
[image: Image]


ALSO BY DENISE HAMILTON

The Last Embrace

Prisoner of Memory

Savage Garden

Last Lullaby

Sugar Skull

The Jasmine Trade


[image: images]


This one’s for the perfumistas
and in memory of Hélène Hamilton (1920–2011)


DAMAGE
CONTROL


In my dreams, Anabelle Paxton and I are still friends and that summer night in Playa never happened. I am married to her brother, Luke, and we live in a Spanish house overlooking the Pacific. Anabelle and her husband live down the street and each morning our kids walk down the sandstone cliffs to surf before school, just as we once did. There is sand on the floorboards and art on every wall, and at night, our big unruly tribe gathers around the mesquite grill and someone strums a guitar.

And no one is dead.

For two years during high school, the Paxtons were my life, the sun around which I revolved. They taught me a new way of seeing. For them, there was no barrier between wanting something and getting it. They simply made it happen—with their money, connections, and magnetic personalities. Their confidence was contagious, inspiring me to reach for a future I’d never imagined before. In many ways, they made me what I am. That’s why despite everything that came later, I owe a debt to that family. And I wish things could have turned out differently.





PROLOGUE


SUMMER 1993

The party was in the Jungle, not our usual scene at all, just a bunch of clapboard beach shacks in Playa del Rey, leaning drunkenly under the crescent moon.

Luke went on ahead while Anabelle and I stopped under a palm tree for a lip gloss boost. Above us, something rustled, but when I looked up, it was only dead gray fronds trembling in the breeze. The air smelled of coconut oil, spilled beer, and Mr. Zog’s Sex Wax.

From the party bungalow came hoots and jeers, then the knifing soprano of a girl’s laugh. Black Flag blasted from fuzzy speakers. As the song ended, a wave crashed in perfect time just beyond the dunes.

Luke was already on the porch, high-fiving his surf buddies and nodding coolly at the girls.

Luke, our passport to adventure.

It was a mystery to me, in that world before IM and Twitter and Facebook, how he always knew where to show up. I never saw Luke call anyone or make plans. Anabelle believed that her brother and his surfer friends had their own secret language, like the eerie singing that whales use to communicate across vast distances. She said the booming surf was a tribal drum and that if you listened very hard, you’d hear words in the watery rush the pebbles made when the tide pulled back.

Each weekend, we’d pile into Luke’s cherried-out ’67 Mustang convertible in the indigo dusk and head for Malibu or Hermosa, County Line or Venice, wherever the party was. Luke popped in the latest metal, though he also liked Hawaiian steel guitar, and would even play one of Anabelle’s mix tapes if we begged and he was feeling charitable.

Luke drove fast, tires squealing around the curves, laughing as Anabelle and I slammed together in the backseat. We would shriek, our long hair whipping behind us in the warm desert air like fragrant banshees.

The summer we were sixteen, Anabelle dressed in tulle and organza and lace. She wore a ruby stud in her nose and hammered silver bracelets that made Gypsy music when she walked. When she was sad, she’d slip on fairy wings and sit cross-legged on her bed, drinking green tea and sketching out her demons so we could burn them in a ritual cleansing. I’d sprawl on the tiger rug that her grandfather had shot on Kenyan safari, reading Les Misérables and trying not to show how happy I was.

I loved Anabelle with an intensity that frightened me. She was my best friend and my only ally in that lunatic asylum known as Our Lady of Corvallis High School, and I knew I’d collapse in abject misery and die if she ever dropped me.

I also knew, despite my social awkwardness, that it was absolutely necessary to conceal these fears. I’d transferred to Corvallis as a sophomore that fall, an entire year after everybody else had met and bonded, so I cultivated an air of enigmatic aloofness for self-defense. This kept the pleated-skirt tormentors at bay, but it had the perverse effect of attracting Anabelle.

It wasn’t until years later that I understood how my behavior must have been catnip to her. She was a girl who chased the unattainable, certain that, by virtue of her purity and goodness, she could triumph over all adversity. We didn’t yet understand that there are forces in this world that are immutable to change. That see purity and goodness only as things to defile.

That summer, as L.A.’s infamous June gloom turned to firecracker July heat, Luke had finally caved to Anabelle’s pleas and let us tag along to the parties he got invited to because he was a Surf God.

And so one night, with Labor Day and school already glittering darkly on the horizon, Anabelle and I picked our way past tangled surfboard leashes and drifts of sand, up the steps to a bungalow in a crowded, run-down part of Playa Del Rey known as the Jungle.

The party was in full swing.

Up close, the music was so loud that the glass in the front windows rattled in time to the subwoofer. The wood porch sagged like a busted trampoline from all the kids hanging off it. Punks, Goths, surfers, glammed-out Hollywood kids, a squad of polo shirts that looked like they’d wandered down from a UCLA fraternity. Lithe tanned girls with kaleidoscope eyes drifting like jellyfish.

Luke disappeared inside with a wave and a grin. That was our deal. He brought us along but he didn’t babysit.

“Whoa,” said Anabelle, her platform sandal catching on an empty beer bottle. With a gurgle it spun and rolled away. Spin the bottle. I caught her arm to steady her and breathed in gusts of Clairol Herbal Essence shampoo.

Anabelle wore a batik skirt with indigo fringe and a sleeveless crop top made of crocheted lace. I wore an ivory satin camisole slip dress with round-toed vintage pumps from Bullock’s Wilshire that I’d found at an estate sale in Hollywood.

In the living room, furniture had been cleared away and kids were pogoing in slow motion, as if the music in their heads ran at half speed. Guys leaned against the walls, drinking beer out of plastic cups.

Not knowing a soul, we made our way to the bathroom to check our fabulousness and plan our assault on the evening. I locked the door. Anabelle leaned against the counter, cradled her taut, exposed belly, and frowned.

“I look fat,” she told the mirror.

“No you don’t,” I said loyally (and truthfully). “You’re skinny.”

“I feel so bloated. I’m about to get my period.”

“You can’t tell.”

Someone pounded on the door.

“Just a minute,” I called.

In the mirror, Anabelle’s eyes flickered over my dress. “Let’s switch,” she said. “I have to hide my big fat poochy stomach tonight.”

“You’re on crack,” I said.

But I was already shimmying out of my frock and handing it to her because it was inconceivable that I’d deny her anything. In fact, I was grateful. We were the same size, but it was usually me raiding her huge closet.

When we were dressed again, I put one hand behind my head, thrust out a hip and vogued, amazed at the foxy stranger who stared back from the mirror. But a flutter of panic rose in my throat. Where was the real me?

Anabelle leaned in and examined our reflections. “We really could be sisters.”

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t trust my voice. I wanted to freeze that frame, to stay in that cruddy bathroom in that halo of perfumed, squeaky-clean, lace-and-satin-and-indigo-batik grrrl love forever.

We were as perfect that night as we’d ever be.

The doorknob rattled angrily.

“Let’s get a drink,” Anabelle said as we slipped our fabulous selves past a gaggle of scowling girls to the kitchen, where we got in line for the keg.

“You don’t want to drink that pisswater.”

It was a cute blond guy in shorts and a faded Wile E. Coyote T-shirt.

“Got something better?” said Anabelle, giving him the full-on face.

He smiled in appreciation.

“I’m Ivan,” he said, his arm already snaking around Anabelle’s waist. “Follow me.”

He led us back through the crowded living room and down a hallway to the rear of the house, with me clinging to Anabelle so we wouldn’t get separated.

He opened a door and we entered a room lit only by flickering candlelight. There was a futon in the corner where a couple lay entwined. Kids sat cross-legged in a circle on the floor, passing a joint.

Ivan shut the door and we sat down. The guy next to me said his name was Dan. He had the most amazing blue eyes and curly brown hair pulled back in a ponytail.

“What about our drinks?” I said.

“Coming right up.”

Ivan went into the adjoining bathroom and returned with ice, a bottle of gin, and cans of tonic.

“G&T okay?” he asked.

Anabelle and I said yes.

Ivan’s eyes met Dan’s. A look passed between them. Almost imperceptibly, Dan nodded. “Sure thing, bro,” he said. “I’ll behave myself.”

Ivan brought four drinks and sat down next to Anabelle. I’d never had a G&T but I could tell he’d made it strong. I sipped, trying not to gag on the oily juniper taste and the bitter tonic that puckered my mouth like I’d sucked a grapefruit. The joint came around and I took a halfhearted toke. Immediately, the smoke expanded in my lungs, making me cough.

“Here,” Dan said, handing me my glass.

Embarrassed, I drank. After the first few gulps, I didn’t notice the bitter taste anymore.

The room began to vibrate in a way that was not unpleasant.

I tried to focus. Ivan and Anabelle were kissing.

“Want to go for a walk along the beach?” Dan asked, holding out his hand, which shimmered and pulsed before my eyes.

I pushed it away. “I want to stay with my friend.”

“It’s okay,” Anabelle said from a great distance.

There were only the four of us in the room now. Even the couple on the futon were gone. Someone blew out the candles and the air filled with waxy smoke. The room was lit only by the spectral moon.

I stood up, but the floor shifted beneath me. I put one foot in front of the other, extended my arms like a high-wire artist, and made my way painstakingly to Anabelle. Proud of my accomplishment, I took a bow and nearly fell.

Maybe a walk was just what I needed to clear my head. I wished Luke would come and find us, but he didn’t know where we were.

I tapped Anabelle on the shoulder. She and Ivan stopped making out.

“What?” she said, annoyed.

Ivan let out a sigh.

“I don’t want to leave you here all alone.”

“She’s not alone,” Ivan said, nuzzling her neck.

“You sure you want me to go?” I said miserably.

“Yeah.”

I felt a hand on the small of my back. “C’mon, babe,” said Dan. “A little fresh air will do you good.”

Still I hesitated.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” said Ivan, breaking away from Anabelle.

He began to lay out lines on a mirror.

“It’s fi-yunne,” Anabelle told me with a walleyed smile. Her lip gloss was smeared over half her face and she looked like a pretty clown. “Nothing’s gonna happen unless I want it to.”

With reluctance, I let Dan lead me out of the room. The hallway was dark, the light blocked by the silhouette of a big guy with a beer gut who leaned against the wall. I caught a glimpse of his face as he lifted a cigarette to his lips. It was red and bloated, the hairline receding, the nose splotchy with incipient skin cancer. One of the aging beach boys who hovered on the fringes of the scene.

I shrunk against the opposite wall as we squeezed past and reached for Dan’s hand.

The air outside was misty-wet, salt spray clinging to my lashes. From beyond the dunes came voices. And the crash of the waves, rhythmic and soothing as a lullaby.

“Going for a walk?” said a guy sitting with friends around the barbecue pit. There were guffaws all around.

“Shut up,” Dan told them.

“Should be a good view from there.” I pointed to a high dune. The words were clear enough in my brain. But what came out was more like “pshaw.”

“I wanna show you the phosphorescence,” said Dan. “Lights dancing on the waves. It’s magical.”

He led me down to the waterline, where it was as beautiful as he said but also darker and more lonely. All of a sudden, I missed Anabelle and Luke and wanted them to be here too. The moon rose higher in the sky. A madness seized me and I began to spin, thinking that Anabelle was right, the pebbles did whisper as they tumbled in the tide. I could almost make out the words. But my feet weren’t doing what my brain told them anymore. I tripped and fell.

I lay there giggling and making a sand angel. Then the moon was blotted out as Dan loomed over me.

“Oh, you pretty thing,” he said. “You’re driving me crazy. I’ve got to kiss you.”

He was very beautiful, suspended against the night sky. Then he came closer. His cornflower blue eyes held a sad, rueful look that I wouldn’t understand until much later. Not many boys had kissed me at that point in my life, and the possibility usually filled me with breathless giddiness. But tonight there was only a strange, disengaged hunger. Then part of me rose up and left my body. Looking down from the sky, I felt like I was watching a wanton actress play me in a movie. Just before I floated away altogether, the me on the sand reached for Dan.

“Yes,” she said, smiling in invitation. “I’d like that very much.”
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AUGUST 2009

For years I avoided the beach.

I begged off ocean swims and barbecues, cultivated a wan urban pallor, refused to go west of La Cienega, and sneered with art-school disdain at the hedonism of surf culture.

But two months ago, I started working for the Blair Company. It’s the top crisis management firm in L.A., and many of our clients live at the beach. So I spend a lot of time driving up and down Pacific Coast Highway. And I no longer freak when I see the endless ribbon of pale sand and the deep blue sea. In fact, I am especially fond of our sandstone cliffs that rear up for hundreds of feet, trailing purple morning glory and crimson ice plant.

But memory is a tricky thing, and the tiniest detail can set me off. The scent of Coppertone wafting on the breeze. A strobe of sunlight bouncing off a metal wristwatch at white-hot noon. The ka-boom of angry surf when it hits the full, round, terrifying timbre of a cathedral bell.

So I work hard to stay focused, which is harder than it used to be. I’m thirty-two, and that’s almost cronehood in this town. My belly’s no longer flat, I’ve got tiny crinkles around my eyes when I smile. And I swear I can feel the synapses sputtering and dying as my zealous gardener brain prunes millions of connections each day.

It’s nothing major, but I’m a beat slower to remember the name of a client’s daughter, inquire about the health of the family pet. That sort of thing. And there are plenty of eagle-eyed associates stalking the corridors, putting in even longer hours than I. The other day at the caf, I heard one joking about his “vitamin A.” Adderall. In a lot of college dorms, it’s as common as Wi-Fi.

And I’ve got to stay competitive.

Steering with one elbow, I fished in my purse for my own bottle. Adderall is a neuroenhancer, what they call a smart drug, created to help ADHD kids focus. I tapped one out and popped it dry. Fifteen milligrams. I’m not stupid. I don’t grind it up or snort it or anything. That’s for addicts.

The bottle was back in my purse by the time I pulled up to the guard station at Malibu Colony.

The security guard checked my name. We went through the verbal do-si-do, and the electric gate slid back to let me pass.

It was high tide, and the waves roared like hungry tigers beyond the great houses that lined the sugar-white sands.

I parked and pulled out a different bottle. Eau de Guerlain: clean, crisp notes of citrus, bergamot, and verbena. Nothing cloying or clobbering that would offend the client or scream me, me, me. Just a subtle scent amulet to infuse me with secret grace and power.

The doorbell was answered by a young man in his early twenties. He was dressed in severe black, with hair cropped almost to his scalp. He regarded me with the keenly ambitious eyes of the Hollywood personal assistant.

“Oh,” he said, stepping back, as if he’d expected pizza delivery.

As if the guard hadn’t just called in my arrival.

I had no time for his little power games, his fluttering hands and mobile features that beamed with slavish devotion at his boss and tyranny toward everyone else.

Even though I fell squarely within the ranks of hired help, I was expensive and I knew it.

So I leaned against the doorway and threw the attitude right back.

“Maggie Silver. The Blair Company.” I allowed myself a tiny, enigmatic smile. “The Holloways are expecting me.”

The assistant took my measure. His expression changed. “I’m Xavier, Mr. Holloway’s assistant,” he said, in a different voice. “Come right this way.”

“Thank you, Xavier,” I said, wondering why personal assistants never had names like Bill or Mary.

He led me to a living room lined with plate-glass windows that overlooked the ocean. On a deep couch of caramel leather, two men sat talking.

Xavier introduced me, then left.

Trent Holloway stood up. He smiled as we shook hands and I felt the dissonance I always did at seeing actors in the flesh.

Trent was fine boned and willowy in person, hardly the predatory Don Juan in black leather he played on TV. Today he wore faded sweats, tube socks, a white linen shirt, and horn-rimmed glasses that gave him an absentminded, almost scholarly air.

I’d have to remember that.

Flowing white natural fibers that suggest innocence. It’s biblical. It’s the Resurrection.

It’s a powerful media image.

Trent introduced the man on the couch as his manager, then led me to a chair made of steel tubes and leather.

He asked what I’d like to drink, then walked over to the bar. A man of the people—he still made his own drinks.

“I want you to know that she’s a lying little tramp,” Trent said from behind the bar.

The manager stirred with alarm. “Trent doesn’t mean that.”

“Furthermore,” said Trent, “NBC doesn’t care about my side of the story. There’s talk they want to write me out of the show completely. And I’ve got a family to feed.”

In the distance, a lone sailboat slid across the horizon. On the sun-splashed deck just beyond the living room, two seagulls fought over a crab, screaming as they tore the flesh apart with sharp, curved beaks.

I crossed my legs and tried to get comfortable on the narrow sling seat. The chair seemed designed for buttless people.

“We’ve checked with the lawyers,” I said. “The contract’s airtight and they can’t do anything without just cause.”

“ ‘Just cause’? Give me a break!”

Trent slammed down a bucket of ice and the manager and I both jumped.

“Can we all take a deep breath?” the manager suggested.

“It’s rigged, Irv, can’t you see? I’m the womanizer who invades their living rooms each Thursday night. The cad who slept with his wife’s kid sister in last season’s finale. The other day a woman on the street called me a cradle-snatching slimeball. For something that happened on TV! This town’s got no idea what’s real and what’s scripted, and who can blame them when even the reality shows are faked.”

I let Trent finish. Then I said, “Mr. Holloway, even if you played an avenging angel on a TV show full of demons, you’d be up against the wall right now as a result of your au pair’s allegations.”

I paused to let this sink in, then made my voice soft and reassuring.

“That’s why you hired us. To guide you through the labyrinth and convey your story to the media and the public. Blair represents the world’s top actors, athletes, rock stars, politicians, and CEOs. Our clients come back time and again because we deliver.”

“With the fees you charge, I certainly hope so,” Irv the manager grumbled.

My pulse was up from the Adderall. The cologne came on subtly, hints of lemon, bergamot, and verbena. I inhaled deeply.

Trent emerged from the bar carrying a tray of drinks and I resumed studying him.

It gave me a thrilling, almost masculine sense of power to stare at the famous face.

I’ve got a license to stare.

Because in my business, image is crucial.

Any client who comes off as aloof, insincere, scared, or flippant loses in the court of public opinion long before the case ever goes to trial.

So my eyes raked over him, cold and dispassionate. And I saw no deceit in Trent’s face, just outrage.

But then, innocence in itself is no guarantee that things will go smoothly.

Sometimes it’s quite the opposite.

That’s why it’s important to “manage” the crisis.

There are two sides to every story, and our job is to make sure the client’s version gets told.

We’re the number that movie stars have on speed dial when they get caught buying heroin or transvestite hookers on the wrong end of Sunset. We step in when gay male escorts allege affairs with married politicians, and corporate titans get charged with fraud. We tell clients whom to talk to, when to go to rehab, what emotions to show (remorse, sorrow, sincerity, guilt, humility). We’re burrowers too, unearthing new facts and pointing out discrepancies. Sometimes we can only limit the damage and orchestrate a public confession, preferably on a national talk show with flowing waterworks. But even infamy has its uses.

Everybody messes up, and most people deserve a second chance.

It’s the American way.

And if there’s one thing I learned early in life, it’s how to clean up messes.

The only difference was that now I got paid.

“Mineral water with lime,” Trent said, handing me a glass and giving me that pensive, searching look that set women of all ages aquiver.

He seemed unaware of his magnetism, and I could detect nothing lecherous in his demeanor. But unless he was a total dog, there wouldn’t be. Trent Holloway’s most important role right then was to seduce me into believing he was a gentleman.

We made small talk until we heard the front door open, then close. Moments later, a woman wearing drawstring pants and a tank top appeared. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, which made her cheekbones pop exquisitely. She beelined over to the drinks, grabbed the one with a sprig of mint, and threw herself onto the sofa.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said breezily. “I nearly rear-ended a jeep on PCH.” She took a long pull of her drink. “That’s what I get for being high on yoga.”

I nodded sympathetically, as if that always happened to me too.

“This is my wife, Boots,” Trent said. “She’s an actor and she writes bestselling parenting books.”

I said I was pleased to meet Boots. I was especially pleased at the sixteen minutes of billable time at $750 an hour I’d just racked up waiting for Trent’s wife to show up.

It was their money.

I asked if we might begin, and everyone nodded grimly.

“Good,” I said. “Mr. Holloway, we’d like to get you on a late-night talk show this week. We think that’s preferable to Good Morning America, given your demographic. And HuffPo may be interested in a first-person essay. We can write the initial draft, if that’s more comfortable. Laying out the facts. Expressing your shock at the betrayal. Your determination to seek justice for yourself and your family.”

“Sounds good,” the manager said.

“I’m on board,” said Trent.

“We do feel betrayed,” Boots said. “Marie was like family. She had her own bedroom, car, iPhone. We took her to Aspen for Christmas. She had to stay on the bunny slopes with the kids, but come on, it was a free vacation! For her to accuse Trent of this . . .”

Boots trailed off, unable to speak the words sexual harassment.

“And the children”—she lowered her voice—“are devastated. We haven’t told them, they’re too young. Poor lambs!”

Boots got up and threw open a door so I could witness the devastation of the lambs firsthand.

In the family room, a toddler boy and a tween girl sprawled in front of a giant flat-screen TV watching cartoons while a Latina in a white uniform poured veggie chips into a bowl. Xavier was sitting on the floor, looking miserable as he assembled a Hot Wheels track. Despite the sunny summer day, the curtains were closed, the room sunk in bluish shadow.

“Dad?” the boy said, without taking his eyes off the screen. “When can we go jump through the waves?”

A commercial came on and both kids turned hopefully to Trent.

“Anytime. Carmen or Xavier will take you.”

“Can you or Mom come too?” the boy said.

Trent grimaced and ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ve got a script to learn. And there’s probably paparazzi camped out on the dunes.”

He raised an inquisitive eyebrow at his wife.

“Don’t look at me,” Boots said. “I’ve got a spa treatment in exactly one hour. Ekaterina’s booked months in advance.”

“We’re kind of busy here, kids,” said Trent.

“That’s what you said yesterday,” the girl said solemnly. “But it’ll be dark soon and then Carmen will say it’s dinnertime.”

“Where’s Marie?” asked the boy, bouncing on the sofa. “Why did she go away?”

“Is she going to be our new au pair?” the girl asked, examining me with a practiced eye. “She’s prettier than Marie.”

“I don’t want her, I want Marie,” wailed the boy, shoving his thumb into his mouth.

Boots leaned over and squeezed my hand.

“See,” she whispered. “She’s a home wrecker as well as a liar. That letter!” She shuddered. “TMZ put the worst bits online. I’m ashamed to show my face at their school.”

Boots’s breath was slightly astringent, sweet, and medicinal. Her glass was empty.

Trent’s manager stirred and said, “Her lawyers want $1.5 million or they file suit. This is a bald-faced attempt to extort money from the Holloways after Boots confronted the nanny about some missing jewelry.”

Trent nodded vigorously. “Maybe she thought we’d pay to shut her up and settle this thing, but she picked the wrong family. Our lawyer has advised us to countersue for libel.”

Of course he did. It’s a windfall for him at $700 an hour.

“You might want to discuss that with Mr. Blair,” I said. “Marie’s lawyers could retaliate by requesting copies of every text message and e-mail you sent to her and to each other since she was hired. Those filings are public and the celebrity sites will be all over it.”

Boots gasped. “But that’s an invasion of our privacy. Can’t we ask a judge to seal the records?”

“You can, but he might say no. Either way, it’s bound to leak, along with the deposition videotapes.”

I watched their beautiful golden faces turn to ash.

“I know we’re short on time, so let’s continue,” I said briskly. The Adderall had kicked in. I was so focused I could have balanced on the head of a pin. “At Blair we like to be out in front, setting the agenda rather than reacting defensively. So I’ll need a few things. A list of the jewelry, its total value, and when you noticed it missing. Photos if you’ve got them, so we can check pawnshops. Also the tape from your nanny cam, as far back as it goes. Security cameras too. Phone records, since you pay her bill. Mileage on the car. We’ll want to run histories of any computers she had access to. How about boyfriends? Did she date?”

“I have no idea,” Boots said. “But we had ground rules. She couldn’t have men over.”

“The nanny cam may tell us whether she violated that. Plus whether she drank on the job. Did drugs. Dressed provocatively, behaved seductively around your husband, spanked the kids, lost her temper. Have you played the tapes back?”

The Holloways looked embarrassed. “There were so many and . . .”

I smiled reassuringly. “Never mind, that’s what we’re here for. I’d like to talk to the children too, if that’s okay. Adults assume kids are too young to understand, but you’d be surprised at what they pick up. And you’ve got smart cookies there. They’ll tell us what goes on when you’re not around.”

Something flashed in Trent’s eyes and I wondered if the kids had seen Marie emerging from the master bedroom when Mommy was off on book tour.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be delicate. And I’m good with kids. You’re welcome to sit in.”

“Do you have children, Maggie?” Boots asked. “I’d love to give you an autographed copy of my latest book.”

I hesitated, because this was a sore spot. “Not yet.”

Boots was visibly crushed that we couldn’t bond over children. She really, really wanted to give me that book.

“But I’d love a copy, if you have one to spare. I’ll share it with my . . . sister. She’s got two kids.”

Boots said it would be her pleasure and we moved on.

I told them I’d need Marie’s full name, address, and social security number to check court files, plus any references she provided.

“You think she has a criminal record?” Trent asked in a tight voice.

“I hope not. But there are sociopaths out there who think people like you make easy targets because you’re in the public eye, have money, want to shield your family. You’d be surprised how often—”

My phone began to vibrate. I glanced down. It was the office and coded urgent.

“That’s Mr. Blair on the line,” I lied smoothly. “I’m very sorry but I’ve got to take it. If you would please excuse me . . .”

At their dovelike murmurs of acquiescence, I crossed the living room and stepped onto the blond wood deck cantilevered over the sand. The seagulls had gone, leaving behind a single shard of translucent orange shell. For a moment, I stood at the continent’s edge, breathing in the briny Pacific as the wind whipped my hair. Then I punched in the phone.

“Maggie Silver.”

“We’ve got a new VIP case,” said my boss, “and I need you back doubleplusfast.”

My serenity dissolved. “I thought the Holloways were VIP.”

“Then this is VVVIP.”

“What should I tell them?”

“Use your vast diplomatic skills.”

“Should I call you from the car?”

“We’ll talk at the office, my lovely bird-of-paradise.”

And he was gone.

Blair has a list of code words that everyone has to memorize when they come aboard. I’d always thought it silly, some James Bond routine. Now I grasped the wisdom of being able to discuss sensitive matters in public—or on notoriously insecure cell phones.

Bird-of-paradise meant someone was dead.
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I walked back into the Holloway house and announced a change of plans: Mr. Blair wanted me to go down to the Santa Monica Courthouse immediately to check whether the au pair had a criminal record.

Impressed with the speed of the investigation, and unaware that the courthouse closed at five p.m., the Holloways promised to pull together everything I’d requested and we said good-bye.

Bird-of-paradise, I thought, taking PCH’s curves like a ballroom dance, Lucinda Williams crooning on the stereo. The day was palm-frond balmy here at the beach, the air caressing as blue velvet, the breakers punching the sand as the shoreline stretched to moneyed infinity. Something shimmered on the edge of my consciousness.

But I wouldn’t let it come.

I concentrated on the brown hillside instead of the bonny blue sea. Soon I was passing the canyon with the secret waterfall. It was so secret and magical that it didn’t exist most years. Even when a heavy rain brought it to life, it was gone within days.

There were many secret waterfalls in L.A. if you knew how to look. Anabelle used to say that on a full moon, you could cross through the water into other realms. We always wanted to try, but there was a drought the years we knew each other. And then our friendship grew as parched and brittle as autumn leaves blasted by the Santa Ana winds. When the rains finally came, it was too late.

The car clock read four forty-five. I’d never make it home for dinner. Pulling on my hands-free, I called home.

“I’m making burgers,” my mother said by way of hello. “It’s Nancy Silverton’s recipe; the butcher says there’s been a run on the thirteen percent fat ground sirloin since the article ran in the paper.”

My mother, who was never home when I was growing up, who never cooked anything more elaborate than a frozen pizza, had in her retirement become a gourmet chef.

It rankled. I knew I shouldn’t let it bother me but it did, because it was twenty years too late. I needed those meals as a kid. Hell, I needed her as a kid, but she was always working. Dad too, but he died when I was fifteen.

I made decent money now, enough that my ex-husband, Steve, and I were able to buy a hillside bungalow in Cypress Park northeast of downtown. The name makes it sound grand, but the cypresses aren’t the tall romantic ones in Italy or Greece. They’re small and scrubby and grayish green and their numbers dwindle as they fight a losing battle against erosion, drought, and chain saw–happy homeowners.

But I was determined to hang on to the place. We’d bought at the height of the market, so my mortgage was upside down. Once, I’d envisioned which room would become the nursery and where the swing set would go. But we worked long hours and Steve’s sales job often took him out of town. On the rare evenings we spent together, he’d retreat into the “nursery” to play video games after dinner, leaving me feeling very much alone in my marriage. When I finally brought up divorce, he agreed without protest. It was only when he moved directly into the home of a female colleague that I learned about the affair.

It’s blackly humorous, isn’t it? The crisis consultant who can’t control the damage in her own life? It’s not like I don’t try. After the divorce, I added a bedroom and was about to advertise for a roommate when Mom was diagnosed with breast cancer. At the same time, her landlord sold the crappy building where she lived and the new owner evicted everyone.

So Mom became my roommate, which continues to astound and at times horrify me. It worked out okay during the chemo, since I helped care for her. Now that she was fine, I’d hinted that she look for her own place, but Mom wasn’t interested. Our roles had reversed, now I was the one who worked late and nagged her to exercise and eat right.

“Save me a burger,” I said, my mouth watering. “I just got a new case and you know how that goes.”

“Sure thing,” said Mom. “But I don’t know about the truffle-oil potatoes. Earlyn is coming for dinner and she likes her starches.”

Earlyn Spector was the lady next door. She and my mom played gin rummy together. My mom complained about me, and Earlyn complained about the war she waged against the squirrels. It really heated up each summer because the squirrels snuck into her yard and ate the figs and apricots off her trees. I’d been woken up more weekend mornings than I cared to remember by Earlyn banging a wooden spoon against a metal pot in her backyard to scare them away. The squirrels retreated to the safety of higher branches, but they were not cowed.

“I had a doctor’s appointment today,” my mother said with studied casualness. “They found a lump under my arm.”

“Oh?” A wave of anxiety washed over me.

“They think it’s only an enlarged lymph node, but they have to do some tests.”

“You should have told me. I’d have gone with you.”

“You have to make a good impression with this new job.”

“I’d make time, Mom. Stuff like this is important.”

“So is the bonus you get when a case goes well,” Mom said dryly. “It would be nice to put a dent in those bills.”

“Let me know when the next appointment is,” I said. “And don’t forget to save me a burger.”

I got the nagging feeling there was something else I needed to do, but then Faraday called, screaming where was I, and I said I was driving up the California Incline and would be shooting onto the Santa Monica Freeway any minute. And the thing I’d been trying to remember flew right out of my head.

*    *    *

Soon I was back in town, where smoke from a massive forest fire boiled in a pyrocumulus cloud above the San Gabriel Mountains. I was headed for a twenty-story building of glass and steel in an industrial park along an unfashionable stretch of Olympic Boulevard in West Los Angeles. No famous architect built it. There were no big-name tenants and no trendy restaurant on the ground floor. Building management shunned publicity, preferring to lease to insurance and accounting firms that kept regular hours. All prospective tenants were told the top five floors were unavailable.

The upper levels were where I worked.

It was here, from a penthouse overlooking Catalina Island, Downtown Los Angeles, and the San Gabriel Mountains, that Thomas Blair ran his secretive damage control empire.

Blair understood the twenty-four-hour news cycle better than anyone else in the business because he helped create it.

The story was on our website, and everybody had to memorize it because it helped to wow clients. In a snarky nutshell, here’s how it went:

In 1980, just out of Emory University, Thomas Blair landed a grunt job at a little experiment in Atlanta called Cable News Network. His fortunes rose alongside CNN’s, and when he jumped ship a decade later to run the New York offices of PR giant Burson-Marsteller, our founder could already see how celebrity culture was beginning to blur the distinctions between Hollywood and Washington, Main Street and Wall Street.

It was only a matter of time before the rest of the world caught on.

After learning all he could at Burson, Blair gallop-a-trotted out to Hollywood, where he ran publicity at Columbia Pictures. For two years, he cultivated the city’s wealthy, famous, and fatuous and the journalists who wrote about them.

Finally, he was ready.

Leasing a twelve-hundred-square-foot office in the cheapest Westside address he could find—a half-empty building on Olympic—Blair hung out his own shingle. He cared nothing for decor and a prestige address. Most clients preferred to meet at their lawyer’s offices or on their own turf, a little power trip that provided the illusion of control as things around them fell apart.

Once the stationery was printed and the website up and running, Blair contacted old clients and scoured the news feeds for new ones. He clipped stories of high-profile scandals, then e-mailed the besieged CEOs and celebrities to offer his services. He was the guy who pioneered the idea of using game theory and reverse engineering in PR campaigns.

Soon Blair’s name was whispered in the city’s best restaurants, boardrooms, and bedrooms, his card pressed discreetly into palms. There were plenty of scandals to untangle in a place where giant egos, immense wealth, and dreadful behavior collided with metronomic regularity.

But despite what I told the Holloways earlier today, our bread-and-butter work has never been scandal-ensnared celebrities. That gets the most ink, obviously. And each winter the Hollywood studios hire us to create PR campaigns so their films will win Academy Awards. But the bulk of our work is a lot more humdrum—corporate PR for firms that are merging, going public, or restructuring after bankruptcy.

As Blair expanded, he began to hire associates from the world of politics, journalism, law, finance, high-tech, and pure academia. He looked for people with hungry eyes, drove them like Third World donkeys, and rewarded them with such magnificence that few ever left. Half our VPs have been here from the beginning.

Several years ago, Blair bought the entire building and set about fortifying his empire. He brought in his own security and janitorial staff and wired the building with the best technology Silicon Valley had to offer.

Blair made himself available to clients and media 24/7 and expected the same of us, which could be stressful when the phone rang at three a.m. on a family vacation. You might even say it helped break up my marriage. But by that time, most of us were addicted to the lifestyle or so in debt we couldn’t afford to quit anyway.

*    *    *

At the parking entrance, I showed my ID to the guard (sometimes it seems I spent half my day running security gauntlets), then drove down several levels to a kiosk, where I inserted a key card and waited for the electronic arm to admit me into the secure area reserved for Blair employees.

My heels clicked on the slick cement, and a free-floating anxiety kicked in. I hated these subterranean structures, with their buzzing fluorescent lights, their shadows and hidden alcoves. It was silly, of course. The Blair building has impeccable security. I was in much greater danger out on the street.

At the employee elevator, I held my ID under a light that scanned the bar code before opening the door. There was supposedly a secret elevator somewhere in the bowels of the building that whisked media-shy clients directly into the conference room on the twentieth floor.

But maybe that was just a rumor.

The elevator shot me to the fifteenth floor, where a woman got on, carrying a salad and a fruit smoothie from our cafeteria, which is run by Arnold Schwarzenegger’s former chef. There’s also a free espresso bar and energy drink machine to keep employees focused.

We exchanged hellos and she exited at the sixteenth-floor gym, where we can earn financial incentives for working out twice a week. I had yet to don workout gear, but the possibility existed aspirationally.

When the elevator pinged again, I stepped out onto the seventeenth-floor lobby of the Blair Company. Despite the leather couches, the artwork, and the latest magazines scattered along the coffee table, the lobby was mostly for show, as was the handsome young man named Patrick seated behind the desk. Few clients ever waited here; it was anathema to everything that Blair stood for.

“Hullo, Ms. Silver. Working late?”

“Afraid so, Patrick. How are you?”

“Tired. I was up late last night finishing a paper.”

Patrick was a graduate student at UCLA’s English Department and I enjoyed getting book recommendations from him. As I walked past, I pulled a paperback from my purse and tossed it onto his desk. It was an L.A. werewolf novel he’d loaned me called Sharp Teeth, written completely in verse.

“Thanks,” I said, walking to a side door. “It blows away all other werewolf novels.”

I punched a security code, submitted to a hand scan.

Patrick nodded thoughtfully. “Barlow writes in the grand epic style, like the classical Greeks. If Ovid was reincarnated as a Hollywood punk, he might create something like this.”

I waited for the biometrics to recognize me. “Being a werewolf would be so cool,” I said, “even though I realize it’s just a sexual metaphor.”

“Fangs, claws, fur,” said Patrick. “What’s not to like?”

“There are days when fangs would definitely come in handy,” I said as the door buzzed and I stepped through. “Hope you get some sleep tonight.”

Patrick waved and the door snicked shut behind me.

This floor and the eighteenth were where most of our business took place. Vice presidents had corner offices with ocean views, associates had smaller offices with inland views, and the admin staff clustered in the middle with no views at all. I wasn’t sure what happened on the nineteenth floor, which was filled with computers and high-tech equipment and black-clad people who came and went at all hours. The twentieth floor was the private domain of Mr. Blair.

I checked my cell phone mirror for smeared lipstick and put on my game face. Then I squared my shoulders and walked down the hallway to Faraday’s office.
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Jack Faraday was sitting at his desk, leaning back, feet up. His secretary, Allison, was just leaving, staggering under a foot-high stack of files and legal documents. At the table, Samantha George and Matt Tyler, two associates, bent over their laptops, typing furiously.

Seeing me, Faraday stopped midsentence. “Finally!” he said. “Sit down, Maggie.”

Faraday was in his fifties, tall and muscular, with a pale Irishman’s florid complexion and strangely arched eyebrows that gave him a look of perpetual astonishment. He spoke slowly and eloquently, savoring each word before he spit it out. In the time I’d known him, he’d been abrasive, sexist, complimentary, patronizing, helpful, and irritable. It was whispered he was once in the CIA, a rumor that Faraday cultivated while making clear the subject was off-limits. I’d heard him screaming at subordinates behind closed doors and I didn’t want to get on his bad side.

“A little review, for Maggie’s sake,” he said now. “You all signed confidentiality oaths when you started. That means nothing you learn here is to leave this office. Are we clear?”

“Yes,” we chorused obediently.

“Good. Our new client is a U.S. senator. He’s got a wife and grown kids, spent years in business before entering politics, and has been touted as a candidate for vice president in the next election. This afternoon a female aide in his Los Angeles office was found murdered.”

I glanced at my colleagues, who gazed at Faraday with the rapt attention of loyal bird dogs.

“Let me remind you of protocol. You must copy the senator’s attorneys on all sensitive correspondence. That includes e-mails, texts, or memos you send to anyone at Blair, the senator’s people, and anyone else connected with this case.”

Faraday turned to me. “And why is this necessary?”

“I know,” I mumbled.

“Because,” said Faraday, unfazed, “copying the lawyer makes the correspondence a privileged document between the client and his attorney. And that means it stays out of the court record.”

We nodded impatiently. There was something different about Faraday’s face today, his mouth maybe, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“Lawyer-client privilege does not, however, shield the client in the event of a serious criminal investigation,” Faraday continued. “I don’t believe that’s an issue here.” He paused. “But if in doubt, please do not fire off a text or discuss it on your mobile. Save it for face-to-face. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” we chorused.

Faraday took his feet off the desk.

We stood.

“Separate cars?” I asked, not relishing another drive across town.

“The client is waiting in the conference room.”

My eyebrows rose. “We’re not meeting in his lawyer’s office?”

“He appreciates the extra privacy and anonymity we can offer him at this difficult time,” Faraday said. “And turn off your BlackBerries. Nothing annoys a client more than feeling he lacks your full, undivided attention.”

We fell into line behind Faraday like ducklings. I’d rarely seen him so wound up. Usually he just briefed me and handed over the file; the need for discretion went without saying. I also wondered what I was doing here. Unlike some of my colleagues, I had no experience in politics.

In the elevator, Faraday punched a keypad and we rose heavenward.

We exited into another world.

Thomas Blair may have once settled for a no-frills office, but success has a way of changing things.

Here in the penthouse suite, the travertine marble came from the same Italian quarry that supplied the Getty Center on its exclusive Brentwood hill. We stepped onto sumptuous Persian carpets and marveled at the Diebenkorns and Hockneys and Ruschas that hung from the walls. Beyond the picture windows, Los Angeles sprawled from purple mountain majesties to shining sea.

A giant saltwater aquarium took up the middle of the room. It teemed with tropical fish and dead-eyed sharks that roamed in endless hunt. The metaphor was inescapable: This is a place of power, a place with teeth. And the carnivores are on your side.

In the conference room, four men in suits huddled at a huge wood table that could have been pillaged from Beowulf’s longhouse.

Two more men stood at the panoramic window, their backs to us, heads bent in quiet talk. The taller one wore an expensive charcoal suit. His colleague was in shirtsleeves with red suspenders, his posture slightly deferential. Charcoal Suit must be the senator.

A bank of TVs below the ceiling played CNN, MSNBC, Fox News, and C-SPAN. Faraday grabbed a remote and switched most of them to local stations, keeping the sound muted. The anchors moved their pretty plastic mouths as the inset screens cut away to a freeway chase and evicted homeowners. I watched along with everyone else, but not even the bottom crawl mentioned a senator or a dead girl.

Everybody was now seated except for the two honchos at the window. Red Suspenders rested his arm on Charcoal’s back and murmured something. Then he glided to the table, his movements sinuous, his deep-set eyes darting as he assessed us and scanned for hidden threats under the table, behind the curtains, in our pockets.

Suspenders’ face nagged at me. But then, I’d met so many men just like him—type A power brokers in tailored suits, Italian shoes, and hair strategically blow-dried to hide the bald spot. Maybe I needed to up my Adderall dosage.

Charcoal stared out the window a moment longer. Then he turned in profile, one hand across his eyes, massaging his temples so the top of his face remained obscured. Thick wavy graying hair fell below his collar. No bald spot for him!

He and Red Suspenders must be related. But Charcoal was taller and broader and his jawline well-defined. Red Suspenders was more spindly, with shoulders that sloped and a chin that receded. His clothes didn’t hang as well. He looked like a potter’s first, fumbling effort to cast a figure in clay. Charcoal’s eyes were still obscured by his hand, but I was seized with déjà vu. I knew this guy.

A panel in the teak wall slid open, revealing a door, and Thomas Blair walked through, followed by an aide.

I’d met Blair only once, during my final job interview. He was a big guy who made a big impression—black, hawklike eyes, large blade of a nose, a smoothly shaved head and close-cropped black beard, full pink cheeks glowing with ruddy health. He wore a black suit with a mandarin collar and shoes of buttery leather so soft they seemed woven.

Blair’s aide set out the boss’s things: a PDA that looked like it was made of titanium, a notepad, several fancy pens and mechanical pencils. The movements were spare and ritualistic and somehow soothing instead of pretentious. Then he left, gliding the door shut with a whispered click.

Blair moved toward the window where the senator stood and the two titans shook hands.

“I could have gone with a political PR firm in Washington, Mr. Blair,” the senator said in a deep, modulated voice that I’d heard before, probably on TV. “But a New York Times reporter once told me you’re the best. Says he e-mailed you at three a.m. over a holiday weekend asking about some obscure court document. Five minutes later you sent him a detailed answer. And I remember thinking, that’s the man I want if I ever get in a jam.”

“Thank you, Senator,” said Blair. “Your colleagues on both sides of the aisle speak highly of you. That bipartisan goodwill will be a great asset in the coming days.”

Blair’s voice was low and melodious and he radiated serene confidence.

It was said that Thomas Blair fed off chaos. As situations grew more tense, his movements slowed and his pulse dropped. He seemed to command time itself as he retreated deep inside, searching for the Zen path that would lead his clients away from the precipice and to safety. His focus was almost autistic savant in its intensity. If it was an act, it was one that played well on the cool medium of TV.

But I knew that damage control, like magic, could be all about misdirection. And if modern wizards cloaked themselves in Eastern mysticism instead of pointy hats and flowing capes, did that make it any less of an act?

As the two men finally took their seats, I stared at my enigmatic boss, trying to figure out what made him tick. Then I turned to the senator and something pressed against my memory banks and I had to look away and grip the underside of the table.

Blair nodded to Faraday, then leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

“Senator,” said Faraday, smoothly taking the baton, “let me introduce our crisis team. Matt Tyler, Samantha George, and Maggie Silver. Folks, this is United States Senator Henry Paxton of California, our new client.”

The senator looked around the room, summoning his best professional smile.

“It’s a pleasure to meet everyone,” he said.

“It’s a great honor, sir,” said Tyler.

“Lovely to meet you,” said Samantha.

The senator’s eyes moved quizzically to me, but I stared at my hands. I was incapable of speech, my brain a numb, buzzing blank. His face, his voice, his name. His dishwater blond hair had grayed, he’d trimmed his luxuriantly shaggy eyebrows, put on a few pounds, and he moved with a new gravitas.

But it was him, and I had to struggle to keep from blurting out, “Henry!”
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There was an uncomfortable pause as everyone waited.

“It’s a real pleasure, sir,” I said at last.

Then Faraday took over, speaking in the silky tones he reserved for important clients.

I studied my notepad, examining the senator from behind lowered lashes. I didn’t think he remembered me. How could he reconcile the sleek young woman in this corporate penthouse with the coltish kid in glasses and with unruly hair who was once his daughter’s friend? I hadn’t gone back to using my maiden name, so Silver would ring no bells. When he last saw me, I was Maggie Weinstock.

And then the world tilted and I was Maggie Weinstock, fifteen years old and sitting awkwardly at the Paxton dinner table with a linen napkin on my lap.

*    *    *

Miranda Paxton was serving white asparagus as Henry decanted a bottle of wine. Anabelle had warned me I’d be expected to discuss art and war and politics, and nervous sweat had pooled under my arms. Reaching for my glass, I saw the ruby liquid refract through cut crystal and marveled at the complex taste on my tongue.

By the second glass, I was describing the immaculately restored mid-century modern home where we lived in Encino, an upscale neighborhood on the Valley’s southern edge. When Henry inquired pleasantly what my parents did, I continued my carefully rehearsed script. My mom ran a hospital nursing department and my father, who’d passed on, was a screenwriter.

“Really?” Miranda regarded me dreamily, chin propped in hand. “What studio did he work for?”

“Monogram.”

Just as I’d expected, Miranda looked puzzled.

“It was a B studio that cranked out films in the 1950s,” I explained. “My dad was a lot older than my mom.”

“Did he write anything we might have seen?” Henry suggested with affable interest.

“Probably.” I shrugged. “But he used a pseudonym. He was very idealistic as a young man. He never told me the titles. Said they were no-good trashy pulps.”

I took a languid sip of wine. “I guess he took those secrets to his grave.”

Anabelle’s brow furrowed. Luke put down a forkful of lamb couscous and examined me with new interest.

“Fascinating Hollywood history, and so close we can touch it,” Miranda Paxton said, her smooth, cool fingers gliding along my arm. “Henry and I grew up in the Northeast, a very different world. It’s a pity we never got to meet him. We’re so sorry for your loss, Maggie, and we want you to know you’re always welcome here.”

I picked at my couscous and felt I might burst into real tears at the loss of this noble, talented, and completely fictional father. The truth: Dad worked in an airplane parts factory and liked to drink until he passed out.

“Thank you,” I said softly.

The next day at school, I realized my whoppers would crumble to tabloid dust if Anabelle probed even the tiniest bit. To my puzzled relief, she never did. Nor did she push to visit me in “Encino.”

Maybe it was a little Westside snobbery kicking in, and she was unable to conceive of a world more interesting than her own. Or maybe she just considered everyone’s parents irrelevant at that juncture in her life.

Whatever the cause, I was too busy with precalc and my new role as Anabelle’s confidante to worry long. But I did check out some library books on Hollywood so I could entertain the Paxtons with a few anecdotes if the occasion came up.

I’d always been a quick study, but now I was learning how to frame a narrative.

Even though I wasn’t old money like the Paxtons, I’d cloaked myself in something more valuable and intangible here on the Coast—the nostalgic glamour that gilds all tales of lost Hollywood.

*    *    *

And then I was sitting in the Blair conference room once more, struggling to compose myself and stop the vivid, warm flush I knew was staining my cheeks. Faraday was speaking and Senator Paxton was jotting down notes. He didn’t remember me, I realized with relief. But it had nothing to do with my ugly duckling transformation.

U.S. Senator Henry Paxton had more important things to think about.

Which brought me back to what I’d been wondering since I realized who our new client was.

Why had Anabelle’s father hired the city’s top damage control firm?

Was it just a prudent step for anyone in the public eye these days?

Or did he have something to hide?

Paxton introduced his staff. Red Suspenders was his brother and chief adviser, Simon Paxton. Bernie Saunders, the senator’s PR director, had pale skin and red hair. Neil Bernstein, dark, handsome, and going to fat, was his chief of staff. The green-eyed, slightly fey man with wire-rimmed glasses was Paxton’s lawyer, Harvey Lambert, and he would tell us more.

“There’s bound to be media speculation once they connect the dots,” Lambert said, explaining why he’d counseled his good friend and golf buddy Henry to hire a crisis management firm.

“The tabloids will come sniffing around, and they’re brutal. Politicians, movie stars, it’s all fair game when a beautiful young woman linked to a wealthy and powerful man is murdered.”

“Was she beautiful, Harvey?” Faraday asked dryly.

Lambert held Faraday’s eyes but said nothing.

For a moment, the room was silent. Blair seemed asleep.

“Yes she was,” said Senator Paxton. “A lovely, lovely girl. Turned heads aplenty.”

Lambert shot Faraday a significant look.

“I see,” Faraday said slowly.

I saw too.

I saw that Henry Paxton might be skilled at navigating the cutthroat, bruising battles of Congress, but he needed to be coached and protected from himself. If he spoke truthfully and from the heart, his words would be twisted and used against him.

The PR redhead spoke next. “I don’t care what anyone says. Hiring a damage control firm is a huge mistake. It suggests to the public that we’ve got something to hide.” His voice grew petulant. “And we don’t.”

Lambert frowned but said nothing.

Saunders’s next words were for Senator Paxton alone.

“Please, sir. It’s not too late to walk away. My staff and I are perfectly capable of handling this internally. Haven’t we weathered the CIA oversight committee hearings? Your brother-in-law’s insider stock trades? The health-care gaffe? Our people can do everything Blair can, without the notoriety and the high price tag.”

Simon Paxton put up a hand to silence him.

“No one’s denying your brilliance, Bernie,” he said. “But this is about us tapping into a very specific skill set. Crisis management is what Blair does. They are the pros.”

“Then let me go on record and say that no good will come of it and I am opposed.”

“Objection noted and overruled,” Simon Paxton broke in smoothly. “My apologies to the Blair team for subjecting you to this turf war. Bernie, we need your cooperation.”

The senator shot Bernie Saunders an apology, and the fraternal dynamic grew clear. The senator was the good guy. His brother was the hard-nosed enforcer.

Saunders shot the Blair camp a look of cold loathing. “You’ve got it, sir,” he said sulkily.

“Thank you, Bernie. All right, Neil, please brief us.” Simon Paxton drummed his fingers on the table.

“The victim is Emily Mortimer, twenty-three,” Neil Bernstein said.

He swallowed, struggling to compose himself. Then he continued.

“Personnel records show that Emily Mortimer came on board June 27 of last year as a summer intern in our Washington office after graduating from Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles. Her job was to develop the senator’s social networks. Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, whatever the hell tube comes next. By November she was new media director.”

Bernstein’s head dipped. “Emily was well liked and professional. She was a workaholic. She had a low-level security clearance. Two nights ago, she attended a fund-raising dinner at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Her tablemates say she got a call halfway through. Soon after, she made excuses and left, saying she wanted to turn in early. She never made it into work yesterday and didn’t return calls or e-mails, which was unusual. The cleaning lady found her at home this morning when she let herself in. Police say she’d been dead about twenty-four hours.”

Blair opened his eyes. “Any sign of forced entry?”

“Don’t know.”

“Does the building have security cameras?”

“Police are checking the lobby and parking structure.”

“Who was the call from?”

“We don’t know.”

“The cops will get her records from the phone company,” Faraday said.

I examined the Paxton camp for a tell. Except for the senator, they were jumpy as cats. Was it dismay at realizing that the inner workings of their office were about to be thrown wide open? Or something else?

“Do we know the cause of death?”

Bernstein shook his head.

“Was she sexually assaulted?” I asked.

Faraday gave me a thoughtful look.

“Don’t know,” said Bernstein, his lips disappearing into a straight thin line.

“Anything missing? Purse? BlackBerry?” Faraday asked.

Again, Bernstein didn’t know.

I realized I was massacring my cuticles. A nervous little tell of my own. Placing my hands on the table, I nodded sagely, as if murder was something I dealt with on a regular basis.

Harvey Lambert cleared his throat. “Ah. The fund-raising dinner isn’t quite the last anyone saw of Emily.”

He glanced at the Paxtons. The senator stared fixedly at his notes. When Simon Paxton gave a terse nod, Lambert continued.

“Henry has informed me that he met with Emily Mortimer two nights ago around ten p.m. at the Bryson, a hotel bar near Macarthur Park.”

The only sound was the gentle burble of a water pump in the aquarium.

Blair’s eyes had gone slitted. Bernie Saunders wore a look of shocked and queasy fascination. So he hadn’t known.

Anticipating what would come next, I tried to hide my surprise. I’m not naïve. I know that wealthy and powerful people often have secrets. But this was Henry, whom I’d grown up with, who adored his children and his wife and had a rosy future in politics. It was completely out of character that he’d throw it away for a roll in the hay.

Or was it? I wasn’t sixteen anymore. I was an adult in a profession where scandal, crisis, and disgrace were everyday occurrences. My job had taught me that people don’t always act rationally. In fact, given the right circumstances, they’re capable of almost anything. I could no longer make assumptions about the man sitting across from me. Years ago, he’d been a father figure and a role model to me. Now he was a stranger.

“The senator met Emily Mortimer at a hotel bar? So perhaps he sent the text after all?” Faraday suggested, hands folded over his stomach.

“No, sir,” Lambert said. “The senator most emphatically did not send Emily a text that night.”

We waited for Lambert to elaborate. After a moment, he went on.

“The senator had a meeting with Emily Mortimer scheduled at two p.m. But he ran late, so they made impromptu plans to meet up later. Isn’t that right, Henry?”

The senator nodded.

“When they got to the bar, Senator Paxton and Emily Mortimer each had two drinks and she briefed him on how to make his Twitter postings more personal and humorous. Together, they posted several tweets in this lighter, more casual vein. Do I have that correct, Henry?” Lambert asked solicitously.

“Yes,” said the senator. “You can check the, erm, tweets. We finished up by eleven thirty. Then we said good night and went our separate ways.”

I glanced at Thomas Blair. His eyes were fully open now, focused on something far away that none of us could see.

Faraday rubbed his jaw. “So the doorman, the parking valet, the security cameras . . . there would be witnesses that you left separately?”

Paxton winced. “I’m afraid not. The valet brought my car and I drove Emily to her car. She’d parked a few blocks away and the neighborhood can be dicey late at night.”

“Senator Paxton dropped Emily Mortimer off at her vehicle before midnight,” Lambert picked up. “He waited while she started her car. Then he drove home. His wife will attest that he woke her up at one thirty getting into bed.”

Blair stirred. He regarded the senator, his eyes seeming to glint and reflect light like a cat’s.

“Don’t you have a driver and a car to take you around?”

Lambert pursed his lips and nodded vigorously. “Good point. Yes, he does. And most days, he uses them. But the senator enjoys taking his own car occasionally when he’s home in L.A. It’s nicer than anything the government provides.”

Blair’s chin was propped on his hand and he stared out at the night sky like he was mapping the Horsehead Nebula. “And Tuesday was one of those days,” he mumbled into his hand.

“That’s right,” said Lambert.

“Any witnesses when the senator dropped the girl off?”

“It was deserted,” Paxton said. “I remember being glad I’d insisted on driving her.”

“So there’s almost a two-hour gap between the time you dropped her off in Mid-City and your wife noticed you were home in Santa Monica?” Blair pressed.

“I was downstairs watching TV for a while,” Paxton said.

“Does your home have a security system that would have recorded your arrival time?”

“We do, but my wife hates it so it wasn’t on.”

“Did you make any calls on your cell phone during that time?”

“No, I did not.”

Paxton’s lawyer spread his hands. “So there it is, folks,” he said with faux cheer. “You can see why we brought you in.”

“Was this night meeting with Emily Mortimer on the senator’s calendar?” Faraday asked.

“We’ve already told you it was a spur-of-the-moment thing,” Simon Paxton said sharply.

“Does he often meet aides after hours in bars? The media’s going to have a heyday.”

“The senator enjoys getting out in his district,” Bernstein said. “Architectural preservation’s a little hobby of his and the Bryson is a historic Art Deco landmark. I’ve met him for drinks at a dozen nightspots in the last two years.”

Faraday leaned forward. “But you’re not a pretty young girl and you’re not dead.”

I glanced at Blair, but he’d lapsed back into a comatose state.

“I object to what you’re implying,” Lambert said, half rising from his seat.

“Sit down, Harvey,” said Faraday. “You’re not in court.”

He turned to the senator. “Sir, there will be hard questions asked. They will delve into your personal life. You know that, or you wouldn’t have hired us.”

Paxton nodded.

“In order to draw up the best strategy, we need to know all the facts. So let me ask you, sir, with all due respect, is there anything else that we here at Blair should be aware of?”

The entire room held its breath as the unasked question percolated through the air.

Paxton held Faraday’s eyes without faltering.

But my boss didn’t know Henry Paxton the way I did. He didn’t know the stubborn look that crept across Henry’s face when faced with something he didn’t want to discuss. Like the time Anabelle and Luke asked him about Vietnam atrocities like My Lai. Or the night the police picked Luke up in Carpinteria for trespassing onto private property to get to his favorite surf spot.

But I’d spent two years practically living in Henry Paxton’s house. I knew the look. And I saw it bloom across his face.

“You want to know if we were having an affair,” Paxton said.

Faraday grimaced and nodded almost apologetically.

“No, we were not,” the senator said through clenched teeth.

I let out my breath. A rush of fresh oxygen seemed to fill the room.

Paxton’s eyes glowed with candor and sadness. His hands lay on the table, loose and relaxed. He was calm, in control.

“Do you honestly think I’m stupid enough to drive off with her in front of witnesses if we were having an affair? Or if, God forbid, I meant to do her any harm. This is just ridiculous!”

“Sir!” said Bernstein, appalled. “No one here is suggesting . . .”

“That’s all right, Neil,” the senator said. “I’m not offended by Mr. Faraday’s questions. But I would never jeopardize the trust of the American people or the love and respect of my wife, Miranda, and our wonderful children, Anabelle and Luke. And I refuse to believe that even my political enemies would stoop to make hay out of this sorrowful occasion.”

Tyler shot me a look that said, maybe they won’t, but their surrogates on the blogs, websites, and talk shows will be attacking his character and demanding his resignation within hours.

If Faraday thought so too, he gave no sign.

“Thank you, Senator,” he said smoothly. “That’s what I need to know.” Lambert steepled his fingers and looked at Faraday. “So? What’s the plan?”

Faraday put both hands flat on the table. Then he addressed Henry Paxton.

“The next twenty-four hours are critical. You are a public figure, Senator, and you need to explain to the public in your own words how close you were to Emily Mortimer and what happened the night she was killed. I realize that even public figures have private lives, and you don’t need to tell everybody everything, but because of what has transpired and the rumors that are going to swirl, it is essential for you to address this. You don’t want to be seen as lying and you don’t want to be seen as dodging the topic. So my advice to you is: Own the story. Tell the truth, with full sincerity and conviction. Then I’d like you to get on the phone with the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and the Wall Street Journal. The rumors and innuendos will fly, so brace yourself. But you have an opportunity to change them into truth if you tackle them head on. You need to get this behind you so you can get back to governing our fine nation.”

“All right,” the senator said in a resigned voice.

“What about the police?” Saunders asked.

“At this point, the senator isn’t required to speak with them. But I think he should. And I’d like him to tell the authorities exactly what he just told us. The bar meeting is troublesome, but there’s no way around it, he was seen with the girl.”

Faraday pursed his lips. “Have you called Emily’s parents to offer your condolences?” he asked the senator.

Paxton’s eyes filled with resigned dread. “I was going to do that tomorrow.”

“Perhaps you could pay them a personal visit,” Faraday said. “We’ll alert the media.”

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
DAMAGE
CONTROL

DENISE HAMILTON






OEBPS/images/9781451627893.jpg
-

A NOVEL

“Denise Hamilton scores her largest and greatest triumph: Damage
Controlis a great mystery and, much more rarely, a superb psychologi®
thriller. Kudos to this brilliant talent.”

DAMAGE
CONTROL

S

DENISE HAMILTON

kel Gl 4










OEBPS/xhtml/ch00_fm03a.html

Contents


PROLOGUE


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




