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Chapter 1



The small neon light outside that said BANQUE was turned off. Wendy Harper armed the alarm system, flipped the light switch to throw the dining room into darkness, slipped outside, tugged the big front door shut, and locked it. David the bartender and the last three kitchen men loitered, leaning against the pillars beside the entrance of the old bank building, talking quietly while they waited for her. ‘Thanks, everybody,’ she said. ‘Eric and I really appreciated all of your work tonight.’


Victor, Juan, and Billy, the three kitchen men, gave Wendy shy, murmured answers and began to walk toward their cars, but David stayed at her side as she walked to the far end of the parking lot where she had left her car. She was surprised at how hot the night was, even though it was after three o’clock. The dark fronds of the tall, thin coconut palms beside the Banque parking lot were absolutely motionless in the still night air, and it felt as though the asphalt was exhaling the heat it had stored during the day.


She got in her car, started the engine, and locked the doors. She backed out of her space and waited until David was in his car, then waved to him, pulled out of the lot to La Cienega, and turned to head toward Sunset. Wendy checked her rearview mirror frequently, and sometimes abruptly. Whenever she passed a car idling on a side street or pulling out onto La Cienega, she kept track of it until it turned and disappeared.


She felt gratitude for the patience of the restaurant crew. They seemed to be watching over her late at night. Eric and I thank you, she thought. Eric and I. That was a big part of what had changed. For all of the time since Banque had opened – in fact, for all of her years in the restaurant business – she and Eric had gone home together. It had not mattered to her if it was three in the afternoon or three at night because he had been there. But tonight she had seen Eric leave at midnight.


The kitchen had already shut down, but the bar was still noisy and active when she had crossed the dining room to oversee the end of food service. One of the busboys opened the kitchen door and held it open for someone to pass with a bin of heavy dishes. Beyond the door she could see the white-suited helpers and Victor, the kitchen-floor man, beginning to scrub the tables and scrape the grill. She saw Eric. He had already taken off his white coat and changed into a short-sleeved blue shirt.


When she looked at him, even from a distance, she felt a physical sensation, as if he’d touched her. She could almost feel his short blond hair, nearly a crew cut but soft as cat fur, a little wet after a night in the heat and steam and exertion. He was athletic and strong, a head taller than any of the cleanup crew working around him. He was moving away from her. As he passed Victor and Juan, he smiled and gave each of them a pat on the arm that turned into an affectionate shoulder squeeze, and said something to each of them. She could not read his lips, but she knew roughly what he was saying. Even though Eric was becoming a famous chef, he had started as a busboy not so many years ago, and it was too soon for him to forget. The door swung shut.


As she drove toward their house she began to feel her anxiety grow with each block. She went up above Sunset onto the narrow, dark and winding roads in the hills, and she began to look for danger without knowing what form it would take. Could a car follow her on these streets with its headlights off? For the past two weeks she had been going home by different routes, and leaving the restaurant at different times every night. It was probably Olivia’s fault. She had been with Wendy since the opening of the restaurant and been her friend through everything, but she had lost her nerve. She had kept reminding Wendy of what could happen, how easy it would be to do, and how hard it would be to prevent. She had left town two weeks ago.


As Wendy drove past the houses in her neighborhood, she studied each one separately, looking for tiny changes. This was an area where every house was different, some of them three stories high and dug into the hillside, and others almost invisible beyond tall hedges. When she turned the last curve, she could already see the house that she and Eric had bought less than a year ago. One of the things she had liked about the house was that it had seemed so substantial, but now it didn’t feel to her like a place of safety. Tonight the house would be big and empty, and most of it dark. But she had nowhere else to go.


She slowed and turned into the driveway. Recently she’d had automatic lights installed along the front and side of the house that went on when the night came, but they had not had the right effect. The bright beams under the floodlights left big spaces between them and beyond them that seemed much darker than before. She would have to remember to do something about that tomorrow. Maybe there should be more lights, or bulbs that were dimmer and more diffuse. She reminded herself that she was being foolish to keep changing things. She and Eric had once planned to stay in this house forever, but that was not going to happen.


She parked her car in the garage and walked toward the side door. She liked the Japanese-style natural wood timbers that jutted out from the eaves. She had patterned that look after the enclosed garden behind the restaurant. The garden was her little surprise for customers who had come in the front door between the Corinthian columns and walked across the marble floor of the bank lobby.


As she walked toward the door under the jasmine vine, she crossed the boundary of its perfume, and the air was thick with it. She looked down to separate the key from the others on her ring, and looked up to see the man.


She could see he was holding something as he took a step out from the dark pocket under the arbor, and then his swing began and the motion made her recognize that the something was a baseball bat. Wendy threw up her arms and jerked back in a reflex to protect her face, but the man had not been swinging at her face.


There was an explosion of pain in her left thigh above the knee, and the bat swept her legs out from under her. She hit the pavement on her left hip, but she tried to scramble, to crawl away from him. The second blow hit her forearm. When it collapsed, she knew the small bones had been broken.


She could see him now, the broad shoulders, the dark sport coat, the face like the face of a statue in the dim light. ‘What?’ she asked. ‘What do you want?’


The bat swung again, and it hit her just below the hip. The pain splashed a red haze over her vision for an instant, then faded. The blow obliterated her disbelief, her sense that this could not be happening. She knew he was crippling her, and in another swing, she would be beyond hope. She would be immobile, and then he would kill her. He raised his bat again. She exerted a huge effort, pulled herself to her feet and tried to run, but all she could manage was a painful, limping hobble. In three steps, his strong hand grasped her arm and dragged her backward.


She tried to jerk her arm away, but his hand closed its grip on her blouse at the shoulder. He still had the bat in his other hand, but he swung her in a quick circle. The blouse tore, much of it came away in his hand, and her momentum flung her to the pavement of the driveway. This time she was in the center of a pool of light from a floodlight mounted under the eaves of the house.


The man knelt, held her down with the bat, and hit her with his free hand, delivering four quick punches to her face and shoulders. She was groggy. She tasted blood, and couldn’t seem to spit it all out, and there was more in her eyes. She was in hot, throbbing pain. Both her arms felt weak and useless.


With the glare above and behind him, she could only see him in silhouette, raising the bat again. When he brought it downward, she flinched and half-rolled away from it. The bat hit the concrete beside her head with a hollow sound, bounced up and skinned the back of her head. This time he stood with one foot on either side of her, raised the bat above his head. She could see this swing was going to crush her skull.


The world ignited and burned with new light. The man, the bat, the house behind him, the concrete beside her face were all lit as though it were daylight. The man’s face lifted to squint up the street, and he stepped out of her vision. She heard his footsteps, fast-running, going away from her. She heard the bang of a car door, and then another, and then voices.





Chapter 2



Jack Till straightened his necktie as he watched the paparazzi across the street. They had been calm and still for a time, glancing now and then at the hotel, but now they were up out of their cars and pacing, their eyes on the front entrance. He noticed that they devoted half of their attention to each other. They were competitors, and a photograph wasn’t worth much if the others got it, too. Till was lucky that Marina Fallows was in the hotel tonight for the charity banquet. She had stood out in small parts in a couple of big movies, and fresh faces were always the favorite prey of the tabloids. He wondered what this week’s issues would say she had been doing here.


The photographers stood still for an instant, as though they’d heard something. Then they all moved at once, a shift toward the front doors, where the doorman and parking attendants had suddenly been reinforced by a couple of dark-suited security men. In a moment a pair of dark limousines floated in from the parking lot around the corner, and veered close to the curb.


The show inside the reception room where Marina Fallows had been must be over, and now the show outside was beginning. The doors opened and the beautiful young woman appeared, dressed in a long strapless black evening gown and open-toed shoes that glinted in the light. She was accompanied by a man about her age in a dark suit who looked as though he had been chosen to look good by her side. The flashes began and Till was surprised once again by how small some actresses were in person, almost like children. The flashes became continuous like strobe lights, the photographers elbowing each other aside to get closer, shooting at the rate of three frames a second. Two of them stood in front of the lead limousine to block its path while their partners ran along beside the couple, pushing their flashing cameras into their faces until the two were inside and the door slammed.


Till kept his attention on the doorway. He saw two couples come out, then a third, all dressed in evening clothes. Till reached into his pocket, extracted a letter-sized printed sheet, studied the color picture on it for a moment, then began to walk as he put it away and then reached into the side pocket of his coat.


Till was six feet one inch tall, forty-two years old, with broad shoulders and an energetic stride. He was dressed in a dark suit that made him look as though he had attended one of the events in the hotel’s reception rooms. As he approached the front of the building, the paparazzi and the security people seemed to sense that it was in their best interest to assume that he had nothing to do with their struggles, and pretend not to see him.


Till reached the curb while the third couple waited for the parking attendant to bring their car to them. They were in their forties, the wife very thin and blond, with freckles that melted together like a tan on her bare shoulders and collarbones. The husband was tall and fit, with an open, boyish face and eyebrows that looked almost white in the reflected light of the street lamps. As the couple’s Mercedes pulled up to the curb, Till’s eyes returned to the wife’s neck.


Till took a small digital camera out of his coat pocket and snapped a picture.


The man laughed and held up his hand. ‘Hey! We’re not famous!’


Till said, ‘Sorry, my mistake,’ and kept walking.


As he came abreast of the couple, he saw the woman turn away from him and whisper urgently to her husband, her hand clutching her throat. Till picked up his pace.


The husband ran after Till and tapped him on the shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, friend, but I’m going to have to ask you for that film.’


‘I’m sorry, too,’ Till said. ‘You can’t have it.’


‘All right, I’ll pay you for it. My wife really doesn’t want to have her picture taken, and you can’t sell it, anyway. We’re not actors.’ He produced a very small, soft wallet, and extracted a bill. ‘Will a hundred cover it?’


‘No,’ said Till. ‘You’re welcome to tell her I exposed the film or something, but I can’t take your money. I’ve got things in the camera that I want, so I can’t help you.’


‘You have to.’ The man lunged for Till’s hand to snatch the camera.


Till’s left hand came up so quickly, it seemed to have been in the air waiting for the man’s hand to arrive. He caught the hand and twisted it around so the man had to bend to the side.


‘Let me go. Let go of my hand!’


‘Okay.’ Till pocketed his camera and then released him.


The man straightened and backed away. When he was a few feet off, he turned and hurried back into the hotel entrance with his wife. He already had his cell phone out, and he was talking into it with animation. Till could see through the glass doors that several other men and women in evening dress were flocking around the couple. Three of the men came out and took a few steps in Till’s direction, but they didn’t seem to be able to decide what to do. Their friend didn’t need to be saved, and Till wasn’t running away. They withdrew to the front door of the hotel to look in the glass door at their friend and then back at Till.


The police car arrived in about four minutes, veered to the curb behind the couple’s Mercedes, and rocked once on its worn shock absorbers. Two young police officers got out, one male and one female. The woman was short, with dark hair tied back in a bun, and she looked stocky in her bulletproof vest, but the man was tall and thin, like a basketball player. ‘Sir,’ the male officer said, ‘are you Mr Mason?’


‘No, my name is Jack Till. George Mason is inside the door over there. The tall, blond one with the tan.’


‘Officer! Officer!’ George Mason rushed out of the hotel through the glass doors, followed by his wife and the rest of his party. ‘This man assaulted me. He took our picture, and then he twisted my wrist.’


‘Hold it, everyone,’ said the policewoman. ‘Everybody will get a chance.’ She said to her partner, ‘You take Mr. Mason’s statement. I’ll talk to this gentleman.’


She led him a few paces up the street and stopped. ‘Are you the Jack Till who used to be a cop?’


‘Yes,’ he said. He took out his identification and held it up, but she didn’t look at it.


‘I thought I recognized you. I was in the Hollywood Division when you were there in homicide. I’m Becky Salamone. I know you don’t remember me, so don’t pretend.’


‘Nice to meet you.’


‘What happened?’


‘Since I retired, I’ve been doing PI work. I’ve been watching Mrs. Mason for about a week. She and her husband, George, reported a necklace as stolen in a burglary two years ago. Here’s the insurance company’s circular on it.’ He unfolded it and handed it to her.


Officer Salamone held it. ‘Sapphires and diamonds. Nice.’


‘Yeah,’ said Till. ‘McLaren Life and Casualty paid them three hundred fifty thousand. She’s wearing it tonight.’


‘Oh?’ Salamone looked around her. ‘Where is she?’


Till looked toward the hotel entrance. ‘She must have gone back inside. I took a picture, she got upset, and her husband came after me wanting the film. First he tried to buy it, then to grab it. I couldn’t let him do that.’ Till took out his camera. ‘It’s digital. You can see the picture.’ He turned the camera on so she could see the shot of the Masons standing beside their car.


Salamone compared the image with the photograph on the sheet. ‘Great shot.’


‘I got the car in because you can see the model and the plate,’ said Till. ‘The car wasn’t built when the necklace disappeared. It’s brand-new.’


George Mason shouted from the front of the hotel, ‘Hold him! I want to press charges.’


Officer Salamone handed Till’s camera and circular back to him, then approached the group outside the hotel, took her partner aside for a few seconds, whispered to him, and then returned. ‘Mrs. Mason. Where is Mrs. Mason?’


Mrs. Mason came forward. ‘I saw all of it. This man was—’


Officer Salamone said, ‘Mrs. Mason, weren’t you wearing a necklace earlier?’


‘I don’t understand.’


Till held up the picture from the insurance company and unfolded it. ‘This one.’


Mrs. Mason was beginning to look pale. ‘No, I wasn’t wearing that. I don’t have a necklace like that. What does this have to do with your attacking my husband? It’s ridiculous!’


Till turned to the other people who had been at the event in the hotel. ‘Anyone see Mrs. Mason wearing a necklace tonight?’


None of the guests seemed to understand the question. Their expressions looked as though Till had been speaking a language they had never heard before. Till turned his left side to the group and gave a barely perceptible wink to Officer Salamone with his right eye. ‘I guess there’s no choice. You’ll just have to search all of them and charge the one who has it.’


Salamone’s face was unreadable. She gave a slight nod.


Till called out to the group, ‘Don’t anyone attempt to leave. Extra units will be arriving in a moment to bring everyone down to the station so officers can take your statements under oath and perform body searches. Most of you will be free to go within a few hours.’


All of the party looked horrified, but one of the women began to tremble, and then to cry. She looked at Mrs. Mason. ‘I’m sorry, Brenda, but I can’t do this. Not even for you.’ She opened her purse, lifted out Mrs. Mason’s necklace, and held it out to Officer Salamone as though it were a venomous snake.


*

The next morning Jack Till walked to his office. He almost always left his car parked in the space under his apartment building on the east side of Laurel Canyon, and walked to his office on Ventura Boulevard. The distance was no more than a half mile, and he liked being at street level, looking around and thinking.


He felt good this morning. The insurance company had already responded to the news that their necklace had been recovered. They would pay him enough to ensure that this year his detective agency would almost break even, and the year was only half over. And when he had come home last night, he had played back his voice mail and listened to a message from Dan Mulroney, a detective in the Hollywood Division, telling him he had referred a client who would probably come to see him today. It was only his second year as a private investigator, and he might actually make a profit.


He stopped at the open-air newsstand on the corner, bought this morning’s Los Angeles Times, put it under his left arm and made his way along the boulevard with the morning sun at his back. He stopped in Starbucks to pick up a cup of coffee, and made his way to his building. It was a two-story complex with a big antique shop and a row of three stores that sold women’s clothes, gifts, and eyeglasses on the ground floor. There was a narrow entry between the antiques and the women’s clothes, a black felt directory under glass on the wall inside the door, and a staircase leading to a single corridor of offices on the second floor.


Till’s office was the first on the right, a single room that held a telephone, a desk, two filing cabinets, and a couch, all from an office-furniture–liquidation dealer on Sherman Way. On the left side of the corridor were three offices held by three sallow young men who kept long, irregular hours and were always reincorporating themselves as different television-production companies. Till walked up the stairs carrying his newspaper and coffee, and found a young woman leaning against his door.


She was slight and blond, her hair fine and glossy as a child’s, but it took him a moment to see what she really looked like because her face was discolored by purple bruises and distorted by swelling. She looked, more than anything, like some of the female homicide victims he had seen. As soon as she saw him, she pushed herself away from his door, and then grasped the cane he had not seen before. She used it to make way for him to unlock his door.


‘Good morning,’ he said. ‘Are you here to see me – Jack Till?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then come on in.’ He was sure he knew her story simply by looking at her. She must have been in a car accident. There was some kind of lawsuit, and she would hire him to investigate the other party. He set his coffee and paper on the desk and pointed to the couch. ‘Please make yourself comfortable.’


She looked at the couch skeptically. ‘Do you have a regular chair? That kind of thing isn’t good on my back right now.’


As Till went to the other side of the room to retrieve a straight-backed chair, she edged closer to his desk, and at first he thought she was sneaking a look at the files on the surface, but then he realized she was staring out the window that overlooked Ventura Boulevard. He could see her pupils moving in small jumps, focusing on one person, then another. She was terrified.


He realized there had been no accident. He put the chair down in front of the desk. ‘Who did this to you?’


She held her arms out from her sides as though she were showing him her dress, but he could see the gesture meant her battered face, her injured body. ‘A man. Two men, really. They want to kill me.’


‘Who?’


‘I don’t know who they are.’


‘What would you like me to do – protect you? Find them?’


‘Help me run away.’


*

Six years later, Jack Till would still remember that moment in his office, when he had seen Wendy Harper for the first time. When he had listened to her story, he had reacted as though he were still a policeman. He had tried to get her to do all of the sensible things, to turn the problem over to the police and let them protect her. She had a rebuttal to every suggestion, a reason why the only hope she had of staying alive was to try to live elsewhere. She had already been to the police after she had been beaten, and they had suggested she see Jack Till. In the end, he had given in. He had taught her what she needed to know about the methods police departments used to track fugitives, on the theory that anyone searching for her would not be as good at it as the professionals. When he had finished teaching her and the injuries that were visible had healed, he left her in another city at the entrance to the airport.


For the first year he worried, scanning the newspapers for any news of her, waiting to read that her body had been found. Five more years passed, and he heard nothing more of Wendy Harper.


He hoped that the silence meant she had made it.





Chapter 3



‘Are you going to do it?’ she asked.


‘You are,’ he said.


Paul and Sylvie Turner made their way along Broxton Avenue with the unhurried grace of long-legged wading birds. They were both tall and slim, and their straight posture elongated them. Sylvie was pretty, with smooth skin, big eyes, and shoulder-length dark brown hair that shone in the late afternoon sun. They both wore large sunglasses, khaki slacks and dark-colored tailored jackets. As Paul and Sylvie walked past the windows of a bookstore, only Paul glanced in that direction to check their reflection in the glass. He liked being in Westwood because most of the people on the streets were UCLA students who paid little attention to a middle-aged couple. Ahead of Paul and Sylvie, dominating the intersection was a big old movie theater called the Regent.


They spoke, as couples like them often did, without looking directly at one another. ‘Why do you want me to do it?’ she asked.


‘I just do. It’s your turn, and I think you would feel better if you did it. I’m just thinking about you.’


‘No, you’re not,’ she said. ‘You like to watch me.’


‘Maybe I do.’


They crossed the street, and Paul bought them tickets to the movie that was scheduled to start in five minutes. A young usher took their tickets just inside the door, tore them, and returned the stubs to Paul. Without speaking, Sylvie and Paul separated in the lobby and went into the restrooms. Sylvie gathered her hair into a ponytail and slipped a band over it. When they returned to the lobby they both had removed their sunglasses and jackets. They occupied themselves by looking at posters for coming attractions.


After a few minutes, the door of one of the screening rooms opened and a crowd of about a hundred people, many of them couples around the same age and description as the Turners, straggled out and across the lobby toward the street. The Turners waited until the first few stepped out into the sunlight and stopped to push buttons on cell phones or search their pockets for parking receipts. Then Paul and Sylvie allowed themselves to be swept out with the main body of the group. They stayed in the group all the way across the street and into the parking structure, where they walked past the black BMW that Paul had driven into the lot. Instead, they got into their second car, the black BMW that Sylvie had parked here.


The receipt for the movie tickets carried the creditcard number and the time of purchase. For eighteen dollars they had just bought two hours. Paul and Sylvie had become expert at bending and molding time in small ways. Paul slipped the two ticket stubs into his wallet, and Sylvie retrieved the parking receipt for her car and handed it to him.


Paul stopped at the parking attendant’s cubicle while Sylvie looked the other way, but she knew it would not be necessary. There would be a different attendant later who had never seen her before. Paul drove out to Wilshire Boulevard and onto the San Diego Freeway. He followed it to the Santa Monica Freeway, took it to the Fifth Street exit, and parked in the structure there. Paul and Sylvie joined the pedestrians walking past the open promenade of Fifth Street toward the Santa Monica Pier, but when they reached the corner, they let the group go, turned, and walked along Ocean Avenue. Paul looked at his watch for the second time, but Sylvie touched his forearm. ‘That’s getting to be a nervous habit,’ she said quietly.


‘Sorry.’


‘It’s okay. Just watch the pretty sunset on the ocean. There’s plenty of time, and if you keep checking, then people will start watching you to see what the hurry is.’


‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I’m just still not sure yet that this is the very best place and time.’


‘It’s the best for him,’ Sylvie said. ‘It’s the only time when we can be really sure he’s alone. He’ll do all the checking for us. She lives right up there. It’s the third building, fourth balcony from the end on the fourth floor. See it?’


‘It’s open. Maybe he’s watching the same sunset through those white inner curtains,’ Paul said. ‘Have you thought about that?’


She smiled patiently. ‘No, he’s not. That’s the bedroom. He’s there, he’s with her, and he’s not interested in the sunset.’


‘He could have left already, too.’


‘He never leaves until after it’s dark.’


‘Just this once he might.’


‘No, never,’ she said. ‘You have to remember it’s not about him. It’s about her. She has a reputation. She has a husband.’


‘I suppose you’re right. He’s a gentleman.’


‘You’re a gentleman,’ she said. She clutched his arm with both her hands, pulled it to her body, and looked up into his eyes. She was trying to gauge whether he had noticed that she had known he was feeling the impulse to look at his watch and she was holding his arm down.


‘Thank you.’ He squinted at the sun, just touching the ocean to the right of the south-facing bay. ‘We should probably start moving. He’ll come out the back.’ The sun looked soft and distended, like the yolk of an egg on the flat horizon.


She looked at the sun, too. ‘You’re right. It’s getting to be time.’


‘Do you have everything ready, so you could do it right now if you had to?’


‘Yes.’


‘Are you getting excited?’


‘Yes. Always. No matter how many times.’


‘Let’s go meet him.’


They strolled away from the ocean, then turned into the alley behind the row of apartment buildings west of the pier. They walked slowly, lingering now and then in dark alcoves and shadowy places where the last light of the darkening sky did not reach.


They both saw him come out a rear door of the next building in the dusk, stop on the low step for a moment, then turn to walk toward them. Sylvie felt the gentle pressure of Paul’s hand on her back, the firm touch she felt when they were dancing. She yielded and took a step forward.


And then she was alone.


*

Jimmy Pollard kept his head down, looking at the uneven, cratered pavement of the alley as he walked. People insisted on keeping dogs in the city, and there was a certain group of them who didn’t want to walk their dogs out front where they had to obey the ordinance and dispose of their messes. They walked them in alleys, so a person had to watch where he set his feet.


The thought pushed Jimmy Pollard into one of the moments, once rare but now becoming disturbingly frequent, when he stepped outside himself and saw himself from somewhere above, as an objective observer might see him. His past was all stretched out behind him and leading here, to this moment.


He was sneaking out the back door of a woman’s apartment building in the twilight and making his way up an alley. It was the time when other men were coming the other way, arriving from their day’s work, opening the front door and seeing the women they were doing it for, some of them even smelling dinner cooking. But maybe that was a dream image left over from his childhood. Maybe nobody did that anymore. The women were mostly out all day, too, because nobody had any children now. The ones who did put them in some kind of day care and picked them up around now. Maybe the whole world was sneaking along some alley. ‘Here I am,’ he said to himself. That was all.


Jimmy had a wife, three kids and a job. He and Connie had grown apart over the years, a pair of roommates who had things they held against each other. But Emma, Ben, and Melissa were on his mind every hour. Thinking about them made him feel happy and terrible and lost all at the same time. And here he was.


He heard the light sound of footsteps on the pavement, looked ahead in the dim light, and saw the shape of a woman – the hips, the narrow waist, the shoulders. He drew in a breath – Connie? Would she come here?


The woman’s strides brought her closer, and as she stepped into a strip of light that reached the alley between two buildings she was illuminated for a second. No. Even from this distance, it wasn’t Connie. Thank you, Lord. He knew that confrontation was going to happen someday, but not here and not now. He still had time. Even as he thought that, he knew he would not use the time, if it were fifty years. He would never be a faithful husband again. He would never break off the affair, or use the reprieve to go to Connie and tell her. He quickly recited the reasons, an inventory that included the children, the house, the job, the money.


Unexpectedly, in the inventory was something new; a piece of unintentional clarity. One of the reasons why these afternoons with Sally were so irresistible was that they were forbidden and secret.


Jimmy kept his head down, concerned to be sure this woman in the alley didn’t get a look at his face. Women didn’t walk alone in alleys. If she was walking a dog, he hadn’t seen it. She was probably a neighbor who had come down to toss something in the Dumpster. She could be one of Sally’s friends who would remember seeing him here, and could easily be present some other time and recognize him. Still, he couldn’t resist the impulse to look.


He glanced up and then down again, and brought back an impression that was favorable. She was tall – too tall for him, but very slim and graceful, like a dancer. If she could afford a beachfront condo in Santa Monica, she was more than a dancer. She was probably a party girl who lived with some rich guy. He took another glance, and he found he didn’t want to take his eyes away. He began to think about her. She wasn’t really that tall, just straight.


He was about ten feet from her when he met her eyes, and smiled respectfully. He said, ‘Hello,’ with just the right combination, he thought, of friendliness and perfunctory politeness to reassure a woman alone in an alley. She reached into her purse, probably to put her hand on her canister of pepper spray, but she smiled. Was that mischief?


‘Hi, Jimmy,’ Sylvie said.


He gaped. Who was she? She took her hand out of her purse. There was a gun. He knew he didn’t have time to turn around and go back, so he kept walking. If she was scared of him, then in a few seconds she would see he’d meant her no harm. There was a flash-bang, he felt pain, and he began to run. He ran hard, past her. He heard the gun again, but he could still move, still make his legs take step after step toward the opening to the street. There would be people. He could run to them and yell and make a scene.


A man stepped out of the shadows ahead, already aiming a gun at him.


He knew he would never get there.





Chapter 4



Paul and Sylvie Turner took the crowded elevator to the eighth floor of the tall gray-white office building on Wilshire Boulevard. The building housed busy lawyers, accountants, and medical specialists, so the Turners had to stand in the back of the elevator and sidestep out when they reached their floor, and then pass several people in the carpeted hallway. They entered the door marked DOLAN, NYQUIST, AND BERNE, ATTORNEYS.


The waiting room was empty. Behind the glass in the reception window was a woman in a stylish gray skirt and jacket. She displayed her professional smile to the Turners when they entered. ‘Mr. and Mrs. Turner. Good afternoon.’ Then she glanced at the appointment sheet on her desk and said, ‘Come in.’ She pressed a switch and there was an audible click as a bolt in the big wooden door disengaged.


Paul opened the door and held it for Sylvie, then let it click shut again behind him. The woman said to Sylvie, ‘He’s in Four.’ They went farther into the suite past doors with numbers on them until they came to Four, a conference room with natural-wood chair rails, credible-looking antique portraits on the walls, a long table with twelve padded chairs around it. Michael Densmore sat in one of them.


Densmore was vain about his clothing. He was wearing the pants from a charcoal suit, but the coat was draped on the back of the chair beside him so the shoulders were filled out and the arms hung naturally, like a headless scarecrow. His shirt was pure white with a starched collar and a fine silk tie with a subdued pattern of very small blue squares. He stood when Sylvie walked in. He had a slight belly that caused him to make nervous, ineffectual attempts to tuck his shirt in to cover it. His smile was youthful, but showed wrinkles at the corners of the eyes and the forehead. He closed the door after them and flipped a lock lever below the brass knob. ‘Sylvie, you look lovely.’ He grasped her hand, and then shook Paul’s. ‘Good to see you both.’ He sat down, so his belly would be hidden by the table. ‘Everything’s okay?’


‘Sure,’ said Sylvie.


‘Very smooth,’ Paul agreed. ‘I’m sure you saw it in the paper.’


‘Of course. I was very interested to know.’


‘Nice little .32s. Pop-pop-pop,’ Sylvie said.


Densmore held his hand up. ‘No details, please. Nothing specific. I don’t want any information. I represent the widow, and I’ll be talking to the police. I don’t want to have something incidental slip out in conversation, and then find out I’ve incriminated myself.’


‘Sorry,’ said Sylvie. ‘Forget I said anything. He died of infidelity. Did Mrs. Pollard happen to leave anything for us?’


‘Yes, I have it right here.’ Densmore lifted a briefcase from under the table, opened it, and displayed a row of stacked bills.


‘The money is clean, right?’ Paul asked.


‘This isn’t her cash. I deposited her checks and took the cash from several of my own accounts as I always do, so there’s no chance bills are marked or anything like that.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll get my cut by overcharging for settling the estate.’


‘I’m sure you’ll be fine,’ Sylvie said.


‘What about her? Is she a problem?’ Paul said.


‘No.’


‘What did you tell her?’


‘The usual warnings. She knows that if she and I go to jail, her children will still be out there somewhere, and so will you. She doesn’t know who you are.’


‘Very good. It’s always a pleasure to do business with you.’ Paul rose, took the briefcase, and held out his hand for Densmore to shake.


Densmore remained seated. ‘Don’t go yet.’ He pushed a folder across the table and opened it so they could see two packets of paper that had been produced on a computer printer. ‘Can you sign these papers for me, please? They’re just duplicates of the wills we made out two years ago, with a new date. I need to have something to put in the file so the office staff won’t wonder why you came in. But you know, while you’re here, there is one other thing I’d like to discuss with you both, if you’ve got a minute. Do you?’


Sylvie shrugged, opened the folder, and signed in one of the designated spaces. Paul sat down in his seat again, and took his turn. He held the briefcase on his lap.


‘I have something else that’s coming up, and I wondered if you would like to be part of it.’ He opened the folder that was at his elbow on the conference table and took out a photograph. ‘It’s this woman.’


Sylvie snagged the photograph and slid it to the space between her and Paul. ‘She’s pretty. Isn’t she, Paul?’


‘Oh, I don’t know.’


‘Yes you do. She’s pretty.’


‘Yes, but nothing special. Not like you, for instance.’


Densmore watched the couple in silence. Sylvie Turner was ten years older than the woman in the picture. Whenever Densmore saw Sylvie, he thought she was attractive. But compared to this woman, Sylvie’s features seemed coarse and her skin flawed. Sylvie’s face was thin, her nose and mouth projected forward subtly, and her eyes had a cruel glint that made him uncomfortable.


‘Who is she?’ Sylvie asked.


‘Her name is Wendy Harper. She was the part owner of a restaurant called Banque. Do you know it?’


‘Banque? Sure,’ Paul said. ‘We’ve been there a couple of times. A big, beautiful room – I guess it was actually a bank lobby – good food, good service. Give me a minute, and I’ll think of the name of the chef. Eric something.


Fuller?’


‘Right. Fuller.’


‘Darn,’ Sylvie said. ‘I remembered, too, but you beat me to it.’ She glared at her husband. ‘Paul is always showing me up in the domestic stuff. He makes a better woman than I do, don’t you think?’


The skin of Paul’s face lost its flexibility and his black eyes were like dots. Densmore wondered what she thought she was doing. Densmore would never have said anything that might offend Paul Turner. He tried to push them past the awkward moment. ‘They started the restaurant together about ten years ago. He was the chef, and she was the business head. The place was a success right away.’


‘And?’ Sylvie said.


‘They had a romantic relationship, I’m told. At some point that ended. Love is temporary, but a successful business is forever. They broke up, but kept the partnership and worked in the business together. After about four or five years, she disappeared.’


‘How very odd,’ Sylvie said. ‘Imagine his surprise.’


‘That was how the police looked at it six years ago. They had the crudest kind of partnership. The agreement was written out by the two of them in their own handwriting and signed in front of a notary. They owned everything in common, and if one died, the other got all of it. They had two identical life-insurance policies, each with the other partner as beneficiary. It would have made sense to insure him for more because he was the chef, but they didn’t, probably because insuring young women is cheap. Anyway, she disappeared, he collected, and the restaurant went to him. The police found nothing.’


‘Thank God I’ve ordered only the seafood at Banque,’ said Sylvie.


Densmore was careful enough to laugh with them. After a moment, he said, ‘The real situation is more complicated than that. A client of mine wanted her dead. He made an attempt on her six years ago. He failed, but she hasn’t been seen since. He still wants her dead.’


‘He’s trying to hire someone to do it now? After she’s been gone for six years?’ Paul asked.


‘He’s asked me to make an arrangement. The money would be very significant. I’ve spent some time working on it, and I’ve decided that the best hope I have of succeeding is you.’


‘Us?’ Sylvie said.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘There’s a way to find her, but it seems to have a potential for mishandling, and it could be dangerous. You’re the only ones in whom I would feel any confidence. Let me show you what I’ve got to work with.’ He got up, walked out of the room for a moment, then returned carrying a nylon bag about a yard long, with two handles. He set it on the table.


‘What’s that?’ asked Sylvie. ‘Your bag of tricks?’


Densmore looked at her and nodded. ‘I guess you could call it that.’ He opened the bag and showed them a baseball bat and a torn piece of white cloth caked with dried blood.


‘Are we supposed to do something with that?’ Paul asked.


‘You bury it. Then we wait a few months and make it turn up again.’





Chapter 5



CHEF CHARGED IN PARTNER’S MURDER.


Jack Till sat in his office and stared at the newspaper article for a long time, his mind brushing the sentences aside to find the detail that had caused a homicide detective to arrest Eric Fuller, and a DA to charge him. The article just repeated that Eric Fuller was a well-known chef, that Wendy Harper had been his partner, and that when she disappeared six years ago, he got richer.


Till put the newspaper on his desk, locked his filing cabinets, and put his gun in the safe. He went down the stairs to Ventura Boulevard, walked to his apartment on Laurel Canyon to get his car, then drove downtown on the Hollywood Freeway.


He parked in the underground structure on Spring Street and walked to the District Attorney’s office at 210 West Temple. It was only as he was passing the courts complex that he realized that he should have called ahead, found out which of the 938 Assistant DAs had been assigned to prosecute Eric Fuller, called him, and arranged an appointment. But an appointment had not occurred to him, any more than it would have if he’d been driving a heart-attack victim to a hospital. This was the sort of visit that obliterated the slow, careful broaching of topics.


He entered the main reception area of the District Attorney’s office impatiently, waited his turn in the line of visitors, then showed his wallet to the middle-aged woman behind the counter. On one side it held the unofficial ID that showed he was a retired police officer, and on the other his private investigator’s license. ‘My name is Jack Till,’ he said. ‘I need to know which Assistant DA is prosecuting the homicide case against Eric Fuller. Would you be able to help me?’


‘People v. Eric Fuller. Not listed here,’ she said. ‘You said homicide? What’s the victim’s name?’


‘Harper, Wendy A.’


The woman looked down at a directory, then dialed four numbers on the phone in front of her. ‘This is Nell,’ she said softly. ‘Can you direct me to the prosecutor who’s in charge of the homicide of a Wendy Harper? Thanks.’ She hung up. She took a sheet from a message pad and a pen, leafed through a notebook, and then wrote a name and office number on the sheet and handed it to him. ‘You must know your way around this building, right?’


‘Yes, ma’am. Twenty years on the force. Thank you very much.’ He went through the metal detector, then waited his turn for the elevator while he deciphered the note. The prosecutor’s name was Gordon something. No. Gordon was the last name. Linda Gordon. He rode upstairs, then walked along the hall past the offices of other Assistant DAs working on other cases. He knew some of them, but fewer and fewer each year as they retired or accepted offers at private law firms. When he found the office, the door was closed, but he saw beneath the door that a light was on, and heard a woman’s voice, so he knocked.


A moment later a young woman with long blond hair that looked as though it had begun as brown opened the door. She looked startled when she saw him. ‘Yes?’


‘Are you Linda Gordon?’


‘Yes.’ She looked impatient. He could see that she had left her telephone off the hook and the receiver was on her desk. Till recognized the expression. She was waiting for him to deliver a subpoena. Half the lawsuits in existence were convicts suing prosecutors and cops.


‘My name is Jack Till. I need to speak with you for a few minutes. I can see you’re on the phone. I can wait out here until you’re finished.’


She looked suspicious. ‘What’s this about? Who are you?’


‘I’m a private investigator, and I have some important information about the case you’re prosecuting against Eric Fuller.’


‘Just hold it a minute.’ She stepped quickly to the phone and lifted it. ‘Carl? I’ve got to call you back. Two, three minutes. Honest.’ She set the telephone in its cradle. ‘Come in.’


Till entered the small, cluttered space and looked for a place to sit. There was one chair, but it appeared to be the permanent place for a stack of files. She saw the direction of his eyes and started toward the chair, but he held up his hand. ‘Don’t bother. I’ll only be here for a few minutes. I saw the newspaper a little while ago. I came to let you know that there’s been a mistake. You can’t prosecute Eric Fuller, or anybody else, for the murder of Wendy Harper.’


She bristled. ‘I can’t?’


‘No. Wendy Harper is alive.’


Linda Gordon leaned against the wall behind her desk with her arms folded. ‘Go on.’


Jack Till recognized the gesture. She was protecting herself unconsciously – from him? She was blocking what he was saying. All he could do was keep trying. ‘The reason you don’t have a body is that she’s still using it.’


‘Have you talked to the police?’


‘Not yet. I came straight here.’


‘Well, that’s the normal way to do things when you have information. The detective in charge is Sergeant Max Poliakoff at Homicide Special in the Parker Center. If you’ll just—’


‘I know him. I was the one who trained him when he was in Hollywood Homicide.’


‘Trained him? You’re a police officer?’


‘Retired.’


‘And you want to give me this evidence?’


‘Yes. I can go over and talk to Max Poliakoff first, if you’d prefer it.’


She stared at him for a second, and he could see that she was thinking far ahead. ‘All right. At this point I’d better stop you. I want to record what you’re saying on my tape recorder. Is that all right with you?’


‘Okay.’


She took a small pocket recorder from her purse, slipped a new tape cassette into it, and clicked a button. ‘This is Linda Gordon, Assistant District Attorney, and I’m interviewing a gentleman who has come to my office on Wednesday, May 13. It’s now eight-fifty-three a.m. And your name is?’ She held out the recorder as though she were challenging him to run.


‘John Robert Till.’


‘Spell it?’


‘T-I-L-L.’


‘Now, you have not been placed under oath. But you have told me that you’re a retired police officer, so you know that it is a crime to lie to a law-enforcement official about a homicide case. You are, of course, aware of that?’


‘Yes. I am.’


‘Then say what you wish to say.’


‘I’m here to advise you not to pursue a case against Eric Fuller for the murder of Wendy Harper because I know that she’s not dead.’


‘How do you know that? Have you seen her?’


‘Not recently. I saw her six years ago, after the last time she was seen in Los Angeles.’


‘So you were the last one to see her alive?’


‘Not at all. But I was the last one to see her here. I’m a private investigator. She hired me. She had been attacked by a man one night when she was coming home from her restaurant. He beat her up in a way that sounded to me as though he intended to disable her and then kill her.’


‘How can you know what he intended to do?’


‘He used a baseball bat. He started with her legs and arms, then hit her a glancing blow on the head, but he was interrupted by a couple of cars before he could keep her still long enough for his big swing.’


Till could see the description had elicited an expression of pure revulsion in Linda Gordon, and that she had not intended him to see it. She set her recorder down on the desk and resumed the pose with her arms folded and the desk between them. ‘What was the purpose of this attack?’


‘I believe it was to murder her and make it look like a predatory, opportunistic killing rather than a practical sort of homicide. Somebody was after her, and she knew it.’


‘Who was after her?’


‘She said that a friend – a woman who sometimes worked at her restaurant – had a boyfriend she thought might be dangerous.’


‘Dangerous in what way?’


‘The woman had told her some things about him, some things he had done to her.’


‘Why would he be after Wendy?’


‘One night Wendy was outside the restaurant after closing. She saw the guy when he came to pick up the friend, and he saw her. A few days later, the friend was gone. She stopped coming to work. Her apartment was empty. Wendy believed she was dead.’


‘What was the boyfriend’s name?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘What was the waitress’s name?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Why don’t you know? Didn’t you ask?’


‘Sure. She wouldn’t tell me the woman’s name, and claimed not to know the man’s name.’


‘That’s it? That’s all? You gave up?’


‘I was no longer a police officer, and had no way of compelling her to tell me anything. A responding officer had interviewed her the night of the attack and a detective talked to her afterward, in the hospital. If I’d had a month or so, I might have persuaded her that telling me more would make her safer, but at the time, she was too terrified to listen. She wanted to leave Los Angeles immediately. She was convinced that if she stayed in Los Angeles long enough for this boyfriend to find her again, she was going to die.’


‘Was she right?’


‘I honestly don’t know. I don’t know who her friend’s boyfriend was, or who the man he’d hired to beat her was. I offered to protect her, to act as contractor to get her some bodyguards, or to put her house and her restaurant under surveillance. But if this man wanted her badly enough—’


‘So what did you do?’


‘I gave her the help she wanted, the help she was willing to take.’


‘Which was?’


‘I drove her to a hotel in Solvang. I hid her there for a few days. We stayed in her room most of the time, and I told her how I would go about finding a person who didn’t want to be found.’


‘Explain.’


‘I told her the methods professionals might use to find her. And then I taught her ways to avoid those methods.’


‘And then what?’


‘Then she left.’


‘Just like that. She left. You never saw her again, or heard from her.’


‘No. That was one of the things I warned her about. If you have contact with people you used to know, you’ll get caught. She had not told anyone she was going to hire me, but if someone had already been watching her, then he might know. We were definitely not followed to Solvang. But later on, a potential killer might monitor my mail or my phone and wait for her to write or call.’


Linda Gordon was finding his clear, unemotional delivery maddening. ‘Let me ask you something. What evidence can you give me that any of this ever happened, or that you ever met her?’


‘I tried to be sure there wasn’t any. Keeping evidence could have endangered her. I wouldn’t be telling you any of this now if you hadn’t charged someone with killing her.’


‘Did Eric Fuller know she simply went away voluntarily?’


‘No. She wanted him to believe she was dead, and go on with his life. She felt there was nothing to be gained by telling him anything. She believed that if he knew, he would try to find her and possibly get them both killed.’


‘I thought she was in love with him. That’s the story we’ve been told. I’m sure that’s going to figure in his defense. You expect me to believe she would leave him like that?’


Jack Till looked at her, beginning to lose his optimism. She wasn’t really listening to what he said. She was formulating arguments against it. ‘They were a couple when they came to Los Angeles. They had gone to college together and had been close friends. At different times, that friendship took a lot of different forms. They were roommates, and they were engaged to be married, and they started a business together. When the romantic relationship went away, nothing else changed. They were still closer to each other than they were to anyone else, and they trusted each other. They stayed partners and the restaurant did well.’


‘Well enough so he killed her to get her half of it?’


‘What I came to tell you is that he didn’t kill her, and neither did anyone else. I sent her away.’


‘Maybe you did. That was one day, one moment in time. You admit you have no way of knowing what happened to her after that day six years ago. Isn’t that right?’


‘It’s right. I haven’t seen her. I haven’t tried to see her. I taught her how to keep from being seen, and then sent her off to do it.’


‘And you think a week of lessons from you was that effective? That she just heard your advice, and then she could stay hidden forever?’


‘It’s not as simple as that. Nobody was looking for her until she had been gone for at least a month. She told Fuller she was going on a trip to recuperate from the beating, and nobody else cared where she was. When she didn’t come back, he tried to find her by calling mutual friends, who hadn’t heard from her. By the time the cops were involved, there was no place for them to start looking.’


‘And you planned that, too?’


‘Yes. I did. I taught her what I knew, and that was enough to get her started. But now she’s been at it for six years, and probably knows more than I do. She’s a very bright woman.’


Linda Gordon pushed off from the wall and stepped closer to her desk. Till could see her eyes lower for a second, and he knew she was looking to check that enough tape was left in her recorder without reminding him that it was running. She leaned on the desk. ‘You know, you’ll be in serious trouble for telling me all this.’


‘I know.’


‘You’ve admitted that you’re a party to insurance fraud, that you helped a person get false identification, and I don’t know what else. You used to be a cop. You know there will be quite a list.’


‘I had a choice. I could go to bed every night for the next thirty years knowing that Eric Fuller was going to spend another night in prison, or I could go to bed knowing I was the one who prevented that.’


‘You could go to jail.’


‘The choices aren’t always good.’


‘Very stoical. Let me show you something.’ She walked around her desk to the chair with the stack of files, moved a few to the desk, found the one she wanted, and opened it. There were ten-by-twelve-inch color photographs. She selected one and handed it to Jack Till.


There was a white cloth torn like a rag and covered with dark stains. It was stretched out on a lab table. He could see the ruler on the table in the corner of the shot to give it scale. ‘What is it?’


‘It’s her blouse, with her blood on it.’ She handed Till another photograph.


‘And what’s this one?’ he asked.


‘It’s a bat like the one you were talking about, also with her blood on it.’ She glared at him. ‘Interesting, don’t you think?’


‘Where did you get this stuff?’


‘It was found at Eric Fuller’s house.’


‘Where – the front porch?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘Buried in the back yard in a rusty metal box. There was a gas pipe leaking, and the gas company dug it up while they were looking for the leak.’


‘Just as good.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It’s planted. That rag may have been a blouse once, and it may even have been the blouse Wendy Harper was wearing when she was attacked. I assume you have a lab report that the blood is a match for hers.’


‘She had herself genetically tested for a breast-cancer gene a couple of years before she was murdered. There isn’t any doubt that this sample belongs to her, and that means she’s dead. I’ve got a significant amount of her blood on a piece of her clothing, and murder weapons.’


‘Weapons? Plural?’


‘There was also a knife that once belonged to a set in Eric Fuller’s kitchen. We have proof that Eric Fuller bought the set eight years ago. I’m sure by the time we go to trial, we’ll get something similar on the bat.’


‘The evidence is faked.’


Linda Gordon said, ‘I don’t know if you’re telling the truth about what you did or not. If you’re telling the truth and you tried to help her save herself, I’m truly sorry for you. But it certainly looks to me as though sometime around the period when she disappeared, Eric Fuller caught up with her. She hasn’t been seen for six years. How can I look at that blouse and that bat with her blood on them, and do nothing?’





Chapter 6



Jack Till left Linda Gordon’s office and walked to his car, thinking about all the reasons Linda Gordon had not to believe him. He had no way of explaining to a young, ambitious prosecutor why an old homicide cop would make the decisions he had made: why he would help Wendy Harper disappear, and why he would go to the DA’s office six years later and admit it. Linda Gordon just hadn’t lived long enough yet.


He sat in his car, took out his cell phone, and punched in the phone number of his old office in Parker Center. ‘I’d like to speak to Sergeant Poliakoff, please. This is Jack Till.’


In a moment, Poliakoff’s voice said, ‘Jack?’


‘Yeah.’


‘How’s it going?’


‘I can tell from your voice that you heard already. Did Linda Gordon just call you?’


‘Yeah. She wanted to know if you were a good guy or a bad guy. Have you decided yet?’ Till could picture him sitting behind the old dented steel desk he had inherited when Till had retired. He was three inches taller than Till, so he had to adjust his chair low and sit in a crouch to fit his knees under the desk.


‘After you told her I was the best of the best, did it sound as though she would consider dropping the charges?’


‘I’m sorry, Jack. The way I read it, there’s zero chance unless Wendy Harper walks into her office. She doesn’t think you’re lying, so your record isn’t the issue. She just thinks you’re wrong about what happened after you weren’t around.’


‘I had to ask.’


‘I know. At the moment, I agree with her, but one of us is going to be surprised, and it could just as easily be me. Maybe we can share leads, like the old days.’


‘Can you give me some help finding Wendy Harper?’


‘That I can’t do. That suggestion just got covered. The defense will have to pay you to do it.’


‘Who is Fuller’s attorney?’


‘Jay Chernoff of Fiske, Chernoff, Fein, and Toole. I’ll give you his number.’


Till listened to the number, then said, ‘Thanks, Max. See you.’


Till made the call to the law office, then drove to Beverly Hills and parked at the end of Brighton, past where it met Little Santa Monica. He walked past the shops along the street until he found the small red-brick building where Fiske, Chernoff, Fein, and Toole had their offices. He entered the narrow lobby and glanced at the directory on the wall, then stepped between the polished brass doors of the elevator and pushed the button for the third floor.


The law office was decorated with framed papers and trimmed with maple, so it had the atmosphere of a courtroom. He stepped toward the desk of the woman who presided over the waiting room intending to introduce himself, but before he got there, a short, middle-aged man with curly red hair and a severely receding hairline came out of a door behind the woman, and said. ‘Mr. Till? I’m Jay Chernoff.’ He held out his hand and Till shook it. ‘Thank you for coming.’


‘Thanks for seeing me.’ He let Chernoff lead him inside, then around a corner to an office. When they arrived, Chernoff pulled a chair away from the wall, set it in front of a couch, and motioned for Till to sit on the couch. Till sat, and waited until Chernoff had settled in the chair, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.


Chernoff said, ‘You said you have information about the Wendy Harper murder?’


‘Yes. It’s not a murder. The reason I’m here is that she’s not dead.’


‘Not dead?’


‘No.’ Till held up the wallet with his private detective’s license and the card that showed he was a retired police officer. ‘About six years ago, she wanted to disappear. I helped her do it.’


‘Oh, my God, I can’t believe it!’ He looked elated. He actually leaned back in his chair and chuckled. ‘Have you told the police yet?’


‘When I got to my office this morning, I looked at the paper and saw that Eric Fuller was being charged, so I went straight to the DA’s office and told Linda Gordon. I just came from there.’


‘You saw Linda Gordon? What did she say?’


‘She recorded my statement, then showed me police photographs of what she thinks are Wendy Harper’s bloody blouse and a couple of murder weapons belonging to your client. She hasn’t decided yet whether or not she believes I really did help Wendy leave town. She thinks that if I did, then Fuller found Wendy a short time later and killed her.’


Chernoff took a deep breath and let it out in disappointment. ‘I might have known. Why did you help Wendy Harper leave town?’


‘Somebody beat her up. She thought it had to do with a man who had been dating one of her waitresses at the restaurant. The girl disappeared, and Wendy thought he might have killed her. She looked into it, and one night when she came home, there was a different man waiting for her with a baseball bat. When she got released from the hospital, she came to see me.’


‘Of course Eric told me about the waitress and the beating, and that Wendy had been in the hospital. All this time he’s thought that man must have tried again and killed her. Why didn’t Eric know she was leaving voluntarily?’


‘That’s the way she wanted it. She believed there was nothing he could do to protect her, but he would try, and it would get him killed.’


‘There was a police report filed after the attack, but I didn’t see anything in it about a second man she believed was really behind it. Why not?’ Chernoff’s frustration was beginning to show.


‘She thought she was being practical. In a way, she had a point. If she didn’t know the man, then the police had nobody to look for, and waiting around was just giving him another chance to kill her. She felt the only way out was to get beyond his reach.’


‘So the victim is alive and I have an innocent client.’


‘Yes.’


‘And the evidence in Eric’s yard. Do you have a theory on how it got there?’


‘The guy who attacked her had the bat, and he must have torn the piece of cloth off her. I don’t know why he kept them. Maybe he was supposed to kill her and then use them to frame Eric Fuller at the time. Maybe he hid them and remembered them later. I would guess they were planted within the past few months – just long enough ago so the ground didn’t seem disturbed.’


‘Do you have any way of proving what you did?’


‘No. Six years ago I tried not to leave any evidence that I had ever seen Wendy Harper. We traveled by car, mostly late at night. I made cash transactions when I could. I burned receipts. I didn’t want somebody to search my office someday and find papers that would tell him where I took her. I taught her how to get a new name, but made sure I didn’t know what it was. When I left her, I wouldn’t let her tell me where she was going.’


Chernoff pursed his lips and stared past Till for a few seconds. ‘What do you think we should do?’


‘Linda Gordon has physical evidence, and I have nothing to counter it. The only way Linda Gordon will drop the charges is if Wendy Harper walks into the police station.’


‘Do you think she would come back?’


‘I think if she learns what’s happening, she’ll try to save Eric Fuller. She cared a lot about him six years ago. But remember that the only one who could have planted evidence in Fuller’s yard is the person who had it. I think the man who wanted Wendy dead six years ago is trying to lure her back.’


Chernoff looked worried. ‘We can’t expect the DA’s office to help us. They’re trying to make a case against Eric Fuller.’


‘Max Poliakoff, the detective in charge of the case, is an old friend of mine, but he can’t help with this. We’ve got to proceed without help,’ Till said.


‘Proceed to do what?’


‘Get word to her that Eric Fuller needs her, and hope we can keep her alive when she comes.’





Chapter 7



Till looked over the copy for the ads as he walked away from Jay Chernoff’s office. ‘Eric Fuller has been accused of the murder of Wendy Harper. Persons having information about this matter may contact Mr. Fuller’s attorney, Jay Chernoff, c/o Fiske, Chernoff, Fein, and Toole, 3900 Brighton Way, Beverly Hills, CA 90210.’


The second ad was an attempt to use Till’s name to reassure her this wasn’t a trap. ‘Wendy Harper, Eric needs your help after six years. Please get in touch with Jack at Till Investigations, 11999 Ventura Boulevard, Studio City, CA 91604.’


The third ad purported to be from Eric. ‘To Wendy Harper: I’ve been accused of your murder. Please call me so we can prove you’re alive. Love, Eric.’ She would still remember that address because the house had once been hers too. This ad was a bit of a fraud because Eric knew nothing about it yet.


The difficult question had been where to place the ads. Till had noticed six years ago that Wendy Harper was one of those people who read the New York Times whether she was in New York or Solvang, California. Till had noticed a hundred times over the years that fugitives seldom changed small habits that struck them as safe. The ads would run in the New York Times in rotation beginning in two days.


The Los Angeles Times seemed to him to be another obvious choice. Wendy Harper had once been a part of the food scene in Los Angeles, and the restaurant she and Eric had owned together was more popular than ever. Till guessed that she checked on the restaurant from time to time, or read about people she had known. Jay Chernoff had suggested the Chicago Tribune, just because it was the big regional paper for the center of the country. She and Eric had gone to college in Wisconsin, so the Midwest might be an area where she would have felt comfortable enough to settle.


In about two weeks the ads would also run in Gourmet and Saveur, on the theory that a person who had made her living in restaurants might still read about food. Till also remembered that Wendy had mentioned something she had read in the New Yorker, so he added the magazine to the list.


The advertisements were going to be spectacularly expensive, but Till had talked Chernoff into including them in the cost of Eric Fuller’s defense. And unless they could prove that Wendy Harper was alive, there was no defense.


Till had been in Chernoff’s office for much of the day, and now rush hour was beginning and his progress north and east was slow. He had one other stop to make this afternoon, and it was one he longed for and dreaded at the same time. As Till drove, he wished he were visiting Garden House for a different reason.


Till had always liked to think that Holly had thought of the name because that was the way her mind worked. She was not always cheerful, because her life had never been easy, but she took delight in things that were good or beautiful. She named them and she pointed them out to other people whenever she saw them.


Garden House was a two-story residence in South Pasadena, a vintage Craftsman bungalow with a big front porch and an old, established garden with bleeding heart and flowering shrimp plants that had gone out of style, and bright orange Joseph’s Coat roses on trellises. The lawn was always a bit overtrodden and dusty, because there was always something going on out there – a badminton net had been up all spring, and before that one of the kids had decided it was a good spot for a horseshoe pit. Till had to remind himself not to call them kids aloud, because that irritated Holly. They were adults. Holly was twenty-one already, and she could cook and drive a car, and she had been almost self-supporting for three years. Till smiled to himself. That was better than he had done during his first three years in the detective business.


Whenever Till visited Garden House he drove around the block once, doubled back to be sure he had not been followed, and then parked his car in a different spot at least a block away and walked. He had been a homicide cop for a long time, and now he often took cases that left people angry with him. He had always dreaded the possibility of leading anyone to Garden House, and he knew that beginning today, his precautions would need to be more elaborate: He had just made sure that a potential killer knew his name. He took a last glance behind him as he walked up the sidewalk to the porch and rang the doorbell. Even though Till and the parents of the five other kids had formed a trust that paid for Garden House, the idea from the beginning was that it belonged to the kids, and the parents were guests.


The door swung open and there was Bob Driscoll, his face already in a grin. ‘Hi, Jack,’ he said, his voice loud and happy. ‘Come on in, Jack.’ He pulled the door open wide, and Till followed him into the living room.


‘Hi, Bob. How have you been?’


‘Great. Just great. I got a different job. It pays a lot better than the car wash. I’m working at this little organic vegetable store on Foothill called Darlene’s Farm. Come in and see us. You’re here to visit Holly, of course.’


‘Sure am. Seen her around?’


‘Not in a while. She and Marie went to buy groceries. And Nancy, maybe. Yeah. I think the three of them went. Holly, Marie, Nancy. Hey! I bet you could stay for dinner. They were going to get some stuff to make an Italian dinner together.’


‘No, I don’t think so, thanks. I just dropped by for a little visit with her. You know I have to see how my little girl is.’


‘She’s great, Jack. You’ll see.’ He sat quietly for a moment. ‘And how about you? How have you been?’


‘Not so bad, I think. I’m pretty much always the same. How are your parents?’


‘I saw them last week. They’re getting old, but they’re still happy.’


As Till looked at Bob Driscoll, he could not keep himself from seeing the distinctive features of a person with Down syndrome – the rounded head and body, the slightly protuberant eyes and small nose. The young people who lived in Garden House all resembled each other more than they resembled their relatives. It was as though Garden House were a family. The young people also seemed to share things that were more fundamental, a set of attitudes and mannerisms that they picked up from each other, and an outlook that often made them seem to him to be like half-wise, unspoiled children. But they were no longer children.


The birth had been in December. During the pregnancy, Rose had decreed that the baby would be Christopher if it was a boy, and Holly if it was a girl. Her obstetrician had not seen any reason to insist on amnio, because all was going well, and Rose was healthy and twenty-four. There had been no warning that something had happened on chromosome twenty-one, and that Holly had Down syndrome.


By the next December, Rose had already walked out on them, and Till was making his first Christmas celebration for his only child, Holly. Her first birthday, on the tenth, had been a quiet two-person affair, with Holly asleep at seven, and he had resolved never to let any celebration be quiet again. Every birthday and every Christmas after that had been big and boisterous, with the house full of people. Till had noticed with satisfaction that since Holly had come to live at Garden House, her three birthday parties had been long, raucous, and messy.


He heard the car come in the driveway, then a couple of doors slam. He stood to look out. Holly and the two other girls were laughing and chattering as usual, and then, as though she had felt his gaze, Holly looked toward the house. ‘Dad!’


He came out onto the porch. ‘Hi, Holly. Can I help with the groceries?’


‘Sure. I was looking to see if Bob and Randy would help, but I see they’re hiding until all the work is done.’


‘That’s how men are,’ he said. ‘I warned you.’


‘You’re not that way, Jack,’ Marie said.


‘That’s because Holly trained me.’


‘Hello, Jack,’ said Nancy. ‘Long time no see.’


‘I was here on Wednesday, Nancy.’


‘I know. I just like to say that.’


‘Okay, then.’ He lifted some of the grocery bags, went inside with the others and set the bags on the counter.


When their arms were free, Holly threw hers around his neck and they exchanged their usual exuberant hug. ‘Can you stay for dinner?’


‘I don’t think so tonight. I’m in the beginning of a hard case, and I’ve got to do some things tonight. But thanks. I really just dropped by because I wanted to talk to you a little.’


‘Really? How come?’


‘Because I like to talk to you.’


‘That’s because you love me,’ she said. ‘It’s good.’


‘I know.’


‘Come on, then,’ Holly said. ‘Let’s go for a walk while we talk.’


‘Okay.’


She called to the empty doorway to the hall, ‘Don’t stand there, Bob. You can start the water boiling while I talk to Dad.’


Bob emerged from the hallway, unabashed. ‘Okay.’


Till and Holly walked out across the porch, down the steps to the sidewalk and strolled up the street past more old houses, all of them refurbished during the past few years. Till said, ‘How are things this week, Holly? I know it didn’t go too well last week.’
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