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IMITATION OF DEATH

“Who’s going to arrest you?” Nikki asked. “Jess, I can barely hear you. What’s going on?”

“The police. The paramedics. They’re all here. But I didn’t do it.” She sounded as if she was about to burst into tears. “You have to believe me.”

“I believe you. What didn’t you do?”

“Kill Rex.”

Nikki almost dropped her cell phone. “Pardon?”

“I didn’t kill Rex March.”

She didn’t kill Rex? What was she talking about? Were the police saying she was with Rex when his plane crashed? That was absurd. And impossible. The day he died, Jessica was with her and a thousand other California real estate agents at a convention in San Francisco. “Of course you didn’t kill Rex. He died in a plane crash six months ago. Are you drunk?”

“He’s here, Nikki. Rex. He’s here dead,” Jessica said in a tiny voice. “In my bed.”

“In your bed?”

“Someone killed him, Nikki. Not in a plane crash. Here. Today. In my apartment. He was alive and now he’s dead. He’s been murdered and the police think I did it!”
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“Did you not know that you are my hero?”
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Chapter 1

Nikki Harper snagged a Norwegian salmon canapé from a silver tray as a server passed her. Checking her Girard-Perregaux wristwatch, which she rarely wore (how embarrassing was it to own a timepiece that cost as much as a three-bedroom bungalow in Boise?), she popped the delicacy into her mouth. She truly adored extravagant food; it was these extravagant parties she could do without. They were all about seeing and being seen, neither of which appealed to her. She’d spent her entire childhood in the limelight, which still left a sour taste in her mouth. Or would have, had the smoky, salty salmon not been so amazing.

This party, like most she attended in Hollywood, was business, not pleasure. She came to these events because she had to, not because they were supposed to be fun.

According to the superior Swiss timing on her wrist, if she included the time it took in line for the valet parking, she’d been here forty-seven minutes. Surely another thirteen minutes and she could bid her hostess good night and be on her way. If she was lucky, she might even be able to escape before the grand entrance of Victoria Bordeaux, the honored guest of the evening, who was already almost an hour late. The fifties screen goddess would have it no other way.

“Are you staying?” Nikki glanced at her companion. A gaudy crystal chandelier overhead caught her attention, and she wondered how she had managed to sell this white elephant of a mansion in Outpost Estates in Hollywood for the ridiculous asking price. There were five additional, identical crystal monstrosities here in the salon where cocktails were being served.

Golden-haired Jessica Martin, as beautiful as any old-Hollywood screen goddess, regarded Nikki with arched eyebrows. She was wearing a red silk sheath dress that had no doubt been purchased on Rodeo Drive that morning. She completed the ensemble with incredibly tanned, muscular bare legs and her favorite four-inch spike-heeled red Jimmy Choos.

Nikki glanced down at her own attire, suddenly feeling self-conscious. She hoped she didn’t look frumpy in her vintage sleeveless sweater dress and sensible pumps.

At five-foot-ten, she rarely wore high heels; they always made her feel too conspicuous, like she was towering over others. And no matter what she wore, she would never be as curvy as Jessica. She was willowy, according to her mother. Translation: skinny and shapeless. The one physical characteristic she had always liked about herself, though, was her red hair—her father’s red hair. Strawberry blond, she wore it just below her shoulders. And her eyes. She’d had a love–hate relationship with the blue eyes for years.

“I doubt I’m staying. No one’s here.” Jessica wrinkled her pretty nose.

“Are you kidding? Everyone is here. Mother’s colorist says Angelina’s looking for a new place. Heard she’s adopting more children. You should go talk to her.” Nikki lifted her chin in the direction of the brunette movie icon surrounded by her entourage at the far side of the room.

Jessica sighed. “I’m not up for schmoozing. I think I’m going to go, if you don’t mind.”

She pressed her fingertips to her board-flat abs, reminding Nikki of the avant-garde restaurant on the Sunset Strip where sushi was served on the naked bellies of well-toned waitresses. Jessica could definitely get a job there.

“I’m starving,” Jessica declared.

“Starving? Here?” Nikki eyed a tray of mushroom and lobster thingies going by, just out of reach. “You could feed a small African nation with the amount of food Edith is serving here tonight.”

Edith March was Nikki and Jessica’s client and their hostess for the evening. Actually, technically, her husband Rex had been their client. He’d approached the realty company Nikki and Jessica worked for, eight months ago, about putting his tacky Old Spanish–style nine-bedroom home up for sale. The sixty-two-year-old actor had died tragically in a plane crash two months later, before the house had been sold.

His body was never recovered from the single-engine plane he’d been flying solo when he crashed in the California desert. It was a tragedy, of course. Any death in a fiery plane crash was. What was even more tragic, though, was that Rex didn’t seem to be missed all that much. Edith, Rex’s widow, had begun dating only weeks after the memorial service.

The tabloids had struggled to find anything nice to say about the man and his work, and the initial excitement over his untimely death had faded as fast as the luscious taste of lox on Nikki’s tongue. She scanned the room for the nearest red-vested server.

Although Rex had played the occasional small role in films over the years, his one true claim to fame had been the lead in an early seventies family comedy set on a desert island; it wasn’t a great hit at the time, but it had become a residual blockbuster.

Nikki hadn’t personally cared for Rex. He’d been a typical soggy Hollywood has-been who’d never had any talent to begin with nor enough sense to know it. He’d had entirely too large an ego and hands like an octopus.

Edith March, on the other hand, Nikki genuinely adored. Edith was a classy lady who had remained loyal to her philandering husband to his death, and now she was making lemonade out of lemons. With the mansion sold, there was talk of buying a condo in Belize and a penthouse in New York City with her new, young boyfriend.

And Edith knew how to throw a party. Everyone was here: the film actors and actresses of the old Hollywood days as well as current box office draws. She was even kind enough to invite a few TV stars. Edith was saying good-bye to the mansion she had never liked, good-bye to her previous life, and maybe a final good-bye to Rex, whose larger-than-life-size portrait was painted as a mural on the wall of the salon.

“I can’t eat here.” Jessica looked at Nikki as if she’d just grown a horn in the middle of her head. Or maybe worn Manolo Blahniks to the gym. “Not in this dress. I haven’t eaten for two days and I still had to lie down on the bed to get it zipped up.” She drew her hand over the red silk and her amazingly fit torso. “Besides. You know me. I don’t eat raw fish eggs. Give me a well-done burger with special sauce any day.”

Nikki chuckled. She and Jessica didn’t see eye to eye on fashion any better than Nikki and her mother did. Nikki was into comfort, old styles, and recycling perfectly good garments from her favorite vintage used clothing stores on Santa Monica in Beverly Hills. Jessica liked her designers big and her heels high. But Jessica was what she was, and Nikki liked her because of it. Sometimes in spite of it. One of Jessica’s most endearing qualities was that she wasn’t any more impressed by celebrities than Nikki was. Their only difference was that Nikki had grown up with them and Jessica slept with them. The combination of their personalities made them a great team at work.

Take this sale, for instance. Jessica had brought the client in; she had catered to him, cooed and batted her lashes at him. Nikki had hit the pavement in search of prospective buyers. In the end, they had both wound up with phat commissions.

“Hey, check that out. Ten o’clock.” Jessica eyed the host of a new late-night talk show. She liked her men mature. Preferably rich and mature. Sadly, also married. “Know him?”

“Met him.” Nikki glanced at the bar. She wanted a glass of champagne before she was on her way, but there was a casting executive there whom she wanted to avoid.

“Mother’s?” Jessica questioned dryly.

“Where else?”

“Nikki! Darling! How good of you to come.” Their hostess squeezed through her crowd of guests and enveloped Nikki in plump arms and yards of buttercup yellow chiffon. Hugging the breath out of her, Edith March still managed to keep the champagne glass in her hand from tipping and spilling its contents on the floor, or worse, on Jessica’s red silk number. “Really, you should be the guest of honor. None of this would have been possible without you.”

Nikki air-kissed Edith’s cheek and extracted herself from the sea of nose-tickling fabric. “That’s kind of you, but we were just doing our jobs, Edith. You remember my partner, Jessica Martin,” she said, knowing full well that Edith remembered her.

There had been some unexplained friction between the two women from day one; during the process of selling the estate, Nikki had kept them apart as much as possible. Nikki knew from experience that that happened with Jessica sometimes with their older female clients; just part of the territory when working with a drop-dead gorgeous partner.

Nikki smiled at Edith. “We’re just pleased we were able to work out a deal that was acceptable to both you and the buyers.”

“Acceptable? It was more than acceptable. Wasn’t it, dear?” Sipping from the glass, Edith opened and closed long red talons, beckoning to a good-looking thirty-something model/actor in a white dinner jacket.

Nikki had heard that Thompson Christopher was in the running for a role in a new romantic comedy. Word was, the part could make him a household name if Kate Hudson signed on.

“Thompson, tell Nikki how thrilled we are with the deal,” Edith insisted, finishing off her champagne.

Thompson slipped his arm around Edith’s thick waist. “I’m pleased if Edie’s pleased.” His smile seemed genuine, something Nikki didn’t see all that often in these circles.

“Jessica and I are just happy we were able to make this process as painless as possible.” Nikki glanced at Jessica, who had resumed eyeing the late-night TV guy, and gave her a little nudge. “Aren’t we, Jess?”

“Absolutely,” Jessica gushed, offering a good half of her attention.

“And I know you said you’re not ready to buy yet, Edith,” Nikki continued, “but—”

“Should we decide to buy in L.A., you’ll be the first person I talk to.” Edith handed Thompson her glass and took both of Nikki’s hands in hers. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. You were such a blessing when Rex passed. God rest his soul.” She glanced in the direction of her husband’s slightly creepy grinning face looming over the room from the far wall.

“God rest his soul,” Thompson echoed good-naturedly.

Nikki couldn’t help but look at Rex’s portrait, wondering how he felt, gazing down from wherever he was, watching his wife play house with a man young enough to be his son. A man who didn’t seem to understand the difference between a first name and a last.

“If I’d left the sale to that damned lawyer of Rex’s, I’d be packing my bags for a homeless shelter.”

“Edie,” Thompson admonished gently.

“A wolf in Armani wool.” She drew her finger beneath her beau’s chin. “You haven’t been in Hollywood long enough to recognize them yet, but you will. There are packs of them. He was supposed to be here, you know.” She scanned the sea of celebrity cocktail dresses and suits with a trained eye. “What makes me think he’ll be a no-show? It’s just like Alex to insult me like this.”

“Well.” Nikki clasped her hands, ready to make her escape. She’d eaten her weight in seafood and spoken to her hostess. If she hurried, she could be home in her PJs with her TiVo in an hour. “Just let me know if there’s anything else we can do to make the transition easier.”

“You’ve already done so much, dear.” Someone caught Edith’s eye. “Oh, heavens, is that Portia Raleigh? I thought she’d gone to Palm Springs to recover from another facelift. I do hope she was more cautious this time about her choice of plastic surgeons. I must say hello.” She fluttered off, leaving Thompson holding her empty champagne flute.

He watched her go and then returned his attention to Nikki. “I really do appreciate what you’ve done for Edie,” he said. “You’ve been helpful and you’ve been kind. And having Victoria Bordeaux here tonight as Edie’s guest”—he opened his arms—“I know that was you, too. It’s such an honor and a dream come true for Edie.”

Nikki hesitated; comments like that always made her uncomfortable. Thankfully, Jessica always knew when to throw her a lifeline.

Jessica moved gracefully to the forefront, pumping Thompson’s hand. “We’re just pleased that Rex March’s widow is pleased, Mr. Christopher.”

“Well, thank you again. Now, if you’ll excuse me, ladies.” He bowed slightly, which made him appear very old Hollywood, especially in his classic white dinner jacket and black trousers. Nikki liked him better by the second. “I’d better get Edie some more champagne and rescue Ms. Raleigh.” He flashed a handsome grin and pushed through the crowd.

Nikki waited until Thompson was out of earshot before she touched Jessica’s arm. “What’s with the cold shoulder to Edith? She was nice enough to you.”

“No cold shoulder.” Jessica shrugged her golden sculpted shoulders. No matter how hard Nikki worked out at the gym, she’d never have those fabulous shoulders.

“But did you see her nails?” Jessica murmured, leaning closer, cupping her hand to her mouth with her own manicured fingers.

“I know.” Nikki eyed another tray of hors d’oeuvres. Was that beluga caviar? “A little long for a woman her age not working as a cashier in the dollar store.”

“It’s not the length I’m talking about,” Jessica whispered. “Chipped.”

“Chipped?” It wasn’t likely Edith was serving chipped beef. Nikki was still hung up on the hors d’oeuvres.

“Her nail polish. It was chipped. Unacceptable. She needs to fire her manicurist. Well, I’m off.” Jessica kissed the air beside Nikki’s cheek. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

“Biking in Malibu Canyon. Wanna come?”

“Who’re you going with?”

“Marshall and Rob.”

Jessica frowned. “Taken.”

Nikki chuckled. “So, see you Monday?”

“Tuesday. Monday I’ve got a seminar downtown. Downy wanted office representation and he’s footing the bill. But I swear, if it’s Zig Ziglar again, I’ll commit harikari right in the conference hall.” She gave a wave. “See you.”

Nikki stood in the sea of beautiful people, watching Jessica make her way to the front foyer. She debated whether or not to track down the beluga, but decided against it, and headed in the same general direction as Jessica. The door. If she was lucky, she’d be out of here before—

Nikki had barely reached the foyer when she heard the familiar whirr and snap of dozens of cameras as the double front doors were thrown open. In this age of digital cameras, the paparazzi no longer flashed and popped. Instead, they sounded like a swarm of clicking insects.

Holy crapoli, she thought. She would never grow used to it, not as long as she lived. She glanced over her shoulder; there was no way to escape gracefully. The spaces behind her were quickly filling. Even celebrities liked to get a look at a goddess.

A smile immediately lit Nikki’s face. It was the smile her mother had pressed upon her since birth, very possibly in utero. It was a well-practiced smile, intended to conceal any emotion the bearer might be experiencing. In Hollywood, feelings were better suited to psychiatrists’ couches and intimate dinner conversation. One never shared with the public.

Through the crowd, she spotted a familiar face. The driver, dressed immaculately in a black suit and old-school chauffeur’s cap, threw open the rear door of the white Bentley and offered his hand. Slender, gloved fingers slid into his and suddenly the dark night lit up with the sheer effervescence of the incomparable Victoria Bordeaux.

For a moment, Nikki felt trapped. Like a tiny mouse trying to escape a horde of hungry cats. Maybe not a tiny rodent, more like a tall, lanky one. But the crowd moved back, leaving her alone at the door.

Dressed in a gorgeous gold cocktail dress, matching kitten heels and an amazing faux-ermine shrug, Victoria Bordeaux alighted from the Bentley and strode toward her. The screen star may have been in the twilight of her life, but thanks to good genes and sturdy undergarments, she was as beautiful as she had been in her early twenties. Petite and a natural blond, she still had that sweater-girl curvaceous figure that had shot her from a soda fountain stool to stardom all those years ago.

And, still, after all this time, Victoria’s beauty, her poise, took Nikki’s breath away.

The star offered her gloved hand and Nikki took it, leaning down to kiss her very close to her cheek, but not so close as to muss her face powder.

“Really, Nicolette,” Victoria admonished under her breath. “A sweater dress to a cocktail party?”

Nikki couldn’t resist a smile of amusement as she stood to her full height, towering over the older woman. Some things never changed. “Oh, for sweet heaven’s sake, Mother. It’s vintage Chanel!”




Chapter 2

“Staying in tonight or going out?” Victoria asked, gazing into the mirror. Dressed in a white silk robe, she sat at her rosewood vanity and carefully removed her eye makeup. She’d hosted a charity luncheon that afternoon and had been in full goddess mode, something she no longer did every day.

Nikki, who sat cross-legged on the floor flipping through an old photo album, glanced up at her mother. Even seen this way, as a reflection in the old mirror, her hair in a turban, her face wiped clean of makeup, she was a woman of extraordinary beauty, a truly golden Venus. Nikki may not have been exactly jealous of her mother’s beauty, but she was certainly envious of it. “Staying in.”

“You and Jeremy should go out more.”

It was a familiar topic of conversation, one Nikki didn’t care to delve into this evening. After a long day at work, she just wanted to relax with her dogs and not think, and certainly not argue with her mother. Her relationship with her childhood-friend-turned-lover was complicated, but weren’t all relationships?

Both of Nikki’s Cavalier King Charles Spaniels lounged with her on the floor among throw pillows, and she scratched one of the pups behind the ear. Victoria didn’t allow dogs on the furniture, so Nikki sat on the floor with them. At the end of the day, the dogs craved her attention and she, on some level, craved theirs. It was such simple, uncomplicated love between her and Stanley and Oliver. The only effortless relationship she had.

“What do you think, Stanley?” The dog’s ears perked up at the sound of Nikki’s voice. “Should Jeremy and I go out or should he go to his daughter’s dance recital? Or maybe Grandma should just mind her own beeswax, hmmm?” She scratched under the dog’s chin and he sighed with obvious pleasure.

“I am not a grandmother to those canines.” Victoria returned her attention to the mirror. “Stop trying to bait me. I worry about you. You say you and Jeremy are in love, but you rarely see each other more than once a week.”

“His wife died, Mother. An ugly, hair-falling-out, shriveling-to-nothing cancer death. His children need him and I’m not going to foist myself upon them.”

Jealous of the attention Stanley was getting, Oliver inched forward until he rested his muzzle on Nikki’s leg. She stroked his soft, spotted red and white coat. Oliver was a Blenheim. Stanley, a cousin twice removed to Oliver and two years older, was a black, white and tan Tri.

“I understand that perfectly.” Victoria lifted both hands in a conceding pose; for her, every movement was about perfect lighting, angle and balance, even when she wasn’t in front of the camera. Victoria never, ever got caught by the paparazzi picking spinach from between her teeth or dragging toilet paper beneath the heel of her alligator-skin pump. Nikki had had the bad fortune of both. “I understand perfectly that children are needy. I raised seven children of my own.”

“You and a revolving door of nannies,” Nikki muttered. She regretted the words the moment they came out of her mouth.

Victoria elegantly turned on the padded bench and looked Nikki directly in the eye. “Did you come here to pick a fight?”

Nikki sighed and stroked Stanley’s head. “No.”

“Good. So spare me the Joan Crawford guilt trip and tell me about your day.”

Nikki smiled. This was one of the reasons she loved her mother so dearly. If there was one person Victoria Bordeaux knew, it was herself. The good and the bad, and she made no excuses for either. “I think I may have sold that place in Brentwood we listed last month.”

The fact that Nikki sold real estate for a living was still a prickly subject, even after ten years, but Victoria’s smile was genuine. “The one down the street from that football player who killed his wife and got off scot-free?”

O.J. Simpson had just been put in his place by Victoria Bordeaux and he didn’t even know it. “O.J. Simpson. And the jury found him innocent. 7.7 million.”

“I suppose you have to split the commission with Jessica.”

“She is my partner. And the listing agent gets a cut, but I may have to buy myself that antique Victorian ring I was telling you about, the snake one with the emerald eyes.”

“You must have gotten your taste from your father.” Victoria slipped a cigarette from a pack on her vanity. It didn’t matter who told her the dangers of smoking, or how often, it was a habit she said she’d indulged in for the last fifty-odd years and at her age she didn’t intend to give it up. “Because it certainly wasn’t from me.” She struck a flame from the antique lighter that had not been an antique when it had been given to her by Howard Hughes. White smoke curled around her turbaned head.

Oliver wrinkled his nose and sneezed in protest of the acrid smoke. Nikki stifled a chuckle.

“Please.” Victoria gazed down at the dog. “There are no Oscars for canines. Not even an Emmy,” she sniffed.

Nikki absently studied a photo of herself taken on her fifth birthday. Her mother had somehow wrangled a photo-op with Nikki’s favorite TV personality and thrown her a space-themed party on one of the studio lots. Somewhere, there was a picture of her and Jeremy that day, too. She flipped the page. “Speaking of Oscars, what are we watching this week?”

“The Little Foxes or maybe Johnny Belinda. I haven’t decided.”

Nikki set the photo album aside and gathered both dogs onto her lap to cuddle them. “Johnny Belinda starred Jane Wyman,” she recalled. “You were friends at Paramount, right?”

“She was a little before my time, but I knew her.” Victoria exhaled blue-gray smoke. “A nice enough girl.”

“I can’t believe you knew Ronald Reagan.” Nikki’s phone vibrated next to her in her bag. “He was such a hottie back then. Who could have imagined he would be president one day?”

“I said that the day he was elected.”

Nikki grinned as she fumbled for her BlackBerry. “Let’s have a little respect for the dead, if not for two-term presidents, shall we?” Locating her phone in her Prada shoulder bag, she looked at the screen. Jessica. “Hey,” she said, answering it. “How’d the seminar go? Learn anything—”

“Oh, Jesus, Nikki. You have to come,” Jessica said into her ear in an uncharacteristically high-pitched voice.

Stanley licked Nikki’s pant leg where she had spilled blue-cheese salad dressing at lunch. “Come where? Stan, stop.” She pushed the dog’s head away. Her linen trousers now had a wet doggy-tongue stain, but at least the oily spot seemed to have disappeared.

“Tell her to come for supper. We’ll have Ina make fajitas.” Victoria ground out her cigarette in a porcelain ashtray, half-smoked. Always half-smoked. Her way of cutting back.

“Nikki, please,” Jessica moaned.

Nikki realized, then, that something was wrong. Seriously wrong. She pushed both dogs off her lap and got to her feet.

“If she doesn’t want fajitas, I think there’s chicken breasts,” Victoria went on. “Ina can whip up a nice chicken pasta with avocado.”

Nikki held up her hand to silence her mother. She couldn’t follow two conversations at once. “Jess, what is it? What’s wrong?” There was noise in the background. Male voices. Was that a police siren? “Are you okay?”

“Jesus, no. No, I’m not okay. I’m scared shitless.”

She sounded like she was trying to whisper, but with her voice so high-pitched, Nikki could barely understand her. “Tell me where you are. I’ll come right now.”

“My apartment. Oh, Jesus,” she moaned. “I think they’re going to arrest me. They’re saying I have to get off the phone. I don’t want to go in there. I don’t want to see that again. Not ever.”

“Or we can do take-out,” Victoria continued, rising from her vanity. She glanced at Stanley and Oliver, sprawled on her carpet. “I suppose doggies do take-out.”

Mother, Nikki mouthed. She turned away so she could better concentrate on what Jessica was saying. “Who’s going to arrest you? Jess, I can barely hear you. What’s going on? Who’s there with you?”

“The police. The paramedics. They’re all here. But I didn’t do it.” She sounded as if she was about to burst into tears. “You have to believe me.”

“Okay, okay, I’m coming.” Nikki walked back to grab her bag off the floor. Jessica wasn’t making any sense. “I believe you. What didn’t you do?”

“Kill Rex.”

Nikki halted abruptly; her purse hit the floor. “Pardon?”

“I didn’t kill Rex March.”

She didn’t kill Rex? What was she talking about? Were the police saying she was with Rex when his plane crashed? That was absurd. And impossible. The day he died, Jessica was with her and a thousand other California real estate agents at a convention in San Francisco. “Of course you didn’t kill Rex. He died in a plane crash six months ago. Are you drunk?”

“I’ve warned that girl about drinking too much.” Victoria waggled her finger at Nikki as she crossed the bedroom to her open closet doors.

“He’s here, Nikki.”

There it was again, the shrill voice that raised the hairs on Nikki’s arms. Only now her tone was laced with something akin to desperation. She was scaring Nikki now. “Who’s there, Jess?”

“Rex.”

“Rex is there? In your apartment?”

“What do you think I should wear Wednesday night?” Victoria asked. “The ambassador to Spain is coming. You’ll like him,” she mused, paying no attention whatsoever to the conversation Nikki was having on the phone.

“Yes, he’s here. He’s here dead,” Jessica said in a tiny voice. “In my bed.”

Nikki almost dropped the phone. She didn’t mean to sound like an idiot, but all she could do was repeat what Jessica had said. “In your bed?”

“Someone killed him, Nikki. Not in a plane crash. Here. Today. In my apartment. He was alive and now he’s dead. He’s been murdered and the police think I did it!”

“I’ll be right there.” Nikki grabbed her bag and raced for the bedroom door. “I have to go, Mother. Jessica has an emergency. I’ll be back for the boys later.”

“Guess it’s you and me, gentlemen,” Victoria said, nonchalant, as Nikki rushed out the door. “I vote for fajitas. How about you?”




Chapter 3

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but you can’t enter the building at this time.” The uniformed LAPD cop took a sidestep to his left, effectively blocking the entire entranceway to Jessica’s Spanish-style garden apartment building with his gorilla body.

“What if I live here? I can’t enter my own home?” Nikki glanced over her shoulder at the cop cars, their blue lights flashing, parked catty-corner in all the handicapped parking spots out front. There had to be a dozen of them here already and the not-too-distant sirens suggested more were on the way. How many cops did it take to subdue one real estate agent in four-inch stilettos? It was no wonder the LAPD was way over budget again.

He made no eye contact with her. “I’m sorry, but this property is a crime scene, ma’am. I can’t let you pass.” It sounded like a spiel. Rehearsed many times.

The knots of onlookers standing in the overgrown, tropical vegetation that surrounded the Hollywood apartment building were growing by the moment. A news van pulled up out front, followed by an ambulance. When she’d first arrived, she’d walked down the alley alongside the building, and she’d seen the apartment parking garage had its own little traffic jam going; cars couldn’t enter or exit. Nikki sensed the rinky-dink circus was about to go three ring. She had to reach Jessica.

“I understand this is a crime scene.” She gazed up at the cop’s ape face. She wasn’t crazy about the police in general. She’d had a few run-ins with them as a rebellious teen. They’d locked up her opinion of them when they botched her father’s murder investigation. “That’s why I’m trying to get inside.” She tried to remain patient and speak slowly to assure his full comprehension of her simple words. “My friend has been accused of committing said crime.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t let you pass, ma’am.” He stretched out a hairy arm. “This property is a crime scene.”

So he didn’t just look like a primate. He had the brains of one. No, to say that would be unfair to the world’s gorilla population; this guy wasn’t that bright. “Look, my friend Jessica Martin, apartment three twenty-two, called me a few minutes ago and asked me to come right away. She said that when she got home from work, there was a dead man in her bed.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am—” King Kong started again.

“Hey! Aren’t you Nikki Harper?” An LAPD uniformed cop approached them from the building foyer. “Weren’t you in People magazine last week? Some big charity fundraiser at the Regal Biltmore?”

She shifted her attention to the cop trying to get around gorilla-man. Mid-thirties, average-looking guy.

“Must have been an old copy. That was weeks ago.”

“Probably. Dentist’s waiting room.” The cop managed to squeeze past his coworker. “Victoria Bordeaux’s daughter, right?” He pointed at her and grinned slyly.

“That’s me.” She pushed her sunglasses up on her head, put on her friendly face and glanced over her shoulder again. A local news crew was piling out of the van. Victoria wouldn’t be happy if Nikki’s face was plastered all over the eleven o’clock news. Mother didn’t like bad publicity of any sort and being connected to a murder case would definitely be categorized as bad publicity, even if Jessica was completely innocent.

“My friend Jessica Martin just called me from inside. She’s scared to death and she’s alone.”

“The suspect.” The normal-size cop hooked his thumbs into the waistband of his pants. “You know, my mom loves your mom’s films. I gave her one of those DVD boxed sets last year for Christmas. I think it was called Victoria Bordeaux, The Early Years.”

Again, she offered the smile, the one learned in utero. “I hope she enjoyed them. What a great gift. Hey, listen.” She leaned closer, shooting for quick intimacy. She hated to take advantage of her mother’s celebrity status, but she had to get upstairs. “Do you think I could get inside? My friend is expecting me and I can’t stand out here and wait.” She motioned to the gathering crowd behind them. “Not with the paparazzi.” She made a face as if he understood firsthand the trials of being a household name.

He looked at the news team quickly setting up a camera next to an overgrown bougainvillea behind the yellow crime-scene tape.

“I’d really appreciate it, Officer . . .”—she checked out his nameplate—“Syzusky.”

He thought for a minute, glancing up at his hulky partner, who remained unfazed by Nikki’s celebrity. “The suspect hasn’t been arrested yet. I don’t see why not. Shep, let her pass.”

The gorilla put out his hand. “This is a crime scene. I’m sorry, but—”

Nikki slipped under his furry forearm and followed Syzusky into the front foyer of the apartment building. “Thank you so much, Officer Syzusky.”

He led her across the red travertine tile lobby to the staircase. Several officers milled around. Someone was taking a dinner order for In & Out. Nikki just didn’t get the L.A. obsession with the place. Jessica loved their burgers. She practically lived off them.

“So, can you tell me what’s going on here, Officer Syzusky?” She spoke quietly, cultivating the sense of intimacy between them.

“It’s Brian; you can call me Brian.”

She offered her hand to shake his as they started up the stairs. “Nikki Harper. Of course, you already knew that.” She laughed just the way Jessica did when she was trying to get something out of a man. “Nikki.”

“I really can’t give you any details. I’m probably putting my ass on the line even taking you up.” A dimple indented his cheek when he grinned. “ ’Scuse my French.”

“Well, here’s what I know. Jessica Martin called me, asking me to come right away. She said she arrived home to find a dead man in her bed. Rex March.” She met his gaze. “Only the thing that’s got me confused, Brian, is that Rex March is already dead. He died in a plane crash in the Mojave Desert in March. I know that for a fact because I attended his memorial service. I’ve been working for his widow. I sell real estate.”

“I know. Read it in People.”

“Right.” The smile. “Soooo, how can Rex March be dead in my friend’s bed?”

“We’ve been asking ourselves the same question since we got the 911 call.” They reached the second floor and continued up the stairs. “But he looks like Rex March to me.” He frowned and lowered his voice. “You know, I never got into that show of his, Shipwrecked Vacation. Did you?”

He went on without giving Nikki a chance to respond, which was fine with her since she thought the 70’s syndicated television show that Rex had starred in had been god-awful, even for its day. The man couldn’t act his way out of a wet paper bag. In a monsoon.

“Now my brother Andrew, he loved it,” Officer Syzusky continued. “Or, at least he loved that girl with the blond hair. What was her name? Teeny. Only she wasn’t so teeny, if you know what I mean. Always wearing that little bikini Junior made for her out of sailcloth the first day they were wrecked.”

Mercifully, they reached the third floor and entered the hallway. Two EMTs, one on her cell phone, ambled past them and started down the stairs. Apparently there was no rush to get the victim to the hospital. If he was dead, why would there be?

“So getting back to Rex March.” Nikki headed for Jessica’s apartment at the end of the hall, ignoring the neighbors who stood in their doorways, gawking. She recognized several faces; worse, she knew they recognized hers. “If a memorial service was held for him, how is he in Jessica’s bed right now?”

“Oh, he’s dead now all right. Big hole where his left eye ought to be.” The cop poked himself in the eye, demonstrating. “And whoever did him knew what they were doing. Killed him instantly, the EMT told me. Murder weapon went right through his eye to his brain and bam!” He smacked his palms together. “Dead as a doornail.”

Nikki flinched at the sharp thwack, but kept her cool. “And they’re sure it’s Rex March. Not a . . .” Nikki searched for the right word. The whole idea was so ludicrous that she was having a hard time expressing it herself. “An imposter?”

“You mean like one of those Elvis impersonators? My wife and me, we got married in Vegas. Not at the Elvis Chapel; they were booked, but we thought about it.”

“Could this be a Rex March look-alike?” Nikki asked, afraid if she let him continue, she would soon know not only where he and his wife married, but where they stayed on their wedding night and even more intimate details. It was funny how people were like that, always telling her their private business. As soon as they realized who she was—and hell, she wasn’t even a celebrity herself—they felt as though they could tell her the most personal details of their lives. Details they should not be sharing with strangers.

“Could be an imposter, I suppose. His body will have to be ID’d by a family member down at the morgue. Dental records, birthmarks checked, if there’s a question.” He stopped and looked at her with an earnest face. “But who would want to impersonate Rex March?”

He had a good point.

The hall was filled with uniformed cops trooping around like ants. Doors opened and closed as Jessica’s neighbors were shooed back into their apartments. There was a lot of talking. Whispering. Someone had their TV on too loud. A Kung Fu rerun. Nikki would recognize David Carradine’s voice anywhere.

At the open door to Jessica’s place, Syzusky stepped in front of her, puffing up with self-importance. “I’ll have to escort you.”

“Of course.” Nikki followed behind him. Just inside the arched doorway of the living room, Jessica hollered her name.

“Oh, Jesus, thank God you’re here!” She flew across the white tile floor in her pale pink Patrick Cox heels. Nikki hated the idea that she could actually identify the designers of some of the shoes that so consumed Jessica.

She threw her arms around Nikki and dropped her head onto her shoulder. She had been crying. They were genuine tears. Nikki had never seen Jessica cry.

“It’s okay,” Nikki hushed, hugging her. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

“But it’s not.” Jessica stepped back and wiped under her eyes, then stared at the mascara smeared on her fingertips. “Oh, Jesus H., do you have a Kleenex?”

Nikki dug around in her ancient Prada bag, a hand-me-down from Mother, and came up with a small pack of tissues. She plucked off the lint stuck to the top one and handed over the whole package.

Jessica extracted a Kleenex and dabbed at her eyes.

“Tell me what happened,” Nikki said softly, taking in the scene around her. There were cops everywhere in here, too. They looked stark in their dark blue uniforms against the pristine, contemporary living room. Everything was white here: the floor tile, the walls, the leather couch, the drapes, even the wrought-iron railing of the small balcony off the living room. No one seemed to be paying much attention to the so-called murder suspect.

The whole scene felt surreal.

When Jessica didn’t answer, Nikki stepped closer, looking into her teary green eyes. “You have to tell me what happened,” she repeated. “I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on.”

“How can I tell you what’s going on? I don’t know what’s going on!” She sniffed and dabbed under her eyes. “I . . . I went to that seminar downtown. Came straight home. It’s wash night. I . . . I went into the bedroom to get the clothes from my laundry basket and there he was.” She gestured with the Kleenex, as if Rex March was right in front of her. “Rex. Dead. In my bed.”

Nikki felt her forehead wrinkle. She was headed for Botox for sure. Probably sooner rather than later. “It really is Rex?”

“It sure as hell looks like Rex.” She sniffed. “He’s wearing nothing but a pair of gold lamé bikini briefs. Doesn’t a man his age know better?”

It was a bizarre comment, even for the fashion-conscious Jessica, but Nikki let it slide. She was still hung up on the whole Rex-is-already-dead issue. “And you have no idea how he got here?”

“Of course not.” Jessica hugged herself. “I was at that seminar all day. Plenty of people saw me. I don’t understand how anyone could think I did this.”

Nikki glanced in the direction of the bedroom. The door was open and she could see plenty of cops inside, but she couldn’t see the bed from this angle. “Has anyone called Edith?”

“I don’t know. I know I sure as hell didn’t. How’d you like to be the one to make that phone call?”

Nikki would have laughed had the circumstances been different. Rex March had not been a good husband to his wife of twenty-some years and everyone knew it, including Edith. He’d been a liar and a cheat. Over the last few years, he’d made a fool of his wife in the pages of gossip magazines more times than Nikki could count. So Edith hadn’t exactly been the heartbroken widow when he’d been declared dead. The first time.

And now Edith was about to be notified, if she hadn’t already been, of her husband’s second demise. Just thinking about it made Nikki dizzy. Or at least made her wish she had a large glass of Syrah. Maybe a whole bottle.

“That’s it?” Nikki studied Jessica’s pale face. “There’s a dead man in your bed and that’s all you know?”

“That’s all I know.” Jessica opened both hands. “And now you know as much as I do.”

“Miss Martin?” A guy in a rumpled brown suit stuck his head out of the bedroom door. Dirty hair. Five o’clock shadow. Had to be a detective. He was a perfect example of how stereotypes were perpetuated in the media. “Miss Martin, can I speak with you for a moment?”

Jessica snatched Nikki’s hand and Nikki felt the damp tissue against her palm. Jessica tugged. “You have to come with me. I can’t go in there alone again,” she whispered. “Not with him.”

Nikki didn’t know if she was referring to Rex or the guy in the brown suit, but she allowed herself to be led into the bedroom.

Seeing Nikki, the guy pointed. “She can’t—”

“This is my best friend, Nikki Harper. The Nikki Harper, daughter of Victoria Bordeaux.” Jessica clutched Nikki’s hand with both of hers. “I don’t have to tell you what an influential woman her mother is or how big a stink she’ll throw if her daughter isn’t treated by the LAPD with utmost respect.”

“Detective Lutz.” He didn’t offer to shake Nikki’s hand, which was okay with her. He was wearing a latex glove that could possibly have touched Rex’s body.

“This is a crime scene, Miss Martin,” he said, looking back at Jessica. His cadence was weird. Almost mechanical. “She can’t come in here. I don’t care who she is.”

“But he can?”

He looked at her with obvious impatience. “Who?”

“Him.” Jessica pushed past the detective, into her bedroom, dragging Nikki along with her. “Him!” She let go of one hand to point in the direction of her bed, set diagonally in the west corner, out of direct line with the door. Good feng shui.

“At least I invited her,” Jessica said in a shaky voice. “I didn’t invite him.”

Several cops in the room turned to look at Jessica, but Nikki barely noticed them. Her gaze started at the tip of Jessica’s manicured nail, and followed an invisible beam across the bedroom to the bed. She tried to stop herself. She’d already seen one dead man. Enough for a lifetime. But she couldn’t look away.

Nikki didn’t know what she expected. Hell, she hadn’t expected to see Rex March at all, no matter what everyone was telling her.

But there he was. His pale, bloated body in the middle of the bed, tangled in sky blue silk sheets. He had not been an attractive man when he’d been alive. Dead, he was worse. Stark naked, except for the embarrassingly tiny gold lamé bikini briefs he wore, he looked like something that had washed up on the beach. His protruding, hairy stomach seemed overly tight, like the skin of a drum. And his bald pate was sunburned. That was the last thing Nikki noticed before she looked away.

Her stomach did a flip-flop with the granola bar she and the boys had shared in the car ride to Mother’s. “Oh, Jessica,” she whispered.

“I know.” Jessica stared right at him. “Hell of a sight, isn’t he?”

“Miss Martin, you’re going to have to come down with me to the Hollywood precinct.”

Jessica grabbed Nikki’s hand again. She was shaking. Jessica Martin wasn’t usually afraid of anything and she didn’t shake.

“Am I being arrested?” she asked in a tremulous voice that sounded nothing like her own.

“Not yet.” His response was dry. Emotionless. He acted as if he found dead men dead again all the time. Or he just didn’t care how many times Rex March died.

“Can you come this way, Miss Martin?” It clearly wasn’t an invitation.

Jessica clutched Nikki’s hand. “What am I going to do?” she begged, her eyes filling with tears again.

“You’re going to answer the detective’s questions,” Nikki answered firmly.

“But I don’t know how he got here. I didn’t do this. I swear to God, I didn’t.”

“I’ll get you a lawyer.”

“I don’t need a lawyer,” she declared shrilly. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I’ll get you one anyway.”

“Miss Martin.” The detective took her arm.

“Please, Nikki. Please.” Jessica let go of Nikki’s hand as he pulled her away. “You have to help me.”

“This way.”

Nikki’s eyes stung. “I’ll be right behind you, Jess. You said Hollywood precinct, right?” she called after the detective.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Nikki glanced back at Rex’s body before walking out of the bedroom. The sight of his dead body was deeply disturbing. Even more disturbing was the situation his body had put Jessica in. How did you get here? she wanted to ask him. And why the hell are you wearing those ridiculous briefs?




Chapter 4

Outside the doors of the LAPD Hollywood Station on Wilcox Avenue, Nikki took a deep breath and closed her eyes. It was early in the season for the Santa Ana, only the first week of October, but a warm, dry breeze teased the hair that had fallen from her ponytail. On the night air, she could smell the intoxicating fragrance of the white flowers blooming in the nearby bee brush.

She took another deep breath, and rang her mother. It was nine fifty-nine; Victoria never received calls after ten p.m. She insisted on nine hours of beauty rest each night, unless she was making a public appearance, or there was an emergency. Jessica’s arrest for murder definitely did not count as an emergency. Nikki wasn’t entirely sure that if she had been arrested for Rex’s murder, her mother would have taken her call after ten.

First, Nikki tried Victoria’s personal cell phone, but there was no answer. There never was. Victoria had not yet quite gotten the knack of cell phones and constantly misplaced them. This was the third cell Nikki had bought her this year. It was Nikki’s own voice on her mother’s recorded message. She hung up and called the house. Amondo answered.

An Italian expat, he’d been working for Victoria for more than thirty years and served as her chauffeur, bodyguard, personal secretary, and in whatever other capacity he was needed. He adored Victoria and, secretly, Nikki thought she adored him.

Nikki leaned against the brick wall of the police station and watched the cars crawl by. Across the street, a bail bond sign flashed OPEN 24 HRS.

Cell phone use wasn’t permitted in the waiting room where she’d been holed up for hours, so she’d stepped outside. She’d needed a breath of fresh air, anyway. The waiting room stank of unwashed bodies, fish tacos, and . . . despair. The stark walls stirred up memories from her past that she just didn’t want roused. “It’s Nikki, Amondo,” she said, thankful to hear a friendly voice. “Is she still awake?”

“You’re cutting it close tonight, cara mia,” he teased. “Let me get her.” After all these years, he no longer spoke with an Italian accent, but as with most Europeans, Nikki noticed, he had a certain cadence of speech. On Amondo, it was charming and sexy, even for a sixty-year-old man.

He must have been with her in her bedroom suite because Victoria spoke at once into the phone. “I take it the dogs are sleeping over?”

“If you don’t mind.” Nikki exhaled. She hadn’t seen Jessica in nearly three hours and no one, not the desk clerk or any cops she could waylay, could tell her anything about what was going on. The endless waiting was beginning to wear on her. She was tired and hungry and she just wanted to go home with her dogs and pretend none of this was happening. “I’m at the police station waiting for Jess. I don’t know how long I’ll be. I’ll get them tomorrow.”

“They had chicken breast for dinner. Free range.”

Nikki’s phone beeped. She had another call coming in. She glanced at the screen. It was Jeremy. What were the chances he’d heard about Jessica’s arrest already? She didn’t answer it. She’d talk with him later.

“Amondo has walked them and tucked them in for the night in your room,” Victoria continued. “So I suppose they can stay.”

Nikki leaned the back of her head against the wall as she watched an LAPD car zip out of its parking space in front of the station and down the street. She wondered if the cop was headed to a homicide or out for a bite. She doubted he’d be having free range chicken for dinner. “Aren’t you even going to ask me why Jess is at the police department?”

“Finally arrested for prostitution?”

“That’s not funny, Mother.”

“Neither is being arrested for killing Rex March. Although, I suppose it is, when you think about it. Being arrested for killing a man who was already dead.”

“You heard?” Nikki stood upright, gripping her BlackBerry. “How did you hear already?”

Victoria chuckled. “Darling, you know I never reveal my sources.”

Victoria had an intricate web of informants in Hollywood to rival any police department’s . . . probably even the FBI’s . . . and the CIA’s. Combined. Hairdressers, manicurists, doormen, all willing to lay down their lives to be certain Victoria Bordeaux was the first in Hollywood to know the latest news about anyone even remotely connected to her. In return, she granted them her glorious smile and the occasional ticket to a movie première or a gift bag of goodies she’d collected in a green room somewhere. She was actually quite kind to her informants and they were utterly loyal to her in return.

“How did she kill him?” Victoria continued drolly. “I sent a four hundred dollar spray to his memorial service. I hope Edith doesn’t expect a second.”

“Mother! How could you say such a thing? The man is dead.”

“For a second time,” Victoria injected. “Let’s be honest, Nicolette, the man was always a liar. How do we know there won’t be a third?”

“Jessica didn’t kill him.” Nikki ignored her mother’s witty sarcasm. “She didn’t even know he was alive.” She thought for a second. “You didn’t know he was alive, either, and I’m quite sure Edith didn’t.”

“Right. Otherwise, she’d have been a bit more hush-hush about that beefcake moving in with her, wouldn’t she?”

Some people thought Victoria Bordeaux was too outspoken. She was candid, but she was usually saying what others thought but wouldn’t dare say.

“I should go, Mother. I just wanted to let you know where I am and that I’ll be by tomorrow to pick up Stan and Ollie.” She heard the rumble of a male voice, then her mother’s again.

“Amondo says he’ll dog-sit tomorrow,” Victoria said. “He enjoys walking them. I have no earthly idea why. He’s going on about some kind of dog treats he’s bought for them. He’ll let them into your place tomorrow afternoon if that suits. He has your key.”

Nikki smiled. Amondo had always been good to her . . . and to the dogs. “Tell him I’d appreciate that.” She hesitated. She didn’t really know what she wanted from her mother, why she’d really called, beyond checking on Stan and Ollie. She just wanted to hear her mother’s voice, she supposed. Silly. “I should go. No one has told me anything about what’s happening. I’m not even sure if the police actually arrested Jessica or if they’re just questioning her, but I intend to find out.”

“Please tell me you’re not going to get involved in this, Nicolette.”

Nikki began to walk toward the glass doors that led inside, keeping her eye on a guy coming up the sidewalk, headed for the same door. He was dressed like an Amish man, of all things: full beard, straw hat, highwater pants and suspenders. In Hollywood, there were impersonators walking the streets every day: Marilyn Monroes, Elvises by the dozens, James Deans. Nikki had seen some crazy things in Hollywood, so crazy that she had begun to think nothing would surprise her. Then a man impersonating an Amish farmer appears at the police department . . . and Rex comes back from the dead to die again in Jessica’s bed. Nikki returned her attention to her mother, still eyeing the Amish guy.

“She’s my best friend, Mother.”

“I don’t know if she killed Rex or not. I don’t really care. I’m just saying this is a matter better left to professionals. To the police. Lawyers and such.”

“The same way we left Dad’s murder investigation to the police?” Nikki hugged her bag to her side. “Is that what you mean, Mother?”

Victoria sighed on the other end of the line. “Why don’t you come here tonight? Ina’s already gone, but I’m sure Amondo could make up your bed fresh for you.” Her voice wasn’t exactly gentle, but Nikki could hear the emotion behind her gruff exterior. Even though Victoria had been divorced from John Harper for many years by the time he had been murdered, she had mourned his death deeply. And gone to great lengths to hide that.

“I don’t know where I’ll go tonight. Probably my place. Then again, I might be sleeping in a blue plastic chair.” Nikki waited for the Amish impersonator to enter the building before going through the front doors. “Talk to you tomorrow, Mother.”

Victoria hung up. There were never good-byes on the phone with her.

Inside the building, Nikki watched the Amish guy walk up to the glass window, speak to the clerk, and take a seat in the row of blue chairs. Nikki stepped up to the window.

The female police officer looked up at her, making Nikki recall the saying, “if looks could kill.” It was a cliché, she knew, but clichés were always based on truths, weren’t they?

“I’m sorry,” the officer said through the bulletproof glass between them. Her voice came out slightly muffled through the holes punched in the glass. “I don’t know anything more than the last time you asked. Or the time before that. Have a seat.” She returned her attention to the magazine she was reading.

Nikki returned to her campsite. At midnight, the female cop behind the bulletproof glass was replaced by an Hispanic male. Same empty look on his face, same lack of information or willingness to share. Nikki dozed on and off the rest of the night, occasionally making pilgrimages to the bathroom and to the cop at the front desk, only to be sent back to her plastic chair. At one point, a junior-size Amish impersonator was released from the bowels of the station and without speaking a word, the older Amish impersonator had escorted the younger out the front door and into the dark night. Nikki felt as if she had been awake all night, but apparently she hadn’t been because eventually Jessica appeared in front of her, nudging her shoulder and startling the bejeezus out of her.

“Come on, Sleeping Beauty. I can go now.”

Nikki shot out of the chair; she’d been hugging her Prada bag so close to her chest to keep it from being lifted that it had left red marks on her forearms. “They let you go?”

“For now.” Jessica headed for the door, amazingly still able to teeter on four-inch heels, even after an overnight interrogation. “I want to get the hell out of here before they change their mind, arrest me, and send me to Alcatraz.”

Nikki wiped something from the corner of her mouth that could only have been drool. “They never arrested you?”

“I was interrogated. The guy had the worst breath.”

“All night?” Nikki followed her out the door. The sun was already up, bright and full of promise, unlike Jessica’s life at the present.

“Yup. His breath stunk all night. Some awful combination of raw onions, rotten potatoes, and cinnamon Dentyne.”

“I meant, did they question you all night? I’m parked there.” She pointed to her white Prius. Her mother had given her a Jaguar XF for her fortieth birthday, but she rarely drove it. It embarrassed her to own such an excessive car. Jessica kept telling her she should sell it and blow the money on a trip to Monte Carlo, but Nikki couldn’t do that, either. So it sat in storage and once a month she and Jeremy took it for a drive. Always after dark.

Nikki fumbled for the key fob in her bag. She imagined her breath smelled as bad as the cop’s who had interrogated Jessica. The corn chips and coffee she’d had at three in the morning probably hadn’t helped matters.

“They kept you all night without arresting you?” Finally managing to unlock the doors, Nikki climbed in. “Can they even do that?”

“Do I care, as long as they didn’t arrest me?” Jessica buckled in and fell back against the leather seat, closing her eyes.

Nikki felt the sudden urge to reach out and give her a hug, a pat on the arm, something, but they didn’t have that kind of relationship. Nikki didn’t exactly consider herself a touchy-feely kind of person, but Jessica was off the chart when it came to physical affection. At least between friends. So Nikki kept her hugs to herself. “You all right?” she asked.

Jessica kept her eyes closed. “I just need a double espresso and a shower. I’ll be fine.”

Nikki started the car and it purred away from the curb. “I’ll take you right home.”

“Can’t.” Jessica sighed, kicked off her heels, and glanced at Nikki. “It’s officially a crime scene. I can’t go in, not even to get any of my stuff, until it’s been released.”

“Okay. So, my house.” Nikki gripped the wheel. A million things were running through her head, disjointed by lack of sleep, a corn chip overdose, and genuine fear for her friend. “So we should do something about getting you a lawyer. The sooner the better.”

“I can’t afford a lawyer, Nik. I owe American Express six thousand in two days. Why would I need a lawyer if I didn’t do it?”

“Then I’ll pay for the lawyer.” Nikki was generally careful about throwing money around. Her father had left her wealthy, immensely so, but she tried to live a lifestyle appropriate to her own income. Growing up, she’d seen what wealth did to too many people and she had decided years ago not to allow that to happen to herself. She had enough baggage to drag around without filling it with gold. It was a subject she and her mother had agreed to disagree on. On alternating Sundays, at least. The rest of the week, Victoria made a point of telling Nikki what a fool she was to even work.

“So what happened?” Nikki asked, easing onto Sunset. “They questioned you about Rex and . . .”

“And they questioned me and questioned me.” Jessica gestured wildly as she talked, her words becoming manic. She acted as if she’d already had two double espressos. “They asked me why I killed Rex. I said I didn’t. They asked me how he could be alive when he’d crashed his plane in the desert. I said I didn’t know. They asked me how his body got in my apartment if I didn’t kill him and I said I didn’t know. It kind of went around in a circle after that.”

“But they believed you? They must have believed you.” Nikki hit her horn as a monstrous black SUV with tinted windows cut her off. “Otherwise they wouldn’t have released you, right? I mean, they would have arrested you if they really thought you did it.”

“Oh, they think I did it, all right. That or they’re just too lazy to get off their asses, get out there, and find out who did. Apparently, because they found no murder weapon in the apartment, no evidence I killed him, they couldn’t arrest me. You know, it’s all circumstantial bullshit. But they said it was only a matter of time before they had what they needed. I can’t leave the state.”

“So what about the fact that Rex was already dead? How did that play into the whole questioning thing?”

“Not at all. I mean, obviously, he wasn’t dead. Even those boneheads figured that out.” She looked at Nikki. “I need a cigarette. Can we stop and get a pack?”

“Sorry.” Nikki made a face. “You can’t smoke in my car. You know that. Or my house.”

Jessica wiggled in the car seat, pulling down her fitted navy skirt. After a night of interrogation, she looked a hell of a lot better and far less wrinkly than Nikki. “There are cigarettes in my car. And some other things. Can we run by?”

Nikki hesitated. Obviously, she wanted to help Jessica any way she could, but as her friend, she felt as if she had to keep Jessica from doing anything that might rile the cops even more. “I don’t know that you should be near your apartment. It might seem suspicious.”

“I don’t want to go inside.” Jessica shuddered. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to sleep in that bed again. I just can’t get that picture out of my mind, of Rex dead on my St. Geneve silk sheets.” She gripped the sides of the leather seat as if she was holding on for dear life. “Please. I just want to get into my car and get my cigarettes and my bags. I went shopping at lunch yesterday. I bought the cutest Raquel Allegra tunic. I can put it on after I shower.”

“The police might have already impounded your car,” Nikki argued. But she was already hitting her turn signal to head back toward Jess’s, on Hancock.

“If they can find it.”

Nikki cut her eyes at Jessica. “It’s not in your apartment garage?”

“On the street, a block down.”

“Why?”

“This weirdo was following me yesterday on the way home. I parked and cut through the alley. I didn’t want him to know where I lived. Why would the police want my car?”

“There could potentially be evidence.”

“Evidence of what? I didn’t kill him, Nikki!” Her last words came out in a sob.

Nikki broke the rules and gave Jessica’s manicured hand a quick squeeze. “I’m telling you how the cops might be thinking, not me.”

“I can’t believe the police think I did this.” Jessica sniffed and pressed the heel of her hand under her nose. “To . . . to Rex.”

“When he was already dead,” Nikki added.

“Exactly. Oh, Nikki.” Jessica, breaking her own rules, wrapped her fingers around Nikki’s wrist. “What am I going to do? What if they railroad me? What if they say I killed him and they put me away for the next twenty years?” She sounded as if she was going to burst into tears.

Nikki gripped the wheel, staring at the bumper ahead of her. “Here’s what you’re going to do. We’re going to grab your bags from your car, you’re going to take a shower at my place, and you’re going to lie down for a couple of hours and then you’re going to go to work. You’re going to go about your day as if this is all a misunderstanding, you’re innocent of all charges, and someone is trying to frame you, which obviously they are.”

“Okay, okay.” Jessica nodded, as if seeing the plan now. She looked up. “But what are you going to do?”

Nikki turned onto Jessica’s street and spotted her green BMW. “I’m going to prove your innocence.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“I’m going to find out who killed Rex . . . this time.”
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