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			For Laura Morgan—the real Laura in my life who reads everything first and thinks Gil Malloy is a lot more interesting than me.

		

	
		
			I wish my life was a non-stop Hollywood movie show

			A fantasy world of celluloid villains and heroes

			Because celluloid heroes never feel any pain

			And celluloid heroes never really die

			—The Kinks, “Celluloid Heroes”

			It’s all make believe, isn’t it?

			—Marilyn Monroe

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			CELLULOID HEROES

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			THE executive producer of The Prime Time Files had an office filled with pictures of him posing alongside famous people. George Clooney. Barbra Streisand. Bill and Hillary Clinton. Michael Jordan. Katie Couric. Ted Danson. The message was clear: this guy was plugged-in, powerful, a player with the celebrity elite. I wasn’t sure whether to shake his hand or ask for his autograph.

			Gary Lang, the executive producer, was telling me now in great detail about all his accomplishments, all the awards he’d won and how much money he’d made in the television and movie business. I’d been listening to him since I walked into his office fifteen minutes earlier. I figured I could last maybe another minute, tops, until my head exploded.

			“I’m sure you can understand my concern, Mr. Malloy,” Lang said. “I have a reputation to uphold. Abbie Kincaid is an extremely popular television personality and a highly respected journalist. So before I allow you to interview her, I need to make sure you understand that whatever you write about us has to be very classy.”

			“Classy,” I repeated.

			“Those are the ground rules we need to agree to before you talk to Abbie. I want to be sure that you or your newspaper won’t indulge in any irresponsible journalism here. Abbie’s image is very important to me. Whatever you write about her must be done with style and with sophistication. Above all, it must be . . .”

			“Classy?”

			“Yes.”

			“I can do classy,” I smiled.

			Gary Lang was in his midforties. Black curly hair, horn-rimmed glasses, very intense. He was wearing a three-piece pinstriped gray suit, blue shirt, and red tie. The vest and suit jacket were buttoned up and his tie unloosened—even though it was mid-June. Definitely a power suit. Only problem was he had a bit of a paunch that was sticking out between the buttons of the vest and jacket. Hard to impress people when you’re sporting a spare tire around your middle.

			Me, I had on a pair of washed-out jeans, a blue linen blazer, and a T-shirt underneath with the name and number of third baseman David Wright—the captain of the New York Mets and my favorite New York City athlete at the moment. I should point out that normally I wear the Mets T-shirt hanging out over my pants. But I tucked it in before going to meet Lang. Gil Malloy is the kind of reporter who goes that extra mile for a big story.

			“Do you have any questions, Mr. Malloy?” Lang asked me.

			“Yeah, do you actually know all these celebrities?” I said, looking around at the famous people in the pictures all around his office.

			“Of course I do.”

			“I mean, you’ve met George Clooney?”

			“Yes.”

			“Michael Jordan? Bill and Hillary Clinton? Ted Danson . . . ?”

			“I met them all. Why else would I be in the pictures?”

			“I don’t know . . . I thought maybe it was trick photography or something . . . like in Forrest Gump when they made it look like Tom Hanks was talking to dead presidents.”

			“That’s ridiculous.”

			“Actually, I find that easier to believe than you talking to Ted Danson.”

			“I happen to know Ted Danson very well,” Lang snapped. “On my last trip to California, I sat in Ted Danson’s living room. I swam in his pool . . .”

			“Was he like . . . you know, home at the time?”

			Lang frowned.

			“I really don’t care for your smart mouth, Malloy.”

			“Yeah, well . . . I get a lot of complaints about it, Mr. Lang. They used to bother me too. I would stay up nights worrying about it. Not so much anymore. So are you going to let me talk to Abbie Kincaid at some point or are you just going to keep trying to dazzle me with your star-studded resume?”

			He glared at me. I was beginning to suspect that I had failed his “classy” criteria.

			“How much do you know about Abbie?” Lang asked.

			“The highlights of her career,” I said. “She started out trying to be an actress, but she only had moderate success. Then, a few years ago, she became the star of a daytime TV talk show called Girl Talk. One of those programs where women tell how they slept with their lesbian sister-in-law or how they spy into their neighbor’s bedroom or how their husband likes to be spanked while wearing diapers. Now she’s gone the serious route. She’s the host of The Prime Time Files. She’s now doing investigative reports, interviews with big names in show business and government, lifestyle features, and headline crime stuff. I remember the show starting off as a midseason replacement and now it’s on the regular schedule. It ranked number thirteen in the ratings last week.”

			“Have you ever watched The Prime Time Files?” Lang asked.

			“Yeah, I caught it the other night.”

			“What was your reaction?”

			“I think Diane Sawyer and Barbara Walters have done it all before, probably a little better too. But Abbie’s young, she’s cute—she’s got great demographics. That’s what really counts. Hell,” I smiled at him, “I think she’ll be a big star.”

			Lang did not smile back.

			“I spoke earlier with someone at your newspaper,” he said.

			“Stacy Albright.”

			Stacy Albright was the city editor of the New York Daily News, the paper I worked for.

			“Yes. Miss Albright seemed very interested when I told her that Abbie was about to break a big exclusive on her TV show and we wanted to do a story promoting Abbie—and this week’s show—in your paper.”

			“Stacy thinks it sounds like something that can get us both a lot of good publicity,” I said.

			“What do you think?” he asked.

			“I think it sounds like a very slow news week. So what’s the exclusive about?”

			“Laura Marlowe,” he said.

			“The actress?”

			“Yes.”

			“She’s dead.”

			“Okay.”

			Laura Marlowe was the hottest young star in the country back in the early ’80s. Her first two movies had been smash hits, and she was dubbed America’s sweetheart by the press—the young Julia Roberts of her time. But it all ended tragically when an obsessed fan shot and killed her right after a party for her last movie. The fan then committed suicide.

			“She’s been dead for thirty years,” I said to Lang.

			“Right.”

			“So what’s your story?”

			“What really happened to her.”

			“Don’t I already know that?”

			“You only think you do.”

			The Laura Marlowe murder was not exactly a new topic. Because the killer had committed suicide and the circumstances of her death were shrouded in mystery, it had become popular fodder for sensational TV shows, supermarket tabloids, and even some of the mainstream press over the years. The favorite rumor was that Laura Marlowe—like Jim Morrison or Elvis—was really alive someplace. No one believed it, of course, but it always made for a good story.

			“Let me guess,” I said. “Laura Marlowe didn’t really die.”

			“No,” Lang said, “she’s dead.”

			“Then your big exclusive is that Laura Marlowe is still dead?”

			“The bottom line here,” he said, “is there’s always been a lot of questions about what happened the night Laura Marlowe died. How did the killer get so close to her? What was she doing with him? Where did the killer go after he shot her? What was his motive? Why was her body quickly cremated before the coroner could do a full inquest? Until now, no one’s ever been able to provide any of the answers.”

			“And you’ve got the answers.”

			“Enough of them to do a helluva story.”

			“But you won’t tell me exactly what the story is?”

			“No.”

			“Because you’re going to break it yourself on your television show.”

			“That’s the deal we worked out with your editor.”

			I nodded. It didn’t seem like much of a story to me, but then I wasn’t much of a reporter these days. Oh, I’d had my moments over the years. Front page headlines. A handful of awards. I even got nominated for a Pulitzer Prize by the Daily News once. But that all felt like it was in the distant past now.

			“Why does anyone even care about Laura Marlowe after all this time?” I asked.

			“She was a Hollywood legend.”

			“How many movies did she make?”

			“Three,” Lang said.

			“That’s all?”

			“She was only twenty-two when she died.”

			“And she was that big of a star already?”

			“Yeah, can you imagine what might have happened if she’d lived?” he said. “How popular she might have become? It was a real tragedy. A reminder to all of us how fleeting life can be.”

			Lang looked across the desk at me.

			“This is a good story—and Abbie and I are giving you a chance to be a part of it.”

			“Okay.”

			“You could use a good story.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“From what I hear, it’s been a while since you’ve done much of anything, Malloy. I asked around about you at the Daily News. The people there told me you’re terrific when you latch on to a big exclusive. But the rest of the time they say you mostly just sit around the newsroom daydreaming about God knows what and wasting time.”

			“I prefer to think of it as a creative regrouping,” I said.

			“Well, just try not to be such a jerk, huh? It would make things a lot easier.”

			He was right, of course. I sure needed a story. And this, for better or worse, was a story. I knew I had to do everything I could to stay on it. Even if it meant being nice to a guy like Lang. Besides, maybe he could get me Ted Danson’s autograph.

			“So when do I meet Abbie Kincaid?” I said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			THE meeting with Abbie Kincaid was scheduled for the next morning. After I left Lang’s office in midtown, I took a subway downtown to the Daily News building in lower Manhattan. I stopped by the entertainment section of the paper and asked one of the movie writers what he could tell me about Laura Marlowe. I was curious.

			“Her first movie was Lucky Lady, a romantic comedy that became a blockbuster hit,” he said. “Very funny, very charming. It did what Pretty Woman would later do for Julia Roberts. It turned Laura Marlowe—who was only nineteen at the time—into a Hollywood superstar virtually overnight.

			“A year later, she did The Langley Caper. A terrific thriller that was another big hit. Sort of like Lethal Weapon meets All The President’s Men. A complete change of pace for her as an actress, but she pulled it off. Every studio head in Hollywood was clamoring to put her in a picture after that. She was the hottest thing in show business.

			“Then she made what turned out to be her last film, Once Upon a Time Forever. An epic love story—set in the nineteenth century—about a princess who loses her crown and her wealth, but finds the true meaning of happiness.” He made a face. “Not a great movie. But it’s all we have left of her, so a lot of people look at it as kind of a cult classic.”

			He clicked on his computer, found a snippet of Lucky Lady on YouTube, and played it for me. I watched a few minutes of Laura Marlowe on the screen. She was young and beautiful with jet-black hair, sensual lips and eyes, and a terrific figure. But even more than her looks, it was her charisma and personality that grabbed you right out of the screen. You just knew you were seeing something really special.

			Then he played me some Laura Marlowe scenes from The Langley Caper and Once Upon a Time Forever.

			“And those three movies are all she did?” I asked.

			“Yes.”

			“So why is she such a legend?”

			“She died young.”

			“Just like James Dean.”

			“Right. James Dean only made three movies too, come to think of it. Dying young solves a lot of problems. You never get old, you never do a lot of bad movies at the end of your career, and you never wind up making guest appearances on shows like Hollywood Squares or Celebrity Rehab.”

			“It’s better to burn out than fade away,” I agreed.

			

After that, I read some of the old stories about the Laura Marlowe murder.

			It happened when she returned to her New York hotel after a party for Once Upon a Time Forever. Witnesses said the guy who shot her had been hanging around the hotel for days, hoping to get a glimpse of her. They thought he was just an enthusiastic fan. They never suspected he was a killer who had somehow made her the target of all his rage and paranoia and obsession.

			She was still alive when the first ambulance got there. The paramedics worked on her desperately, trying to stop the bleeding. At first, there was hope she might make it. Thousands of crying and praying people had gathered at the site and outside the hospital where she was taken to recover. But then she took a turn for the worse and the announcement came that there was no more the doctors could do. She was dead.

			Two days after she died, the body of the man who’d been stalking her was found in a cheap hotel room near Times Square. His name was Ray Janson. Janson had hung himself.

			He left behind a rambling note in which he professed his undying devotion and love for the slain actress and said that he wanted them to be together for eternity. The last line of the note said simply: “Tell Laura I love her.” The police ruled it a murder-suicide. The case was closed. And Laura Marlowe faded away into history.

			There was a famous picture of Laura Marlowe blowing a kiss to the camera at the party just hours before she died. That memorable, haunting photo of the doomed young actress appeared on the Daily News front page with a headline that said simply: ONE LAST KISS. It became one of the most legendary New York City newspaper Page Ones of all time. A huge blowup of it hangs in the Daily News lobby—along with front pages on Son of Sam and all the other big crime stories. I probably must have walked past that famous picture of Laura Marlowe more than a thousand times on my way to and from work and never gave it a second thought. Until now.

			

I went online to see if I could find more information about her.

			Her real name was Laura Makofsky, and she had come from a broken home in New Jersey. Her father left when she was very young, and her mother worked as a costume designer on several Broadway shows. Laura was an adorable child—and by the time she was a teenager, she was going out on casting calls for TV commercials and stage and movie roles. It was her mother who changed her daughter’s name to Laura Marlowe, and—by all ­accounts—was the catalyst in her career as an actress.

			For a long time, nothing happened. There was a bit part here and there, but Laura Marlowe was just one of thousands of pretty young girls trying to break into show business. Then, at the age of nineteen and reportedly so discouraged that she was ready to quit, she somehow got plucked out of obscurity and landed the role in Lucky Lady that made her famous. She did her second hit movie by the time she was twenty, and she was only twenty-two when she died shortly after filming that final movie.

			Even at the height of her fame, though, there were problems.

			During the filming of The Langley Caper, she was involved in a serious auto accident that left her in the hospital for six weeks and raised fears that she might be permanently disfigured. There was also a behind-the-scenes legal battle going on between her mother and the agent who had represented her for several years before she hit it big in Hollywood—she’d been fired by Laura’s mother. They finally reached an out-of-court settlement, but people around Laura said she seemed very upset over the whole thing.

			By the time she began shooting Once Upon a Time Forever, she was not in good shape. They had to shut down the production several times when she simply stopped showing up on the set. There was a lot of speculation about the reasons for her disappearance. The most prevalent theory was that she’d suffered some kind of breakdown and was undergoing treatment at a rehab or clinic. Eventually she returned and completed the movie, only weeks before her murder in New York City.

			Somewhere along the line she’d gotten married. Her husband’s name was Edward Holloway, and he was with her in New York the night she got shot. Looking on in horror as the unthinkable happened, just like Yoko with John Lennon. Kneeling at his wife’s side as she lay on the street dying. There was a picture of him delivering the eulogy at her funeral, and descriptions of him breaking down in tears at the gravesite.

			Since then he’d dedicated his life to keeping her memory alive. There were Laura Marlowe posters, cups, and other mementos; a Laura Marlowe film seminar and acting school; and even a fan club and newsletter.

			“She was the most beautiful person to ever walk this earth,” Holloway said in one article. “I think about her every day. And I want everyone else to know her too, even if she is no longer here with us.”

			The article also pointed out that the Laura Marlowe memorial business still earned about $5 million a year.

			Dying young like Laura Marlowe sure did pay off for the living.

			

Stacy Albright, the Daily News city editor, walked by my desk.

			“Did you get the interview with Abbie Kincaid?” she asked me.

			“It’s set for tomorrow morning.”

			“Great.”

			“Absolutely.”

			“I think this could be a really important story for you.”

			“You know, I was just thinking the same thing.”

			“I’d really like to see you become a big part of the team I’m building here, Gil.”

			“Hey, Gil Malloy is a team player.”

			“Let me know how the interview goes tomorrow.”

			“Sure. Just to be clear, Stacy, the interview is supposed to be about an exclusive story that Abbie is going to break on her TV show this week. About the death of Laura Marlowe, the old movie actress. But they won’t tell me what the exclusive is.”

			“Yes, that’s the agreement we worked out.”

			“So what exactly is my story here?”

			“Let me explain again, Gil,” she said, as if she was talking to a small child. “I’m trying to set up a marketing partnership with The Prime Time Files. The idea is we’d promote their exclusives and they’d do the same with ours. In this case, in return for us doing an advance promo on Abbie’s exclusive, they’ll mention our article in the show and also let us live stream the segment simultaneously on the Daily News website and provide us with video to use afterward. Quid pro quo, if you will. I know this is difficult for someone like you—who is more familiar with the old-fashioned, more traditional ways of journalism—to adapt to the ways we want to do things now. But it is essential for our success in new media to not just be a print newspaper anymore. So let me know as soon as you finish the interview tomorrow. I’ll work with you on getting up something very quickly on our website before you write your piece for the next day’s paper. I think this could be a positive experience for both of us. Don’t you agree, Gil?”

			“Right back at you, Stacy,” I smiled.

			

She walked back to her office. Stacy Albright personified everything that was wrong with newspapers today. She was twenty-six years old; she’d been named city editor a few months ago after increasing traffic by 250 percent on the Daily News website by completely redesigning and relaunching the site. Her background was in social media, multi-media cross-platform management, and digital marketing. I’m not sure if she ever actually covered a news story on her own. But in the wake of layoffs and dismissals and other changes that had turned the Daily News upside down in recent times, she had somehow become a rising star while many of the real editors were now gone. Welcome to the world of newspapers in the age of the Internet.

			Me, I’d somehow managed to hang on at the News through all of the turmoil. Even though I had a pretty checkered career at the paper—filled with lots of high points, but also some infamous low moments too.

			When I started some fifteen years ago, it was all high points. I was the boy wonder—going from copyboy to reporter to columnist in just a few years. I won awards for my coverage of 9/11, crime in New York City, City Hall investigations, and a bunch of other stuff. It was like I could do no wrong.

			But then I did. Something wrong, that is. I wrote a story about an interview I did with a legendary New York hooker named Houston for an investigative series on prostitution in the city. The Houston interview was so good that it won me a lot of awards and even got me nominated for a Pulitzer. Except the interview never really happened. Instead, when I couldn’t actually find Houston, I used a bunch of second-hand quotes I’d gotten from people on the street and tried to pass off as a first-person interview with her. I’m still not sure why. I guess I just wanted the story so badly that I was even willing to violate my integrity as a journalist to get it. It’s the only time I’ve ever done that. But once is too much. I crossed over the one line that no journalist can ever compromise. The truth.

			I thought my newspaper career was over. But then one day I got a second chance. I wrote another big story—about a corrupt police official who had killed people to hide the secrets of his past in order to further his rise to police commissioner. Later, I broke another big exclusive linking the murder of the Manhattan DA’s daughter to a series of unsolved serial killings over the years. I was a star again.

			But it turned out not to be that easy for me.

			There was the integrity issue, of course. A reporter’s integrity—his ability to make people trust him—is the most important thing he has. There was always going to be someone who would bring that up. Oh, Gil Malloy—he’s the one that made up that story about the hooker, right? But the truth was that really wasn’t so much of a problem for me anymore. In the world of social media and instant journalist online, people tended to forget, forgive, and move on a lot quicker than they used to. You were only as good—or as bad—as your last story.

			And that was my real problem.

			You see, I’d somehow become more of a celebrity at the Daily News than an actual day-to-day reporter. The two big exclusive stories I’d broken had both been high-profile cases that garnered me a lot of attention. There were TV appearances, magazine interviews, book deal offers—all that sort of heady stuff afterward for me both times. So the paper used me as the public face of a Daily News reporter whenever they wanted to be noticed or make a big splash in the media. That’s how I wound up getting assigned to the Abbie Kincaid story. It was simply a publicity stunt for the paper—or, as Stacy Albright described it, a marketing partnership. So I was a star again these days. Sort of. Except I wanted to be a real reporter. And, to do that, I needed a story. A real story. A big story.

			I shut off my computer and walked out of the office. On my way through the Daily News lobby, I looked at the picture of Laura Marlowe on the front page from the night she died thirty years ago, blowing a kiss to her adoring crowd at the movie party just before she was murdered. She looked so young, so beautiful, so full of life. Not knowing how little time she had left.

			“I think this could be a positive experience for both of us,” Stacy Albright had said to me in the newsroom earlier.

			I didn’t believe her, of course. I figured the Laura Marlowe story would be just a waste of time for me. Another example of how far my career had fallen since the days when I was always on Page One.

			In the end though, it turned out Stacy was right—and I was wrong.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			THE next morning I woke up early to get ready for my appointment with Abbie Kincaid.

			I showered, shaved, and combed my hair; opted for an open-collared white dress shirt instead of the T-shirt along with a pair of khaki slacks; and put on a navy suede sports jacket and black loafers. I picked up a large coffee at a Starbucks and carried it with me as I walked into the lobby of the building where The Prime Time Files offices were located. I was clean, coiffured, and caffeine-ready for my big moment with the star. I might have even passed for classy.

			A very large security guard wearing a red blazer with the network’s emblem on the label wanted to know who I was. I told him I had an appointment with Abbie Kincaid, and I showed him my press card. He stared at it for a moment too long. Then he took down my name and asked me to wait while he called upstairs to check.

			I waited.

			After several minutes another security guard—almost as big and wearing an identical red blazer—led me to an elevator and rode with me to The Prime Time Files studio on the twelfth floor. On the fourth floor a third red-blazered guard got on the elevator when we stopped briefly.

			On twelve, I was met by a young, peppy-looking, blond-haired woman. She was wearing a miniskirt, a starched blue blouse, and the same red network blazer as the three security guards.

			I wished I had one too.

			I was starting to feel left out.

			She took me into the reception area for the show. Another big security guard was standing there. This one was well over six feet tall and weighed maybe 225 pounds, all of it muscle. His hair was long, pulled into a ponytail at the back; he had a beard and he was wearing black jeans and a black T-shirt that said: THE PRIME TIME FILES: DON’T MISS IT.

			He asked for my press card too. He stared at it almost as long as the guard did downstairs, apparently looking for clues. “Lotsa security here,” I said.

			He didn’t answer me.

			“The thing about security,” I said to the guy, “is that it can often be counterproductive. You put in all the security so you can operate your business—accomplish the things you need to do—with a feeling of safety. But then the security measures themselves sometimes become a problem, turning out to be so onerous and time-consuming that they prevent you from carrying out the activities you put them in place to protect in the first place. Eventually the security hassles become a bigger impediment to you in the work-place than the safety concerns which led you to implement them.”

			The big security guard looked at me blankly.

			“In other words, the cure turns out to be worse than the original problem,” I said. “Do you follow what I’m saying here? Because it really does make a lot of sense.”

			“Yeah, whatever,” he shrugged. The guard said I could sit there while he went to find Abbie. Then he disappeared through a door that led to dressing rooms and a sound stage. While I waited, I took out an iPad I’d brought with me and went through the morning papers—the Daily News first, then the Post and the Times. There was a budget crisis at City Hall, a new threat of war in the Mideast, and a heat wave was headed our way. None of them had any breaking news on Laura Marlowe. Hey, you never know.

			At some point from behind the door, I could hear the sounds of people arguing. A man’s voice, very loud, and then a woman shouting at about the same level. The shouting went on for several minutes.

			Then the door flew open and a man stormed out. He seemed very agitated. He was moving so fast he almost ran into me. I stood up to get out of his way, and we were face-to-face for a second. I could see the fury and the anger there. The guy looked vaguely familiar to me, but I couldn’t quite place who he was. He pushed past me without saying a word and walked out.

			The bearded guy with the ponytail appeared and gestured for me to come inside.

			Abbie was sitting behind a desk in her office. At first glance, she looked like she did on TV. She was a few years younger than me, probably in her late twenties. She had green eyes, long auburn hair, and a striking figure like a model—which came across even better in person than on the screen. She was wearing a brown pants suit and a beige blouse that showed off that figure quite nicely.

			But as I got closer, I saw that her makeup was smeared and she looked like she’d been crying. She dabbed at her eyes with a piece of tissue.

			“Is this a bad time?” I asked.

			Abbie shook her head no.

			“I could come back later . . .”

			“Just give me a few minutes,” she said.

			She took a few deep breaths and tried to compose herself.

			“I apologize you had to see this,” she said finally. “Not a very elegant way to introduce myself to you. So let’s start at the top again.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Abbie Kincaid. So glad you could meet with me today.”

			“I’m Gil Malloy of the Daily News.”

			I shook hands with her and then sat down in a chair across from her.

			“So who was that guy?” I asked.

			“Just someone I’m dating.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Actually someone I used to be dating.”

			“That’s an important distinction.”

			“I told him we had to end the relationship.”

			“He didn’t seem too happy about it.”

			“Tommy doesn’t want to, but I do.”

			“The course of true love rarely runs smoothly,” I told her.

			I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

			“Do you know him?”

			“Who?”

			“Tommy.”

			“No, I don’t think so. He did look kind of familiar though.”

			“I’m sure you’ve heard of his father. Thomas Rizzo.”

			I stared at her in amazement. Thomas Rizzo was one of the legendary mob figures in New York. Some people called him the boss of all bosses. We’d done a lot of stories about him in the Daily News over the years, and I think a few of them mentioned the kid, Thomas Jr. That’s why I remembered his face.

			“You’ve been going out with the son of the Godfather?” I said.

			“It’s not like that,” Abbie said. “Tommy’s actually a very nice guy.”

			“Whose father just happens to kill people for a living.”

			She shrugged. “Tommy told me the stuff they say about his father isn’t true. Besides, he isn’t involved in his father’s business anyway.”

			“Says who?”

			“Tommy. He’s really different, you know. Went to Harvard. Made the Dean’s List there.”

			“So what were you two arguing about before I came in? Whether or not he takes you to the big fraternity dance on Friday night?”

			“Look, we went out on a few dates, that’s all. Nothing serious. It was all very casual. Tommy wanted to pursue the relationship and make it something more. I didn’t. I told him that. He came here today to try and get me to change my mind. But I won’t. End of story.”

			“Oh,” I said.

			She gave me a funny look. “What does that ‘oh’ mean?”

			“ ‘Oh’ as in, how exactly do you go about telling something like that to the son of a man like Thomas Rizzo.”

			She sighed. “Like I said, Tommy’s a great guy. He’s going to make some woman a great husband someday. Unfortunately, it’s not going to be me. But he’s still very hung up on me. That’s what that was all about between us in here a few minutes ago.”

			She smiled across her desk at me.

			“I’m sure you’ve been in messy personal situations like this at some point,” she said.

			“Not exactly.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Look, Abbie, I try not to date the offspring of major crime figures. It’s just a little idiosyncrasy of mine.”

			Abbie flashed me her megawatt smile, the smile that had won her millions of viewers on TV. Then she told me she was just going to freshen up a bit before we talked. I said that was fine. She took off the jacket she was wearing, hung it on the back of her desk chair, and then went into an adjoining room where she closed the door.

			I sat there waiting some more. I was getting used to waiting at The Prime Time Files. It seemed to be the thing to do. At some point, I looked over at the brown jacket hung from her chair. It was a terrific-looking jacket. The only problem was a bulge I noticed in one of the pockets. Hard to look fantastic—even if you are Abbie Kincaid—when you’re carrying around something that big.

			Several minutes passed. I looked at Abbie’s jacket again. The bulge in the pocket was still there. I walked over, leaned down, and stuck my hand in the pocket. There was a gun inside. I didn’t know a lot about guns, but I can tell if one is loaded. This one was loaded. I put it back inside the pocket.

			I wondered if the gun had any connection to all the security I’d noticed on my visit to the place.

			Of course, none of it had anything to do with me.

			The heavy security around her.

			The fact that she was dating a mob boss’s son.

			Or that Abbie Kincaid was packing heat.

			Nope, it was none of my business at all.

			Abbie came out of the bathroom looking more like the woman I knew from television. Her makeup was back in place, her hair was freshly combed.

			“Well, I’m sure you didn’t plan on coming here to talk about my love life, did you?” she said.

			“No, that was just a bit of an added attraction.”

			“So let’s talk about Laura Marlowe,” she said.

			“That’s what I’m here for.”

			“I understand Gary already told you that I’m about to break a big story about her death on my show this week.”

			“He did.”

			“Did he tell you anything about what my exclusive was?”

			“Gary was a little vague on the details of that.”

			“I imagine he was.”

			“It does present me with somewhat of a problem. You want me to write a story about the story you’re going to break. And I can understand why you want to keep the story to yourself. But unless you tell me something about it, I’m not sure what to write. You can see the dilemma I’m in.”

			“Maybe I can help you,” she said.

			“With the Laura Marlowe story?”

			“Yes.”

			“How?”

			“Let’s go to the movies,” she said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			THE picture was grainy, and at first I assumed it had been done on a home video camera. But it turned out to be a videotape from a TV news show. I remembered that television was a lot different thirty years ago. Videotapes and VCRs were something brand new back then. The text at the bottom of the screen said: Laura Marlowe arriving at the Oscars ceremonies—1984.

			Even with the not-so-perfect technology, she looked as beautiful as she did on the movie screen. She was wearing a long flowing red dress, her black hair was pinned up fashionably behind her head, and her eyes seemed wide with excitement. She smiled and waved at the crowd and even stopped to sign a few autographs as she walked up the red carpet that was used for the stars’ arrivals.

			The screen went dark for a second, and then Laura Marlowe’s face came on it again. It looked like the same scene outside the Academy Awards. But everything was different. Her dress. Her hairdo. And, most of all, the expression on her face. She didn’t look happy or excited anymore. There was a woman with her this time. A man too, who looked a lot older than her. There were fans again clamoring for her autograph, but she walked right past them without a glance. The bottom of the screen said: Academy Awards Ceremony—1985.

			“What a difference a year makes, huh?” Abbie said.

			We were sitting in a video-screening room next to her office. Abbie clicked on a remote and froze the picture at that second shot of her going into the Oscars in early 1985.

			“She looks miserable,” I said.

			“Yes, she does.”

			“Why? She’s got it all. She’s rich, she’s famous, and she’s beautiful.”

			“Let’s just say there was a lot of things going on in Laura Marlowe’s life before she died.”

			I looked at the screen again. “Who’s the woman with her?”

			“Her mother.”

			“She brought her mother to the Oscars?”

			“The mother created her. Changed the kid’s name, signed her up for acting lessons, sent her out on auditions. She pushed her daughter into show business for years before she finally became a star. The mother is the reason she was there with Hollywood’s elite that night.”

			“What about the father?”

			“Long gone.”

			“Dead?”

			“No, just gone. For most of her life anyway. He walked out on the family when Laura was very little. She hardly knew him. But then he showed up again when she became famous. That’s him in the picture walking behind her. Probably trying to cut himself in on a piece of the action.”

			Abbie clicked the remote, and a different picture of Laura Marlowe appeared on the screen.

			She was coming out of a plain-looking building and getting into a car. The mother was there again. So was another man who I didn’t recognize. Laura Marlowe didn’t look beautiful or glamorous now. She was dressed in what appeared to be a hospital gown, she wasn’t wearing any makeup, and she seemed to have trouble walking. The mother and the man in the picture were each holding on to one of her arms. There was no cheering crowd this time, just the three of them.

			“What’s this?” I asked.

			“A hospital in California. She was apparently in rehab there. A TV news crew shot this after staking out the place for a few days. It never became public though. Today the Internet and TMZ would have a field day with it. It would go viral. ‘Glamorous movie star fights substance abuse.’ ”

			The bottom of the screen said June 21, 1985. Only a few weeks before she was murdered. I remembered reading in the clips that she’d been hospitalized during the filming of her final movie. They’d cleaned her up in rehab, sent her back to finish the film—and then she died. There was no happy ending to this story.

			“What was her substance of choice?”

			“You name it.”

			“Who’s the guy with her?”

			“Her husband.”

			“Edward Holloway.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“What was that marriage all about?”

			“Well, he loved her.”

			“Did she love him back?”

			“Frankly, I don’t think she loved anybody at this point.”

			Abbie shut off the video, and the screen went blank.

			“This is all very interesting,” I said. “But here we are thirty years later, and what does any of it have to do with anything? More specifically, what does it have to do with me?”

			“Can we talk off-the-record?” Abbie asked.

			“Meaning you want me to agree not to print anything you’re going to tell me?”

			“That’s my understanding of what off-the-record means.”

			“I’d rather not.”

			“Why?”

			“Going off-the-record makes things too complicated.”

			“I know what you mean.”

			“It’s kind of a cop-out for a journalist.”

			“Definitely.”

			“I really hate going off-the-record.”

			“Me too.”

			“And yet here we are talking about doing it.”

			“Do we have a deal?”

			I didn’t really have much of a choice. I knew the only way Abbie was going to talk to me was if I agreed not to print it. If I went off-the-record, I’d at least find out what was on her mind, even if I couldn’t do anything about it. If I didn’t go off-the-record, I wouldn’t know anything. Life is a series of imperfect choices.

			I told her we were off-the-record.

			Abbie picked up the remote again and clicked another shot on the screen. This one was a montage of four different faces. All four were women.

			“Do you know any of them?” she asked.

			I looked at the pictures. A couple of them looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place them. The only one I knew for sure was Cheryl Carson. She was a country singer. She’d died a while back from a drug overdose during a concert tour somewhere out West.

			“Cheryl Carson,” I said.

			“No one else?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			Abbie nodded.

			“I did some checking up on you,” she said. “It was very interesting. You were pretty famous there for a while.”

			“Fame is fleeting,” I said.

			“You’ve covered a lot of crime stories.”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you know much about serial killers?”

			“Serial killers?”

			I wasn’t sure where she was headed with this.

			“Yes.”

			“A little, I suppose. Why?”

			“I’m working on a story about a possible serial killer.”

			“Are we talking about a different story now?”

			“How much do you know about serial killers?” Abbie said, ignoring my question.

			“I’m not an expert or anything. But I guess I do have some knowledge from stories I’ve covered in the past.”

			“Is there always a pattern that links all of the murders?”

			“Sure, that’s why they call them serial killings.”

			“Tell me more . . .”

			I still wasn’t sure where she was going, but I was curious enough to play along until I could find out.

			“Look, they’re all different,” I said. “Every case has unique characteristics. A lot of people have spent a lot of time trying to figure out why serial killers do the terrible things they do. No one has come up with any astounding conclusions yet. But there are common threads that seem to run through most of them.”

			“Such as?”

			“The character flaws or moral aberrations that turn a person into a serial killer usually seem to start in childhood. They come from dysfunctional parents. Or families with histories of drug or alcohol or sexual abuse. They’ve never known happiness, so they have a compulsion to lash out and make the world around them as unhappy as they are.”

			“What about the sexual aspect?”

			“Yes, sex is a big factor. For most serial killers, the thrill of the kill seems to be the only way they can achieve sexual satisfaction. That’s why many of them spend so much time stalking their victims, so they can maximize their pleasure out of the event. The killing itself becomes the equivalent of the sexual orgasm. But there’s other factors too besides sex. Some serial killers think of themselves as missionaries—they believe they’re doing God’s will by ridding society of undesirable elements like prostitutes or homosexuals. Others get off on the power it gives them over their victims. And some are pure thrill killers—who get a high from the act of murder just like from drugs or alcohol. After the actual killing, many of them feel depressed or even remorseful. Like an addict who succumbed to temptation and went on a drug or alcohol binge. They may go weeks, months, or even years before the urge to kill begins to overwhelm them again. It’s during this period that some serial killers write letters to newspapers or call the police to confess, hoping they’ll be caught. But in the end, they keep on taking lives until they’re apprehended. There is no such thing as a reformed serial killer.”

			“It’s always hard to kill the first time, but after that it gets easier,” Abbie said. “Isn’t that what they say?”

			“Exactly.”

			“Have you ever seen a serial killer case where there is no common thread between the murders?”

			“No.”

			“Never?”

			“I’ve seen a few where I’m not sure what the connection is, but I know there is one.”

			“In other words, you just haven’t found it.”

			I looked at the pictures of the four women on the screen again.

			“Is this about Laura Marlowe?” I asked.

			“Maybe.”

			“You think that the guy who killed her played some role in the deaths of these other women too?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			“That’s impossible.”

			“Why?”

			“Because the guy who killed Laura Marlowe has been dead for thirty years. He killed himself in a hotel room a couple of days after her murder. I don’t know anything about those other women, but one of them—Cheryl Carson—died well after that. I know that for a fact. So there’s no way Laura Marlowe’s killer could have killed her too, unless . . .”

			That’s when it hit me. I suddenly understood. I understood the big story Abbie was working on. She wasn’t trying to prove that Laura Marlowe was still alive. She wasn’t dredging up old facts or speculation or gossip about the murder just to make a quick hit in the ratings. She had figured out the one thing that could blow the case wide open again even after all these years.

			“I think the cops got the wrong guy,” Abbie said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			THE article I wrote about Abbie Kincaid’s show for the next day’s paper stuck pretty close to the basic instructions I’d gotten from Stacy—Abbie was going to break a big exclusive about the long-ago forgotten Laura Marlowe murder on The Prime Time Files this week.

			I used a bunch of teaser quotes from Abbie about how the story would shock viewers with the disclosures and generate big news about the infamous case.

			I also included a lot of the background material on Laura Marlowe and her death that I’d researched since it had all happened so long ago.

			I did not write that Abbie would reveal evidence showing authorities might have blamed the wrong man for the murder.

			Or that there might have been subsequent murders carried out by the same killer after Laura Marlowe’s death.

			Or that Abbie had been dating the son of New York City mob boss Thomas Rizzo.

			She had shared most of this information with me off-the-record. And I honored that commitment. I didn’t even tell Stacy about it. Partly because I take my “off-the-record” vows very seriously as a journalist. But also because . . . well, I liked Abbie Kincaid, and I didn’t like Stacy. So I kept all the secrets she had told me that day out of the article.

			I sure was looking forward to hearing what more she had to say on the TV show though.

			

That “wrong man” blockbuster was pretty much all I’d gotten out of Abbie on the Laura Marlowe case. I think she probably realized she’d already told me too much after she said it. I wondered if she’d planned to be that open with me before the interview. Maybe she was just in an emotional state because of the fight with the boyfriend, Rizzo. Maybe she’d taken something in the bathroom that relaxed her enough to let her guard down momentarily. Maybe it was because I was such a friendly, likeable guy who people just wanted to pour their hearts out to. Or maybe it was a combination of all of those things.

			At one point, I’d asked her about the gun in her jacket.

			“How did you know about that?” she asked.

			“I’m a hotshot investigative reporter, remember?”

			She smiled.

			“Why do you need a gun?”

			“In case I have to shoot somebody.”

			“Seriously.”

			“No reason.”

			“There’s always a reason for a gun.”

			“It’s no big deal. I just have it in case there’s ever any trouble.”

			Abbie talked more about Laura Marlowe’s background, expanding on some of the things I’d read in the bio clips. She told me things she’d uncovered about:

			Laura’s mother and how she’d pushed Laura to become an actress since childhood.

			Her father, who ran out on the family when Laura was a little girl and then came back to try and cash in on her success after she became rich and famous.

			Laura’s first agent, who had stood by her during the struggling early years of trying to make it in show business—a woman who had almost become a surrogate mother to Laura—but then was abruptly fired by the mother as soon as Laura hit it big.

			And how Laura—like something out of a real-life Hollywood fairy tale—inexplicably emerged from obscurity to land the part in Lucky Lady that made her an overnight sensation and the biggest movie star in America.

			Abbie shook her head at the incongruity of it all.

			“Did you ever hear the quote from Lauren Bacall about what it takes to become a big star? Bacall said, ‘Stardom isn’t a profession. It’s an accident.’ That’s what happened to Laura Marlowe. Hell, that’s probably the way it happens for most of the people in this business.” She shrugged. “Maybe even me.”

			

I tried to push her more on the serial killer angle she’d been talking about, and how it might connect to the Laura Marlowe murder. But she didn’t divulge any more details. The same when I asked her for more details about why she thought Ray Janson didn’t kill Laura and if she had any idea who might have been responsible.

			“I’m just curious,” I said to her at one point. “Why did you start investigating the Laura Marlowe case again?”

			“It’s a good story.”

			“But why now after thirty years?”

			“I obtained some new information.”

			“How?”

			“I can’t tell you that.”

			“Will you do it on the show?”

			“Not this show. Maybe eventually . . .”

			“And you won’t tell me who your source was? Even off-the-record?”

			“A good reporter never reveals a source, Gil,” she said. “You should know that better than anyone.”

			It wasn’t until the end of the interview that she opened up to me again in a genuine way like she did at the beginning.

			“I really enjoyed talking with you, Gil,” she said as she walked me to the door of her office.

			“Me too,” I said.

			“We should do this again.”

			“Do what?”

			“Talk.”

			“Do you mean another interview?”

			“No, I mean we could just talk sometime. Like over a drink. Or dinner.”

			“You and me?”

			“Yes,” she laughed, “that would be the pairing.”

			I was having trouble grasping all of this. It seemed as if she was asking me out. On a date. Or something like a date. But that couldn’t be right. I mean she was Abbie Kincaid, the big TV star. She wouldn’t ever want to spend time with a guy like me, would she? Well, apparently she did.

			“Why me?” I blurted out.

			“I need someone to talk to.”

			“You must have a lot of people around you that would love to spend time talking with Abbie Kincaid.”

			“Most of the people I deal with are jerks.”

			“I know that feeling too.”

			“I like you, Gil Malloy. You seem like a stand up guy. Someone I can trust. I don’t have a lot of people in my life that I can trust right now.”

			She opened the door, gave me a big hug that lasted for a long time—and then finally turned around and went back into her office.

			The big security guard was still there. He glared at me with his arms folded impassively as I walked to the elevator. Dressed from head to toe in black, he reminded me a bit of Darth Vader in the Star Wars movies.

			“How ya doing?” I said.

			He didn’t move or say anything.

			“Catch any bad guys lately?” I asked.

			Still no response.

			“Hey, any possibility you could tell me where to get a cool The Prime Time Files T-shirt like that?”

			My elevator was here now, and I got on. The big security guard watched me intently. He folded his arms again and glared some more. The more I thought about it, he really did look a bit like Darth Vader.

			“May the force be with you,” I said.

			Then the elevator doors closed and I rode back down to the lobby. There was still plenty of heavy security down there too. I thought about it all: the gun in her pocket, the security, the mobster kid boyfriend. Of course, all of this had absolutely nothing to do with me. No connection whatsoever to the story I was supposed to be doing about her and the show.

			Nope, whatever was going on in Abbie Kincaid’s life, it was none of my business at all.
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