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CHAPTER ONE




“We have a little schedule change for you, night owls,” said Bob, breathing heavily into the mike and enjoying the sound of his own voice through the headphones. “We had scheduled a medley of Viennese waltzes, but as a special treat for a special person, we’ll hear instead Ravel’s Bolero here on Seattle’s Classic KLEG.” As was customary, he pronounced the call letters as one word.

Bob glanced over at Melanie in the corner of the broadcast booth. She was perched on a tall stool, her heels hooked over the top rung. She opened her mouth as if to say something, but he gave her a stern look and held his finger to his lips in a shhh gesture. Horrified, she clapped her hand over her mouth and blushed.

Bob gave her a reassuring smile. She had a hefty body, poured into a short black dress. Heft was fine with Bob. He liked something to grab on to. He imagined she was about forty-five, but well preserved.

Bob himself was pushing sixty and looked ten years older. He never gave any thought to his appearance, apart from getting a cheap haircut every couple of months and occasionally brushing the dandruff off his shoulders. His voice, however, a golden baritone dripping with testosterone, was ever youthful. Bob had learned many years ago that women were suckers for a nice set of pipes.

Up on the high stool in that short dress, there was no way Melanie could hide those ample but firm-looking thighs. She smiled back a little nervously, wriggled, and tugged at her hem, a sign perhaps that she had noticed he was looking up her skirt.

He transferred his gaze to the liner notes in front of him. “An interesting thing about this work,” he began, then paused pregnantly, scanning for some esoteric bit of information to offer his listeners. Seconds ticked by as he failed to find anything suitable, then he blurted out “is that Ravel was a Basque on his mother’s side.”

Let’s face it, he thought. I’m distracted. Bob had barely been able to contain his joy that Melanie had not only called the listener request line again tonight but had accepted his invitation to come down for a tour of the station. This was his reward for the last time she’d called, when he’d listened so patiently and with such sensitivity to her whining through an entire Schubert symphony about how tough her divorce had been.

“Let’s listen to it now, shall we, night owls? In this superb recording on the Deutsche Grammophon label, with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra under the direction of Herbert von Karajan.”

Melanie mouthed “Can I talk now?” twirling one of her strawlike curls on her forefinger. She had a lot of bright blond hair in a large perm.

“Sure,” he said, turning down Bolero and removing his headphones.

“So who’s the special person?” she asked.


“You, of course, my dear,” he said tenderly.

She looked confused. “But I never said I liked this piece. I’ve never heard it before.”

“Ah,” he said. He threw in another pause and laid the headphones down on the console. “But this piece has a running time of an hour.” Actually, it was sixteen minutes, but Bob had programmed it to repeat indefinitely. Bolero sounded like the same phrase over and over again anyway. And it was supposed to be sexy. “There just happens to be a bottle of champagne in the fridge in the break room. Not very good champagne, I’m afraid, but it will have to do.” He gave a self-deprecating little laugh, as if to imply he was used to the good stuff. “We can use the time to relax and get acquainted. Not that I don’t feel I already know you from all our wonderful phone conversations.”

The champagne was Korbel from the chilled section at the twenty-four-hour convenience store nearby. After Melanie had told him it would take her about forty minutes to drive down to the station from Edmonds, a suburb to the north, Bob had thrown on Saint-Saëns’s Carnival of the Animals, running time twenty-two minutes, and dashed across Highway 99 to make his purchase. He had also picked up a bottle of Scope mouthwash and a state lottery ticket. “I’m feeling lucky,” he’d said to the Korean clerk watching The Montel Williams Show on the tiny TV behind the counter.

“I’m afraid it’s not very glamorous,” Bob said now as he guided his guest out of the studio and down the hall to the break room, a hand placed lightly on her shoulder. Things were definitely looking good. She wasn’t flinching at his touch. “Radio is all illusion—that’s the beauty of it.”

“Gosh, it’s not how I imagined it,” she said, hesitating at the door and blinking as the fluorescent tubing overhead sputtered into action. The sickly glare washed over the avocado-colored fridge, the plastic wood table with cigarette burns and copies of Gramophone, Opera News, and People, and three of the kind of white plastic lawn chairs displayed in stacks at hardware stores.

Hunkering low along the far wall was the dingy beige tweed sofa. Bob’s penultimate goal was to maneuver Melanie onto this article of furniture. After that, before the final chords of the final performance of Bolero, he hoped to exploit its Hide-A-Bed feature and proceed to his own thrilling finale. He knew from grim experience that the sofa by itself was simply too narrow. There’d been that awful time when he’d thrown out his back with that little schoolteacher from Burien. He’d had to crawl to the broadcast booth on all fours in excruciating pain to do the back-announce on this very same piece, then ad-lib a spot for, ironically, a chiropractic clinic.

He sidled over to the fridge and checked his watch as he pulled out the Korbel. “I was awfully worried about you after our last talk,” he said. “But I sense that you’re coming more and more to grips with the divorce. You seem ready to put the grieving behind you, get on with life, begin it anew. Who knows what life has in store for you? It’s a time to be open! Receptive! Spontaneous!” He turned and popped the champagne cork, which shot into the ceiling, slightly dislodging one of the yellowed Styrofoam panels from its metal grid, as the Ravel swelled.

* * *

Franklin Payne sipped Spanish champagne and tried not to look openly hostile as his sister took the lectern. Caroline had promised him that the whole wretched thing would be over by ten-thirty at the latest.

He was hanging back in the darker shadows of the banquet room at one of Seattle’s better hotels, and after having ascertained that there were no interesting-looking women at the gathering, was skittishly avoiding eye contact with anyone. He knew what these vultures were like.

Franklin was forty-two, a little on the burly side, well tailored and immaculately barbered. He had spent a lifetime repressing open hostility to Caroline, and his face had a tight, controlled look as a result.

“This evening is the culmination of a dream,” Caroline began. “A dream my mother had and which my brother and I feel privileged to make into a dream-come-true—the first annual Marjorie Klegg Payne Awards for Outstanding Achievement by Local Artists.” Caroline was clearly in her element and looked about as attractive as she ever did. Franklin’s sister was fourteen years older, leaner and more sinewy, with pepper-and-salt hair cut in straight bangs across her forehead. Her tanned, lined face was blotched by the sun after many years of golf and tennis. Her prominent teeth and fierce, dark eyebrows gave her an aggressive look, further enhanced by her habit of wearing bristling barbaric jewelry bought at crafts fairs. Tonight, though, her enthusiasm for the spotlight had given her face a happy glow, and instead of some of the more threatening items from her jewelry box she had chosen Mom’s old pearls to wear with her gray chiffon dress.

Seeing her at her best, Franklin was wary. Her habit of marrying fortune-hunting artists had cost the family plenty over the years. There had been three of them: a bad poet, a bad musician and a bad actor. The office of consort was presently vacant. A venue like this was crawling with just the kind of weasel who might lure Caroline into his greedy clutches.

Franklin had wanted to mail the award winners a check, but no, Caroline had to make a big deal out of it as usual and put together this ceremony. It wasn’t bad enough that Franklin had to turn over a sizable chunk of family money to a lot of no-talent pseuds; he had to mingle with them socially as well.

He eyed a troop of starving artists and a group even lower in his estimation, low-paid arts administrators, all snuffling eagerly around the bar and buffet. Why not just get a trough for the greedy hordes and set it up in the middle of the room? God, Franklin hated artists.

Caroline was now thanking the distinguished committee who had selected the winners. They were a distinguished group all right. Distinguished by bad judgment—old hacks who’d floated around the arts scene for years with some loony faculty members from local universities thrown in to bolster the award’s credibility.

The winners included an artist who glued eviscerated teddy bears and various other stuffed animals, decapitated and otherwise mutilated, onto plywood, then ran over them with her old Pontiac station wagon; a composer who had incorporated the sounds of people coughing and doors slamming into a concerto for woodwinds; and a playwright who wrote, with the aid of a dictionary, in the extinct language of an Indian tribe to which one of her ancestors had belonged. In English, the play was called The Great Web of Life, and was about old-growth forests.

Caroline now went on about the trophies themselves, which had been designed, at vast expense, by “an important local world-class glass artist.” Caroline held one up and explained that the large pink-tinged shell-like objects were meant to represent the blossoming of the creative spirit. To Franklin, however, they looked alarmingly gynecological. When he’d pointed this out to Caroline she’d said he had a filthy mind, adding that if he were in a fulfilling relationship he wouldn’t obsess like this over a fabulous piece of art. “Well, I’m not desperate enough to try to get a date with that vase just yet,” he’d snapped back at her.

“Today, in this era of philistinism, when arts funding is being slashed,” Caroline went on, “our family is glad to be able to provide some encouragement to those who enrich our lives with their music, their art, their poetry—those who elevate the human spirit and help make Seattle a world-class center for the arts.”

That was the second time she’d used the phrase “world-class.” Franklin hated that. Why should Seattle try to be world class? If people wanted world-class culture they should go to New York or London or Rome or Paris, for Christ’s sake. Franklin saw no need for Seattle to have world-class baseball teams or convention centers, either. It was a vulgar conceit of newcomers to the area, and Caroline, as the descendant of pioneers, should know better.

Caroline finally wound down, but not before enraging Franklin further by mentioning KLEG-AM. “My late mother’s legacy to the arts in Seattle is not limited to the award which bears her name. I’d like to take the opportunity to say that my brother and I are also committed to keeping Classic KLEG on the air, where we hope it can continue to serve as an important institution in the cultural life of our community.”

How dare she speak for him like that? As far as Franklin was concerned, Classic KLEG was a money-sucking pit that served the community only as employer of last resort for a lot of pretentious geeks.





 

CHAPTER TWO




Zack Jordan leaned on the kitchen counter while his mother, Alice, made peanut butter sandwiches. From tiny speakers mounted high above the solid birch cabinets, Bolero came wafting into the airy room.

“Now that you have this job,” said Zack, “do we have to listen to this stupid station all the time? At least KING-FM has normal commercials between all this classical music.”

Alice sighed. “I’m just trying to familiarize myself with KLEG,” she said. “I don’t want to screw up.”

“Are you nervous about tomorrow, Mom? Like on the first day of school?”

“Kind of. I haven’t worked for thirteen years. Not since you were born.” Alice wished she didn’t always sound so negative. Poor Zack. It wasn’t his fault that they had hit the skids so spectacularly. She tried to sound upbeat. “I hope it will be interesting and fun. And it’s good for me to get out and meet people.” She smiled at him tenderly. He had a cowlick that made a tuft of his fine blond hair stand up at the crown in a way she found enchanting. “Everything will be fine, darling,” she said.

“Jeez, Mom. I know that,” he said.


Now that there were just the two of them, she wanted to make sure she didn’t use Zack as a substitute adult confidant, robbing him of his childhood. The truth was, everything about KLEG depressed the hell out of her. The ramshackle studios in what looked like a shed made of corrugated tin were located in an unappealing part of south Seattle on old Highway 99. In the dusty lobby, yellowing plastic busts of Bach and Beethoven peered out from between sad-looking potted plants. The shabby, strangely unfriendly employees gave the place the look of a sheltered workshop for the marginally employable—which, she supposed, she was too.

Alice had answered lots of ads in the paper, but KLEG was the only company that asked her to come in for an interview. The ad hadn’t said “sales” or “radio” at all. It described KLEG as an “important cultural resource,” and the job was described as “liaising with the business community.”

Her new boss, Caroline Payne Parker, was a maddeningly vague woman with huge teeth and earrings that looked like enameled ashtrays from the sixties. She had reviewed Alice’s skimpy résumé, scraped together at a displaced homemakers’ reentry workshop at Bellevue Community College. Alice had taught violin at the YMCA and played occasionally at weddings. She had also volunteered for various arts organizations. Caroline Payne Parker beamed and asked Alice if she wanted to sell ads for the station, perhaps as a volunteer.

Alice explained that she had a child to support, a mortgage, and a husband who had thrown over a perfectly good dental practice and run off with his hygienist, leaving her penniless. Mrs. Parker looked startled but said that, in that case, of course she could have a small salary and sales commissions, just like Ed Costello, the person who had the job now.


When Alice asked about the health plan, Mrs. Parker looked confused and said she was pretty sure there was one. She’d find out. “You see, we had a hired station manager for many years,” she explained, “but after Mother died recently, my brother and I decided to save money by running things ourselves. I still don’t know all the little niggling details.”

Alice had absolutely no idea what she was expected to do, but felt that to ask for a job description would confuse and distress Mrs. Parker. The salary was pathetic, but the title, “account executive,” sounded impressive, and everyone knew it was easier to find a job when you already had one. Alice Jordan had signed on with one clear goal: to get out of there and get a real job as soon as she could.

“Oh, Zack,” she said to her son now, “I’m feeling kind of guilty. I’m sorry you’re going to have to come home to an empty house. It’s not what I ever wanted for you.”

“Hey,” said Zack, “if you hadn’t found a job, I wouldn’t have had any house to come home to. Now that you’re working, can I get a virtual-reality helmet?” He glanced over at the twin lunches his mother was assembling—peanut butter sandwiches, oranges, raisins wrapped in Saran Wrap, celery sticks—“and can I start having cool stuff in my lunch again? Like Capri-Suns and Hostess Ding Dongs and Snapple? Or even Lunchables?”

* * *

Melanie was, thank God, a modern woman who pitched in and helped with the heavy lifting. Bob looked at her fondly as she struggled with her half of the Hide-A-Bed. Her dress was unzipped, with the top half hanging down from her waist and the bottom half scrunched up over her hips, revealing the shiny taupe of her control top panty hose. Her twisted dark green satin bra, unfastened in back, dangled from her strong arms by the straps and hung over her white breasts like a strand of seaweed over the bare torso of a mermaid. Her breasts bobbed fetchingly as she struggled with the rusty mechanism. So far, all their joint efforts had produced was a shower of pistachio-nut shells.

“It seems to be stuck,” she panted.

“It certainly does,” said Bob, grinding his teeth and giving the thing what he hoped would be the final wrench. If this kept up, he wouldn’t have enough strength to finish up before the Berlin Phil did its tenth encore.

“It’s coming, God, it’s coming, yes, yes,” squealed Melanie in what Bob hoped was a preview of coming attractions. Just as the thing got loose and they flapped the mattress out onto the floor with a huge thud, he was startled to hear a full-throated scream floating out of Melanie’s mouth. His eyes had been scrunched shut with effort, but now they flew open. Jesus, if she could get this excited just opening a Hide-A-Bed . . .

But then he realized why she was screaming. Inside the Hide-A-Bed was a large bloodstained corpse that had apparently been the cause of the jammed mechanism. It was Ed Costello, KLEG’s sales manager—or rather it had been Ed Costello. There was absolutely no doubt in Bob’s mind that Ed was dead. “Jesus Christ,” he said, leaping backward and gagging. There was a cloying, fruity smell coming from the corpse.

Melanie, her screams reduced to panicky whimpers, rushed from the break room and ran out to the reception area, grabbing her purse. “I’m getting out of here!” she shouted.

“Yes, yes, good idea,” Bob said shrilly, following her away from the thing that had been Ed. She had stuffed her breasts back into her bra, fastened it and was now jerking awkwardly at the zipper of her dress.


“Let me help you,” said Bob, coming to her assistance. His voice was pitched back down in the lower register now.

“Don’t touch me!” she shouted.

“Listen, I’m sure there’s some sort of explanation for this,” said Bob. “That was our sales manager, Ed Costello. Clearly he’s met with some horrible accident.” As he said this, Bob realized it would have had to be a very freaky accident indeed to result in Ed’s becoming imprisoned against his will in a Hide-A-Bed. And there was all that blood, too. “I’d better call the police,” he said dully.

“Don’t tell anyone I was here,” pleaded Melanie. “I’ve gotta go.” She padded to the door in her stocking feet and clawed at the lock. Bob noted vaguely that she must have had shoes on when she arrived, but he didn’t want to bring that up and delay her departure.

“Will you be all right?” said Bob halfheartedly. Now that the evening was clearly ruined, he was thrilled that Melanie was leaving voluntarily. “Let’s keep in touch,” he yelled as she slammed the door behind her.

He took a deep breath and crept back to the studio, after making sure the outer door was locked after her. Some homicidal maniac could be lurking around the darkened station. Fleetingly he hoped Melanie made it safely to her car and back to Edmonds. He shook as he reached for the phone and hit the speed-dial number for Franklin Payne, one of the station’s owners.

Like everyone else in the programming department, Bob loathed Franklin Payne. Franklin’s sister, Caroline, who actually held the title “station manager,” was, however, a complete ditz. Some comparatively reasonable person ostensibly in authority should be notified. Bob’s nerves were completely shot, but his animus for Franklin was strong enough that he was still able to enjoy the prospect of dumping a messy problem on him and ruining his evening.

“Bob Kreckelschmidt here,” he said, using his real name as befitted the seriousness of the occasion.

“Who?” snapped Franklin Payne.

“Bob LeBaron, I mean. We’ve got a problem down here at the station.”

Franklin sighed heavily. “If the transmitter is acting up again, we can wait until morning and deal with it then,” he said.

“It’s Ed,” said Bob. “He’s dead.”

“What?”

“Ed’s dead, I just found the body.”

“What! Ed Costello?” Bob noted with satisfaction that he had Franklin’s attention. He was tempted to add, “That’s right, Ed Costello, your sleazy little management spy.”

Bob gave a garbled account of finding Ed inside the sofa. “There’s a lot of blood,” he added with a certain relish.

“Are the police there?” demanded Franklin.

“No. I haven’t called them yet,” Bob said smarmily. “I thought you’d want to know first.” That would probably give him points. These slick corporate types liked to begin damage control right away.

“For Christ’s sake, Bob, call the cops. It’s what you’re supposed to do when you find a dead body. Dial nine-one-one. Okay? And don’t touch anything. Just stay in the booth and call the police. Never mind. I’ll do it. Just stay where you are.”

“Okay,” said Bob, sounding slightly hurt.

“I guess I’m coming down there,” said Franklin wearily. “Listen, Bob, don’t call my sister. She’ll just get upset.”

As soon as Bob hung up, he crept back into the break room. Bolero kicked in for another sixteen minutes. Avoiding looking at Ed’s body, he retrieved the half bottle of Korbel and scuttled away. Getting rid of that bottle seemed like the sensible thing to do, seeing as Bob had already been warned twice about drinking on shift. He went into the reception area and collapsed wearily into a chair, tilting the bottle to his lips and draining it methodically. How was he going to explain what had possessed him to open the Hide-A-Bed? He gazed dully at the empty bottle in his hand. He went over to Ed’s messy cubicle, which the new girl they’d hired hadn’t started fixing up yet, and buried the bottle under some papers in the wastebasket.

He proceeded back to the booth, slid behind the console and put on the headphones, leaving one ear half uncovered so he could hear if any killers were lurking around. He switched on the mike, activating the On Air sign. “Bob LeBaron, with you until midnight,” he said. “Then, of course, it’s Teresa, Queen of the Night, to keep you company till dawn. We’ve just heard Ravel’s Bolero. Hypnotic, isn’t it, folks?” As always, Bob felt more secure now that he was back on the air. The soothing sound of his own voice calmed him.

He consulted the log and scanned Ed’s copy from the black plastic three-ring binder on the desk. “You know, friends,” it read, “none of us are getting any younger.” Here Ed had typed in “Chuckle” in parentheses. “I’d like to tell you about a remarkable breakthrough in mattress technology that makes a good night’s sleep possible once again.”

Ed had insisted Bob read this as a personal testimonial. Well, the hell with that. Ed wasn’t around now to jump on him. Bob changed the lead. “You know,” he began, “like many people, I’ve been concerned about an elderly relative who, because of the natural process of aging, had trouble getting a good night’s sleep. Now, thanks to a remarkable breakthrough in mattress technology . . .”

He heard sirens approaching and reached over to close the studio door. The cops, of course, would just have to wait until he got into the Tchaikovsky Serenade for Strings, Opus 48, before he could let them in. Bob might have screwed up a lot during his long, down-spiraling broadcast career, but he’d never screwed up on the air.

Now that he’d overcome the physical horror of it, he reflected on the fact that Ed Costello’s death, while superficially tragic, was good for KLEG and bad for its greedy, ruthless owners. In fact, Bob was quite certain that the staff would be delighted to hear Ed was dead.





 

CHAPTER THREE




By the time Franklin Payne’s vintage Mercedes made it down to the station and crunched into the gravel parking lot, the place was surrounded by police cars. Their radios crackled in the night air. To his horror, a TV news van with a big satellite dish on top of it was rolling into the parking lot. A female police officer with dark, shiny hair coiled up in a big braid approached him. She carried a huge flashlight.

He introduced himself as one of the owners of the station. “The night man called and told me what happened,” he said. “If there’s anything I can do to help . . .”

“We appreciate that,” she said. “The detectives are on their way. They’ll probably have some questions for you.” She gestured toward the news van. “Want to talk to these guys?” she said. “You don’t have to.”

“Hell, no,” said Franklin. He loathed all local TV news on principle. He was also extremely reluctant to be identified publicly as one of the owners of KLEG. As far as he was concerned, it was akin to being exposed as the absentee landlord of a firetrap slum tenement.

“You’ll keep them out of here, I trust,” said Franklin.


The officer smiled and nodded. “You bet,” she said. She lifted some yellow crime-scene tape that had been attached across the front door, waited for him to duck underneath, and followed him.

From the lobby, Franklin glanced sideways into the break room. He saw two uniformed officers staring down at the open Hide-A-Bed, their broad blue backs mercifully obscuring his view of Ed. Franklin, while he had been dimly aware of a repulsive old sofa in the break room, hadn’t realized it opened into a bed, but he was hardly surprised. It was typical of the slackers on the KLEG payroll to have installed a place to crash out on the job.

“These things can be a real bitch,” said one of the officers. “We have to sleep on one when we visit my brother-in-law in Arizona. It’s always full of Ritz crackers and shit, and there’s this metal bar that gets me right in the middle of my back through this thin little mattress.”

“Bummer,” said cop number two.

“I’m going to ask you not to touch anything,” said the woman officer, shooing Franklin through the open area surrounded by cubicles. “In fact, we’d like you to wait in here with Mr. LeBaron until the detectives arrive, okay?”

She opened the studio door and gestured inside. Bob LeBaron was sitting there behind the mike, biting his nails. Franklin hoped the detectives arrived soon. Following a time-honored radio tradition, Bob, the most obnoxious announcer on staff, had been assigned the six to midnight shift just so that no one else would have to deal with him in person. Now Franklin was being shut up with him in this little glassed-in room for God knew how long. He began to wish Caroline had been the one to have been rousted out of bed.


“The audience doesn’t suspect a thing,” said Bob. “I’ve managed to keep the flow going, and my voice didn’t even tense up or anything. I thought you’d like to know. We didn’t miss any spots, either.”

“That’s great, Bob,” said Franklin, sitting down on a tall, uncomfortable stool. “You’re a real pro. I’m sure Ed would be pleased to know we didn’t have to do any make-goods because of his untimely death.”

Bob looked hurt and confused. Franklin sighed. “Yes, I was being sarcastic, Bob,” he said patiently. “Sorry, but I’m a little shook up. I never expected anything like this. Do the police know what happened?”

“They haven’t told me a thing, except that it looks like he was shot and they think he might have been there for a few days.” Bob narrowed his eyes. “I wouldn’t rule out foul play.”

“Gee, Bob, I’d say that’s a pretty good bet,” said Franklin, who couldn’t imagine Ed accidentally shooting himself then folding himself up into a Hide-A-Bed and quietly bleeding to death. “By the way, how did you happen to actually find him?”

“Well, I had an awfully long piece running, and I’m afraid my back has been acting up again. The doctor says lying flat is the very best thing to do for it.” To indicate major pain, Bob winced and lifted one shoulder a few times. “Years of huddling over microphones has really played hell with my back,” he said. “You see the disks in my spine—”

“Yeah, yeah.” Franklin cut him off. The last thing he wanted was a big litany of job-related medical complaints. He could well imagine years of workmen’s compensation hearings, costly litigation, and support checks. He shook his head slowly. “Poor old Ed. He was a useless bastard in many ways, but no one deserves this.”


“Yeah,” said Bob, checking the timing on the Tchaikovsky. The digital readout indicated the piece had another ten minutes to go. “He’d been in this business almost as long as I had. We worked together years ago at KZZ. Before radio got screwed up. It was personality radio. I was the morning man, he was in sales. God, we had the best numbers in town. The dough was just rolling in.” Bob’s eyes started misting up. Franklin assumed Bob was mourning his vanished glory rather than his dead colleague.

“It was just a couple of years after the World’s Fair. Seattle was a great town then, full of youth and vigor and promise. God, we were so young.”

Bob gave Franklin a crafty look and added, “Of course, now that I’m older I’m sure glad they have laws against age discrimination. It’s terrible the way some of my old pals have been thrown out on their ass in later years, but some of them have collected pretty big settlements for age discrimination.”

Here was another of Bob’s favorite topics. Franklin imagined he had the paperwork for such a suit all ready to file in case the ax fell.

“Anyway,” Bob continued, “we used to go out and take the clients to lunch at Trader Vic’s. The expense account was bottomless. I remember this little Oriental gal that used to work in the bar there, always had an orchid over her left ear. Well, whenever we walked in the place, this little gal, Michiko her name was—”

A man’s face appeared at the window, followed by a timid knock cutting off the mai tai–tinged reminiscence. Franklin opened the studio door. The man was tall and lean with prematurely gray hair. He stood there looking nervously up at the On Air sign.

“It’s okay,” said Franklin. “He doesn’t go back on the air for another ten minutes or so. I’m Franklin Payne, one of the owners.”

“Detective Lukowski.” He shook Franklin’s hand, then looked inquiringly at Bob.

“This is Bob LeBaron, the announcer who found the body,” said Franklin.

“Can we talk here?” said Lukowski.

“Why don’t we go into my sister’s office, the one with the sliding glass door. It’s less crowded.” Franklin always felt slightly claustrophobic in the studio. Even as a child, he’d hated it in here.

“Fine.”

“I’ve got to back-announce this, then get into the all-night show,” said Bob. “Okay if I come join you in about ten minutes?”

“Sure,” said Lukowski, who had now been joined by another detective, older and beefier, who wore a loud sport jacket and was introduced as Detective MacNab.

The station had now become a hive of activity. Photographic flashes were coming from the break room. The place was crawling with police officers and civilians, all working away. If only the regular staff could manage to look so productive. Franklin led the two men into Caroline’s office, and they all sat down.

“I know this has been a real shock,” said MacNab.

“It sure has. Can you tell me what happened to Ed?”

“He was shot. That’s about all we know for now.”

“Here?”

“Looks like it,” said Lukowski. “Your announcer told the officers who arrived first that the victim’s name was Ed Costello. What type of work did Mr. Costello do here?”

“He sold ads.”

“Did you supervise him?”


“No, my sister did. Nominally. Actually, no one really supervised Ed Costello. He worked mostly on commission and kept his own odd hours.” Ed had met the basic minimum requirements for his job as radio time salesperson: he owned a necktie and a car. Franklin had often wondered how Ed survived on the tiny commission checks the station paid him. Maybe his wife had a real job. “In fact, we hardly ever saw the guy, and he didn’t seem to be trying to drum up business, so we decided to fire him as soon as we found a replacement, which we did this week.”

“So you’re saying he was fired?”

“Well, we planned to fire him. We would have if we could have located him. He stopped coming to work about three days ago. Caroline called his home, but his wife didn’t know where he was either.”

“His wife? Has anyone told her about this?”

“I certainly haven’t. I’ve never actually met her.” The last thing Franklin wanted to do was notify the next of kin. Surely the police would do that. “I’m afraid I don’t know very much about the staff or the day-to-day operations. My mother owned this station. Kind of a hobby, really. She was very fond of classical music. When she died six months ago, my sister and I inherited KLEG. Caroline, that’s my sister, has been managing it since our mother’s death. I’m afraid I’m not really much help.”

“How about an address? Got a good address for Mr. Costello? His driver’s license has a P.O. box.”

Franklin reached for Caroline’s address file and began fumbling through it. The fact that it wasn’t in alphabetical order made the task somewhat laborious.

“Did he have any enemies you might know of?” said Lukowski.

“Well, the programming and the sales side of the house are traditionally antagonistic. I get the impression there’s a lot of office politics going on here all the time. Bob might know more, though of course the night-shift guy is usually out of the loop.”

“When was Mr. Costello last seen at work?” asked Lukowski.

“To tell you the truth,” said Franklin, “I was out of town, at my family’s old summer place on Lake Crescent. I was going through some of my mother’s things there, as part of settling her estate, and doing a little fishing. There’s no phone there, so I’ve been incommunicado for a few days.”

Franklin finally managed to produce a dog-eared address card. Ed apparently lived in suburban Bellevue, on what sounded like a quiet residential street. Somehow Franklin had imagined him living in a cheap walk-up apartment somewhere, with naked lightbulbs, cracked Scotch tape on the blinds and the smell of cats and cooked cabbage in the threadbare lobby. His suits were clearly of ancient vintage—left over no doubt from his glory days with KZZ—and on the rare occasions when he made sales calls he drove an old beater that Franklin hoped he parked around the corner out of view of the clients.

“Did his wife phone here, looking for him?” asked Lukowski.

“I don’t know. Caroline said she didn’t seem too concerned about his disappearing. The truth was, I thought he was on a bender.” Most of Caroline’s hires were people rendered dysfunctional by a stubborn devotion to the arts, paired with massive lack of talent. Occasionally she hired someone whose life was a mess because of simple neurosis or substance abuse. Franklin had always suspected that Ed’s lack of productivity could be chalked up to booze. It was the only explanation he could come up with.

“Can you show us which desk was Mr. Costello’s?” said MacNab.


Franklin led them to Ed’s cubicle. The desk was covered with little Post-it notes with scribbled phone numbers as well as a few blank advertising contracts, a stack of rate cards, file folders and Xerox copies of pages from ratings books. It seemed like a lot of paperwork for the few accounts Ed carried.

There was also a half-empty coffee cup with three circles of blue-green mold floating on the surface and an ancient phone-answering machine in plastic wood.

A red light on Ed’s phone lit up. After a few blips, they heard the sound of tape hissing through the answering machine’s insides. MacNab leaned over and turned a black knob marked volume.

Now they were listening to a woman’s voice, a sexy woman’s voice, a low purr. “Hi there, sports fans!” it said. “Tired of striking out or fumbling at third? Well, forget the bush leagues and step up to the majors. You’ve reached the Home Run Escort Service. Our very satisfied customers haven’t struck out yet. We’ve got lots of lovely young ladies ready to let you slide right into home or take you on a run around all the bases. Just leave your name and number, and we’ll be happy to put you on the roster for the game of your life. We’ll get right back to you.” Here the voice produced a feline growl of passion and then in businesslike tones added, “Visa and MasterCard gladly accepted. Sorry, no switch-hitters.”

“Jesus Christ!” said Franklin. The voice on the answering machine sounded vaguely familiar.

After the beep, a male voice with bar noises in the background came on the line. “Hi, Ed,” it said. “This is Gil. I’ve got a couple of customers over here from Osaka, and we’d like to get a little party together for them at the Sea-Tac Excelsior over by the airport. Three girls, preferably wholesome-looking blondes with big tits. If you can get Candy, that would be great, and tell her to bring the tool kit. And, Ed, get back to me right away, will you? These guys are kind of jet-lagged. Catch ya later, buddy. Use my beeper number.”

They stood there in silence for a second while Bob’s golden voice floated into the office from one of the big speakers in the corner. “So it’s so long for tonight. Gosh, I’ve enjoyed keeping company with you. Get ready now for Teresa, Queen of the Night. Take it away, Teresa.”

Teresa’s intro theme from the second act of The Magic Flute came on, the spectacular coloratura passage from the Queen of the Night’s aria.

Lukowski turned to Franklin and said in a deadpan voice, “You said you weren’t familiar with the station’s day-to-day operations. Were you familiar with the nighttime activities around here?”

Franklin was getting slightly red in the face. “God, no! This was clearly that slimeball Ed Costello’s criminal enterprise. He wasn’t even, strictly speaking, an employee. He was just on commission. No one else around here had any knowledge of any of this, I can guarantee it!”

Teresa’s throaty tones floated into the room. “Thanks, Bob. And hello, all you denizens of the night. As my regular listeners will realize, the reason I love music so much is that it is the most sensual of the arts—the most erotic, if you like. Mmmmm, and I do. To prove my point, relax, lie down, make yourself comfortable, dim the lights, maybe throw that red chiffon scarf over the bedside lamp, as I have done here in the studio, and wallow with me in a selection of my favorite Chopin nocturnes here in an exceptionally beautiful recording with Maria João Pines.”

Oh, shut up and play the music, thought Franklin. He hated Teresa, Queen of the Night, and her sleazy patter. Unfortunately, hers was the only day part that even showed up in the ratings book, and the only profitable shift in the schedule.

“Hey!” said MacNab. “That’s the same voice!”

Franklin realized he was right. Teresa, pitching the charms of hookers for the Home Run Escort Service, had used a more upbeat tone, but it was the same voice, all right.

“Where’s Teresa?” demanded MacNab.

“Beats me,” said Bob. “She’s on tape.”

“Well, we need to talk to her.”

“That will be rather difficult,” said Franklin, realizing that what he was going to say would make him sound even more incredibly stupid and ignorant of what went on at this ghastly radio station than he did already. “She just sends us the tapes, and we mail her a check every month. To a P.O. box. I know my sister has tried to get her to do some publicity for us, but Teresa hasn’t been forthcoming. Of course I’ll make every effort to locate her. She isn’t, strictly speaking, an employee either, actually.”

A man in khaki trousers and a plaid shirt came over with a big plastic bag containing a pair of women’s black pumps with very high heels. He held the bag up to the detectives. “Found these under the couch,” he said.

“Oh, hell,” said Bob. Franklin looked over at him sharply.

“Maybe they belong to one of the hookers who worked out of here,” said MacNab. “Let me know if you find a toolbox.”

“God, I hate this place,” said Franklin to no one in particular.





 

CHAPTER FOUR




Franklin spent the next hours huddled in his sister’s office worrying about criminal liability and watching people come and go, including the late Ed Costello, now strapped to a gurney. Later, two men came and carried away the sofa bed too. Some vice detectives showed up and grilled Franklin about the Home Run Escort Service. “I had sort of wondered what Ed lived on,” he told them. “I had no idea he was running whores out of here. Jesus Christ!” He hoped his sense of outrage indicated his innocence. He thought about calling one of the criminal attorneys at his firm—Franklin himself was a zoning lawyer—but decided against it.

Watching the police boxing up the contents of Ed’s desk and wastebasket, including the empty Korbel champagne bottle, Franklin thought, Good riddance. He’d have liked to see the whole place boxed up and shipped out of his life.

The only possible good that could emerge from all of this was that perhaps Caroline would now see that running an operation with a bunch of losers was a big hassle. Maybe now he’d have the nerve to come right out and say he wanted to sell the damn thing.


* * *

“Not bad for a guy scraping by on his pay from that crummy radio station,” said MacNab to Lukowski as they walked up the drive toward Ed Costello’s suburban house. “That escort service must have been a little gold mine.” The house was a low, sprawling structure set in an immaculate garden on a large lot. A BMW was parked in the driveway. The license-plate holder said “I’d rather be shopping at Nordstrom’s.”

Lorraine Costello answered the door in a pale green silk bathrobe. She was a good-looking woman, Lukowski thought, and maybe fifteen years younger than her husband, whose driver’s license said he was sixty. Clearly a trophy wife emeritus. Despite the fact she was wearing a bathrobe, the rest of her looked ready to meet the world. Her coppery hair was arranged in a stiff pageboy and sprayed into position, including a little wave at the temple as if a breeze had lifted it just before it was flash-frozen. Her face sported a very careful and thorough makeup job, and she wore diamond earrings. She carried a small, fluffy white dog.

Lukowski let MacNab break the news. She turned very pale and stroked the dog nervously, then led them into the living room.

Lukowski cast his eye over the ivory-colored leather upholstery, where another fluffy white dog was sleeping, the huge Oriental rug covered with dog hair, the massive glass-and-metal coffee tables, the picture window overlooking a glen of rhododendrons.

“I’m afraid we have to ask you some questions,” MacNab said. “When was the last time you saw your husband?”

“Three days ago. He went to work and didn’t come back. He called me from the station at eleven and said he’d be there for another hour or so.”


The detectives looked at each other. Bob LeBaron left at eleven, then came Teresa’s broadcast. Another employee, Phil, came in at six in the morning.

If Mrs. Costello was being truthful, it sounded very much as if Ed had been murdered three days ago between eleven and six.

“Were you worried?”

“He often worked late. In fact, he always did. At least that’s what he told me.” Her eyes began to fill with tears. “I just assumed there was another woman. That he was off having some fling.”

She hung her head. “Strange women have called him here a couple of times. Ed always said they were advertising clients, but I knew he was lying. Once I heard him say ‘Never call here again.’”

“I see,” said Lukowski. “I know this is all very painful.”

“And he ignored me,” Mrs. Costello went on. “When I told him I wanted him to help me pick out new guest towels for the bathroom, he told me to go ahead and get whatever I wanted. He said he just didn’t care. I was hurt.” She sobbed. “I’d buy a new outfit and not be sure if I should keep it or take it back, and I’d try it on for him, and he’d say, ‘If you like it, keep it. If you don’t, take it back.’” Her lip began to tremble. “He wouldn’t even go shopping with me anymore. ‘Buy whatever you want,’ he’d say. When we were first married, he loved to shop. Maybe he shopped with those other women.”

“Mrs. Costello, it looks like your husband was running an escort service from his office at the radio station. Were you aware of that?”

Her head snapped up. “You’re kidding!” she said.

“That might explain why he was working late at night and why he got phone calls from strange women.”


“An escort service? Like call girls?”

“Yes. Think about it, Mrs. Costello. Your husband’s boss told us he didn’t make much money there. But you clearly have a very comfortable life here.”

“I wondered what happened,” she said in a bewildered tone. “When I married Ed years ago, he had a great job. Sales manager at KZZ. But then things kind of went downhill. Radio can be very unstable. I kept maxing out the credit cards just buying basic stuff, you know? When he ended up working at KLEG, I thought he’d hit rock bottom. It was so depressing. Instead, we were finally able to live decently and have nice things. I could fix up the house the way I wanted it.” She wiped tears from her eyes and said, “He did it for me. He knew how hard it was for me having to scrimp. Poor Ed.”

After a few more routine questions, the detectives made a cursory check of Ed’s papers in a small study. Mrs. Costello and the dogs hovered around, and she kept murmuring “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about finances.”

It was pretty clear her husband hadn’t kept any records from the Home Run Escort Service at the house. The previous year’s tax return showed a gross income of twelve thousand dollars in salary and commissions from KLEG.

Back in the living room, MacNab said gently, “Is there someone you want to call? Someone to be with you?”

“It’s okay,” she said in the same vague, shocked tones she’d been using since she heard the news. “My personal trainer will be here soon. She’s always there for me.”

“Mrs. Costello,” said Lukowski, “considering what you told us—that you suspected your husband was having an affair—we have to ask you if you were so angry that you might have wanted to harm him, or gone down to the station where he worked late and confronted him.”

“What? No. I never went near the place. It was really tacky. I hardly ever go into the city, anyway.”

“Can we ask where you were three nights ago?”

“Thursday?”

“Yes?”

“I was alone here. Like I am every night. I was watching the shopping channel. In fact, I think it was Thursday that I ordered a really cute tennis bracelet to cheer myself up.” Her eyes glazed over with tears. “And Ed will never get to see it.”

“Can you think of anyone who might have had a grudge against him?” asked Lukowski.

“No. Ed was always friendly and happy. A typical sales guy. Real outgoing. Everyone loved him. He was a great guy.”

As the two men walked back to their car, MacNab said, “She may not think he was such a great guy when the IRS catches up with her.”

* * *

The next morning, red-eyed and not very rested, Franklin Payne sat across the desk from his sister in her office at KLEG, and listened to her berate him. “I can’t believe you didn’t call me. No one tells me anything around here. Why didn’t Bob LeBaron call me? I heard about it on the morning news.”

“I didn’t want to worry you,” he said, avoiding her gaze by looking through glass doors into the outer office. Carl, the record librarian, was shuffling in. As usual, he looked as if he’d spent the night in a Dumpster and chosen his wardrobe there. Today he was wearing a matted mustard-colored acrylic cardigan, paint-stained jeans and rubber thongs. God, didn’t any of these people ever wash their hair? Carl’s lanky strands hung over his narrow little face like a screen.

Franklin waved at Carl through the closed glass door, and Carl gave a toss of his greasy locks and a curt nod before scuttling into the corridor leading to the record library. Franklin took grim satisfaction from the fact that the closed sliding glass door never failed to terrify the paranoid, underachieving, self-righteous leeches known collectively as the KLEG staff.

Whenever he came by the station, which he did as seldom as possible, and strode into Caroline’s office, he made a big deal of sliding the door shut and returning the furtive, hostile glances of the employees with a wolfish smile through the glass. When discussing delicate matters, he always positioned himself with his back to the glass in case there were lip readers among them.

And as he left, Franklin invariably threw a loud parting remark over his shoulder, just for their benefit, as he opened the door. Something like “Remember, Caroline. Lean and mean!” or “Format change: Think about it, Caroline!” Maybe he couldn’t get his sister to listen to reason, but he could at least undermine morale among the bloodsuckers.

Caroline finally wound down, and Franklin said snappishly, “I’m telling you, Caroline, this is serious. We could end up getting a lot of bad publicity. Who knows what sordid stuff will come up during the investigation? And we may have a homicidal maniac on the staff! Seeing as everyone around here is unhinged to some degree, it’s not going to be easy to figure out who the bad apple is.”

“Well, surely the police will figure it out,” she said. “Meanwhile, I think the best thing to do is soldier on. The way Mama would have wanted it. Do we know anything about the funeral arrangements? I think we must send flowers. White is always best for funerals.”

“For Christ’s sake, Caroline! Ed Costello was a pimp! The cops may think we’re involved. You could be a laughingstock. I can see the headlines now: ‘Arts Patroness or Procuress?’ Of course I’d like to see KLEG stay on the air forever, a living tribute to Mom’s memory, making a wonderful contribution to the local arts scene. I want that as much as you do. But it may not be possible.”

“Why do you always have to be so negative?” said Caroline in the grating big-sister tone of voice that always whisked Franklin back to his unhappy childhood. She clicked her tongue contemptuously. “The killer can’t be anyone on the staff. After all, the police found those shoes under the sofa. They don’t seem to belong to anyone here.”

“For all we know, Bob LeBaron gets off wearing heels on his shift,” said Franklin bitterly. “Anyway, the press is bound to descend on us at any minute. Let’s at least coordinate some sort of response.”

Caroline looked thoughtful. “A press release, perhaps. Maybe we can put in a little pitch for KLEG. Seattle’s only AM classical station.” She gazed out into the office as if seeking inspiration. Franklin began to feel a little twitch in his left eye. “Oh, look. Here’s the new salesperson. I think you’ll like her. She’s very sweet. And she’s a musician.”
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