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Synopsis




  Kylie’s relationship with paramour Ariana Creeling has reached a new level—until she disappears. There’s no sign of violence, no ransom demand—she simply vanishes. Kylie is distraught, not knowing whether she’s alive or dead. Convinced there’s a link to the prestigious Clarice Turner Evenstar Home, where aged show business stars fade not-so-gently away, Kylie disguises herself as a volunteer and finds herself on the trail of the culprit—but will she be too late to save the woman she loves?
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			Chapter One


			“G’day,” I said. “I’m Kylie Kendall. Would you mind telling me where the administration office is?”


			The Clarice Turner Evenstar Home was much grander than I’d expected. Set in a sea of manicured lawns and gardens were three buildings, each in a distinct architectural style—the first, Gothic, and the second, neo-Mayan. The third modernist structure’s metal walls dazzlingly reflected the morning sun.


			I’d left my car in the landscaped parking area and set off hoping to see a sign of some sort, but so far there’d been nothing to indicate where to go. I’d asked the first person I ran across for directions—an old bloke apparently having an animated conversation with a clump of flowering bushes.


			“Do you mind?” he said. “I’m rehearsing.” He spoke in the strangled vowels of an upper-class English accent.


			“Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


			He inclined his head graciously. “One isn’t always to know. Your name again?”


			“Kylie Kendall.”


			Taking my hand in both of his, he said in a rich, fruity tone, “Good morning, Kylie Kendall?” He flashed a set of chalk-white teeth—surely dentures—and raised his snowy eyebrows. “I imagine I need no introduction. You will know who I am.”


			Crikey, I didn’t. I knew that there were many retired show-business celebrities at the Clarice Turner Evenstar Home, but I couldn’t place him, although with his strong hooked nose and determined chin he looked vaguely familiar. I decided that was probably because he was dressed like a classic British gentleman with a deer-stalker hat, silk cravat, tweed jacket sporting leather patches at the elbows, and tan slacks with knife-edge creases. Becoming aware that the bloke was staring at me expectantly, I gave him a rueful smile. “You’ll have to give me a bit of a hint.”


			My hand was dropped like a hot potato. “A hint? Sir Rupert Martindale doesn’t give hints.” He regarded me narrowly. “Your voice—Australian? And from the outback, I fancy.” When I nodded, he added, “Hah! A gel from the Colonies. Ignorance not surprising.”


			That really got up my nose. I felt like snarling, “Typical Pommie comment,” but managed to stop myself in time. “Sorry, Sir Rupert. Now I recognize you. You’re the famous Shakespearean actor.”


			Somewhat mollified, he said, “Rather more than simply famous, don’t you know? My Lear is widely regarded as the interpretation for the ages. Why, even Larry Olivier himself said to me, ‘I came to your performance a colleague, and left a student.’ ”


			“Blimey,” I said, “that’s a crash-hot compliment.”


			A regal nod. “One becomes accustomed to praise, but one is particularly delighted with the unfettered admiration of one’s peers.” His good humor restored, he went on, “But enough of my storied career. What do you do, Kylie Kendall?”


			“I’m a private investigator. Well, more a trainee PI.”


			Sir Rupert recoiled a little. “A private investigator?” His thick white eyebrows formed a disdainful V. “I imagine you handle grubby little divorces and matters of that ilk.” He gave, appropriately, a theatrical shudder. “I myself would feel besmirched, sullied.”


			“Kendall & Creeling are more into security consulting and industrial espionage,” I observed. “Plus undercover investigations and skip tracing.”


			“Creeling? Would that be Ariana Creeling?”


			“You know Ariana?”


			“Our paths often crossed when she was visiting her friend in the Evenstar special-care facility. Ariana is a charming woman. And those eyes! Of deepest azure! Sapphire-hued!”


			“Ariana has got bonzer blue eyes?”


			Sir Rupert frowned. “Kendall & Creeling? Are you saying you’re Ariana’s business partner?”


			“I reckon so?” And much more, I hoped and prayed.


			“A mere slip of a gel like you?”


			I had to grin. No way could I be described as slender.


			His frown deepening, Sir Rupert said, “In all the times I’ve spoken with her, Ariana has never mentioned her participation in the private detecting profession.” It was obvious that she had abruptly gone down in his estimation. He flung out one hand and pronounced, “The cruelest lies are often told in silence.”


			This was obviously a quote, but I had no idea where it came from. There was an awkward pause, then Sir Rupert, his disapproval plain, went on, “So, Miss Kendall, you’re here at Evenstar to investigate some malfeasance?”


			Actually, I was. Someone had been embezzling considerable sums of money, and the company owning Evenstar wanted a hush-hush undercover investigation with no police involvement.


			“Not at all,” I assured him. “I’m here to volunteer for the extravaganza’s fundraising committee.”


			“Indeed?” His expression appreciably warmer, Sir Rupert declared, “Excellent! Have you been privy to a performance of Swan Song for the Luminaries? Last year my selected soliloquies from Hamlet received a sustained standing ovation.”


			I had to admit I hadn’t even heard of the extravaganza until quite recently.


			He sighed and muttered something about Philistines. Then, in the tone of one speaking to someone who was a bit of a nong, he said, “Once a year the extraordinarily talented individuals at Evenstar provide an invaluable opportunity for the ordinary citizens of Los Angeles to see the stellar heights quality entertainment can reach. The modern so-called star is but a pigmy when compared to the giants of the stage and silver screen, such as myself.”


			Sir Rupert paused, then made a sweeping gesture. “ ‘He doth bestride the narrow world like a Colossus.’ ”


			“Julius Caesar.” I spoke with confidence, having been given the part of Brutus in Wollegudgerie High School’s staging of Shakespeare’s play, when it became clear that there was a shortage of males auditioning for fear of being called sissies.


			It seemed I’d redeemed myself, because Sir Rupert gallantly offered me his arm. “Let me escort you to the administration office.”


			This suited me, because I’d decided to cultivate him as a source of information. I’d just grit my teeth and smile if he made any more snide remarks about Aussies.


			“There are no signs indicating which building is which,” I said.


			“That’s to maintain a friendly, neighborly atmosphere,” said Sir Rupert. Indicating each as he spoke, he told me that the Gothic-inspired building housed administration offices and special-needs patients, the massive Mayan building was entirely residential units, and the modernist structure held the most luxurious of the apartments plus a theater, meeting rooms, and a dining hall.


			As we walked along at a leisurely pace, he said, “I’m delighted you’ll be involved in Swan Song of the Luminaries. You’ll find it an enriching experience that will nourish your very soul. It’s more than quality entertainment. It’s more than mature star power incandescently glowing. Swan Song is, not to put too fine a point upon it, a vital necessity in this cultural desert.”


			I thought of the old belief that swans sing before they die. Personally, I thought mentioning a swan song in the title of a show starring rather ancient celebrities was a touch morbid, as if the audience expected performers to fall off the perch at any moment.


			Sir Rupert broke into my thoughts by inquiring, “Do you yourself have any facility in the performing arts?”


			“’Fraid not. Except I can carry a tune pretty well.”


			“Carry a tune? Pretty well?” He gave a scornful snort. “My dear gel, that’s more American Idol than the top-notch performance art to which I refer.” He patted my hand indulgently. “But I’m asking too much of you, Miss Kendall. You are an Australian, after all, with every element of artistic impoverishment that entails.”


			I gritted my teeth and smiled. Fair dinkum! Wouldn’t it rot your socks?


		




		

			Chapter Two


			The waiting room of the administration office was very luxuriously appointed, with thick maroon carpet and elegant furniture. Oddly, I thought, two of the walls held full-length mirrors. I realized why when Sir Rupert paused to check his reflection and give himself a pleased little nod.


			Catching me watching him, he smiled complacently. “One must always keep up one’s appearance for one’s public. It is expected of one.”


			“Must be a bit of a trial, always having to worry about how you look?”


			“Not at all, not at all. Fame has its demands and responsibilities. I believe I fulfill my duties in that area to the full.”


			A derisive snort sounded from one corner of the room. Sir Rupert cast a look in that direction, and his face hardened. “Ignore him,” he said to me, turning his back on the snorter. “Now, where the dickens is Glenys Clarkson?”


			There was no one sitting behind the mahogany desk. On the wall behind it hung a portrait in a heavy golden frame lit by concealed lighting. A nameplate indicated this was an oil painting of Clarice Turner, founder of the Evenstar Home. If the artist had got it right, she’d been a tough-looking sheila built like a wrestler, with a gimlet glare and a tight mouth.


			Sir Rupert peered behind the desk as if expecting the missing occupant to be crouched there. Finding this not to be the case, he clicked his tongue in irritation. “Glenys Clarkson spends far too much time away from her appointed place. I’ve had occasion to complain before. Remain here, Kylie. I’ll locate the woman and send her to you.”


			“Right-oh.”


			As Sir Rupert swept out with the air of a man on a mission, the bloke who’d been lounging in one of the leather chairs in the corner got to his feet. He beamed an incandescent smile at me. “Kylie. What a very beautiful name. Melodic, sweet-sounding to the ear.”


			He’d obviously been extremely handsome when younger and still looked pretty good for an old cove, tall, with a thin body, thick steel-gray hair, and tanned skin. I don’t usually like mustaches, but his suited him. The contour of his jaw was suspiciously firm and there was hardly a line on his face. Thrusting out his hand, he declared, “Cory Grainger at your service.”


			“G’day, Mr. Grainger,” I said, extricating my fingers from his warm, insinuating grasp.


			“Please, call me Cory.” He sent me another electric smile. “Kylie, you have a lovely name, and a charming accent too. An enviable combination.”


			“Thanks,” I said, thinking he was laying it on with a trowel. Although I hadn’t tumbled to who Sir Rupert was right away, I immediately knew who this bloke was from old movies on TV. Cory Grainger had been the romantic lead in any number of Hollywood Golden Age dramas. “Heaven Indefinitely Postponed,” I said, mentioning one of the most successful of the tearjerkers. “You starred with Ina O’Neil.”


			“Oh, poor Ina.” He gusted a sigh. “She was far too old for that part. Plummeting towards career oblivion, I’m afraid. Vaseline on the lens, soft lighting, the best makeup artist in the business—nothing really could disguise the relentless, unforgiving march of time. Of course it’s different for the male of the species.”


			“It is?”


			“Nature’s unkind little trick on womankind is to limit her best years to the bloom of youth.” He smoothed his mustache with a manicured forefinger. “In contrast, men become more distinguished as they age, like fine wine.”


			Checking his appearance in one of the full-length mirrors, he continued, “One has to keep fit, of course. The ladies appreciate a taut body.” He and his reflection shared a close moment together, then he turned to me. “Surely, my dear, there’s no argument that the passing years treat the genders differently, unfair though it may be.”


			“Crikey,” I said, “I’d better get cracking, as I reckon I’ll hit my use-by date any day now.”


			“I believe you can rest easy for the moment,” he said gallantly. “You appear to have excellent skin. It so happens that I can recommend an exclusive beauty clinic specializing in maintaining radiant complexions. Clients are accepted by reference only. Would you be interested?”


			I was saved from replying by Sir Rupert’s return. He was followed by a pleasant-faced, middle-aged woman with a comfortably plump body swathed in a deep purple dress. Her hair was an extraordinary pinkish-beige color, which I reckoned couldn’t be natural.


			“I found her indulging in elevenses,” announced Sir Rupert with a frown. He ostentatiously checked his watch. “And it’s barely ten, Mrs. Clarkson, barely ten.”


			“Oh, Sir Rupert,” she said with a sweet smile, “you do go on.”


			“And why shouldn’t Glenys have as many coffee breaks as she desires?” Cory Grainger asked. “After all, dear lady, you work punishing hours. Punishing.”


			Sir Rupert’s lip curled. “Balderdash, Grainger,” he said. “Of course I value the work Mrs. Clarkson does, but it’s merely office duties. Thespians such as myself, for example, know only too well what punishing hours involve.”


			Cory Grainger rolled his eyes. Undeterred, Sir Rupert continued, “I can call to memory many times when I was so utterly fatigued that I had to make a superhuman effort to literally drag myself from my dressing room to the wings, knowing that when the curtain went up on the stage, my public would be waiting.”


			Cory laughed unkindly. “What a total ham you are, Martindale.”


			“I’ve a mind to give you a good thrashing.”


			A look of alarm crossed Glenys Clarkson’s face. “Gentlemen, please!”


			“ ‘O villain, villain, smiling damned villain!’ ”


			Cory’s iron-gray mustache bristled. “Don’t quote Shakespeare at me, you old fraud.”


			“Sir Rupert! Cory! May I remind you what happened last time?”


			“Calm yourself, Mrs. Clarkson,” said Sir Rupert. He shot a look of intense dislike at Cory, then turned to me with a smile. “Until we meet again, Miss Kendall.”


			“It’s Ms.,” I said.


			“I don’t hold with these modern nomenclatures,” he declared.


			“Typical,” said Cory. “You’re an old fogy who doesn’t move with the times.”


			“Gentlemen, please continue this discussion outside.” Glenys Clarkson’s tone was brisk and businesslike. To my surprise they both meekly obeyed her, Cory Grainger managing to seize my hand for a quick, clammy squeeze before following Sir Rupert out the door.


			“What happened last time?” I asked.


			She shook her head. “They actually came to blows. The police had to be called. Fortunately Emory was able to persuade the officers not to arrest either of them.”


			Emory would be Emory Hastings, the administrator of the Clarice Turner Evenstar Home, and the person employing me to suss out the embezzler. I was here to meet him for the first time, under the pretense that I was volunteering to join the Swan Song fundraising committee.


			“I’m Kylie Kendall. I’ve an appointment to see Mr. Hastings,” I said.


			She went behind her desk and tapped at a keyboard. Peering into the screen she said, “Ah, yes, ten-thirty. You’re a few minutes early, but I’ll check if he’s available.”


			She disappeared through a paneled door obviously leading to an inner office. In a moment she was back. “Emory will see you now. Do your require refreshments? Coffee, perhaps? Spring water? A bagel with cream cheese?”


			“Not a sausage, thanks.”


			A slight frown creased her forehead. “I don’t believe I mentioned any type of sausage.”


			“I meant that I need nothing at all, thank you.”


			“Then come this way, please.”


			The inner office was fully as luxurious as the outer area, but here the plush carpet was a deep blue and the walls held what appeared to be framed diplomas, certificates, and other qualifications. As outside, there was a portrait in an ornate golden frame, but this was of a beautiful woman, and someone I recognized: television personality Zelda Webber. She was also Emory Hastings’ wife.


			Hastings came out from behind his large antique desk. He wasn’t tall, but he held himself as though he was. He had olive skin, very black hair, and dark eyes. His mouth was full-lipped and sensuous. He would have been seriously handsome but for the fact that his head was just a little too big for his slight body.


			He greeted me warmly, dismissed Glenys Clarkson, and ushered me to one of two cream leather lounge chairs set by the full-length window. “Ariana Creeling has told me all about you,” he said.


			I grinned. “That could be a bit of a turn-off.”


			“Not at all, Kylie. I may call you Kylie? And you must call me Emory.” He leaned forward confidingly. “We don’t stand on ceremony here at Evenstar. We pride ourselves on being a warm and friendly community, a place providing a safe harbor for every guest, famous or not, to enjoy to the fullest every moment of their latter years.” His expression grew serious. “And, of course, we have a special facility for those whose cognitive faculties are failing.” He paused, then asked, “Did you know Professor Natalie Ives?”


			Natalie Ives had been Ariana’s lover for many years. She’d been stricken with early-onset Alzheimer’s. The disease had progressed to the point where Ariana realized she could no longer look after her. Evenstar Home included a state-of-the-art facility devoted to the care of Alzheimer’s and dementia patients. Fortunately cost had not been a factor, as Natalie had carried substantial insurance.


			“I never met her.” I said.


			“Tragic, Natalie’s death, but in some sense, a merciful release. I always think the disintegration of personality is worse than watching a loved one suffer a potentially fatal illness.” His dark brown eyes were swimming with compassion as he added, “It came near to breaking Ariana’s heart to see Natalie in such a state of mental confusion.”


			This wasn’t a subject I was comfortable with, so I said briskly, “I don’t like to take up too much of your time, Mr. Hastings.”


			“Emory.”


			“Emory. How many people know the real reason I’m here?”


			“Just two. Apart from myself, the head of the Evenstar board, Oona Turner, is aware of your undercover role.”


			“Would she be any relation to Clarice Turner?”


			“Oona is her granddaughter,” he said, a fleeting expression of distaste crossing his face. “Oona sees herself as carrying on a proud family tradition of golden-years care.”


			My trusty reference book, Private Investigation: The Complete Handbook, emphasized the importance of noting any signs of conflict between personalities when investigating a case.


			I was about to probe this area when Emory said, “No doubt Ariana would have told you that Evenstar’s accountant, Vincent Yarborough, initially brought the shortfall to my attention, blaming it on sloppy bookkeeping associated with Swan Song for the Luminaries. At the time Vincent had no idea of the true extent of the problem, and since then I’ve taken care to keep him in the dark. It would be an unmitigated disaster for the good name of the Clarice Turner Evenstar Home, should word get out that our funds had been compromised in any way. Naturally the forensic accountant I had examine our financial records will maintain professional confidentiality.”


			“I’ve seen a summary of the forensic accountant’s report,” I said. “Would it be possible to see the report itself?”


			I was interested in the details, as the summary made it clear that the slapdash recording of donations and outgoings for the extravaganza each year provided many opportunities for someone larcenous to redirect funds to dummy companies and untraceable accounts.


			Emory Hastings sat back, raising his emphatic black eyebrows. “I’m afraid the full report would mean very little to you, unless you’re well-versed in such matters.”


			“I reckon I am,” I said. I didn’t add that most of my expertise had been gained back in Australia, where I’d set up the computer system and run the financial side of my mum’s pub, The Wombat’s Retreat.


			Clearly not too chuffed at the idea of giving me a gander at the report, he said, “I’ll see what I can do.”


			“How about your assistant, Glenys Clarkson? Does she know about me?”


			“Glenys? Definitely not.”


			Could this be true? In my experience it was difficult to keep secrets in an office environment. “I noticed a receptionist’s desk in the lobby of the building. Using my superior detecting skills, I’m guessing you have a receptionist.”


			Emory didn’t smile. “Nancy,” he said. “Nancy McDuff. An excellent employee who’s been here with us at Evenstar for many years. Utterly reliable.”


			Like personal assistants, receptionists were in a unique position to pick up bits and pieces of information that could be used to make a shrewd guess as to what was going on in a company. I’d experienced firsthand the astonishing reach of the receptionist network, through which a sensational story could spread like lightning.


			“Receptionists usually have a finger on the pulse of an organization,” I remarked. “It can be amazing how much they know.”


			“Nancy does her job superbly, but as for substantive matters, she wouldn’t have a clue,” he said dismissively.


			“Right-oh,” I said, but I wasn’t so sure.


		




		

			Chapter Three


			When I walked back to the parking area I saw, with a familiar tingle of anxiety, that there was a folded sheet of paper wedged under the driver’s side windscreen wiper.


			I looked around carefully, not expecting to see anyone lurking in the bushes, but checking anyway. Then, after making sure no one was sitting in any of the nearby vehicles, I unlocked my car, Zellsteind in the back to reassure myself an intruder wasn’t crouched on the floor, then went through the routine of getting latex gloves and a plastic bag out of the glove box and retrieving the sheet of paper. All of the other notes had been free of fingerprints and I reckoned this one would be too, although there was always a chance that whoever the anonymous writer was, he or she would get careless and leave some trace behind.


			Before sliding it into the plastic bag, I unfolded the note. The first message I’d received under my wiper three weeks ago had said baldly: “Go home, bitch. You’re not wanted in my country.” There’d been three others along the same lines, but this one contained a more direct threat: “Leave now while you have the option, or be sent back to your family in a body bag. Your choice.”


			What made it worse was that I had absolutely no idea who was sending me these messages. As far as I knew, I had no enemies. Examining the few cases I’d been involved with since coming to LA failed to turn up any likely names.


			I hopped into the car and locked the doors. I’d already entered the Evenstar Home office number into my cell phone. The cheerful voice answering was probably Nancy McDuff, the receptionist Emory Hastings had described in such glowing terms. I identified myself and asked for Glenys Clarkson. In a moment she was on the line. “Ms. Kendall? Have you forgotten something?”


			“It might sound an odd query, but I’m a bit paranoid about going to places, particularly at night. Since the fundraising committee will be having lots of meetings, I was wondering if there are security cameras set up to cover your grounds and parking areas.


			“We employ an excellent security service. The buildings and grounds are patrolled, night and day?”


			“And cameras?”


			Glenys sounded puzzled at my insistence, but she answered freely, “There’s camera surveillance covering the entrances to our three buildings, but we’ve not found it necessary to extend that to other areas.”


			I thanked her, burbled on for a moment on how thrilled I was to be accepted for the committee, then rang off. It had been a long shot that there’d been a camera recording the person placing the note on my car, but it was worth checking out.


			These days, turning the key in the ignition made my skin prickle. I couldn’t believe whoever was trying to get rid of me would go so far as to plant a bomb, but my overactive imagination insisted on visualizing being-blown-to-pieces scenarios.


			To keep my mind on other things, I reviewed my fruitful morning at the Clarice Turner Evenstar Home. I was driving back to Kendall & Greeling’s offices on Sunset Boulevard a bona fide member of the volunteer committee for Swan Song of the Luminaries. I’d rather thought someone would have asked why I, an Aussie recently arrived in LA, would want to be on the fundraising committee, and had rehearsed a convincing starstruck story along the lines of how thrilled I’d be to be part of this celebration of show-business history.


			Disappointingly, this effort was wasted, because when I met the head of the committee, former movie queen Heidi Brandstett, she had only seemed interested in my past experience in fundraising—which would be none—and how many hours a week I could devote to the cause—oodles. Heidi had been gratifyingly pleased with my availability.


			She had to be in her seventies, but she looked twenty years younger. She was a pocket Venus, diminutive, but with ample curves. Her blond hair—an expensive wig?—was piled on her head in artful curls. Her eyelashes were so long they had to be false. She had a slightly husky voice and a soft, insinuating laugh.


			There was to be a meeting of volunteers for the committee the next evening and I assured Heidi I’d be there. At that point she’d given me a speculative look. “And what does an attractive young woman such as yourself do with her spare time?”


			My gaydar is often unreliable, but in this instance when it shrilled an alert I reckoned it was spot-on. I recalled at the height of Heidi Brandstett’s career there’d been scandalous rumors that her romantic inclinations were directed mainly towards women—Greta Garbo and Katharine Hepburn had been mentioned.


			“Oh, this and that,” I’d said vaguely. “Strewth, is it eleven-thirty already? Sorry, I’m afraid I have to go.”


			Before I could escape, Heidi had seized my hand, given it a gentle squeeze, and, looking up at me, batted her eyelashes. “Kylie, I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to tomorrow night.”


			Driving along, I grinned to myself. I couldn’t wait to tell Ariana all about it. She was in Phoenix on a case, but would be back this evening.


			As I turned off Sunset into our parking area, I saw that Bob Verritt was about to fold his tall, skinny self into his new silver Lexus. He waited for me to pull into my spot, then called out, “How did it go at Evenstar?”


			“No probs. I’ll give you the good oil later.” It would be soon enough then to tell him I’d received another disturbing note.


			As a trainee, I had to report to Bob, who was a licensed private investigator, and therefore qualified to supervise me. To become a PI myself, I had the onerous task of accumulating a total of six thousand supervised hours spread over three years. Once I’d accomplished this, I would have to sit for a challenging exam, but that was a long way off.


			“I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” Bob said. “By the way, we have a new member of staff. Hope you approve.”


			Since I was co-owner of Kendall & Creeling Investigative Services with Ariana Creeling—my dad in his will had left me his 51 percent share—any addition to our staff was my business. “We do? Who? Does Ariana know?”


			Grinning, Bob slid into his car. “Not yet.” He waved a farewell and took off.


			This was intriguing. I hurried across the little courtyard and headed for the black, copper-studded front door. Our offices were in a converted Spanish-style house with fat, red terra-cotta tiles on the roof and pinkish-ocher stucco walls. At first the building had seemed glaringly colorful, but now I was used to it.


			Inside, Melodie was seated at the huge, black pseudo-Spanish front desk. She was our receptionist, at least until her always-about-to-burgeon acting career finally took off in a big way.


			As she handed me my messages, I said, “I ran into Bob in the car park. He mentioned about a new member of staff.”


			“He must mean Rocky,” said Melodie, flashing her perfect teeth and tossing her long blond hair. She had wide green eyes, great skin, and a bonzer figure. Fair dinkum, I could almost hate her at times.


			“Who is Rocky?” I asked.


			Melodie reached down behind her desk, then straightened up with a pug puppy in her arms. “Isn’t he just the cutest thing you’ve ever seen?”


			I had to agree the puppy was totally adorable. A deep cream color, he had a velvety black muzzle and a quizzical expression on his wrinkled face.


			“He’s yours?”


			“I wish, but you know I can’t have pets in my apartment building. He belongs to Bob.”


			Rocky wriggled his compact little body until Melodie put him down, then he negotiated his way around the desk and approached me with a purposeful air, his tightly curled tail held high.


			“G’day, Rocky,” I said.


			“Bob says Rocky’s too young to be left alone at home, so he’s going to bring him to work every day.” In a tone of deep foreboding, Melodie added, “The problem is, Julia Roberts doesn’t know yet. She won’t be pleased.”


			“Crikey,” I said, “you’re not wrong there.”


			With her usual uncanny timing, Julia Roberts’ tawny feline form came sauntering down the hallway towards us. Rocky, who’d been investigating my shoes, was riveted. He gave a tentative wave of his curly tail.


			Julia Roberts halted. She peered at Rocky, then her green eyes narrowed into slits and her ears folded back. Her tail became a bottle brush. She made a sound somewhere between a snarl and a hiss.


			The puppy, having no idea of the peril he was in, gave a high bark and crouched in play position, his bottom in the air.


			“Uh-oh,” said Melodie.


			I decided to appeal to Julia Roberts’ better nature. “Jules, get a grip. It’s a pug puppy, just a baby. Not worth a moment of your time.”


			Julia Roberts’ hissing snarl morphed into an outraged yowl. 


			“Do something, Kylie,” said Melodie, wringing her hands. “I sense a dreadful tragedy pending.”


			“Fair dinkum, Melodie! It’s just a cat and dog sorting things out.”


			“It’s not just a cat, it’s Julia Roberts. You know what she’s capable of, and that was a full-grown standard poodle.”


			“You’ve got a point?” I got ready to scoop Rocky up and out of danger.


			Julia Roberts advanced snarling, in a half-crouch. From Rocky’s point of view, she must have looked more than intimidating—try terrifying. He lost interest in any idea of playing, gave an anxious whine, and before I could snatch him out of danger, he rolled over on his back to display his stomach in a submission posture.


			Jules abandoned her I’m-coming-to-maim-you attitude. Her tail became sleek again, her flattened ears became erect and her bared teeth disappeared. She sauntered over to inspect Rocky, sniffed, then stalked off.


			“I told you he wasn’t worth your time,” I called out after her. A snap of her tail was the only sign that she’d heard me.


			“Poor baby Rockykins, did the big, bad pussycat scare the widdle man?” cooed Melodie, rushing around her desk to pick Rocky up. “Don’t you worry. Auntie Melodie wuvs you itsy bitsy—”


			“Oh, please!” Fran slammed the front door behind her. “Anything but baby talk.” With deep loathing she added, “Can’t hack that kitchy-kitchy-coo rubbish?”


			“Fran, isn’t Rocky gorgeous?” Melodie held him out for inspection.


			“I suppose,” Fran said grudgingly. I thought her flinty expression softened a bit when Rocky wriggled wildly in an attempt to reach her.


			Fran was a little thing, with a warrior-queen mind-set and the bleakest views of life in general. She had porcelain skin, dark red hair, and an arresting bustline made more emphatic by her tiny waist. As I was tall, with olive skin, brown hair and eyes, there was quite a contrast between us.


			“What’s a puppy doing here?” she demanded of Melodie.


			“He’s Bob’s. Rocky’s going to stay in the office during the day.”


			Fran’s mouth tightened. “Bob failed to check with me.”


			She was Kendall & Creeling’s self-appointed office manager. As Fran was also Ariana’s niece, she’d not only held on to the title she’d bestowed upon herself, but had also taken to throwing her weight around as far as anything to do with the office was concerned. This led to Fran and me being in a state of constant low-key skirmishing.


			“Why should Bob have to check with you?” I asked.


			Fran gave me a condescending look. “As office manager, and disaster coordinator, it’s my duty to be constantly on the alert for potential health and safety problems.”


			“Disaster coordinator?” It seemed that Fran had added another title to her resume.


			Fran held the firm conviction that any minute now Los Angeles would suffer major cataclysmic destruction—earthquake, tsunami, fire, hurricane force winds, or possibly a meteor strike.


			Alternatively, the city could be the focus of a deadly terrorist attack. Germ warfare was her current preoccupation, with a dirty bomb not far behind.


			In anticipation of such dire events, Fran had accumulated enough disaster supplies to equip a fair-sized field hospital. She’d commandeered the office-supplies room to store them all, having the office stuff relocated to a shed at the back of the building.


			I’d been seriously miffed, as secretly I had had my eye on that room for myself. My bedroom and bathroom were adjacent, and with the dividing wall knocked down my living space would expand to include a comfortable sitting area. It was not to be, although I hadn’t given up all hope. The trick would be to find some other location for Fran’s blasted disaster supplies. So far I’d drawn a blank.


			I became aware that Fran was still talking. “In an emergency situation, having a dog underfoot could lead to unnecessary injury or even a fatality.”


			“Like, that’s so unfair, Fran,” said Melodic, rocking the puppy in her arms. “Rocky wouldn’t hurt anyone. How could he?”


			“Imagine a devastating poison-gas attack,” said Fran, cheering up now that she was discussing a catastrophic situation. “One should immediately shut any windows and outside doors, then get to the disaster-supplies room as quickly as possible, where I’ll be distributing gas masks and further instructions.”


			Melodie made a face. “Not attractive, gas masks. When I put one on I look like a big fly.”


			Fran frowned at this frivolous interruption. “As I was about to say, unfortunately in these situations some people—I’m not naming names—tend to panic and run wildly about. It’s very clear that tripping over the dog is a very real possibility in these circumstances, and those lost moments could be the difference between life and death.”


			Melodie shot out her lower lip. “Are you saying I’d panic in an emergency? That is so not true!”


			Fran’s smile was grim. “You can say that now, Melodie, but when the terrorists strike, or the Big One hits, overwhelming terror and paralyzing dread will sweep through your body.”


			“If Melodie’s paralyzed with dread, she won’t be able to trip over Rocky,” I remarked helpfully.


			Fran narrowed her eyes. “Thank you, Kylie, for your contribution. I’m sure I can count on you to attend the earthquake emergency drill I’ve scheduled for five-thirty. I left a reminder note on every desk.”


			“Stone the crows,” I protested, “it seems we have a safety drill every second day.”


			This did not go down well with Fran. “Let me get this straight. Rather than spend a few minutes in earthquake-preparedness training, you’d prefer to be totally unprepared?”


			“Well—”


			“When the Big One strikes, you won’t have a clue what to do. More than likely you’ll be trapped in the rubble, listening to the screams of the dying.”


			“So tragic!” Melodie squinched up her face. Rocky took this as an invitation to lick her chin. “Entombed! Like The Poseidon Adventure, only on land.”


			Fran and I shared a look. Sometimes, admittedly rarely, we thought as one.


			Before Fran could say something cutting to Melodie, the front door opened and Lonnie Moore, Kendall & Creeling’s technical wizard, shuffled in, his shoulders sagging and his head down.


			He usually had a cheeky little-boy smile, complete with dimples. This was so unlike his usual plump, cheerful self, that I said, “Blimey, Lonnie, what’s eating you?”


			“Eating?” he said bitterly. “It’s more like gnawing away.”


			“You’re not well?”


			He shook his head violently. “Don’t want to talk about it.”


			“Meet Rocky,” said Melodie, holding the puppy out for inspection. “Isn’t he adorable?”


			“Adorable,” Lonnie said listlessly, barely glancing at the pug.


			Even Fran looked surprised, as Lonnie was a pushover for dogs. “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Don’t tell me your car’s broken down again? Face it, Lonnie, you’ll have to give in and take that rust bucket to a mechanic. You can’t fix it yourself.”


			Formerly reliable, if noisy—to me it sounded like a crop-duster taking off—Lonnie’s battered vehicle had lately developed the bad habit of suddenly stalling. On LA’s freeways, where obstacles to traffic flow frequently caused multicar pile-ups, losing power this way could be a lethal proposition.


			“It’s not the car,” Lonnie said. He gave a woebegone little moan. “I’ll be in my office if anyone’s looking for me.”


			Watching him drag his feet down the hallway, Fran, who had very little patience with sooks, snapped, “What the hell’s got into him?”


			Melodie gave us a smug smile. “It just so happens that I know.” Rocky, who’d dozed off in her arms, woke when she hugged him tightly. “What do you say, widdle man? It’s real heartbreaking, isn’t it?”


			“Widdle man!” hissed Fran.


			“So what’s up with Lonnie?” I said before Fran could build up a head of steam.


			“It’s Pauline Feeney.” Meaningful pause. “You’ll never guess what she said to Lonnie last night at the Golden Spatula Awards banquet…”


			“Spit it out,” Fran growled.


			Melodie frowned. She hated to be hurried while delivering one of her dramatic presentations. “It was right before the Golden Spatula was presented to the Chief Chef. Like there was this hush, and everyone at their table heard Pauline say, “Lonnie, this isn’t fair to me—it isn’t fair to you. It’s simply not working for either of us. I must have a relationship with more pizzazz. I’m going to have to let you go.”


			“I could have told you it would never last,” Fran declared with dour satisfaction. “From the start, Lonnie was way over his head with that Glowing Bodies crowd.”


			“He’s real popular there,” said Melodie stoutly. “They’re saying in the office that Pauline’s made a big mistake—that guys like Lonnie don’t come along every day.”


			I didn’t ask how Melodie had gained all this information. I already knew. Once again I was seeing the awesome power of the receptionist network in action.
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