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CHAPTER ONE

 


Well, frost my butt and call me Cupcake.

The country bumpkin that had bitten deeply into
Bertie Mallowan’s psyche reared its shaggy hillbilly head.
Fortunately, it was an inner soliloquy heard only by Bertie.

So far.

She was in the ballroom of the Claraton, one of
L.A.’s swankiest hotels, part of a well-dressed, well-heeled crowd
at the Beverly Hills Association Charity Gala.

On the stage in front of a floor-to-ceiling red silk
curtain, men in tuxedos were playing instruments not usually seen
outside of a symphony concert hall. It was a rich person’s version
of a garage band; they’d just finished a cover of “Cat Scratch
Fever” – all swoopy strings and plummy piano – and were now
swinging into “War Pigs.” Not one of them looked even slightly
inclined to bite the head off a dove.

“Gollly,” she wanted to say to the sleekly coiffed
woman next to her, “I don’t mean to bad mouth no one, but those
fellers are playin’ like their cornbread ain’t quite done bakin’.”
She restrained herself; the woman next to her would not be
amused.

Bertie was in her third week and at her third party
as a society columnist for the L.A. Beacon-Banner. After being laid
off from one of L.A.’s largest newspapers, she’d scrambled to find
another job. With papers falling daily before the onslaught of the
Internet’s faux news, she’d existed on unemployment for several
months before snagging this gig.

The hillbilly voice in her head had surfaced at the
first party – gala, she had to remember that rich people had galas
– she’d attended. It was under control, barely. She usually assumed
a slack-jawed, vacant expression when it surfaced, something else
she was trying to control. She figured it was a subconscious
reaction to all the mindless wealth she was exposed to at these
soirees.

At one of the tables crowded into the room, a woman,
possibly in her 30s but maybe 60, tapped her expensively shod toe
to the music, while her male companion, bald, tanned and with a
paunch that stretched the front of his tuxedo to bursting, swayed
in his chair.

The room was filled with men in tuxedos, who created
a black and white checkerboard against which the rainbow of dresses
worn by the women glowed. Bertie recognized a few faces, mostly the
nimble ones who were fast enough to get their faces in front of a
camera and into the Internet tabloids. There were a few minor
celebs, but no one she could put a name to.

“Wanna neck?” a male voice asked from behind her. She
turned to see an incredibly handsome young man smirking at her. He
had long dark hair, a sculptured face, and amazingly blue eyes that
radiated self-confident amusement.

“Excuse me?” Bertie asked, unsure of how to act. She
was there to work, not to insult the guests, which was her first
instinct.

“That’s my signature line, ‘wanna neck,’” he said,
his smirk deflating. “You know, in the ‘You Suck’ movies.”

Bertie vaguely remembered a couple of films a few
years back about pre-teens battling vampires; they weren’t even B
movies, they were more like Fs or Gs. “Oh good lord,” she thought,
“that would make this kid about 15 or 16. And that would make me a
cougar.”

She smiled at him, curved her hand into a paw and
growled. “You suck, little cub,” and fled to the bathroom.

The boy had disappeared by the time she came back and
she inched into the crowd again.

Floating fingers of expensive perfume threatened to
strangle her where she stood. She was hot and cranky and borderline
whiny. This very ritzy hotel in a very ritzy section of L.A. was
air-conditioned, but California and most of the country was
sweltering under a heat wave that sent the mercury in thermometers
racing to the top of their glass tubes.

No one was dancing – big surprise there, the band was
playing “Smoke on the Water” with a cello sawing through the famous
guitar riff lead – but clots of people were standing around in
poses of forced casualness. Just in case there was a photographer
lurking nearby, everyone wanted to look as if they were having a
good time.

Bertie surreptitiously took a swipe at an annoying
rivulet of sweat that was slowly tickling its way down between
artificially pushed-up breasts peeking over the top of the little
black dress she’d had to borrow. Men tended to talk to her chest
when she wore this bra. She found it tiring. She wanted to shout,
“Excuse me, but breasts are mostly fat. FAT,” but so far she’d
ignored the impulse, and the stares.

She smiled at the woman next to her, but the woman
sniffed and turned her head without saying anything.

Her heat-edgy temper and the old hillbilly coot in
her head were racing each other to her speech centers so Bertie
began taking penguin steps toward an outside exit, hoping to escape
the overheated room for a cool breeze in the hotel garden. She
murmured “Excuse me” several times and smiled politely, even when –
she was almost sure – she felt a hand on her ass. Fortunately, with
so much silk in the room, it made sliding by a lot easier.

When she finally reached the door, she opened it and
slipped through. Trees here and there had fairy lights twined in
their branches, but there were also large patches of darkness. A
few huddling couples were scattered around, Bertie was the only one
there alone.

She looked back into the room and saw a surreal
tableau of people, shining silverware and china, and tables dressed
in sparkling white tablecloths. She felt like an alien accidentally
dropped outside the room by mistake, staring at a new species about
which she knew nothing.

She heard a rustling behind and turned, happy to have
someone with whom to share even a brief “Hello, hot isn’t it?”

A middle-aged man, a stranger, walked out of the
darkness that welled up among the trees. He was wearing a tuxedo
and white shirt with some odd dark pattern on it and had his hand
on the side of his neck. She smiled and a faint smile appeared on
his pasty, soft face. Then he dropped his hand.

Blood was spurting from the man’s neck in arcs that
pumped slower and slower. He staggered and went down on his knees,
reaching his hand out and scrabbling for a handful of Bertie’s
borrowed dress, leaving a smear of blood that, even in the midst of
this emergency, she knew would never come out.

The man opened his mouth and made a gurgling noise
before falling onto his back in the rich, lush grass of the hotel
lawn. Bertie stared down at him, shock keeping her immobile for a
second before she dropped to her knees just in time to hear him
say”American … c-c-c …”

“What? What are you trying to say?” she asked him.
She forced herself to put her hand over the point where the blood
gushed from his neck and press down in a desperate attempt to
staunch the flood, but it spurted between her fingers. She shouted
“Help! Someone get some help here,” while the blood continued to
shoot into the night air from the black gash in his neck. It
garbled his words, making them sound as if he was talking
underwater.

Bertie leaned over and caught “American … car …”
before his body went limp and the gush of blood slowed to an
ooze.

A woman screamed and Bertie thought it might be
her.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Bertie’s panic made the crowd surge into a panic of
their own that looked like a hypersped-up Three Stooges movie, but
without the nyuks. People from inside the ballroom were struggling
to get out while the crowd outside wanted to get in and away from …
whatever, most didn’t even know or care why Bertie was screaming,
they just wanted to get away.

Women wearing dresses with two- to three-foot trains
ran as fast as they could, looking like scurrying upright lizards
dragging their tails behind them. A man bumped into Bertie, almost
pushing her into stepping on the corpse, something that set Bertie
off into fresh screams.

Almost immediately it seemed, sirens cut through the
night air adding to the vortex of sound swirling around Bertie and
the dead man. She forced herself to breathe again and just as she
started gaining control, she saw an inkspot of black-uniformed
policemen charge into the ballroom. Like a pantomime, she saw them
talk to white-faced partygoers, who gesticulated wildly toward the
door to the lawn.

As they left the ballroom, the crowd outside came to
a sudden halt as if they’d been playing a game of tag and someone
had just yelled “freeze.”

A patrolman plodded cautiously in her direction. She
just stood, shaking, and waited.

“What’s the problem, miss?”

Bertie gaped at him, not quite sure how he could miss
the man at her feet, oozing blood from the gash in his neck. It
seemed pretty self-explanatory to her, but she nodded down toward
the ground. He looked at the dead man, took two steps away, turned
his head into some bushes and threw up.

After that, Bertie lost track of events as time
seemed to speed up and reality blurred. “This can’t be happening to
me, not again,” she thought as she was hustled into the ballroom,
seated in a chair, and left to sit, guarded by a policewoman.

She stared through the room’s glass walls, outside
where the generic hotel garden with its fairy lights twinkling in
trees, manicured lawn, and statues of frolicking, laughing dolphins
had been transformed into the murder-scene equivalent of a movie
set. It was Hollywood, after all.

The hot, dark L.A. night was lit up with blindingly
bright lights that glared down on a center stage where the
supporting cast of forensic techs moved in for their roles, then
backed away to let the medical examiner take the spotlight. A
camera man – the police photographer – recorded the action and the
director – a cop who looked a lot like either Harrison Ford or
Homicide Detective “Mad” Madison – controlled it all.

The star – the dead guy sprawled on the grass – was
the only one who didn’t have any more lines in this script.

Bertie sat in her chair like a naughty child until
Madison eventually came to her. He wore pressed jeans, a white
shirt with long sleeves rolled up and a blue and red striped tie
yanked to one side. Wet sweat stains had marked his shirt with wide
half circles under his armpits. He looked hot and irritated.

He hooked his leg around a chair, and pulled it up to
hers and sat down. He gave the uniformed patrolwoman an eyebrow
waggle and she moved away slightly.

Madison and Bertie had begun a tentative relationship
before she’d been injured a few months earlier while working on a
story about another murder. After that, she’d been in physical
therapy for several months and had had to move back into her
mother’s Pennsylvania home for help in her recovery.

She and Madison had e-mailed and occasionally talked
by phone in that time, but until she’d recently moved back to L.A.,
they hadn’t spent much physical time together. They were basically
pen-pals.

“Bertie, even though you and I know each other, this
is an official investigation and I have to conduct it that way,
OK?” He gave her a fleeting smile before his face turned grim.
“What happened? Can you tell me why you were in the garden this
evening at the time the deceased man fell on the lawn?” He’d pulled
a long, thin notebook and pen out of the back pocket of his jeans
and sat poised to take notes.

Bertie took a long, shaky breath. “It was very hot in
the ballroom and I was hoping to catch a cool breeze before I went
back indoors.” She inadvertently glanced down at her cleavage,
remembering the feel of the trickle of sweat between her breasts.
She looked up to see Madison following her gaze to her breasts.

“Ahem,” she said.

“What happened after you went outside?” Madison
asked. He was studiously looking at her face.

“The man came out from the trees at the back of the
garden. He had his hand on his neck and I guess I thought he’d been
stung by a mosquito, but then he pulled his hand away and blood
spurted out. Then he fell in front of me, and I started to
scream.”

“Did he say anything?”

“Yes, he said what sounded like ‘American car.’”

“Sounded like?”

“Yes, he was kind of gargling … you know, the blood,
and he was hard to understand.”

“Did he say it that way? American car?

“Um, no. He said, ‘American c-c-c-,’ then he fell
over and I bent down and then he said ‘American car.’ Do you think
that means the killer was driving an American car?”

“I don’t know. Is that what you think happened?”

Oh no, Bertie thought. I’m not playing this game –
she’d speculate and then they’d use it against her. She watched TV,
she knew how it worked.

“I have no idea. Who was he? I didn’t see him at the
party, did he come in late?”

“So you didn’t know the man?”

“I think I just said that, didn’t I?”

“Did you see anyone go into the trees at any point
before the deceased came out?”

“No, but I wasn’t paying any attention. I didn’t
expect someone with bodily fluids pumping out of his neck to come
out so I didn’t look. And, by the way, if the guy is deceased, he
can’t do anything, he’s already dead.”

Madison stood up and closed his notebook in one
movement. “I’m afraid we’re going to have to take your dress,
Bertie, for evidence.”

She stood, too. “Right now?” she asked, alarmed. She
had visions of unzipping where she stood and handing it over to
him.

He looked almost as alarmed, although a trifle
intrigued. “No, you go with a policewoman into one of the rooms.
The hotel is giving us a robe you can wear home.”

He looked down at her, and then hesitated. “Are you
all right, Bertie?”

“Yes, I’m fine. I think. I may have done this before,
but it’s not anything you ever get used to.” She smiled tentatively
at him. “Who was he? The dead guy?”

“Rowley Poke. A mover and shaker in an environmental
group called The End Justifies the Green. Most people know it as
The End.”

“Am I in trouble, Madison?”

“Off the record? No, your story matches the other
witnesses. You come down to my office, make an official statement,
sign it and that should be it, especially if you stay out of it.
There’s no reason to be sticking your nose into my investigation,
Bertie. I mean it.”

“OK, OK, I’m a society columnist now; I have
absolutely nothing to do with real news.”

“Keep it that way.”

Now he was making her mad; there was nothing like
being told not to do something to make Bertie want to do it.

“Yes, sir,” she said and stood. He looked at her,
caution in his eyes. They’d tangled before over her involvement in
one of his cases and he knew how stubborn she could be.

They stood awkwardly facing each other; more than
friends, less than people who would kiss goodbye, especially in
such a public place.

“Go home and get some rest, Bertie. I’ll talk to you
soon.” Madison smiled at her and walked away.

 


***

 


In that hazy half-world between unconsciousness and
reality, Bertie remembered dead, vacant eyes staring at her with a
mute plea she was helpless to answer and blood-washed grass
gleaming black in the eerie yellow glow of fluorescent lights.

She sat up suddenly and let out a frightened “eek!”
Where was she? What was this place? She looked around,
panic-stricken, for a few seconds before relaxing back into
bed.

Oh, yeah, she was in the bedroom of her new,
much-smaller apartment, the one she could afford after getting laid
off. When she’d moved back to L.A., she’d downsized in a big way,
leaving behind the place where she’d lived for 10 years and moving
into this ground floor apartment in a pre-World War II home located
in a relatively bad section of town. It was one big room that
served as a kitchen, dining room and living room with a small
separate bedroom and bathroom. Her landlord was a grouchy baby
boomer who lived on the second floor and scowled whenever they ran
into each other.

Bertie had been living on unemployment and
supplementing her income with odd jobs, like writing greeting card
verses for an alternative card company – So you were laid off,
who gives a flying fork? Get off your butt and get back to
work!

She lay in bed for a while, letting the terror of the
murder last night wear away in the light of day. “No more bodies,
God, please?” she said out loud. God, if He was in her bedroom,
declined to answer.

She eventually got up and fixed some coffee. She’d
driven home in a plush hotel bathrobe and had dropped it on the
floor of the bedroom after having a stiff belt of vodka and Dr
Pepper. She picked it up and sighed, wondering if her friend Katie
would take it in exchange for the little black dress she’d borrowed
from her to wear last night. She was damned sure she wasn’t going
to try and return it to the Hotel Claraton – they owed for the
pleasure of finding a dead guy on their grounds.

“Well, I’m off the hook until Katie gets back from
her honeymoon,” Bertie said out loud. Kate was on a month-long tour
of Europe after marrying her longtime beau, Dave the Dentist.

She’d called into the office with her first-hand
account of the murder, but since the paper’s owner and publisher,
Dillard Johnson (known as the Big Johnson to employees and tabloid
readers), had hosted the party most of the information in today’s
paper had come from him.

Her job was to go into work today to write about last
night’s gala for the Sunday paper. Sigh. She was grateful to have a
job, but didn’t know how long she could stick this one out. Listing
rich people’s names and what they wore in “stories” wasn’t
journalism. “It’s just stroking the Big Johnson’s … um ego,” Bertie
said out loud. God remained silent.

Bertie sat at the kitchen counter with her coffee,
logged onto her laptop, and typed in Rowley Poke’s name. Poke had
been a big deal in the local environmental movement since the late
nineties and was campaigning for a nomination to the U.S. Senate.
His dead eyes still haunted her and she shook her head to get them
out of her memory.

Just then the phone rang, startling her so badly she
spilled her coffee down her pajama front.

She looked apprehensively at the phone. She’d been
getting calls from a heavy breather, who listened to her ask “Who
is this?” and then hung up. Always when she was home, as if someone
was watching her and knew when she was there alone.

“Hello?”

Heavy breathing, like Darth Vader before the
invention of anti-congestants.

“Hello, who is this?”

Nothing, just more nasally breathing and the sound of
traffic in the background.

“OK, asshole, quit calling me unless you’ve got the
guts to say something, you ball-less wonder. Stop calling here, you
got it? Stop calling me.”

She hit the button on her cell phone hard. Bertie
missed the days when you could slam a phone down on a receiver –
cell phones were no substitute for that kind of psychological
rejection.

Her concentration broken, she dressed in jeans and a
comfortable top for a Saturday work day and then hesitated inside
her front door trying to remember if she’d forgotten anything.

Nope, she was ready. She opened the door and let out
a scream. Standing there was a tall, lanky man in his mid-40s with
long, sandy brown hair, dressed in crumpled khaki shorts, a faded
red Hawaiian shirt, and sneakers so holey they looked barely able
to cling to his feet.

“Hello, Bertie,” he said.

“Oh, shit,” Bertie replied.


CHAPTER THREE

 


The Beacon-Banner building was almost empty on a
Saturday. Bertie let herself in the front door where a lone
security guard was reading. She flashed her ID and entered the
elevator to the fourth-floor newsroom.

Rows of empty desks and dark computers gave the room
a hollow, echo-y feel, like a big cave from which all the bats had
fled. A curmudgeonly city editor, the room’s only occupant, barely
looked up from his computer when Bertie came in and offered a low
“Hi, how are you?” She mentally shrugged, threw her purse in a desk
drawer and left to get a cup of coffee from the vending
machine.

After three weeks, this newsroom was still unfamiliar
to her. During the week a gallery of eyes stared at her every
coming and going, a tough deal when she had to go to the bathroom.
It had all the usual newsroom fixtures – the old biddy who knows
everything about everything, the young college grad anxious to make
his mark in journalism, the old salts who, in the old days,
would’ve had a fifth of whiskey in their desk drawers. But they
were all strangers and Bertie felt it in every pore of her
body.

She enjoyed working on the weekends better when it
was usually just her and some grumpy editor or two.

And here she sat, staring at her blank computer
screen. After what had greeted her as she’d left her apartment she
was having trouble concentrating. “What the hell am I doing here? I
don’t want to write this crap for a vanity newspaper with
pretensions of journalism.”

The Big Johnson guided what news he wanted in, and
more importantly what news he didn’t want in, based on whims,
peeves and personal dislikes. The metro editor wasn’t allowed to
refer to the one of the town’s national sports team on Page 1
because Dillard didn’t like the owner who published a bigger
newspaper.

“Whip out a tape measure and see whose is bigger,
dude, but it’s still no way to run a newspaper,” Bertie said. She
didn’t think she’d said it out loud, but the old editor looked up
sharply, scowling. It was a bad sign, all this talking out loud to
herself. Bertie got up, left her computer on, and fled to the
bathroom where a young woman was just washing her hands.

“Oh, hi,” she said, a red stain flooding her sallow
cheeks. The woman, really a young girl in her early 20s, had short,
spiky black hair streaked at least three different colors, a ring
through her eyebrow and thick black mascara and eyeliner around her
squinky blue eyes. She wore a short skirt, a big sweatshirt with
Make Gloves, Not War on it and shredded fishnet
stockings.

“Hi,” Bertie said. “Not many people here on
Saturdays, are there?”

“Um, no.”

“You look kind of familiar, do I know you?” Bertie
had been introduced to a number of people in her first days there
and she thought she had them all sorted out, but this girl/woman
looked oddly familiar in an unfamiliar way.

“Bertie! It’s me, Tiffany.”

Bertie stared at her in shock. Mousy Tiffany, the
city hall reporter, dressed in twin sets, tweed skirts and flats,
not this thank-Goth-for-little-girls horror.

“I can’t very well dress this way to go to city hall,
can I? This is how I really look,” Tiffany said in her Minnie Mouse
voice, defiance giving her young, made-up face an even harder edge.
“Can you imagine the mayor’s face if I asked him about the new
sewer project dressed like this?”

Bertie smiled, then laughed and after a moment
Tiffany joined in.

“So what’s new?” Tiffany asked, checking her face in
the mirror as she applied a fine layer of white makeup.

Bertie started laughing again, this time with a tinge
of hysteria. She blurted out the story of last night’s falling,
bleeding man while Tiffany awkwardly patted her back. Eventually
Bertie wound down.

“Thanks, I needed that,” Bertie said. “It’s the
second body I’ve found in less than a year, it just got to me for a
second.”

“Two bodies? Wow!”

“My mother has found three.”

Bertie’s breakdown had resulted in a comfortable, a
girls-against-the-world feeling of camaraderie. Bertie entered a
stall and said loudly over the door, “So, why are you here?
City hall’s strictly a weekday gig, isn’t it?”

Silence. Bertie finished up and exited the stall.
Tiffany was looking suspiciously at her. “Why?”

“Cheeze, cool it, I was just curious, if you don’t
want to say, I don’t really care.”

Tiffany gave her a calculating stare. “Well, OK, but
if you repeat it, I’ll deny it. I come in on the weekends because
…” Tiffany looked around as if expecting a horde of people to be
listening – “because my mom won’t let me out of the house dressed
like this. I keep my makeup and clothes in a locker in the
printers’ shower room.”

Bertie fought the urge to laugh. This was all too
serious to Tiffany.

“You’d better learn to be paranoid in this place,”
Tiffany continued. “Howard doesn’t like talk, he doesn’t like
laughing, he doesn’t like fun and he doesn’t like anything that
might get him into trouble with Dull Dill. Remember that and you’ll
be OK here.”

Howard Schompe was the managing editor. He was so
grim when Bertie met him that his face seemed crumpled in on
itself, like a wadded-up ball of paper, and he’d never softened
up.

“Yeah, he doesn’t seem very friendly.”

“Just keep your mouth shut around him. Seriously,
there are the people he likes, then there are the rest of us. And
for God’s sakes, don’t ever criticize Kathy Lee Gifford in front of
him.”

“Kathy Lee Gifford? Why? Are they related?”

Tiffany made a noise that sounded like “pffffcchha.”
“He loooovves Kathy Lee Gifford. No relation, but he thinks she’s
the greatest thing since … I don’t know what. An intern was making
fun of her one day – just casually, you know, joking around – and
he made her life so miserable she quit. She not only quit, she
changed her major from journalism to ceramics.”

“Ceramics? Like coffee mugs with ducks painted on
them?”

“OK, fine arts, whatever.”

“Seems kinda silly.”

“You won’t think that if he ever gets you in his
sights. Huh-uh. Do not talk in front of him. And if you’re smart,
you’ll never talk about how much female editors fart or how much
time they spend in a bathroom stall.”

Bertie was ready to say she’d never do any such
thing, but she knew she would so she stayed silent.

“Remember, there are cameras everywhere. They say
it’s for security, but it’s really to spy on the employees. Find
out where they are and be careful what you do and say around
them.”

Bertie leaned against a sink. “You know, I could
actually live with all that if I just felt like I was doing real
journalism, not this … whatever you call this job. Nobody writes
about society anymore.”

Tiffany turned sharply toward Bertie. “I wanted that
job, didn’t you know that? And you got it and you don’t even want
it. I can’t believe it.”

“You wanted this job?” Bertie looked at her
black liner-ringed eyes, multi-colored hair and combat boots.
“C’mon, this job is pretty lame. You have to hang around with
snobby rich people who won’t talk to you, then list their names,
that’s it.”

“Hey, you get to go to nice parties and get goody
bags and meet famous people. And after what happened last night,
you could be a commentator on TV, like on TruTV or something.”

Bertie was horrified. “I don’t want to be on TV,” she
said.

“Then why did you go into journalism?” Tiffany looked
puzzled.

Bertie wanted to say, “TV doesn’t have much to do
with journalism,” but knew that at Tiffany’s age, she wouldn’t
understand.

“I’m going to try to talk Howard into letting me
write a story about the murder. I think it’s the only way I can get
out of this job.”

Tiffany was silent for a moment. “If I help,
unofficially of course, and you get another job, will you talk to
Howard about giving me yours?”

“Umm, sure,” Bertie said, but wondered about the
wisdom of such a deal.

“Well, then, here’s the first thing you need to know.
Howard was banging Rowley Poke’s wife.”

“Howard who?”

“Howard Schompe! Who do you think I mean? They met at
one of Dilly-willy’s parties and, you know, like hit it off. It was
a big deal around here for a while last year, then someone told
Dill-Boy and I guess he stopped it. The gossip sort of died away
and I haven’t heard any more about it for a while.”

“Howard Schompe? The editor Howard Schompe? He’s such
a stick.”

“Yeah, well, apparently he walks softly and carries a
big stick.” Tiffany snickered.

“Do you think he killed Rowley Poke to get his wife?
Cheeze!”

“It wouldn’t be the first time it’s ever happened,
right?”

“Yeah, I guess.” It was going to take Bertie a while
to digest this information. Howard Schompe was not only physically
uninspiring, he was the worst kind of boss – he viewed all his
employees as The Enemy and treated them that way. Maybe he was
different in the bedroom. “Ewwww,” Bertie thought, “don’t go there,
Mallowan.”

After Tiffany left, Bertie stood for a few minutes,
looking at herself in the mirror.

“I think I’d better start investing heavily in
lottery tickets,” she said to her mirror-self, then left to write
her story.

 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Bertie struggled to finish her story about the
Beverly Hills Association Gala. It wasn’t difficult, she was making
it difficult, she decided. She’d read some of the stories written
by her predecessor, Bromby Pompton, and they were mostly a straight
recitation of who was there, what they were wearing, what food was
served and – less important – the charity for which the gala was
being held.

Several execution photos – people lined up against a
wall and shot – featuring her boss, Dillard Johnson, with the
biggest celebrity in attendance, accompanied the stories. Johnson
had a big smile in all of them. There was one with a frowning Julia
Roberts, another with George Clooney, who looked distracted, and
others.

But Bertie wanted her story to be interesting. Like
…

Mariela Jones-Smythe and her husband, Dr. Dean
Jones-Smythe, arrived in Southern California from their home in
France just in time to attend last night’s gala. Mariela was
wearing a Haltoon-designed dress, which was so tight her eyes were
popping out of her head. Blah, blah, blah.

Bertie liked it, but Mrs. Dr. Jones-Smythe wouldn’t.
And more importantly, neither would her employer.

Of course last night’s party had been livened
up considerably by the murder, but Bertie was given strict
instructions not to mention the murder in her story. “That’s like
not mentioning the giraffe you forgot to sweep out of the living
room while you were cleaning,” she thought.

She stared out the window for a while and typed
several nonsense words, just to get limber, then she typed Rowley
Poke’s name in the search line to see what popped up.

Poke was credited with starting the green movement in
the city, at a time when only a few nuts and maybe Euell Gibbons,
cared about how the planet was being treated. In old photos, he
looked and dressed like a hippie – T-shirts with slogans (“The
Unbearable Lightness of Greening”), raggedy jeans and sandals, long
hair. He had the doughy face she remembered from last night, but he
was considerably leaner and had a head full of black, wavy hair
that reached to his shoulders. In one of the photos, an earring
sparkled in the sunlight.

At the start of his career, he seemed to waver
between environmental awareness and eco-terrorism.
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