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			CHAPTER ONE

			Meredith Fox awoke to light streaming in through the tall windows of her Wilshire Boulevard penthouse condo and quietly got out of bed to avoid waking Anthony. She put on black Vuori joggers, a tank top, and a hooded zip-up with the emblem of the Beverly Hills Health and Fitness Club.

			“Where are you going?” Anthony mumbled sleepily.

			“A meeting.”

			“Where?”

			“Warner Brothers.”

			It was none of his business that she was on her way to pick up a briefcase filled with hundred-dollar bills. 

			“Later,” he said, rolling over. 

			Anthony, thirteen years younger and manager of the Greenroom, a Sunset Boulevard celebrity hangout, had a tanned, Mr. Universe physique. To her relentless competitors in the Hollywood marketing trade, he was a prize escort to Roget’s, Soho House, or the Palm and living proof she was still in the publicity biz. Years of psychoanalysis had washed away the emptiness she felt at UCLA twenty-four years ago when the boys ignored her. Hollywood agent Meredith Fox saw men as inconsequential and replaceable. She wrapped her Rolex Pearlmaster onto her left wrist. It was 9:37 a.m.

			She heard the sound of the living room television. Anthony must have left it on when he went to bed. Turning it off, she walked by the five-by-five color blowup of a photograph taken at a Hollywood movie premiere: Meredith Fox posing with two big-name actors whose careers she boosted from minor TV roles to high-budget flicks. She opened the closet in the front entryway and turned off the night alarm. Grabbing her .32-caliber Beretta automatic pistol, she put it in a monogrammed athletic bag she used to carry cash. 

			She took the elevator six stories down to the spacious underground garage. Using the remote key to unlock her new Mercedes-Benz AMG sports car, she got in, fastened the seat belt, and turned on the ignition. Backing out of the parking space, she changed gears, sped to the exit, and raced out the driveway to enter the stream of morning traffic, aggressively cutting in front of a Chevy. She reached Santa Monica Boulevard and swerved across two lanes to turn right. Two blocks later, she slowed at the driveway entrance at the Beverly Mandarin Hotel. Breezing by the valet station, she stopped at the automatic parking machine at the entrance of the five-story parking garage, slapped a green plastic button, and grabbed the ticket that came out of the dispenser. The gate lifted. 

			As expected, there were no other cars on the rooftop parking level. In Beverly Hills, nothing happened before 10:30 a.m. Parking the Benz near the guest elevator, she turned off the engine and got out. A four-foot fence surrounded the parking level. She stretched in the sunlight. The cloudless, azure sky reminded her of the gigantic movie backdrop at Paramount Studios. Below was the Beverly Hills golden triangle—a mecca of exclusive stores where tourists shopped for accessories they didn’t need. Only recently had she come to consider it her town. 

			Anxiously glancing at the Rolex, she took out her cellphone and keyed numbers. She heard three rings. 

			“Hello.”

			“Where are you?” she asked.

			“Fighting traffic.”

			“You have everything?”

			“Of course.” 

			

			“I don’t like waiting.” 

			“I’ll be there shortly.”

			She turned off the phone. Feeling the rising sun on her face and neck, she got back in the car, reached into the athletic bag for the Beretta. She’d be leaving the garage with a lot of cash and didn’t intend to get robbed before reaching her safety-deposit box in the Beverly Hills Community Bank. With street crime on the rise for years, she’d bought the gun for protection and took a two-hour class on how to fire it. She slipped the gun into her jacket pocket and leaned back in the seat. Closing her eyes, she practiced rhythmic breathing. 

			She mused about her early years before she began working as a freelance Hollywood publicity agent. Following her own logic, she’d changed her name from Maxine Eels to Meredith Fox to make others assume she was a member of the Fox family who owned Fox, an exclusive Beverly Hills restaurant that for more than ten years had been the watering hole of Hollywood’s biggest celebrities. Pleasantly surprised when a few potential customers approached her for representation, she spent her first years in show business representing a few talentless drones whom no amount of publicity could help: a mousy acting school graduate who wangled a role in a low-budget vampire movie, a dopey vocalist, and a TV news producer’s son whose father paid her to publicize sonny boy’s crappy, ghostwritten mystery novels. For Meredith Fox, nothing came easy. But after years of bribing photographers, wheedling magazine editors for puff pieces, cultivating the right connections, and taking as much time to publicize herself as she spent on her clients, she’d managed to raise a small stable of mid-level show business clients.

			Her big break came when she managed to talk a gossip magazine editor into penning a favorable article about how Meredith Fox’s Hollywood connections had created big stars out of actors whose careers had been failing. Movie actors began calling her the next day. She began working sixty-hour weeks. Soon, she was within reach of the top rung on the Hollywood publicity agent career ladder and raised her fees. 

			Then, like a bolt of lightning in a desert thunderstorm, the ghostly hand of her cocaine addiction caught up with her. As she spiraled quickly downward, not only her ambitious competitors but her publicity clients and her valuable contacts at 20th Century Fox, Musk Studios, and People magazine began referring to her as a has-been. Her working capital dried up. She lost her twelve-bedroom Hollywood Hills home to bankruptcy and ended up living with her sister in North Las Vegas. 

			For a while she contemplated suicide, but after borrowing money to pay for six months in a smelly drug rehab center in Orange County, she was finally sober and drug free. The dope days were behind her, and the entertainment business was working better than she’d ever thought possible. Her secret was that she’d taken the advice of friends she’d made while in rehab and then embarked on a new tack. While early in her career she believed the secret to gaining a stable of big-time celebrity clients was making a hundred phone calls to wrangle a daytime talk show gig, begging some stupid magazine editor for a puff piece, or creating false news to trick a newspaper reporter into mentioning one of her clients, now she knew the truth: that arranging for glossy photographs and crafting TV appearances had nothing to do with success. The key was neither perseverance nor publicity but rather learning and then utilizing the secrets celebrities knew could destroy their public image. For the first time in her life, she was raking in the heavy gold.

			The Hollywood mentors who’d advised her years earlier that “cash was king” and “gold was better than any piece of ass” were right. If she’d have followed their advice, her luck might’ve never cooled. Now she was back, and her Hollywood business connections were calling her with the same speed they’d shown when they dumped her after hearing that she’d been driven to rehab in a straitjacket. While keeping her new career twist secret, she’d taken to teasing them with false hints about new celebrity contacts. 

			She heard the elevator and opened her eyes. The doors opened.

			Rolling down the driver’s window, she said, “What took you so long?” at the moment she saw the gun aimed at her. She reached for the Beretta but it was too late. Everything had gone wrong. The loud pop she heard was a bullet blasting through her cranium. 

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO 

			At 10:00 a.m., Beverly Hills Police Detective Michael Casey sipped cognac in the elegant bar of Roget’s restaurant, the kitchen sounds mixed with Edith Piaf coming from hidden speakers installed throughout the dining area, which was hung with original oils of the French countryside. Fresh flowers had been delivered and were stacked on a cart waiting to be put in vases. The retractable roof was open above strung lights and a large, garish fountain surrounded by tables set with fine linen. Roget’s didn’t open till 5:00 p.m. and reservations were impossible. Movie celebrities came there as much to be photographed by the paparazzi as to eat what Los Angeles Magazine described as “the finest French cuisine on the West Coast.” 

			Casey said, “The cognac is great.” He meant it. 

			Roget picked up the bottle and refilled the two snifters. He was a fiftyish, lanky former Legionnaire with a pencil-thin moustache. He wore a white T-shirt, Bermuda shorts, and rubber-soled kitchen shoes. 

			“Bring your girlfriends in for a cognac tasting.”

			Casey smiled. “I don’t want you to run out of cognac.”

			“I bought ten cases yesterday.”

			Casey smiled. “That should be enough.”

			“I’m serious. You used to come in for dinner…now you probably take your women to some steak house where they serve baked potatoes wrapped in aluminum foil.”

			Casey shrugged. “American cuisine.”

			“Cuisine Americaine is eating incinerated beef…and corn…and dollops of ketchup.” 

			

			Roget’s phone rang. He touched the screen and said hello. “Yes…because the meat was gray! That’s why! Go sell it to a hamburger stand! I’m running a restaurant, not a dog kennel.”

			While Roget was shouting into his phone, Casey sipped the cognac and felt its warmth. He ordinarily didn’t drink during the day, but for the past six weeks, while assigned to handling stolen car reports, a punishment Beverly Hills police detectives referred to as the “barrel,” Roget’s had been his hideout. Rather than remain in the office like a bad boy in kindergarten, in the morning he completed a few phone calls regarding stolen cars before driving to Roget’s to drink cognac and eat a leisurely lunch before returning to the squad room in the afternoon to sign out on the police duty roster. So far, no one had detected his scam. 

			Casey’s cellphone vibrated. The phone screen displayed the Beverly Hills Police Department number. The vibration stopped. He checked for messages. There was only one. 

			“This is Chief of Police Slade,” she said. “Meet me at 13 Hillcrest Drive, ASAP.”

			13 Hillcrest Drive was movie star Gloria Channing’s place. Like all Beverly Hills cops, Casey knew the city’s celebrity addresses. He assumed Channing’s car had been stolen and she’d called Donna Slade, the chief of police, for help. Slade would have Casey take Channing’s stolen car report while Slade would schmooze with Channing or pitch her for a donation to her rumored upcoming campaign for Los Angeles County sheriff.

			Casey got up from the barstool, mouthed “thanks” to Roget, and hurried outside to his unmarked police sedan. He drove north on Camden to Sunset Boulevard. Turning right, he made a left onto Hillcrest Drive, lined with stately, extravagant homes perched on terraced lots owned by people who controlled motion picture studios, hospitals, museums, nation-states, and politicians. Near Robert Lane, three police black and whites and the chief’s unmarked Chevrolet sedan lined the curb in front of Gloria Channing’s neocolonial estate surrounded by a tall wrought-iron fence. He realized the crime involved something more than a stolen car.

			Casey parked behind Chief Slade’s car, reached into the large bag of breath mints he kept in the glove compartment, refilled his shirt pocket, and shoved some into his mouth. Getting out of the sedan, he walked to the Chevrolet. Slade was behind the wheel. She motioned him inside. He opened the passenger door and got in. She was forty-six and wore a black sheath dress and matching jacket, a chunky gold bobble necklace, and red Manolo pumps. Two years ago, when sworn in on the city hall steps, she was the first Beverly Hills chief not to wear a police uniform. 

			She spoke coolly. “This is your lucky day, Legs. I have something for you more interesting than filing stolen car reports.”

			The nickname came from his first year on the job, when he captured a fugitive after a long foot chase.

			“Thanks, Chief.”

			“Don’t thank me too soon. Captain Dollinger will be nitpicking the investigation.”

			“Is Gloria Channing the victim?”

			She shook her head. “Dollinger will fill you in.”

			“No problem.”

			“Where were you?” 

			“Just now?”

			“Yes,” she said, “just now.”

			“Uh, taking a stolen car report.”

			“I can tell by the liquor on your breath.”

			Casey said nothing. She’d gone to bat for him once and he respected her. 

			“Wait here. I’m going inside to talk to Dollinger.”

			

			“Sure.”

			She got out of the car and walked to a uniformed officer posted at the driveway entrance. She opened the iron gate. A crème-colored Ford SUV was parked in the driveway. She walked to the front porch where another officer opened the door and she disappeared inside. Assuming someone had been killed, Casey sat back. As a patrol officer he’d made a lot of solid felony arrests and had been promoted to the rank of detective and gotten a raise. Rather than spend time handling traffic accidents, writing misdemeanor reports, and working midnight shifts patrolling the same palm-lined streets, as a detective he was allowed to take off his uniform, wear plain clothes, and investigate armed robberies. He received a commendation for solving all his cases. His career had been on the rise until a series of events landed him “on the shelf.” He’d never expected that at thirty-five he’d be waiting in the chief’s car for a reprieve from the barrel. 

			His first setback was being wounded in a jewelry store shootout with three robbers. After four agonizing months recovering in Cedars-Sinai Medical Center, he returned to duty recovered but for insomnia stemming from flashbacks of the shooting. A week later, while investigating a robbery, he met the gorgeous professional dancer Antoinette Van Patten, a bank customer who’d witnessed a robbery. She was soft-spoken, graceful, and shadowy, but neither remote nor affected. He considered her unique, unclassifiable. He was so taken with her he hesitated before making the first move.

			At dinner, Antoinette impressed Roget and his staff with her fluency in French and her easygoing charm. Casey learned that she read little but loved music. Unable to resist her, he let their relationship quickly become passionate and thrilling. The next month was a whirlwind of flowers, gifts, expensive dinners, and flying back and forth to Las Vegas every weekend while she was performing in a swanky casino stage show. Seeing no reason to slow things down, he continued, and the relationship culminated in a Las Vegas wedding chapel marriage—the biggest mistake of his life. 

			Any pragmatist could have told him what came next. As if his years of dating hadn’t taught him women occasionally turned out to be different than first perceived, the moment Antoinette Van Patten moved into his Westwood apartment, her spiteful, narcissistic temperament bounded to life like a monster jumping out of a dark closet. For a while, he tried to adjust. But after catching her in an affair with a choreographer she’d known for years, Casey gave up and filed for divorce.

			Completing his trifecta of personal stumbling blocks, Casey celebrated the divorce with some pals at the Nightwatch, a cop bar in nearby Culver City. Departing drunk at 2:00 a.m., he fell asleep on the front seat of his city car, parked across the street from the bar. A dutiful private security officer found him at 4:00 a.m. and called the department. Charged with conduct unbecoming of an officer, Casey was assigned to handling stolen car reports. Now Slade was helping him get out from under the storm cloud. 

			Slade and Captain Dollinger walked out of the mansion’s front door onto the porch. It was obvious to Casey that they were in conversation. He guessed Slade was telling Dollinger what she wanted done…. 

			—

			On the porch, Slade said, “Dollinger, what would you think of assigning this investigation to Casey?” 

			“Frankly, not much.” 

			“Why?” 

			“He’s a rule breaker.”

			Irritated at the remark, she said, “But Casey solves his cases.”

			Dollinger grimaced. “Often the hard way.” 

			

			“What does that mean?”

			“He can be a thorn in the saddle.”

			“That doesn’t sound like too much to bear, particularly for a celebrity case that the press will be following.”

			“He’s a problem drinker.”

			Dollinger wore a well-cut business suit that gave him the look of a stockbroker or funeral director. To him, crimes were something to be catalogued and scribbled onto a whiteboard list. After twenty-five years, he knew the operations manual of the cliquish Beverly Hills Police Department by heart. This knowledge was his strength.

			She said, “If he locks up bad guys, so what?” 

			“In Beverly Hills, when celebrity investigations go wrong, the long knives come out at city hall.” 

			“I’m not afraid of politicians.”

			Dollinger spoke with a condescending smirk. “I’ve known Casey longer than you.” 

			Consciously moderating her tone, Slade said, “Your attitude is getting on my nerves.”

			“I meant nothing personal—”

			“Yes, you did. Get over it.” 

			“Ma’am?”

			“You’re not the first captain to get passed over for chief,” she said. “Rise above it.” 

			“Just trying to help.” 

			“So, what’s your plan for solving these murders?”

			“I’d assign Kristina Sutherland to investigate.”

			“Why?”

			“Because she’ll solve the case without causing a lot of unnecessary problems.”

			“Like she has the Meredith Fox murder?”

			“It’s not like there are any clues.” 

			

			“Casey and Sutherland will be partners on this investigation,” Slade said.

			“Whatever you say.” 

			She stepped closer to him. A look of concern crossed his face. 

			She said, “When it comes to inquiries regarding this investigation, I will deal with the media. No one else.”

			“I’ll put out a memo.” 

			“Good idea. Any questions?”

			“Not at the moment, Chief.”

			“I have some advice for you. Supervising detective is one of the best jobs in the department. Be happy in your work.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			—

			Casey, watching from the car, saw Slade walking toward him from the porch. He got out of the car. 

			Slade said, “Dollinger will fill you in on this investigation. Kristina Sutherland will be your partner. I expect to see you digging into the case with both hands.” 

			“No problem. Thanks, Chief.” 

			“A word to the wise: if you get in any personal trouble, I’m not going to step in and round off the edges for you again. That’s over. You’ll be on your own.”

			“I understand.”

			“I hope so. Good luck, Legs.” 

			Slade got in her car and departed.

			Casey walked to the house elated at getting back to real investigative work. He had no mental picture of what the multimillion-dollar house would look like inside but was aware that movie stars lived extravagantly. He went in. On the living room’s cathedral ceiling was an enormous hand-painted mural: a triple-sized advertising poster for the motion picture Mystery Girl depicting Gloria Channing in a afari outfit, emerging from dark-green jungle flora and fauna holding a long-barreled pistol. Each of the high-backed upholstered chairs around a thirty-foot dining room table had a gold crown painted on the back. The walls were hung with paintings, including a cartoon mouse in front of a white house with a neon minaret atop its portico, headless nudes running toward a crimson river, and a narrow path between dark trees. The contemporary art junk reminded Casey of other celebrity mansions whose living rooms looked like they’d been designed as backdrops for television interviews. 

			The kitchen door was open. Two bodies were on a checkerboard-tiled floor: a man near the stove and a woman next to the door leading outside to the pool. Near the sinks, Dollinger was talking to a uniformed officer and a woman Casey recognized as a coroner’s investigator. The police photographer was aiming an audio-video camera at the male victim; Casey guessed that the deceased was thirty years old. He was of medium height and weight. His head wounds had oozed a lot of blood. His eyes were closed; his hair was neatly parted and combed. He wore boxer-style swimming trunks, gladiator sandals, and a thick gold bracelet on his right wrist, and on the left, a wristwatch with a gold-weave band. His fingernails were manicured. He had no defensive wounds on his arms or hands. An ejected bullet casing was on the floor next to him. 

			Casey said, “Who is he?” 

			“Gloria Channing’s ex-husband, Bobby Lanza,” Dollinger said. 

			“The woman is Rosa Hernandez, Channing’s full-time house-keeper.” 

			She was on her right side, her feet near the door. A metal ring with keys was in her hand. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun. She wore sturdy SAS work shoes with thick soles and a simple cotton dress. The strap of a straw purse was over her arm. The two blood spots on her back looked like entry wounds. Her only jewelry was a thin, inexpensive necklace with petite yellow gold script that spelled ESPERANZA. She looked to him like others from El Salvador and Guatemala and Mexico and Bakersfield who worked in the big houses on the quiet streets of Beverly Hills—employees who tiptoed through the mansions, cooking, cleaning, and dusting off bottles of rare vintage reds before trudging to a bus stop on Sunset Boulevard for the trip home. 

			Casey said, “Looks to me like she was walking in the door when she got it.” 

			Dollinger nodded. “The bullet casing next to Lanza is .22-caliber Wolf Match target ammo, the same kind used in the Meredith Fox murder. If forensics tells us the rounds came from the same gun, it’ll be something to go on.”

			Staring at Rosa Hernandez, Casey said, “The shooter must have hidden behind the door…where’s Gloria Channing?”

			“In France, at a film festival.”

			“Who made the first call?” 

			“Channing’s personal assistant. She came here because she needed a telephone number that was in the house. The assistant couldn’t reach the housekeeper or Lanza, who was staying here with Channing’s permission while she was out of town. She drove here, didn’t recognize the car parked in the driveway, and called 911. Patrol Officer Mark Fukunaga arrived here five minutes later. The assistant gave him the house key. He goes inside and finds the scene. The body temperatures indicate both victims were killed last night. The glass sliding door to Channing’s first-floor bedroom was jimmied and the room was ransacked. It looks like the burglar killed Lanza and then, when the housekeeper arrived for work, he had to kill her. Any more questions?”

			“Not at the moment.”

			“Legs, I’m going to be completely above board. If you get into any avoidable trouble on this case, I’ll see to it that you are finished as a detective in this department.”

			

			“Okay.”

			“You’ll work this case with Kristina Sutherland. She’s on her way here.”

			Casey nodded. He considered Dollinger a competent captain—a “process” man who defended his detectives when they were trying to do their job but unapologetically punished them for on-duty drinking or romantic entanglements. Three years ago, when the last chief of police retired, Dollinger scored highest on the written test given to candidates eligible to replace him. But when the Beverly Hills city council gave the job to former Los Angeles Police Department Commander Donna Slade, Dollinger made it known that he’d taken his last promotion test. 

			Casey knew the role politics played in the upper echelons of the department. During the three years he spent in the US Army, Casey had gotten used to the ambition, treachery, and bureaucratic plots required to become a command officer. As a cop, he was able to avoid the political backbiting by simply not taking promotion tests. He figured if his reports were on time and he avoided too much drinking, there was little even dedicated pencil pushers like Captain Dollinger could do to him.

			“In case you’re wondering,” Dollinger said, “I’ll be the one reporting any case developments to the chief. No one else.”

			“I understand.”

			Dollinger returned to speaking with the coroner’s deputy. Casey exited the kitchen to a backyard centered by an enormous, black-bottomed swimming pool, the surface of which rippled with arching streams of water from two slate fountains. Next to the pool, lounge chairs, outdoor sofas, and umbrellas surrounded a twenty-stool, thatched-roof cocktail bar. Mark Fukunaga, a young and muscle-bound uniformed officer, was sitting on a barstool writing on a Report of Investigation form attached to a metal clipboard. 

			“Hey, Legs.”

			

			“Dollinger told me you found the body.” 

			“The call came out as see the woman, possible burglary. When I got here, Gloria Channing’s personal assistant, Courtney Wellstone, was waiting in the driveway.” 

			He told him Wellstone’s story as Dollinger had related it earlier to Casey. 

			“What was her reaction to seeing the bodies?”

			“She went weak at the knees, like she was going to faint.”

			“And now?”

			“She’s flustered but cooperative. I asked her to wait in my car until a detective arrived.”

			“Thanks, Mark.”

			Walking along the driveway, Casey slipped breath mints into his mouth. Fukunaga’s black and white was parked at the curb. A fortyish, well-tanned blonde was sitting in the front passenger seat. Her eyes were slightly red, as if she might’ve been crying. He showed her his badge. 

			“I’m Detective Casey, Miss Wellstone. Thanks for your patience. I have a few questions.” 

			“Of course.”

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Casey got in on the driver’s side. Courtney Wellstone wore designer eyeglasses and a tropical-print halter dress he guessed was unique and expensive. He guessed her age as late forties.

			“I’m sorry about Mr. Lanza and Ms. Hernandez.”

			She shook her head. “I still can’t believe it.”

			“You’re employed by Gloria Channing?”

			“I’m her personal assistant. I handle her schedule, everything for her. She called me yesterday and asked me to come here and get a phone number she forgot to take with her. When I arrived, I didn’t recognize the car in the driveway.” Wiping her eyes with a handkerchief, she said, “This is a huge nightmare.”

			“Have you informed Ms. Channing?”

			“I just got off the phone with her.”

			“What was her reaction?”

			“Stunned, upset…Bobby Lanza was her ex-husband…she asked me whether there was any press coverage. She told me she’s leaving the film festival and flying home tonight.” 

			“How did she get along with Mr. Lanza?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“She doesn’t tell you that kind of thing?” 

			“Not really.”

			“How long have you known her?” 

			“Almost thirty years. We were both twenty-one and in acting school when we met. I got her a part-time waitressing job where I was working in Studio City. After signing her first movie contract, the next thing Gloria did was hire me as her assistant. The first time I’d been on an airplane was the flight I took with her to Nairobi to shoot Mystery Girl. The movie became the biggest grossing motion picture of the year and was nominated for the Golden Globes and won three Academy Awards.”

			“Is she dating anyone now?” 

			“I don’t know.”

			“She gives you the key to her house, but doesn’t mention anything about her social life?”

			“All movie celebrities are cautious about sharing their personal business.” 

			“Who do you think broke into the house?” 

			She stared at him with an expression of incredulity. “I have absolutely no idea.” 

			“Who knew she was overseas?”

			“There wasn’t anything released to the press about her trip, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

			“Would it be safe to say she and Lanza got divorced because they didn’t get along?”

			“Like a million other couples. Everyone told her marrying him wouldn’t work. He was fifteen years younger. She married him because he was handsome, sexy. It lasted for two years. Their divorce was final about a year ago. Gloria realized she made a mistake.” 

			“Had either of them threatened one another?”

			“Recently?”

			“Whenever.” 

			“Gloria never mentioned anything like that.”

			“What kind of person was Bobby Lanza?”

			“Complicated—a dreamer with big ideas and the ability to sell them—but hobbled by his inability to play by the rules. He was articulate and had a cool and confident manner. He attracted women by his good looks and his way with words. I’ve never met a better conversationalist. After attending a cocktail party with forty strangers, he would leave remembering everyone’s name.”

			She was avoiding eye contact. He knew it may not mean anything, that with some people it was a habit, but her reticence to talk about the Channing/Lanza relationship might indicate something more. Women usually talked to one another about the men in their lives, particularly their ex-husbands. 

			“Who were Mr. Lanza’s friends?”

			Wringing her hands, Courtney Wellstone stared blankly at the windshield. “I don’t know.”

			“Do you know anything about whether there are security cameras on this property?”

			“Yes. Now, none of them are operational.”

			“Since when?”

			“They haven’t worked for more than a year.”

			“What’s the problem?”

			“Gloria told me she didn’t want to spend the money to have them repaired.”

			“Did she say why?”

			“I don’t feel comfortable sharing information about Gloria’s personal finances.”

			“I’m asking because a double murder occurred here. Two people are dead.” 

			“Gloria is a movie actor. Actors have financial ups and downs in their careers. The ups and downs relate to whether they are offered movie roles and the size of the budget of the motion picture. She…she hasn’t been offered any roles recently.”

			“Who do you think broke in?” 

			Wellstone furrowed her brow. “Again, I have no earthly idea.” 

			

			Casey asked for her address and phone number. She gave them. He noted the information.

			“Thanks for being patient,” he said. “I don’t have anything further. Do you need a ride somewhere?” 

			“No, I have my car.” 

			They got out of the cruiser. He walked with her to a new, four-door Cadillac parked at the curb. 

			“If you think of anything,” he said, handing her his police business card, “I’d appreciate a call.” 

			“Surely.” 

			She got in the Cadillac. Casey glanced at the license plate number. She drove away. He keyed the number into his cellphone and walked back to the house. 

			In the kitchen, Detective Kristina Sutherland was staring at Lanza’s corpse. She was sixteen years older than Casey, nearly six feet tall and broad shouldered. Her skin was Sudanese black. She wore dark plum lipstick. Her gray hair, tapered closely on the sides and longer on top, gave her an offbeat appearance.

			“Hey, Legs,” she said. “It sounds like you and I will be working this together.”

			“Looking forward to it.” 

			Smiling, she whispered, “A step up from being stuck on the stolen car desk?”

			“You bet.”

			“I’ve been working the Meredith Fox murder, and so far I’ve come up with nothing but some expended cartridges of the same kind of ammo used here. Fox died of shots to her head while seated in the driver’s seat of her car. It may or may not have been a random street robbery or a carjacking gone bad.”

			Sutherland began as a motorcycle officer and had been promoted to detective early in her career. Now, with more than twenty-seven years’ service, was at the top of the seniority list. Because of her reputation for diligence and attention to detail, Sutherland was often assigned to handle high-profile investigations. Casey and the other Beverly Hills detectives embraced her as “solid,” an officer who could maintain secrecy. As far as Casey knew, she’d never been married. She lived with her mother, who’d helped her raise her two daughters, both of whom were now Naval officers. Sutherland taught self-defense in her spare time and served as an official in judo competitions. Having worked a few cases with her, Casey respected her abilities. She was a computer whiz, and during complex investigations she created spreadsheets to connect clues. 

			“A carjacking?”

			“Maybe. Her wallet and credit cards were missing.” 

			“Witnesses?” 

			“None. And a handgun registered to her was on the front seat. The press jumped on the case because she used to be a publicity agent for some movie stars. With Lanza being Gloria Channing’s ex-husband, you can be sure the reporters will be sticking their noses into this investigation.” 

			He and Sutherland spent the next few hours searching the house and cataloging what they thought might be evidence. All that was left was interviewing Rosa Hernandez’s relatives and searching Lanza’s car in the driveway. Sutherland offered to search the car.

			—

			Casey drove away from Hillcrest Drive with the windows of his car rolled down. Pleased at his transfer from the punishment desk to a big case, he couldn’t get the maudlin image of Rosa Hernandez lying dead out of his mind: an innocent gunned down wearing work shoes, the horrific collateral damage left by a killer. 

			

			He got on the 405 freeway and drove south, transitioning to the eastbound Santa Monica Freeway. He made good time, reaching Interstate 5 about eighteen minutes later. At First Street, he took the off-ramp east to a neighborhood where most of the streets had Spanish names. Extended Mexican-American families and their near relatives once encompassed entire blocks, but now with the incursion of millions of border crossers, impelled by poverty and Central American civil wars, a lot of the Mexican-Americans had moved east to San Bernardino, Chino, and Riverside. 

			Rosa Hernandez’s mother lived on a street with cracked sidewalks and one tall, shaggy palm tree. Her small, stucco house was like the others on the block. Parking the sedan at the curb, he got out and walked to the porch. The screen door was locked. He heard voices and walked to a patio at the rear of the house where two young women and a young man were sitting at a table covered with a serape. They looked tearful and drawn. The man got up. He had wide shoulders, muscled arms. 

			Casey showed his badge. “Beverly Hills Police Department. I’m Detective Casey.” 

			“I’m Rosa’s brother. The coroner’s investigator was just here.”

			“I’m sorry for your loss.”

			“Who killed my sister?”

			“We think it was a burglar.” 

			“My mother has a bad heart and fainted when we got the call. She wants to talk to you.”

			“Certainly.”

			Hernandez led him into a small, dimly lit living room. Children’s Crayola drawings were affixed to the walls with clear tape. An elderly woman in a yellow sundress was lying on the sofa. 

			“Mom, Detective Casey is here from the Beverly Hills Police Department.”

			

			She opened her eyes and sat up unsteadily. Her lips were pale, grayish. She had short gray hair, sharp features, and dark circles under her eyes.

			“I’m Esperanza Hernandez.” 

			“There’s no need to get up,” Casey said. “I’m very sorry for your loss, ma’am.”

			She said to her son, “I will speak privately with Detective Casey for a moment.” 

			Her son left the room. 

			“If you prefer,” Casey said, “I can come back some other time.”

			“My husband died last year.” Her voice cracked. “But I’m glad he’s not here to go through losing a child.”

			“Did Rosa talk with you about her work at the Gloria Channing residence?”

			“We talked about everything. Rosa was my best friend. She lived here and she was paying the second mortgage. I borrowed on the house to pay my husband’s medical expenses; then, because of my health problems, I had to quit my job.”

			“Did Rosa ever say anything about suspicious people coming around the Channing house?”

			“No.”

			“Did she mention seeing anything unusual there?”

			“She complained about Gloria Channing.”

			He spoke softly. “What was the problem?”

			“Slow pay.”

			“Rosa was owed money?”

			“Can you imagine Gloria Channing, a movie star living in a big Beverly Hills mansion, not paying her housekeeper on time—sometimes being three weeks late in paying a salary?”

			“How long did this go on?”

			

			“For the past year. Rosa had to ask her repeatedly for her paycheck. The gardener had the same problem. Gloria would fire gardeners when she owed them a lot of money, figuring they wouldn’t complain to the police because they weren’t citizens. Can you imagine a rich movie star doing something that selfish and cruel to one of their employees?”

			Esperanza looked like her daughter. The resemblance was uncanny, a striking familial likeness. 

			“Did Channing ever tell Rosa about her financial situation? About why she wasn’t able to pay her on time?”

			“Rosa said she thought it had something to do with Bobby Lanza. When Gloria was out of town, Bobby would hang out at the swimming pool. He went swimming in the nude. He once touched Rosa. She told him to keep his hands off her. Rosa complained to Gloria, but Gloria didn’t do anything about it. Bobby was still there at the pool sometimes. Rosa told me she thought Gloria was crazy for letting him hang around the place. She had the impression that Bobby might have been giving Gloria money.” 

			“Can you think of anything else Rosa told you about Channing?” She shook her head. Casey took out a business card, handed it to her. “I’ll keep you informed about the investigation, Mrs. Hernandez. Feel free to call me if you have any questions…”

			“Your picture was in the newspaper. I have a good memory. You’re the detective who was wounded in the big Beverly Hills jewelry store robbery. You killed three robbers in a gun fight. You are a brave man. Your picture was on the television news. Do you have a family?”

			“I’m divorced.”

			“Children?”

			“No.”

			“Violence affects people forever. It never goes away.”

			He said he agreed.

			

			“My wonderful daughter Rosa promised me she’d never let me lose the house. My son was in trouble with a gang but straightened up and was making good money working as a bellman at a hotel in Orange County, but the place closed three months ago. He has been trying to find another job. What happened to Rosa isn’t going to destroy my family…I won’t let it…Detective Casey, would you think it rude if I asked you a favor?”

			“Not at all.”

			She met his eyes. “I know police detectives have connections. My son is strong, and he is a hard worker. Will you ask one of the rich people in Beverly Hills to give him a job?” 

			“I’ll find something for him.” 

			She reached out and squeezed his hand. “You mean that, don’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			Her eyes locked onto his. She pulled him close. “The heart doctor gave me bad news last month…I’m going to ask you something else.”

			“Okay.”

			She whispered, “When you find who took Rosa from me, I want you to deal with them the same way you dealt with the robbers who spilled your blood. Quiero venganza.”

			He whispered back, “You have my word.” 

			“I can tell you are a good man, Detective Casey. I know that my husband would have liked you.”

			“You need to rest, Mrs. Hernandez.”

			Tears welling, she said, “Que le vaya bien.” 

			In the sedan, Casey turned on the air conditioning and picked up his clipboard. Printing with a ballpoint pen, he filled lines on his daily chronological log beginning at the Channing house on Hillcrest Drive. He noted the time, the address of the Hernandez residence, and what Esperanza Hernandez mentioned about Gloria Channing. He didn’t carry the clipboard to interviews because many interviewees stopped talking when detectives began making notes. 

			Slipping his cellphone out of its clip-on belt holder, he looked up a name in his address book, then touched the phone number. The phone rang twice.

			“Beverly Crown International Hotel, Security Department.”

			The International Hotel was where movie stars and other VIPs paid for the most expensive rooms on the West Coast, and the chief of security was a retired Beverly Hills detective he’d once worked with. Casey asked if he could get a job for an experienced hotel bellman. 

			On the freeway driving back to Beverly Hills, Casey called Esperanza Hernandez. He gave her his former colleague’s name and phone number and told her to have her son mention Casey’s name when he called about the job. Tearfully, she thanked him.

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Casey parked in front of the Channing residence; Kristina Sutherland stood in the driveway next to the Ford SUV. Its doors and trunk were open. He got out of the car and walked up the driveway. She wore blue rubber gloves and was holding a large white envelope.

			She said, “Did you come up with anything?”

			“Rosa told her mother Channing was in financial trouble and that Lanza was a jerk.”

			“Well, I have something here. While Lanza was having his Ferrari serviced at a dealership on Wilshire Boulevard, he was using this loaner car. I called the rental company that holds the title. They gave us permission to search. I found a briefcase in the trunk containing Lanza’s health club identification card, some other paperwork that belongs to him, and this.” She held out the envelope. 

			Casey took latex evidence gloves from his back pocket, slipped them on, and opened the envelope. It contained four unposed color photographs of a man and an attractive woman having sex in different positions. The shots were clear, high-quality photographic work. The female looked to be in her early thirties and physically fit. Her dyed platinum hair was styled in a distinctive and unusual inverted bob. She had green eyes and tan lines. The man was fortyish and trim. His arms and pectoral muscles were of someone who swam or played tennis. In one of the shots, a portion of what looked like a tattoo was visible on his left shoulder. His face wasn’t visible in any of the photographs, as if the shots might had been selected out of a larger group.

			He said, “Lanza?”

			

			“The coroner found no tattoos on the body. It’s not him. What do you think?”

			“If these are blackmail shots, the guy’s face not being visible might mean he was in on the shakedown.”

			“Blackmail. I hadn’t thought of that. But it makes sense. Good observation, Legs.”

			“Thanks.”

			“I hate blackmail cases.”

			“You’re not the only one.” 

			Beverly Hills detectives knew all celebrities became blackmail victims at some point in their careers, that whether they were young, old, straight, gay, male, or female, they wouldn’t be spared the humiliation of being shaken down for money, extorted. He was also aware extortion was difficult to prove. Without overwhelming proof of criminal intent, the LA County District Attorney’s Office would refuse to file criminal charges against blackmailers. Victims often saw the blackmail payoff as the best way to ensure privacy and preserve their reputations. 

			He studied the background in the photographs. The room resembled a residence bedroom rather than a hotel room. Two empty martini glasses and an ashtray containing a hand-rolled cigarette butt were on a nightstand. On a chair next to the bed were underwear, a black cocktail dress, and a pair of eyeglasses with unusual, light-blue frames. Next to the chair on the white shag carpeting were men’s black leather loafers, a long-sleeved white shirt, and a pair of black trousers.

			He said, “Could the photos have been taken here?”

			“I’ve checked all the rooms. None of them look like the one in the photographs. And by the way, there’s something in the kitchen I want you to take look at.” 

			They walked inside. Smudges of ferric oxide were all over the kitchen appliances, furniture, and counters. The forensic tech had opened the cupboards and dusted the entire sink, kitchen table, stove, and walls. Sutherland pointed under the dining table. Casey leaned down and saw a one-inch square of black plastic fastened to the underside with half-inch electrical tape. He unfastened the tape, removed the device, and took out its miniature battery. 

			“It’s a listening device,” he said. “Low quality, like something purchased off the internet.”

			She said, “That rules out the FBI and IRS.”

			“Blackmail photos and electronic eavesdropping doesn’t fit with some cat burglar getting caught stealing.” 

			Later, they watched two coroner’s deputies zip Bobby Lanza’s corpse into a plastic bag, hoist the body onto a wheeled gurney, and roll it out the doorway.

			—

			Marty Vollero stopped his bright yellow Audi Spyder convertible at the main gate security booth and showed the uniformed Paramount Studios guard his private investigator’s license and a studio access card given to him by a former client, an actor who maintained an office in one of the producer buildings. The guard noted the number on the card and motioned him to enter. Following the studio road a hundred yards to the main vehicle lot, Vollero parked the car and turned off the engine. Using the rearview mirror, he straightened his necktie. He liked the look of the gray sharkskin business suit. He kept his hair just short enough to comb, like the sons of the rich and powerful he’d met after being retained by their parents to bail them out of jail for drunk driving or rape. 

			Vollero, thirty-nine, had been an academic laggard at Hollywood High School. Dropping out of Los Angeles City College at nineteen after one semester, he decided to become either a movie star, a race car driver, or a cop. He worked on a movie set catering truck, then took a few classes in law enforcement and became a Beverly Hills Police Department officer, a job that lasted a few years until he was forced to resign. 

			He got out of the car and walked to Sound Stage 13, a building the size of an airplane hangar. Its tall, sliding door was cracked a few inches. Peeking inside, he saw movie crew members moving about placing lighting equipment, talking quietly, and adjusting cameras in front of a forty-foot square blue screen. The attractive Vivienne Kalen-Boudreaux sat on a folding chair reading a script. She wore a buckskin leather jacket, matching skirt, and moccasins. For the role she was playing, the movie hair stylist had dyed black her usually platinum hair. A young man whom Vollero assumed was the movie director spoke briefly with Kalen-Boudreaux. The actress got up, handed her script to a production assistant, and walked to her mark in front of a gigantic blue backdrop. The crew stopped talking and a hush came across the stage. 

			The director said, “Action!” 

			Vivienne Kalen-Boudreaux, thirty-one years old, walked two steps toward the camera and said, “I’m going back to Kansas City.”

			“Cut!” the director said. “Very good, Vivienne. Wonderful performance. Exquisite.” 

			Vivienne smiled.

			The director began talking to a cameraman. The crew members began moving about. Kalen-Boudreaux returned to her chair. Vollero was amused at the ritual of movie production. In Hollywood, reciting a single sentence, neither art nor science, was enough to win the award for best actor from the Motion Picture Academy of Arts and Sciences. The uniformed security guard on the other side of the set had his back turned, and Vollero pushed the door open enough to slip inside. He knew from investigating Vivienne Kalen-Boudreaux that she managed to get movie roles because she was married to a successful movie producer. 
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13 Hillcrest Drive is a tough, unrelenting, heart-punch of a novel, and absolute proof
that Gerald Petievich is the king of hardboiled noir.”
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