the housekeeper, Bindi supposed. The third was a barefoot man in khakis, standing next to a puddle of water on the paving stones.

The victim was lying on the pool deck at the shallow end. A South Asian woman was squatting at the victim’s head, studying something. She straightened up as Bindi and Brian approached. “Are you the detectives?”

Brian said, “Yep. I’m Brian Narita, and this is Bindi Kruger.”

“I’m Anisha Pandit, the coroner’s investigator. Nice to meet you.”

Bindi said, “You too. What do you think?”

Anisha shrugged. “Too soon to tell. She has abrasions on her forehead, so she could have hit her head going in. Anything else will have to wait until the autopsy.”

“Did someone clean up the scene?”

Anisha looked surprised. “No.”

“There weren’t any bottles or glasses?”

“No. I know what you’re thinking—was the victim drinking? If she was, she wasn’t doing it out here. We’ll see what the tox shows.”

Brian said, “She’s fully dressed.”

“Yeah. Doesn’t look like she was already swimming.” 

Bindi looked down at the victim, whose long blond hair spread out around her head like a halo. “Such a shame.”

Anisha said, “Absolutely.”

Brian said, “Thanks. Bindi, we’d better interview these witnesses.”

“Okay.” Bindi followed Brian to where the housekeeper was standing, taking another look at the huge glass house as she did. 

A famous influencer? With a body double? Maybe, if this turned out to be a suspicious death—which Bindi doubted very seriously—they could pass it on to Homicide Special.
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Kevin

Offices of Angeles Investigations

Brentwood, Los Angeles

Friday, May 16

It was a quiet morning at Angeles Investigations. Private investigator Kevin Brodie was at his desk, between meetings, completing the last of his reports for the week. It had been a good week, from an investigation standpoint. They’d proved that two people were not cheating on their spouses, they’d located a missing person safe and sound, and they’d solved an embezzlement case. 

What they hadn’t done for over a month was solve a murder. Kevin, a former homicide detective with the Los Angeles Police Department, was always restless when they didn’t have a murder case. He felt deeply conflicted about that. He didn’t wish death on anyone, but in order for him to feel completely fulfilled at work, he needed people to die under mysterious circumstances. 

He consoled himself with the thought that people were going to get murdered regardless of how he felt about it. When they did, he just hoped their cases turned up on Angeles’s doorstep. That was all.

He turned his thoughts back to the report he was typing and was on the last paragraph when his phone rang. The caller ID showed the number for the switchboard at the LAPD.

Kevin thought, Huh. He couldn’t immediately think of anyone who’d be calling him from a desk phone at his old place of employment. He answered, “Kevin Brodie.”

“Hello, Kevin, this is Deputy Chief Rosemary Gonzalez. I hope I’m not catching you at a bad time.”

Kevin instinctively sat up straighter. “No, ma’am, not at all. How are you?”

“I’m well, thanks. I know this is short notice, but are you available to come to the PAB this afternoon at two?”

The PAB was the Police Administration Building, a fancy name for LAPD headquarters. It was in downtown LA near City Hall and the county courthouse complex. Kevin was last there a few months before for an awards ceremony. He said, “Yes, ma’am, I can be there. What’s this about?”

She sighed, almost imperceptibly. “I’ve been instructed not to tell you.”

“Oh. That’s...weird, if you don’t mind my saying so, ma’am.”

She made a small huffing sound. “I don’t mind. You’ll find out all about it at two. I will tell you this. You’re either going to love it or hate it.” 

Great. That probably means I’ll hate it. Kevin said, “Gee, that’s encouraging. Ma’am.”

She laughed. “I’ll see you at two, then.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Kevin said goodbye and hung up, then sat for a moment, frowning, and wondering what the hell was going on. 

One of his fellow PIs, Max O’Brien, was walking down the hall and glanced into Kevin’s office. He stopped and said, “I’ve seen that confused and unhappy face before, but it’s been a long time. What’s wrong?”

Kevin told him about the phone call. “What could they possibly want?”

Max, like Kevin, was an ex-LAPD homicide detective and therefore familiar with the machinations of headquarters. He said, “They need you to do something.”

“Yeah, but what?”

“Who knows? Maybe they’re starting an alumni thing and want you to be the face of it. Whatever it is, remember that you can tell them no.”

“That’s true. Thanks, Max.”

Max smiled. “Can’t wait to find out what they want.”

“Yeah. Me neither.”

Police Administration Building

Downtown LA

At quarter of two, Kevin presented himself to the security officer at the PAB entrance. He didn’t recognize the older man who was staffing the checkpoint. And the cop, whoever he was, either didn’t recognize Kevin—unlikely, as Kevin was well known within the department—or didn’t want to acknowledge it. Kevin looked at the guy’s name tag to see who he was dealing with. Officer Greevey.

Greevey saw him look and scowled. “Name?”

“Kevin Brodie.”

“What’s your business here?”

“I have an appointment in the deputy chief’s office.”

“I need your ID.”

Kevin pulled out his PI license. He didn’t want this guy to see his home address; the PI license had Angeles’s address on it. Greevey looked at the license and openly sneered. “PI, huh?”

“That’s right.”

Greevey tapped a small camera that was attached to the desk. “Look there.”

Kevin looked. A printer whirred for a few seconds. Greevey handed him a visitor’s badge and his PI license. “Empty your pockets on the belt.”

Kevin cleared the scanner without incident. Greevey stopped the belt and examined his belongings for far longer than was necessary for a wallet and a set of car keys, then finally let the items through. “Unarmed, huh?”

“At the moment.” Kevin gave the man the most evil smile he could produce. “Thanks for all your help.”

He could feel Greevey’s gaze boring into his back as he headed for the stairwell.

After ten flights of stairs, Kevin was a little out of breath and his left knee was barking at him. He’d just turned 46, but the stairs were making him feel much older. He swam laps for at least 45 minutes every morning, but apparently that level of fitness didn’t entirely transfer to climbing stairs.

His knee was another matter. He’d wrecked both knees over twenty-plus years as a baseball catcher. Twelve years ago, he had arthroscopic surgery on his right knee to clean out the damage, but he’d put off having his left knee done. 

He might not be able to procrastinate much longer. He sighed and pulled the door open.

The tenth floor of the PAB was dedicated to the chief of police and his minions. A large, curved reception desk graced the open central area. Three officers sat there; the one in the middle was the official greeter, a young Asian man who smiled at him as he approached. “Hello, Detective Brodie. The deputy chief is in the conference room. Do you know where that is?”

Kevin pointed. “At the end of that hall, right?”

“Right. Go on in.”

“Thank you.” Kevin walked down the hall and stuck his head through the door. Deputy Chief Gonzalez was facing him, talking to a woman in plainclothes. Gonzalez spotted him and said, “Here’s one of them.”

The woman who’d been facing away from him swung around and beamed at Kevin with a face that he hadn’t seen in five years. “Hello, Kevin! It’s great to see you!”

He couldn’t help himself. The words slipped out before he could stop them. “Oh, hell, no.”
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Jon

Atwater Village

Jon Eckhoff’s desk was five floors below the LAPD chief’s, but it was a trek that Jon had made many times. He was about to celebrate his fifth anniversary as a detective with the elite Robbery-Homicide Unit that operated out of the PAB, and several of his cases had necessitated a visit to the tenth floor for various reasons.

The last time he was there, he’d been accepting the Medal of Honor, the highest award the LAPD could give its officers, for his actions in the wake of a mass shooting in Century City. He and Max O’Brien had been the first cops on the scene and had run to help victims while the shooter was still firing on them. The chief himself had nominated Jon and Max for the Medal of Honor. It was, as a former president had once said, a big fucking deal.

Before that, Jon had spent time in the chief’s office after a deepfaked video that showed him shooting a man circulated on social media. Jon had been suspended for a day while the whole thing was sorted out. 

Jon always wondered if part of the chief’s rationale for the Medal of Honor was making up to Jon for having to suspend him. He supposed he’d never know. Between those two events and a slew of difficult cases, Jon sometimes felt like he’d aged ten years in the last five.

He and his partner, Susan Portman, were sitting in their unmarked SUV this morning, in a side street off Los Feliz Blvd. They were eating breakfast and discussing the interview they’d just completed when Deputy Chief Gonzalez called Jon. Jon agreed to meet at two, said goodbye, and tossed his phone on the dashboard. “What the fuck now?”

Susan mumbled around a bite of egg and cheese muffin. “Wha’?”

“Rosemary Gonzalez wants to see me upstairs at two and wouldn’t tell me why.”

Susan frowned. “That’s either a good thing or a bad thing.”

“I don’t know what it would be. I haven’t done anything noteworthy lately, good or bad.”

“Maybe they want you for a new task force.”

“Why would they want just me and not both of us?”

“Dunno. Maybe it’s something to do with West LA.”

“Huh. I guess that’s possible.” Jon wadded up his wrapper and tossed it into the back seat. He’d clean it out when they got back to the station. “You know, none of the West LA homicide detectives that served for the last two decades are still homiciding. Except for me.”

“Really?”

“Yup.” Jon counted on his fingers. “Elias Pinter retired years ago. Tim Garcia retired last month. Kevin and Max are both PIs now, and Deion Truitt transferred to Internal Affairs. And Jill is dead.”

Jill Branigan had been Max’s partner. She and her boyfriend were playing tennis with Max and his husband at the Roxbury Park courts the day of the mass shooting in Century City. Jill was the first one killed. Her funeral drew cops from all over the western U.S.

Susan said, “I didn’t know Tim retired. Is that because of Jill?” 

“Yeah.” Tim Garcia had been the detectives’ supervisor at the LAPD’s West Bureau. He’d been Max and Jill’s boss at the time of the shooting. “He had thirty-two years, and Jill’s death was the last straw.”

“I don’t blame him.” Susan gave him a pointed look. “If you’re the only one left, then maybe it is a task force. Cheer up. It’s good for your career.”

“Ugh.” Jon took a long drink of coffee then fastened his seat belt. “Ready to head back to the barn?”

“Let’s go.”

Police Administration Building

Jon arrived on the tenth floor just in time to see Kevin walking into the conference room. He froze in his tracks. He and Kevin had been partners for seven years at West LA, but Kevin had left the force five years ago. Why would he be here?

Then the possibility struck Jon with such force that he took a step back. He looked at the cop behind the reception desk and said, “Oh, shit. Please tell me that what I think is happening is not actually happening.”

The cop smirked. “You’d better go on back.”

Jon arrived at the door of the conference room just in time to hear Kevin say, “Oh, hell, no.” 

He strode into the room to stand beside Kevin and said, “Let me rephrase that. You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

Fortunately, the woman who’d produced those reactions didn’t take it personally. She laughed...merrily. There wasn’t any other way to describe it. She said, “Hi, Jon! It’s so good to see both of you.”

Kevin crossed his arms. “Alice. Why are you here? And you’d better not say what I think you’re gonna say.”

Alice Crosby was the talent coordinator for a cop reality show called Two Days to Solve. Jon and Kevin, in their time as detective partners at West LA, had starred on the show for three seasons. After they’d both left West LA, Max and Jill had appeared for one season before the producers had moved the show to Phoenix. 

Jon and Kevin had been the most popular cops ever featured on the show. They’d received literal tons of fan mail—letters, drawings, gifts. Jon had kept a couple of the good drawings and a teddy bear in a Kevlar vest. Everything else had been turned over to the LAPD’s Media Relations department. Jon had no idea what they’d done with it.

Alice was still beaming at them. “I’m gonna make you two an offer you can’t refuse.”

Jon said, “Watch us.”

Alice cocked her head. “You know, I thought Kevin would be more opposed to this idea than you, Jon.”

Kevin growled. “More opposed to what?” 

“A reprise.” Alice spread her hands. “One more glorious season of Two Days, revisiting the two best detectives ever to grace the airwaves.”

Jon said, “No.”

Kevin said, “You do know that I’m not a cop anymore, right?”

“Of course. But you’re a PI, and I bet you two still cooperate on cases. The next time you cooperate, we ride along.”

Jon said, “No.”

Alice was clearly pretending not to hear him. “Mike and Simon are still our cameramen. You liked them, right?” 

Kevin said, “Yes. That doesn’t matter. Rosemary, you and Chief Schneider can’t possibly be okay with this. And why isn’t anyone from Media Relations here?”

Chief Gonzalez didn’t flinch at being called by her first name. Kevin wasn’t a cop anymore, so she must not have cared. “The chief and I are leaving it up to you. No one’s here from Media Relations because I thought there wasn’t any point in involving them until you agreed to this.”

Jon said, “We’re not agreeing to anything.”

Alice hadn’t stopped smiling. “Ah, but you haven’t heard my offer.”

“I don’t give a damn what your offer is.” Jon put both hands on the conference room table and leaned forward. “I was suspended for a day because I appeared on your show. I’m not doing it again. The answer is no.”

The creator of the deepfake video had used Jon’s voice and likeness from Two Days to create the clip. Alice looked sympathetic. “I know, and I’m terribly sorry. We’re working on new technology to prevent that from happening again. Why don’t you both sit down?”
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Kevin

Police Administration Building

Kevin could almost feel Jon vibrating with tension. He was sure that steam was rolling off his own head. He said to Jon, “Let’s hear what she says. Then we’ll walk out.”

Alice applauded. “Perfect!”

Jon gave Kevin a long, level look, then pulled out a chair and sat. Kevin sat beside him and crossed his arms. “Talk.”

Alice jumped right in. “First, the network will donate one million dollars to the Charles E. Young Research Library.”

Jon exhaled noisily. Both Kevin’s wife, Kristen Beach, and Jon’s wife, Liz Nguyen, were librarians at YRL, the graduate social sciences library at UCLA. With the federal government threatening to cut funds to California in general, YRL could use an infusion of a million bucks. Kevin said, “No restrictions on its use.”

Alice said, “No restrictions. Second, the network will provide one million dollars to Angeles Investigations to cover the cost of your participation.”

Kevin thought, Holy shit. Angeles needed at least two more PIs. One million would go a long way toward making that possible. He said, “What else?”

“Um.” Alice looked uncertain for the first time. “That’s all that the network has approved. So far.”

Kevin said, “One million dollars to the Los Angeles Public Library.”

Alice nodded as she made a note. “I can’t authorize that, but I’m sure we can get that done.”

Jon said, “Two million to YRL. And two million to establish the Jill Branigan Memorial Scholarship for women in the criminal justice or criminalistics programs at Cal State-LA.”

Kevin thought, Brilliant. He added, “And the entire season of Two Days is dedicated to Jill. And we want to talk to the executive producer before we sign anything.”

Jon added, “This doesn’t just affect us. It affects my current partner, it affects our families, it affects the entire staff at Angeles. All of them have to agree.”

Alice said, “Obviously, I can’t approve any of the added donations on the spot, but I personally think those are wonderful ideas. I’ll have an answer for you by Monday. And I’ll have Burt Friedlander call you this afternoon.”

Kevin said, “Good. My partners at Angeles are going to want to talk to him, too.”

“Fair enough.” Alice’s wide smile was back. “It’ll be so good to work with you both again!”

Jon grunted. “If we work with you again.”

Kevin hid a smile. “Nice to see you, too, Alice.”

Alice said goodbye and practically danced out of the room. Rosemary Gonzalez had been behind her, smirking, during the entire conversation. Once Alice was gone, Rosemary said, “Good work adding to the requirements. I certainly approve.”

Jon snorted. “Six mil is chump change for the network. God knows how much they’ll make off us. It’s the least they can do.”

“Agreed. Kevin, I can’t wait to hear what Rob Jones has to say about this.”

Rob Jones was a former Homicide Special detective and one of Kevin’s partners in the PI business. Kevin said, “He’ll be thrilled. Kristen and Liz will be thrilled. Everyone’s gonna be thrilled except for us.”

Jon said, “Susan won’t be thrilled. She’s going to want to know what her assignment will be during this. She’ll absolutely refuse to appear on camera.”

Rosemary nodded. “Understood, and I don’t blame her. I’ll talk to the chief. I’m sure we can find a special assignment for Susan that she’ll agree to.”

Kevin said, “Speaking of Susan, we should probably go tell her about this.”

“Yeah.” Jon sighed deeply. “Thanks, Chief. I think.”

Rosemary chuckled. “Maybe it won’t be so bad. You two might even have fun.”

Jon and Kevin both scoffed at that, which made Rosemary laugh.

They left the tenth floor and took the stairs down to the fifth, where they found Susan at her desk, on the phone, her feet propped on a trash can. “No shit? Then whose DNA is it? Yeah, okay. Thanks, Adam. Bye.” She hung up. “No match on the DNA in the Wilson case, and no hits or relatives in CODIS. Adam’s gonna talk to his supervisor about sending it for genetic genealogy. What did Rosemary want? And hi, Kevin, what are you doing here?”

Kevin sat on Jon’s desk. “Hi, Suze. Wait until you hear this.”

Jon explained. Susan whistled. “Holy hell. They’re spending six mil to get you two back?”

“If they agree to it. They may not.”

“I bet they will. Let me tell you right now, I want no part of this.”

Jon said, “I already warned Rosemary. She said they’d find something for you to do.”

“It better not be scut work.” Susan scowled for a moment, then her expression brightened. “I still know the chair of the CJ department at Cal State-LA. He’s gonna lose his mind.”

Susan, like Jill, earned her bachelor’s in criminal justice at Cal State-LA, although Susan graduated eight years ahead of Jill. Jon said, “I hope so. We need more women cops.”

“Yes, we do. A scholarship will help.” Susan gave Jon a close look. “Are you really okay with this?”

Jon sighed. “I can’t turn down six million dollars. I can turn down two million, though, if the network says no to our demands.”

Kevin agreed. “Absolutely. If they’re not willing to do that for us, then they can fuck right off.”

Susan raised her can of Diet Pepsi. “Hear, hear.”

Jon pulled out his phone. “I’ll text Liz. If she and Kristen are free, we can FaceTime them both right now.”

Kristen and Liz, huddling together in Kristen’s office, were predictably gobsmacked at the news. Liz breathed, “Two million dollars! Isabel will freak out!” 

Isabel Gutierrez was YRL’s director and head librarian. Kevin said, “Don’t say anything to her yet. If they turn down the public library and the scholarship, we’re not doing it.”

Liz made a lip-zipping gesture. Kristen asked, “When are you going to tell Rob and Jamilah?” Jamilah Daly was Rob and Kevin’s other partner in Angeles Investigations.

Kevin looked at his watch. “Jamilah’s already gone for the day, and Rob will be by the time I get back. I’ll have to talk to them over the weekend.”

“Rob will have dollar signs dancing in his eyes before you even get done telling him.”

Kevin laughed. “You’re right. What this means, though, is that we can hire another PI as soon as we find one. Assuming that the network agrees.”

Liz said, “They’ll agree. They want you too bad.”

Jon pressed his hand to his chest. “I’ve forgotten what it was like to be adored by the masses.”

Kevin said, “Forget the masses. Ryan may just be struck dead when he finds out.”

Ryan McKinney was the office manager at Angeles, and a huge fan of Two Days. He watched Jon and Kevin’s seasons in reruns so often that he could quote entire scenes. Jon said, “Let’s hope not. Then you’ll need to find another PI and another office manager.”

Liz asked, “Will the show be filming at Angeles?”

“Oh, jeez. I don’t know. I’d rather it didn’t, but...”

Kristen said, “You’d better call Rob and Jamilah this evening.”
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Max

Marina Del Rey

Max was on his way home when he got a text from Jon Eckhoff. Are you home yet?

No. Fifteen minutes away. 

K. Call me when you get there.

Max thought, Huh. What was going on, that Jon wouldn’t just call while he was driving? Naturally, Max’s mind went to dark places. By the time he got home, he was half convinced that something had happened to Susan Portman. Max had been partners with both Jon and Susan as a detective at Pacific Division, before Jon, then Max himself, transferred to West LA. 

But it could be someone else they knew from West LA...

Max hurried into the garage beneath his condo building, sped to his parking spot, and ran up the stairs to his floor. He walked from the stairwell to his front door, trying to slow his breathing and calm himself. 

He wasn’t particularly successful.

He closed the door, kicked off his shoes, dropped onto the sofa, and tapped on Jon’s number.

Jon answered, “Hey. You haven’t talked to Kevin yet, have you?”

What? “Not since he left the office to meet with Rosemary Gonzalez. What’s happened?”

“Rosemary called me to that meeting, too. When we got to the tenth floor, Alice Crosby was there.”

Max had appeared on one season of Two Days, while he was partnered with Jill Branigan, after Kevin and Jon’s run on the show. He knew Alice Crosby, so the implications were immediately clear to him. “Fuck. Two Days wants to do another season with you and Kevin?”

“Exactly. They offered two million dollars, one to Angeles and one to Liz and Kristen’s library. We countered with six million. But there’s a chance they’ll agree to it.”

Max blew out a breath. “Has Kevin talked to Rob yet?”

“He’s probably doing that right now. I wanted to give you plenty of warning.”

“I want no part of this.”

“I know. Your name didn’t come up. I don’t know that Burt Friedlander even realizes that you’re with Angeles.”

“Burt Friedlander. There’s a name I thought I’d never hear again.”

“Right? Listen, everyone has to agree to this. If Rob and Jamilah say no, we’re not doing it. If you or Jamie or Avery say no, we’re not doing it.”

“Thank you for that. What about Susan?”

“She didn’t say no. Rosemary said they’d give her a special assignment while I was otherwise occupied, if it comes to that.”

“Huh. Okay. I notice that you didn’t include Ryan in the veto list.”

Jon snorted. “Ryan would have signed us up for no money, just to get another season of Two Days. As far as I’m concerned, Ryan doesn’t get a vote. He’s not an impartial observer.”

“Neither am I.”

Jon’s tone softened. “I know. But you can work from home, right? If you want to, until filming is over?”

“Probably.” Max heard a door open and a familiar female voice in the background. “Sounds like Liz is home. Tell her hi.”

Jon said, “Max says hi.”

Liz’s voice said, “Hi, Max! You and Patrick need to come to dinner soon.”

“We’d love that.”

Jon said, “Is Patrick still at work?”

“Yeah. He’s on the a.m. to p.m. shift today.” Patrick was an emergency department physician at UCLA Medical Center. “He’ll be home by eight, and he’s off this weekend.”

“Okay, good. I’m sure I’ll be talking to both of you over the weekend.”

“I’m sure. Thanks, Jon.” 

“You’re welcome. See ya.”

“Bye.” Max tapped to end the call and leaned his head back on the sofa, gazing at the ceiling.

Fucking Two Days to Solve.

He and Jill had a great time while they were on the show. Jill’s wisecracking personality and flaming red hair made her a natural for TV, and she’d carried the burden of the commentary during their one season. The fans adored her. They didn’t receive as much fan mail as Jon and Kevin did, but they got plenty.

Then Jill was killed, and all those fun memories were now painful. Max had reluctantly accepted his Medal of Honor with Jon, then walked away from the police department. He hadn’t even gone back to clean out his desk. Tim Garcia, his supervisor at the time, had brought him a box full of his shit.

Max had been in therapy once a week since Jill was killed. He was doing cognitive behavioral therapy for PTSD, and his therapist, Tania Bibbins, said he was making progress. He’d filled up six thick spiral notebooks with his thoughts and emotions. Angeles Investigations had been a haven for the past six months, allowing him to heal while he worked. 

And now fucking Two Days wanted Angeles to hop on board.

No. Max corrected himself. Two Days didn’t want Angeles, they wanted Kevin. Max knew that Rob would allow him to work from home. He didn’t have to see or interact with anyone from the show.

But... Was avoidance the best option? He knew that exposure therapy was sometimes used in the treatment of PTSD, but he wasn’t sure he was ready for this much exposure.

That was something to ask Dr. Bibbins on Monday evening.

Max sat for another fifteen or twenty minutes, his thoughts still buzzing around in his brain like a flock of angry hummingbirds, until he received two texts.

The first was from Patrick. Home soon. What do you want me to pick up for dinner?

Max sighed. He truly didn’t care, but he also didn’t want to be that husband. He responded, Red meat. Grrrr.

LOL. On it, tiger.

The second text was from Rob, sent to the Angeles all-staff message thread.

Staff meeting at Kevin’s tomorrow at 1 pm to discuss Two Days offer. Food provided. Bring spouses/partners and beer. 

Max thought, Okay. I’ll talk to Patrick, then sleep on it, and I’ll know what to do in the morning. 
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