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CHAPTER 1

 


Jack shook what he hoped was a teaspoonful of
Folger’s instant into the cup, poured hot water from the electric
coffeepot, then took a sip.

“Damn,” he muttered. The smile on his
lips was reflected in eyes the color of the coffee. He tried to
remember the last time he had got it right. He worked at it. He
didn’t want to think about the two weeks he had booked in the Fiji
Islands. If he did, he would have to consider canceling in order to
make time for another case.

When he opened the kitchen slider and stepped
out onto the redwood deck, the brisk breeze slapped the tails of
the tan cotton shirt against the canary-yellow shorts. He leaned
against the railing, letting the late afternoon sun toast his back,
as he gazed at that sprawling part of Los Angeles locals call the
Valley.

To the north, the San Gabriels were crisply
outlined against the bright blue sky. It was unseasonably warm for
October. Near ninety, he guessed. It wouldn’t last. Arctic storms
were already stacking up to the north. Some were predicting a heavy
winter that would bring relief to the entire drought-ridden
state.

He ignored opposing forecasts. A good snow
pack and frequent fresh falls made for swift, reckless dashes down
Sierra slopes. He stared at the distant peaks as if urging the
storms to come on in. When he had finished the coffee, he started
back inside.

A tall man of lean strength. Moving easily,
efficiently, as if the course had been plotted precisely. Faint
flecks of gray in the soft waves of rusty brown hair. Arresting
features, something of sandstone mesas touched by first light.

As he fixed more coffee, he listened to the
message wrapping around the corner from the living room. “You’re
listening to KLON. FM 88.1.” Then came muted strains of “Stardust,”
the magic of Miles Davis.

Ducking under the wagon-wheel chandelier, he
settled into a chair at the ancient black walnut table. Colorful
brochures littered the surface. Near-white sand. Impossibly clear
blue water. They had been essential in planning the trip.

It had been six years since he’d been there.
Snorkeling. Spear fishing. Piling up the Zs. Lazy sunny days of
fine company and good fun that made for great memories.

“Damn,” he muttered, realizing his
thoughts had shifted focus without his bidding. He was willing to
become involved, given a situation in which he could make a
difference. He could ignore that part of himself demanding to know
why he had not packed it in long ago.

Nine years with Jason Stone. Capital cases.
Part of a top investigative team building that ever-brilliant
defense. Then working on his own with a private license until at
last he had begun saying no, hoping to decrease both the quantity
and depth of downer time.

He wasn’t surprised to find himself gazing at
the photo in the center of the table. Eyes filled with merriment.
Eyes that were such an enigma to him. In some inexplicable way,
beyond simple genetics, eyes that were also those of the boy’s
mother. “What do you think, Billy?” he asked.

“It’s your thing, Dad,” the boy would
say. “It’s what you do.” Then he would flash that radiant smile
that was also his mother’s. “Mellow out, man. It’s not that heavy.”
It would be easier to believe the boy, if he were here to say it
himself.

The brass ring in the bull’s nose rapped
sharply against the striker on the front door. When he looked
toward the sound, the luminous coffee-brown eyes reflected
hesitation. It was only a hunch, but he was willing to bet
think-time had ended.

At the second resolute stroke, he rose,
rinsed his cup and tucked it away. He buttoned the shirt as he
strode toward the door. His reluctance did not show in the stride
or the set to the shoulders. What he glimpsed through the peephole
supported his hunch.

He opened the door to face litheness, draped
in a rich creaminess. Bold pleats of the jacket, drawn snugly in at
the waist. Matching slacks clinging to lean hips and long thighs. A
bright sheen to the milky-white, silk blouse. Two silver bracelets
about the left wrist. Dark brown hair cut short in a casual breezy
style. “I’m Terri Delaney, Mr. Collier,” she said, offering her
hand.

“Make it Jack.” Her grasp was cool,
firm, polite. In three-inch heels, the eyes were nearly level with
his. And close. Distracting. Lake Tahoe came to mind, looking down
from thirty thousand feet. The same shade of blue, seemingly
bottomless. He wondered if the cameras she faced each night
captured this impact.

“If you have time, I’d like to talk
with you.”

He said nothing, simply studied her face.
Very little makeup. Not much need for what she wore. A softness to
the hair that invited caress. And those remarkable blue eyes. Deep
beneath delicate but pronounced brows. Eyes seemingly intent on
revealing all. Could he say no, with these eyes upon him?

“May I come in?” she asked.

Was there a trace of uncertainty?
Apprehension? He thought there might be. He was sure there was no
polite way to duck her request. “Sure,” he said, opening the door
further and stepping aside.

He caught a faint fragrance that reminded him
of honeysuckle. As he closed the door, she paused in the archway,
letting her glance sweep the living room. The architecture was Old
Spanish. The high vaulted ceiling supported by massive oak beams
was stained so dark as to appear black. Three windows spanned the
north wall, each offering a picture postcard view. Jack had
awakened this morning with a case of neats. Things were more or
less in place.

“It’s fantastic,” she said. “The view,
I mean.”

“It’s always that.” The rich resonance
in the words offset the Western unconcern for diction. He stepped
around her into the dining room and began clearing brochures off
the table, aware of faint tensions. The female in the male cave.
Fundamental. Primitive.

“I’m sorry to intrude,” she said,
watching him closely. “But you didn’t return my calls.” Each word
was wrapped delicately with faint sensual shadings, captivating
counterpoint to precise articulation.

“I’ve been meaning to.” When he reached
for the photo, he noticed her watching. “My son. Billy,” he said,
setting it on the counter beside the reel-to-reel
recorder.

“He’s a fine looking young
man.”

“That’s so,” Jack said, looking back at
the photo. The boy had been fifteen when it was taken. The laughter
in the eyes hadn’t changed much. “Maybe too good looking for his
own good. He’s something of a rascal.”

“Does he live with you?”

“He owns the bedroom in the far
corner,” Jack said, nodding in that direction. “He’s away at the
moment.” With the words came that familiar twisting ache, deep in
the gut, where it can’t be ignored.

For all his skills, his best efforts, there
hadn’t been one damned thing he could do to prevent the boy’s going
to jail. Usually, he believed this. Those times he couldn’t were
not good ones.

He noticed her glance at his ring finger and
said quietly, “His mother died before his first birthday.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to
pry.”

“No problem. Have a seat,” he said,
waving at the chair as if also hoping to brush his thoughts aside.
“Something to drink?” he asked.

“A martini?”

“I’ve Beefeaters and tonic.”

“That will be fine,” she said, sitting
down, the bracelets jangling pleasantly against the table and each
other.

He reached for the makings in the cabinet
over the sink and poured Bacardi over ice for himself, adding
water. When he set the drink in front of Terri, she took a sip.

“About right?” he asked.

“Yes, thank you.”

He started the recorder, then sat down,
noting her uneasiness. “Do we need that?” she asked.

“It beats taking notes I can’t
read.”

She nodded acceptance, toying with her
bracelets. She remained uneasy. To get beyond that, he asked,
“How’s June doing? She sounded good on the phone.”

“Very well. The bars on the windows are
gone. And the alarms. The armed guards. All those efforts to
protect her father’s art collection were smothering her. Now that
it’s been sold, she’s enjoying her freedom. I think she’s at peace
with herself for the first time in her life.”

“How did you meet her?” he asked,
remembering their own meeting. They had established the fiction he
was her new love. To the delight of both, it had become
reality.

It had spoiled it for them, in ways he had
not yet defined, when he discovered an ex-boyfriend who had decided
if he could not have her, no one would. When he had come for her,
Jack had shot that sick, sad, sorry son of a bitch. And as blood
spread upon the snow white carpet, he had cried, “That’s damned
well enough of this shit!”

Suddenly he realized he had missed part of
what Terri was saying.

“. . . when she sold the
collection, the station asked me to look at the personal side, what
the loss would mean, what she hoped to gain, and so forth. We had a
good deal of fun, taping that spot. We still do, when we’re able to
get together.” She hadn’t been sidetracked by the brief excursion.
There was a tenseness about her now.

“The station,” he said, for lack of
anything better. “That would
be . . . ?”

“KTSV. The evening news. You haven’t
seen the show?”

“I’m not much into television. What’s
your part of it?”

“I do a human interest segment each
night. Sometimes a broader piece for other shows.”

“Are you good?”

The lips tilted upward at the corners. “I’ll
let you decide.”

“June thinks you’re great. ‘Born to
it,’ she said.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” she said, a
distinct flush flooding into her cheeks, “but there’s nothing I
would rather do.”

“And there’s a blackmailer who can stop
you.”

“Unfortunately, that’s
true.”

“Why me?” he asked. At her sharp
probing glance, he continued, “I can name several firms with good
track records. I’ve never tackled such a situation.”

She straightened in the chair, her forehead
creased with a frown. “I have found it difficult to trust strangers
with this.”

He tugged at his ear, aware of her intense
scrutiny. “You don’t know me,” he said quietly.

“June does.”

“So?”

She met his questioning glance, her eyes
revealing hints of her thoughts. He liked what he could see of
them.

“It has all gotten beyond me,” she said
evenly. “It may not make much sense, but I feel I’ve absorbed
June’s confidence in you.”

He gazed out the window. Lengthening shadows
dimmed earlier brightness. Upper winds drifted jet trails across
the deepening blue of the sky. Wasn’t it past time to cry enough?
He took a slow, measured breath, turned back to her and asked,
“Want to tell me about it?”

She glanced at the recorder, then back at the
drink she had ignored beyond the first polite sip.

“Terri, June told me all this went down
eight years back. It’s old news. Besides, I’m not in the judgment
business. Even if I made one, would it matter?”

“Yes. It would.”

“Then I won’t.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

“Do it.”

She straightened in the chair. Her eyes were
fixed on a point on the table midway between them. He was sure she
had mentally rehearsed the scene, over and over again. But faced
with laying it out for him, that tedious preparation wasn’t helping
much. Long slender fingers gripped the glass, as if seeking
support. “It happened while I was in Las Vegas with some people
from the studio.”

She paused, tightening her grip on the glass.
“To make a grim story short, I invited a complete stranger into my
bed. It was a sick, sadomasochistic encounter, to put the best
light on it. I have no idea how I could have been so foolish. Too
many martinis hardly explains it.”

Each word came more quickly than the one
before it. “Someone has it on videotape. Three years later, I
received a copy with the first demand. I’ve been paying ever since.
It must end.” She leaned on her forearms, clinging to the glass
with both hands.

“Is it keeping you from getting
together with Mr. Right?”

“No. There’s nobody
special.”

“What is it, then?”

“My work,” she said, tension easing
some. “If that tape were delivered to the station, I would be
dumped immediately. I would never work in the industry
again.”

“I don’t want to seem flippant, but so
what? Lots of us do spectacularly stupid things in those crazy
years of youth. If you weren’t in public view, no one would be
uptight about a sex scene, played eight years back.”

“I’m not sure that’s true,” she said,
the words oddly truncated. “However, it’s beside the point. I would
continue paying to keep what I have, but I’ve nearly exhausted my
resources.”

“I see,” he said, tugging gently at his
ear. “But you don’t really, do you?”

“I can’t seem to get beyond you making
a career change, then telling this creep to bug off.”

Slowly, deliberately, she clasped her hands
on the table, watching every move as if in each lay the words she
sought. “Do you ever think about your childhood?” she asked,
without looking up.

“Often. It was great time for
me.”

“For me it wasn’t.” She looked up,
blasting him with those blue, blue eyes. “I can sum it up in one
word: lonely.” Her grip tightened; the knuckles began to whiten.
“My parents divorced when I was little. Mother fought for custody
of my sister and me. And she won.” Disgust wrapped each
word.

“She dumped us both into a private
boarding school. I seldom saw her. I haven’t seen her at all since
my sister died. Father tried in his way, but it wasn’t enough.
Weekends and holidays were exciting, when the other kids had
escaped back to their homes.”

“A lot of kids deal with
worse.”

“That’s true. There are those who would
have said I was on top of the world. But I wasn’t in it. Or of it.
Don’t you see? Every waking moment, I wanted desperately to
participate, to be part of what lay beyond the wrought iron fence
outside my window.

“Then one morning, I awoke with a
certainty I wanted to be a part of television, part of filling the
empty hours of others.”

She unclasped her hands and placed them flat
upon the table. “I started as a receptionist. For me, life began
only then. I felt I was part of real happenings. That what I was
doing was significant. Important. I became addicted. Hooked
completely.”

She grabbed her glass and swallowed
thirstily; she seemed unaware of having done so. “I had only
dreamed of being on screen. I never expected it to happen. Then it
did. I’ve never come down off the high of that.

“The mail is filled with compliments,
suggestions, and ideas. People recognize me on the street. They
smile and want my autograph. And to shake my hand. I know it’s
meaningless, in the long scheme of things, but I thrive on this
interaction. Is anything wrong in that?”

“Nothing comes to mind,” Jack said,
sure she hadn’t heard him.

“I don’t know,” she continued, speaking
more slowly, “whether people relate to me or to what I represent.
When a man makes a pass, I wonder if it’s me he wants. Really me.
Or my body, which is more or less an accidental arrangement of
genes. I can get hung up on that.

“But with my work, I don’t care. I am
an integral part of what people respond to. It’s sufficient for me,
however small that part may be. I won’t give it up. I
can’t.”

She collapsed back into the chair. Her hands
fell to her lap. “I’ve never tried to enunciate such thoughts,” she
said, the words hushed, muted. “It didn’t sound grand or
heroic.”

“I’m impressed.”

She nodded. A thank you, maybe. For several
moments Jack listened to Dexter Gordon’s haunting sax, drifting in
from the other room. He sensed those incredible eyes upon him,
sensed tension, and a patience he liked. He looked up and asked,
“Suppose I was willing, how do you see this going down?”

“I’m expecting another demand soon. I’m
hoping you can follow the money.”

“It doesn’t always work
out.”

“So I’ve been told.” Each word was
laced with disgust. “I don’t understand why.”

“The pickup is the part of the exercise
most carefully planned. A dozen well-trained people can miss
it.”

“I still don’t understand.”

For a moment, he considered giving further
explanation. But it occurred to him she might not be able to even
hear the words just now.

“Look, Terri,” he said quietly. “It’s
worth trying, but face it. There’s no guarantee. We could easy come
up empty. So I’d also look around in Vegas, since that’s where the
tape was made.”

As he spoke, tension returned to the set of
the shoulders, a touch of fear to the eyes. “I’d check on those who
were with you. If that didn’t lead to anything useful, I’d start
down the list of everyone you know.”

“I’m uncomfortable with
that.”

“Can you tell me why?”

“I’m not sure.” She paused, her
forehead creased with a frown, the eyes downcast. “Why involve so
many people? Wouldn’t it increase the risk of
discovery?”

“Whatever we do, there’ll be risk.
Still, it’s not as if you were putting your life on the
line.”

Her look was sharp, piercing. He felt as if
he had tripped over a dark obscure corner of private thoughts.
“You’re right, of course,” she said.

She combed hair back over her ear with long
slender fingers. At the end of each stroke, there was a faint
tremble in them. When she looked up, she said. “But to be forced to
give up my career . . .” She shook her head slowly.
“That would be a death of sorts.”

She turned to gaze out over the Valley, as if
to be certain the sun was still on course. When she turned back to
face him, she said, “If you’re willing, I’d like you to do whatever
you think best.”

“You’re sure?”

The eyes were clear, calmer now. “As sure as
I can be.”

Jack sipped at his drink, watching her work
at erasing fears. One of the good ones, June had said. One we can’t
afford to lose. When he found himself gazing at Billy’s picture, he
looked away. If he could get his hands on that tape, it would make
a difference to Terri Delaney.

There would be the wondering about what
awaited around the next corner, behind the closed door, the
figurative leaning into the edge of the downhill slope. And, with
luck, the winning. He glanced longingly at the travel brochures
stacked on the counter, then turned back to her and said, “Let’s do
it.”

“I brought some money,” she said
quickly, reaching for her purse.

“Let me nose around a bit. If I can do
you any good, I’ll bill you.”

“Suppose it’s more than I can
afford.”

“We’ll work something out.”

“Such as?” she asked quickly, a frosty
tint in the blue of her eyes.

He chuckled. “Get real. Do I look to be
hurting?”

“No,” she said, meeting his glance
evenly. “You don’t.”

“It might be fun, though.”

“Uh huh.” The eyes showed hints of
sparks growing brighter, ready to be showered upon him.

“Laugh a little, Terri. It beats hell
out of crying.”

“I don’t feel like it, even if you’re
right.”

He smiled, content with the touch of
lightness in her eyes. “Now I need details. Are you up to it?”

“What kind of details?” The sparks were
back.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


With a cup of coffee and the cordless phone,
Jack stepped out onto the deck. As he strode to the redwood lounge,
the suede desert boots crunched golden-yellow leaves from the maple
that knew more of winter’s coming than did the warm breeze
lingering from yesterday.

He wore brown trousers with a side-buckled
Hollywood waistband and a brown cotton shirt with a button-down
collar, open at the neck. When he donned the lambskin suede car
coat he had left inside, he would be dressed in the latest fall
fashion. He would have been surprised to learn this; comfort was
his principal selection criteria. He settled into the lounge chair
and punched out the number, thinking of Robin Ashton.

Ashton Investigations owed its success to her
years in the field, a solid business sense, and an imagination
backed by a quick mind. Central to her operation was an elaborate
computer system she had dubbed Mr. Maestro. A name will lead to a
mass of information, more than most would want known about
themselves.

“How are you, Jack?” Robin asked, in
that vibrant contralto he had fallen in love with years
back.

“Good, Robin. And yourself?”

“Never better, thank you. It’s been a
while.”

“That’s so. How’s Ed?”

“He keeps telling me I’m wonderful. And
June?”

“She sounded fine on the phone when I
last talked with her.”

“Oh, oh.”

“I’m free tonight.”

“Ed is a fine man, Jack.”

“Fate’s against us.”

She laughed, a lusty heartiness that
lingered. “One day we’ll have to do something about that.”

“We ought to.”

“Did you call just to raise my pulse
rate?”

“Sorry, but no. I need all you can get
on five people.”

“All?”

Within an hour, she could obtain
comprehensive backgrounds adequate for most needs. But it was in
examining those blanks the Maestro found, that good legwork might
pry loose little bits that could lead to big chunks of the finished
puzzle. “Yes, Robin. All you can get.” He spelled out Terri’s name
and those of the four who were with her in Vegas.

“Are you looking for anything in
particular?” Robin asked.

“A blackmailer.”

“Do you only take the nasty
ones?”

“A self-destructive urge,
maybe.”

“Probably,” she said. He could almost
hear the whir of her thoughts. “Is it possible the blackmailer is
one of these five?”

“It’s not likely. I’ve got to make a
start, is all.”

“Then we’ll do what we can to make it a
good one.”

“Thanks, Robin. Catch you
later.”

After hanging up, Jack headed for the garage.
With the door to the house closed, he held the light switch up,
activating the interior alarm system. When he turned to the car, he
paused.

A turbo Trans Am, one of the limited run of
the twentieth anniversary model, the last of a fine line of
machines. He could hear the whistling wind its passing created.
When the nitro setup kicks in, she hits sixty in three seconds
flat. He climbed behind the wheel, fired the engine and tried to
hear every roaring rumble as he backed out and drove off.

Terri had given him the addresses to which
she had mailed payments. All were post office boxes. He wanted to
check on two locations. Post offices were not of consuming interest
to him, but cars were. His lips tilted upward at the corners as he
pulled onto the 405 freeway and let the engine wind toward redline
in second.

Traffic was light. He let the trans shift
into third. He passed on the right now and then, as the car
accelerated. The handling was stiff. And there was a bit too much
under-steer; rough-surfaced corners must be respected. But what a
machine!

He spotted a Highway Patrol car near a mile
ahead and laughed, then eased off the gas. He could outrun the
cruiser, but not its radio. He opened the window and leaned back,
letting the wind stroke his face.

 


* * *

 


A year ago, Alfred & Styles had missed,
trying to follow Terri’s money. From what he could see of the swank
offices, they seldom missed in collecting their fees, acknowledged
by even themselves as being inordinately high. They occupied an
entire floor of Gateway East on Wilshire Boulevard in Century City.
Thick carpets and heavy brocade drapes conspired with the hum of
the air conditioning to stifle sound.

Shelden Winthrop ushered Jack inside the
well-appointed office without delay. He waved toward the chairs
facing the desk, then walked to an array of file cabinets. The
thick bifocals added a bookkeeperish look. Dressed in casual
slacks, a pale blue sport shirt and burgundy penny loafers, he
didn’t look the part of an investigator.

Seated, Jack had an expansive view of about a
mile of buildings, far enough apart to allow for broad green
carpets of lawn. Shrubs and trees were artfully placed and
meticulously cared for. Choice real estate. Maintained
accordingly.

When Winthrop pulled up a chair beside him,
Jack glanced at the filing cabinet. He had guessed right. It had
been closed and Jack hadn’t heard a sound.

When Winthrop opened the folder and began to
read, the pages were handled without the usual rustle and
occasional snap. When he finished a page, he laid it in front of
Jack who stared at each in turn, trying to look as if he understood
the office jargon.

When the last page had been placed on the
desk, Winthrop leaned back in the chair. Scratching thinning brown
hair, he said, “A routine sort of thing, don’t you agree?”

“Seems like it,” Jack said, without any
notion of what might be routine in this office.

“We missed the wicket, is what it
amounts to,” he said. “Unfortunately it happens.”

“It’s never a for-sure thing,” Jack
said, inwardly urging the man to tell him what went
wrong.

Gazing at the ceiling, Winthrop continued,
“Our outside man was in an excellent position to observe anyone
entering or leaving the postal box lobby. Of course, he could not
see the box itself.”

Jack nodded. He’d found this to be true.

“And, as you undoubtedly noted,”
Winthrop continued, “the package was wired. We scheduled those
available to drop in as possible. No one stayed long enough to be
noticed.

“The package was reported as still
in . . .” He paused, reaching for a page from the
file. “Box 409 at 1:35 a.m.” He laid the page back on the desk. “It
had been picked up by 2:15. Three people were observed entering and
leaving during that time. Unfortunately, the man scheduled to be
inside was delayed. Since the bug failed, our outside man missed it
entirely.”

“Sounds as if you had it covered,” Jack
commented. All that manpower had cost a bundle. No wonder Terri
didn’t understand how they could have missed.

“Standard procedure, actually. It’s
generally quite effective.” He shook his head, almost as if seeking
to reassure himself there had been nothing wrong with the
procedure. “That’s about it,” he said, standing in a way that
announced he had pressing matters to attend to.

Jack also stood, but there was less snap to
it. As Winthrop tucked the pages into the folder, Jack said, “It
figures the name, Erlin Thomas, is a phony.”

“I thought the report quite clear on
that,” he said, striding toward the file cabinet. “Neither the
address nor phone number given on the box rental form exist.” He
closed the file drawer soundlessly, turned toward the door and
opened it. His eyes, enlarged by the thick glasses, reflected
thoughts of his next chore. This one had been completed.

“Thanks for your time,” Jack said.
Winthrop nodded as if expecting more gratitude. He didn’t offer his
hand, but then neither did Jack. The door, closing behind Jack,
bumped the heel of his shoe.

 


* * *

 


“Milo Hetch” was spelled out in an arc on the
glass door in gold Roman lettering. “Confidential Investigations”
filled a single straight line of smaller letters. Terri had come to
this man after receiving the first demand. She had been so put off
by the experience it had taken her four years to get to Alfred
& Styles.

Jack stepped inside to face the smiles of
welcome on two lovely faces. “I’m Penny,” the woman nearest the
door said. She leaned forward and asked, “Can I help you?” The ruby
red blouse had fallen away from her throat.

Jack was more interested in the speculative
curiosity in the hazel-green eyes than in the milky white breasts.
“I’m here to see Mr. Hetch,” he said. “The name’s Collier.”

Penny continued to gaze at him, ignoring the
desk calendar open in front of her. “Won’t you sit down? He’s
expecting you. Let me see if he’s available.”

She stood and walked toward the inner door.
She was accustomed to the three-inch heels. The short black cotton
skirt hugged hips and thighs in all the right places.

Jack glanced at the other woman, returned her
smile, and sat down in one of the chairs. The fabric was stiff,
crinkly, not the naugahyde it had appeared to be. He had thought
the floor was surfaced with cork tiles. Seated, he could see it was
linoleum, reasonably new but showing signs of wear.

When Penny stepped back into the room and
nodded, Jack stood and moved toward her. Nice, he thought, the way
she’s posed herself. Chin up. The back arched a bit. The stuff of
centerfolds.

He paused to look into inviting eyes.
“Thanks,” he said, then stepped into the office, closing the door
behind him.

The big man behind the desk stood. His
welcoming smile clashed with the watchful look in the bright blue
eyes. His movie-star looks included brows jutting out over the
eyes, a patrician-like nose, full lips, and a heavily muscled jaw
that bespoke power and determination. He leaned out over the desk,
offering his hand. As Jack took it, he couldn’t fail to note the
.357 magnum, tucked into the holster under the left arm. “Milo
Hetch, Mr. Collier,” he said, gripping Jack’s hand tighter than
need be.

“Make it Jack.”

“Right. Park it,” he said. When he
straightened, the gun bulged under the wine corduroy jacket. The
string tie featured a jade stone mounted in gold. He sat back down
with care, then glanced at the full length mirror to his left. He
tucked errant strands of black hair back where he decided they
belonged. He leaned out over the desk and said, “Terri Delaney.
What a babe that one was.” He shook his head, remembering. “But
that was some time ago.”

“About five years.”

Hetch nodded. “You got credentials?”

Jack laid his identification wallet on the
desk, open to his license. Hetch regarded it at length, almost as
if he were a slow reader. Finally, he shoved it back toward Jack.
“Can’t be too careful. Know what I mean?” The grin that accompanied
the words acknowledged Jack’s membership in the same elite club in
which he himself was a member of high standing. “So what are you
looking for?”

“Nothing special,” Jack said. “Just
trying to get an idea about what I’m up against.”

“That’s always good to know,” Hetch
said. “But like I told you on the phone, I don’t have much myself.
I wired the package she mailed to the Van Nuys branch. When I’d
eyeballed it in the right box, I parked my butt. Three damned days.
Boring shit. Know what I mean?” As if to accent the point, the chin
jerked forward slightly. The face followed along, eyes
intent.

Jack nodded and Hetch continued. “When
anybody was inside, I kept a fix on that box. Nobody went near it.
For no reason I’ve got, the bug quit. So I went inside to check.
The package was gone. I got no idea how.”

“How many people were inside when it
quit?”

“Three or four. I’d have to check my
notes.”

“One of them must have grabbed it and
silenced that bug some way.”

Hetch leaned closer. “I told you. Nobody went
near that box.” There was a touch of bristle in the words.

“That’s right. You did.”

Hetch leaned back in the chair, then propped
two polished wingtips on the desk. “So now you’re going to give it
a try?”

“That’s so. Any
suggestions?”

Hetch stared at Jack’s coat for several
moments. He nodded as if in approval, glanced up at the ceiling,
then back at Jack. “You’re a guy who likes good things. Right?”

“That’s true.”

“A coat like that, it costs some
change. And somebody’s got to pay the bill. Know what I
mean?”

Jack wondered if it was hard to grin and jerk
the chin forward at the same time. He leaned closer, hoping his
slight smile suggested interest. “I’m not real sure I do.”

“What I’m saying is, don’t take it too
serious. Just walk it around the block. Shoot some pool. Catch up
on the sack time. This broad will pay.”

“You mean just kind of go through the
motions?”

“Yeah. There’s no sense busting your
butt for nothing. Right?” Hetch eased his feet to the floor and
again leaned out over the desk. “She was something. Get’s a man to
thinking. Know what I mean?”

“You’ve two lively ladies out
front.”

Hetch chuckled. “Indispensable types on cold
rainy nights.”

“Penny comes on kind of
strong.”

“Not often.” His grin broadened. “You
ought to move on those goods.” He stared down at his hands for a
moment. “Penny can show you things that Delaney broad never thought
of.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Believe it, I tried to get close to
that babe. Popped for dinner at the Brown Derby even. Nothing. A
cold type. What’d she tell you was on that tape she’s
after?”

“Some kinky sex.”

“That’s what she told me. I couldn’t
buy it.”

“Why not?”

“She’s not the fun type. A man can
tell. Know what I mean?”

“I think so.”

“When I’m on, I make out
fine.”

Jack had never seen a man strut while seated
behind a desk. This was a dandy, the king of roosters at work. “He
thinks he’s irresistible,” Terri had said. “What he is, is a
sleaze,” she had added.

Jack let his grin broaden and leaned closer
to the desk in a conspiratorial manner. “I’ve been thinking,” he
said, lowering his voice further on each word. “I ought to get
something better than a stick.”

“What do you mean?” Hetch asked,
leaning closer.

“To beat them off with.”

“Beat off who?” Hetch asked
suspiciously.

“The broads. A stick, see, it just
doesn’t hold up. Know what I mean?” His grin was no match for the
leer Hetch has been tossing across the desk and he didn’t brother
to jerk his chin forward.

“You’re putting me on.” Caution had
flooded the eyes.

“Ms. Delaney isn’t a client, mister.”
Jack leaned closer. “She’s a very dear friend.”

Hetch straightened. “Anything else you need,
Mr. Collier?”

“I was by that post office this
morning. The boxes can’t be seen from outside.”

“So?”

“So you sold her a tale for three
thou.”

Hetch slowly stood, the heavy jaw clenched,
the eyes sparking with anger. “Move your ass on out of here.”

“Ms. Delaney thinks you were scared
off.”

“Up yours.”

From his billfold, Jack counted out ten one
hundred dollar bills. Hetch watched intently.

“Sit down,” Jack said. “There’s no
profit in beating on me.”

For a moment, Hetch seemed undecided. Then he
eased back down into the chair. “So what’s with the bread?” he
demanded.

“It’s the bet.”

“What are you betting, wise
guy?”

“That you were not bought
off.”

Hetch’s glance flicked between the stack of
bills and Jack’s eyes. “What do you need to prove I was?” he asked
finally.

“Everything you know.”

With his eyes fixed on the money, Hetch said,
“There’s this guy, Randal Smith. He . . .”

“Smith?” Jack interrupted.

“I didn’t ask for no birth certificate.
Okay?”

Jack nodded, fingering the stack of
bills.

“He said he had a problem. When he laid
down two thousand, I listened. You would, too,” he declared
bluntly.

“Go ahead,” Jack said.

“It was simple, really. Smith said this
Delaney broad had problems. Disturbed was how he put it. He said he
represented a guy looking out for her. Know what I
mean?”

“I hear what you’re saying,” Jack
said.

Hetch scowled, then continued, “So she has a
sugar daddy, see? And he only wants to protect her.”

“What were you asked to do?”

“Nothing, unless she looked me up. If
she did, I was to go through the motions, but not waste time. I did
like Smith said and that was the end of it.”

“For all that grand and noble service,
how much more did you pull in?”

“Don’t get wise, asshole.”

Jack covered the stack of bills with his
hand. “How much?”

“Another five. Now what the fuck else
you need?”

“A phone number. An address,
maybe.”

“He called every day.”

“Description?”

“Six feet. Close to one-eighty. About
forty. Expensive conservative threads. Pale curly blond
hair.”

When Jack pulled his hand back and stood,
Hetch scooped up the stack of bills.

“I have this feeling,” Jack
said.

“Move it out of here,
wiseass.”

“Like you’re holding out.”

“Up yours.”

Jack strode to the door. He turned with his
hand on the knob. “I’ll be disappointed if I find you’ve done
something dumb like that.”

“Fuck you.”

 


* * *

 


In shorts and a shirt, Jack sat at the table
listening to the tape of his meeting with Milo Hetch, as he copied
it to the larger reel-to-reel machine on the counter. He had made a
small hole in the side of his jackets. The tiny mike he used was
the latest technology.

When the tape ended, he asked of the photo,
“How’d he sound to you, Billy? Like a liar, maybe?”

Yes. A liar, Jack decided. But about what
exactly? And who had Randal Smith represented? No blackmailer would
expose himself, even indirectly, to a private investigator. Terri
might be playing house with a guy she hadn’t mentioned. But
disturbed? No way. He tried to picture what those blue, blue eyes
would reveal, if she were here now. He let himself flow into that
blueness.

When he glanced at his watch, it was a few
minutes past five. He grabbed a Michelob from the fridge, went into
the living room and settled into the recliner. On the remote, he
pressed buttons until KTSV came up on the screen. He let his mind
wander, ignoring the hyped news accounts of assorted tawdry
happenings.

The Ford truck caught his attention. He
watched it do things no owner would ask of it. Then a chubby happy
thief explained how, if Jack would only hurry right down, he could
sell him that truck for a thousand dollars less than he had paid
for it.

The sports announcer led with the news that
Minnesota was two to zip over Atlanta in the World Series. Next
came an earnest explanation of why the Dodgers hadn’t made it. But
considering their corral of millionaire talent, Jack thought they
ought to have. He chuckled. Knocking the Dodgers didn’t change the
fact his beloved Angels had finished dead last. Maybe next year
they’ll . . .

Terri Delaney burst upon the screen. Come
morning, Jack realized he might not remember what she was saying.
But he would remember the impact. The camera zoomed in on delicate
features. An intense, immediate presence. He realized he hadn’t
noticed what she was wearing.

She came across as if her message were vital
to him, one he had to grasp. Speaking quickly, each word still
reached out and drew him ever closer.

There was a shot of a kid in a hospital bed.
Then she led him so deeply into the sorrow of his parents, Jack
felt as if the boy were his own son. All with a passionate caring.
Her image seemed etched into the screen when it went blank in that
instant before they cut to commercial.

Jack punched the TV off and stared at the
darkened screen.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Headed for Hollywood on the Ventura Freeway,
Jack remained alert for harried, hasty drivers. This stretch of
freeway always seemed jammed, even mid-morning. His thoughts were
of Charlie Hoffler, head of the news division at KTSV. He was
Terri’s boss and had been when he had invited her to join him for a
weekend in Las Vegas.

Although she had declined several times, she
had said she would have been interested, if she hadn’t been seeing
another man. But when she discovered her boyfriend was cheating,
she had abruptly changed her mind and driven up Friday evening.

She hadn’t realized how foolishly she was
behaving, until she walked into the room Hoffler had taken for her.
The circular waterbed. Mirrored walls and ceiling. She had wanted
to leave right then, but hadn’t felt up to another five-hour drive.
In the morning, getting away proved to be easy. Hoffler had brought
another woman from the office. Terri excused herself and left the
two together at a crap table in the motel.

She hadn’t said much more. Still ashamed,
probably. She had stopped for a drink in the bar, met Archie, and
the rest was history tough to forget. Now that little scene might
cost her the career. After seeing her on the tube last night, Jack
could better understand her determination to not let that happen.
No one that good at anything willingly gives it up.

It was easy to remember the impact she had
made. Those remarkable eyes. He didn’t see how it was possible, but
they had come across . . .

“What in hell?” His glance was locked
on the rearview mirror. His pulse rate had jumped. His mouth felt
dry. It was the same black Chrysler that had followed him onto the
freeway earlier. Occupied with his thoughts, he had been dawdling
along in the right lane. Not many do. He didn’t doubt for a moment
he was being followed. But why? It couldn’t be related to the
situation with Terri. It was much too soon.

Some things seem to have no ending. But the
situation with June had been wrapped tighter than most. A man had
died. And Jack had pulled the trigger. Brothers, even cousins or
friends can take to the feud. But the man had not had that kind of
friends. And no relatives at all. So what is this?

From the Ventura freeway, a part of the
traffic stays to the right for the Hollywood freeway. The rest
continue east toward downtown L.A. Jack worked his way into the
leftmost lane for southbound traffic, already bunching and slowing
for the junction.

He stopped at the last moment in the small
V-shaped island where traffic flowed passed on both sides. He
grabbed a map from the glove compartment and opened it, watching
the rearview mirror.

The driver of the Chrysler had no choice.
There was no way to stop and it was too late to avoid taking one
fork or the other. He opted for the Hollywood freeway and was soon
lost to sight. A plate number would have helped; Jack’s view had
been blocked.

He tucked the map away, waited for a gap,
then continued east toward the city. The Hollywood freeway was the
obvious route. But there would be a black Chrysler waiting up
ahead. Surface streets would take longer, but he would be
impossible to find.

 


* * *

 


Jack had never been inside a television
studio. He was looking forward to it. Gorgeous women. Handsome men.
Hints of the casting couch in the eyes of all.

His first disappointment was the five-story
building on Sunset Boulevard, near Vine. It looked like any other
on the block, in need of cleaning and paint. His visions faded
further when he faced the uniformed guard at the door, packing a
.357 magnum. No smile softened the battered features.

“I’d like to see Charlie Hoffler,” Jack
said.

“Got an appointment?” he asked, the
eyes expressionless.

“I was in the neighborhood,” Jack said,
showing his license. “If you can tell me how to get to his office,
I can maybe make one.”

The guard stared at him suspiciously. Jack
heard a group of people coming up behind. The guard gave gruff
directions, then stepped forward to confront the newcomers. Jack
headed toward the stairs.

The people he saw were disappointingly
ordinary. A few were working at looking younger than their years.
More were trying to look as if they weighed less. Like people
anywhere. He decided what he had been expecting might lie behind
the doors to the broadcast studios on the second floor. But it
seemed unlikely, when he paused to look at those in the hall.

The third floor was done in that modern vogue
that gives nobody enough privacy to make a personal call, or to
pick their nose. Waist-high blue plastic panels topped with two
feet of glass created small cubicles, room for only one or two
desks. All was bombarded with bright white fluorescent light.
Everyone appeared to be engaged in tasks of great importance. Jack
would have bet most had mastered the art of seeming to be busy,
while doing as they pleased.

To the left of the center aisle, the cubicles
were larger. Upper-level types, maybe. But there didn’t seem to be
anything special about the occupants. Terri was ensconced in one,
the standout of the bunch. He felt a distinct urge to pause and
gaze at loveliness clothed in sea-blue. Their eyes met, then she
bent her head to her desk.

He was surprised at the impact of that brief
look. It was if she had managed to close the distance between them
to inches.

At the end of the aisle were four enclosed
offices. Behind the large desk sat a middle-aged woman of stoic
features. A formidable challenge. A moat filled with hungry
crocodiles.

“I’d like to see Mr. Hoffler,” Jack
said, looking down at thin disapproving lips.

“Your card?” she demanded.

“It’s personal. The name’s Jack
Collier.”

“I see,” she said. But Jack sensed what
counted was he didn’t have a business card. He couldn’t be of help
to KTSV, or to Charlie Hoffler. “I’m afraid he has a tight schedule
today.” She glanced down at the calendar. “He might be able to see
you at two, the day after tomorrow. I would have to check with him
first.”

“Do you mind?” Jack asked, reaching for
the note pad and pen. Her mouth opened, but she said nothing. He
printed the word, “Blackmail,” tore off the top sheet, and folded
it. “When it’s convenient, would you give him this?” he asked. “He
may think it’s important enough to squeeze me in some way.” His
smile was warm, pleasant.

If she’d been only a bit less reserved, her
mouth would have been gaping open. She looked down at the folded
slip of paper and back at him three times before pushing back her
chair and striding to the office door on the right. She knocked
twice, then entered.

Jack had hardly become comfortable when the
door opened and she stalked back to her desk. The man who followed
her was over six feet in his elevator heels. He was packing at
least fifty unneeded pounds, most of them bulging out over his
belt, taxing the buttons on the white silk shirt. The hairpiece was
first rate.

Jack stood and took the offered hand. It felt
as if he had clasped a dead fish. “Jack Collier, is it?” Hoffler
asked, the pleasant smile a habit, as was the watchfulness in the
light brown eyes.

“Make it Jack.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t place the
name.” The words came quickly, interspersed with a raspy rush of
wasted breath. The sun-lamp tan failed to hide the ruddy complexion
that stemmed not from good health but from a lot of drinks at a lot
of bars over a lot of years. The deep creases about the eyes
suggested through those years, there had been many nights of too
little rest.

“We’ve never met,” Jack said. “Your
name came up around the edges of something I’ve been looking
into.”

“Are you a licensed
investigator?”

As Jack showed his ticket, he said, “It’s
more personal, than business. I’m trying to help a buddy.”

“I see,” he said, glancing down at the
slip of paper in his hand. “I can spare a few minutes. Why don’t
you come in?”

“Appreciate your time,” Jack said,
preceding him into the office.

As Hoffler closed the door, Jack chose the
nearest of three chairs facing the desk. When Hoffler had settled
into his own, he better fit his role. The extra pounds showed only
in the fullness of face and the slight bulge over the shirt collar.
“Now,” he said, in a man-to-man tone, placing his palms down on the
desk, “What’s this about blackmail?”

“My buddy is one of your key
people.”

“Are you serious?” Hoffler demanded,
clasping chubby fingers.

“I’m afraid so.”

“In the news division?”

“Let’s just say he’s with
KTSV.”

Hoffler nodded, mentally running down names
for a fit, searching diligently. “Blackmail,” he said to the desk.
“I’m not sure I can help, but I’ll certainly try.” He straightened
in his chair. “What would you like to know?”

“You and Bobby Silverton, along with
three young women, spent a weekend in Vegas at the Wonderland
Motel, eight years back. Do you happen to remember
that?”

“Hell yes. I had a ball,” he assured
me, his eyes guarded. “But I gather your friend isn’t Bobby. He’s
now with KTSN.”

“That’s so,” Jack commented. Hoffler
was totally focused, as if determined not to miss the slightest
nuance. Maybe he had enjoyed his time in Vegas, but he wasn’t
enjoying this. “Do you recall who was with Silverton?”

“Sylvia. I believe her last name is
Brenster now. She got married about four years ago. But back then,
she and Bobby were a number.”

“Then I don’t suppose you saw much of
them that weekend.”

Hoffler chuckled as if Jack had just hammered
out the punch line to a locker-room joke. “Not much. When old Bobby
gets into something good, he makes the most of it.” He chuckled
again.

“And you were with?”

“Angie Bergoin. She’s also married now.
What are you getting at?”

“The third woman. I’m not clear who she
was or how she connected with the group.”

“I invited her.” He leaned out on the
desk, his forehead beaded with perspiration. The office was close,
stuffy. “You’re getting personal, don’t you think?”

The doors were closing. Time for a course
change. “It’s like that sometimes, Mr. Hoffler.” He dug up his own
version of a locker-room grin. “Besides, it sounds as if I might
pick up on something useful.”

“Such as?”

“How to get two broads in the sack at
the same time.”

Hoffler’s look was a mix of reservations and
skepticism.

“Really,” Jack said, leaning closer.
“I’ve never managed that.”

“Oh, hell,” Hoffler muttered, relaxing
back into his chair. The grin that was so near a leer began to
reorganize itself. “Her name’s Terri Delaney. She’s with our news
team now.”

“You’re kidding. The brunette with that
gorgeous figure and those fantastic blue eyes?”

“The same,” he said, warming to the
subject. “Back then, she was just one of the secretarial pool. All
starry eyed. Hooked on the glamour and glitz. She had more dreams
than sense.”

“I’ve got to ask, Mr. Hoffler. Did you
score?”

He chuckled. The last of tensions faded. He
clasped chubby fingers and said, “No. I didn’t. But I don’t fault
myself. She seems to think of herself as forbidden fruit. For all I
know, she’s still got the cherry.”

“I’ll be damned,” Jack commented,
leaning back as if fascinated by profound revelations.

“Even though I was making it with
Angie,” Hoffler said, eyes bright, remembering, “I had my eye on
Terri. She really turned me on. So damned young. Actually, Angie
has better equipment.” He cupped his hands in front of his chest,
grinning. “And she was a goer. So I can’t say why, but I kept
working on Terri.

“It came to me there was a slot in
research she might fit into. When I mentioned the possibility, she
was hot for it. So I invited her to come up to Vegas with me.” He
paused, then grinned ruefully. “She kept saying no. So I asked
Angie. She jumped at it, of course.”

Jack tried to look like a man who understood
the tragedy of striking out. He decided he had done fine when
Hoffler leaned closer and continued. “That Friday morning, Terri
waltzed in and said she’d like to come. So I said sure. Right away,
I got to thinking.” He gave Jack a knowing wink. “I thought Angie
might go for a threesome. I spent that evening with her, trying to
set it up.

“Terri drove, so I don’t know when she
got there, but it was late. I’d popped for the Emerald Suite, the
sexiest layout they have. God, that room is hot. But she was
dragging her feet Saturday morning. I was still trying to find a
way to ditch Angie so I could take a real run at Terri when she
split.” He sighed. “But I guess it worked out. Angie picked up the
pace. We had some far out fun that weekend.

“I never did understand why Terri
backed off,” he commented almost wistfully. “I could have showed
her one hell of a time.”

While Hoffler had been trying to sell how
much Terri had passed up, Jack had been trying to take eight years
off both their lives and figure how she could have given him a
second look, even then. “I wonder why Terri changed her mind,” he
said.

“Angie was being considered for the
same spot. Terri may have decided to protect her interests.” He
shrugged. “When she saw me close to Angie, she may have decided to
bow out.”

“Who got that promotion?”

“Terri,” Hoffler said with a chuckle
that was beginning to bore Jack. “Despite what you may have heard,
damned little is decided in the sack around here. It’s talent that
makes it go. When I turned Terri loose on a couple of specials, she
blew everybody away. Now that she’s a regular, everybody can see I
was right.”

“Is there anything about Angie getting
married that strikes you as odd?”

“No. When Terri got that promotion,
Angie was pissed. She made it clear to me,” he said ruefully. “Then
she walked. I don’t think she was really serious about a
career.”

Hoffler leaned forward, propping his elbows
on the desk. “Look,” he said with his man-to-man grin in full
stride, “I don’t mind talking about my love life. But I’ll be
damned if I see what it has to do with blackmail.”

“Probably nothing, Mr. Hoffler. But
when you haven’t got much, you check everything. KTSV wouldn’t like
to lose a guy it needs.”

“No. We wouldn’t want that.” Again he
went to searching for a name that might fit.

“I understand you and Silverton were
after the same job.”

Hoffler nodded, as if disturbed at the change
of subject.

“Was it the one you have
now?”

“Yes, it was.” Earlier wariness
returned. He was a bit tense, uneasy. “Why do you ask?” he
demanded.

“I was just curious to know if it was a
tough fight. Or did it kind of fall into your lap?”

“It was tougher than chewing ten-penny
nails,” he said emphatically, relaxing. “Bobby is one hell of a
scrapper. I’m not sure whether I won or got lucky. Either way, I’m
fighting almost as hard to keep the damned thing as I did to get
it. It’s a competitive business. Lose two or three rating points,
and you can be looking for work.”

“I’ve heard that,” Jack said. “Take a
sec, will you? Think back on that weekend. Did anything unusual
happen?”

Hoffler was still for a moment. He was a bit
slower latching on to his grin. He settled his palms to the desk
and said, “Hell. I was buried in good things. I wouldn’t have
noticed a cyclone.” He paused, frowning. “But, no, I don’t believe
so. Bobby and I put the gals on a plane, early Monday morning. We
stayed on for a network meeting. Very boring, actually.” He drummed
two chubby fingers on the desk. Watching them, he said, “That was
about it.” He glanced at his watch as if suddenly remembering he
had one, then stood. “Damn,” he muttered. “I’m really running
late.”

Jack rose and said, “One last thing?”

Hoffler nodded reluctantly.

“Did you happen to run into a guy named
Archie? Fortyish. About six feet. One-eighty. Dark hair. In good
shape. Dressed to match snakeskin boots.”

“No,” he said. “I don’t think so. Could
it be important?”

“Mr. Hoffler, you just never know.”
Jack extended his hand, reluctant to grasp remembered
clamminess.

Hoffler hesitated. He glanced again at his
watch, then grabbed the offered hand and said, “You ought to have
told me more.”

“Playing the cards close goes with the
job. I’m sure you can understand.”

Clinging to Jack’s hand, Hoffler persisted.
“If I knew who was on the spot, I might be able to help in a more
direct manner.”

Jack tugged his hand free and headed for the
door. “Good thought. I’ll check with my buddy. It would be up to
him whether or not to bring you in.”

Trying not to be obvious, Jack studied Terri
as he walked down the long center aisle. She was a sail-full of
fresh air, compared to the lecherous loser he had left behind. He
realized he was hoping she would look up. He was disappointed she
did not.

 


* * *

 


It was near three when Jack parked in front
of the sprawling ranch-style house in Chatsworth. A high-rent
district, that was certain. But this place needed better care. The
cedar shake roof would be leaking soon, if it wasn’t already. The
overgrown plantings had not been set out by Angie or her husband;
neither was into gardening.

As he walked up the flagstone walk, he
settled on three thousand square feet for size. Worth close to a
million. The car in the garage was a late model caddy. Angie
Bergoin seemed to be doing fine in the bucks department. At the
porch, he caught the scent of roses and glanced to his left. An
untended bush, overgrown by eugenia, ignored the threat of winter
with a cluster of bright yellow blooms.

The woman who answered his knock flunked the
mommy test, despite the two toddlers he could see through the
slider cavorting in the wading pool. She wore snug-fitting white
slacks that accented the slender waist, hips and thighs. The
short-sleeved mint green blouse was cut low in front, revealing a
good deal of her lovely breasts.

To keep the short blonde hair so neatly
groomed took time, and regular visits to the beauty parlor. The
shade of the lipstick matched that of the scarlet red nails. There
was no smile on her lips, or in the hazel eyes.

“Ms. Bergoin?” he asked.

Her slight nod wasn’t a conversation starter.
Jack let the silence linger. Finally, he said, “If you have a
moment, I’ve a couple questions.”

“What sort of questions?” she asked
hesitantly. There was a breathy rush of sound around each
word.

“About the weekend you spent in Vegas
with some others from KTSV.”

He wasn’t sure, but it seemed as if her face
had paled. He couldn’t remember having frightened anyone simply by
introducing himself.

“Who are you?” she asked, as if afraid
to know.

“Sorry. Jack Collier,” he said, showing
his ticket.

She stared at it for a long while. Her glance
lingered on his car, then she went to examining his clothes. “A
private investigator?” She shook her head. “It’s an original, isn’t
it?” She was staring at the lambskin suede coat.

“I don’t know what you
mean.”

“It is,” she decided. “Bill Robinson’s
collection.”

“Oh, the coat. The clerk might have
mentioned that name. Or something like it. Is it
important?”

She glanced at the Trans Am again, then met
his quizzical gaze. “I had no idea private investigators were doing
so well these days.” Sarcasm dripped off each word.

“They’re simple questions,” Jack said,
puzzled at developments.

“Men with guns,” she muttered under her
breath. She shuddered suddenly, making no effort to hide
it.

Jack was considering showing her he wasn’t
carrying, when she opened the door further. He stepped past her and
on into the living room. He chose a corner of the electric blue
velour couch without waiting for an invitation that might not be
forthcoming. It wasn’t as comfortable as it had looked to be.

The game table by the slider was warped, a
veneer of oak over pressboard. A chemical imitation of pine scent
emanated from an obscure corner. Only the boisterous yelps from the
kids in the wading pool seemed authentic.

She sat down in the chair opposite him, each
move enticingly enhanced with sexual overtones. But all was
habitual, not played for his benefit. “I’ve told all who asked
everything I know.” Her fingers gripped the arms of the chair.

“I’m sure you did,” Jack said,
wondering who else had asked what. “I was only hoping something new
had occurred to you.”

“If it had, I would have
called.”

Baffled, he said, “Let’s try this. I’ll tell
you what I’ve got and you correct me if I goof. Maybe add a point
here and there.”

“I don’t believe this is
necessary.”

She had a mouth that was an invitation to be
kissed. A warm lush body a lot of guys would love to get next to.
But maybe not just now. There was a certain grimness to the set of
those lips. A sullen wariness in the eyes.

What the hell. He plunged right in. “As I
have it, Charlie Hoffler invited Terri Delaney in hopes of making
it with her.”

“That bitch had him panting from the
first day she showed up at the station,” she snapped. “But he
invited me first.”

“Why do you think she backed off,
giving you a clear field?”

“She’s frigid, some say. I think she’s
a lesbian. She talked herself into going, then lost her
nerve.”

“Were you disappointed when she got
that promotion?”

“I wanted to scratch her eyes out.
Literally.”

Terri had admitted to mutual dislike. Were
she sitting here beside him, she would have been startled at the
depth of this woman’s hatred. More talk of Terri was futile. “Tell
me,” he said, “how serious was your interest in Hoffler?”

“I intended to marry the bastard, if
it’s any of your affair.”

“Any particular reason it didn’t work
out?”

“That’s none of your goddamned
business.”

She had said it softly, almost as if unsure
she had the right. She was incredibly bitter. With a little time,
Jack thought he might come to understand why. But he hadn’t picked
up even a clue to the sense of dread that seemed to envelop
her.

He felt a bit uncomfortable himself; the last
thing he had wanted was to disturb anyone this early in the game.
“You seem to have landed on your feet,” he said, hoping to ease
things. “You’ve a nice home and two fine looking youngsters. And
you’ve stayed in shape. Some women let go, once they’ve latched on
to a guy and had a kid or two.”

“My husband wanted children. That
doesn’t mean I am to wither away and become part of the wall
paper.”

“Believe me, you haven’t.” This woman
depended heavily on her looks and the attention it brought her. Yet
she seemed not to have heard him. “I was wondering,” he said, “if
you happened to run across a guy named Archie that
weekend?”

“No. And that name didn’t come up
before. Why now?”

“What do you mean it didn’t come up
before?”

“Exactly what I said. I’ve never even
heard the name.”

“You might have seen him without
knowing who he was.” Nothing. Only rigid determination to wait him
out. “He’s six feet, about one-eighty. In good shape. Black hair.
Likes snakeskin boots. Fortyish. Quite a charmer, they
say.”

“All men are charming in the
beginning,” she said sharply.

“You’ve a point,” Jack commented,
wishing once again he could read minds. “Listen. You seem uptight
about this. It’s just routine. I sure didn’t mean to upset you. But
the truth is, I’ve no idea what’s frightening you.”

“At the moment, you are.”

It wasn’t working at all. And it was a game
he was good at. Should he probe? He would like to know the source
of that fear. Everything pointed to it being connected to that
weekend. “Maybe I should move on,” he said.

“I would appreciate that.” The knuckles
of her hands gripping the chair were white.

When Jack stood, she turned to stare at the
kids. He doubted she heard him let himself out.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


The Santa Ana winds had lost some punch, but
it was another clear fall morning. Jack clung to the feel of it as
he backed the Trans Am out and drove off, the windows open.
Thoughts of the black Chrysler interfered.

There had been no sign of it last night. This
morning, he had taken an early walk in hopes of spotting it. Robin
and the Maestro can do wonders with a plate number.

As he passed Park Street, he thought he saw
it, parked up the hill to his right. When it nosed around the
corner behind him, he knew he had been right.

He took a left and let the Trans Am pick up
speed down the hill. The Chrysler turned after him. He was of half
a mind to stop and chat. The street is narrow; his car sideways
would block it. But he wasn’t ready.

He needed more. Like a who. And why. The
question was, could he risk waiting? If it had anything to do with
Terri, things were moving far more quickly than expected. But
now didn’t feel right. At Ventura Boulevard, he turned east
into heavy traffic.

This stretch had been master-planned for the
even flow of three lanes of traffic in each direction. But some
fiendish engineer had arranged for nearly every car to stop at
nearly every light. Jack hugged the right lane. The Chrysler did
the same, leaving two or three cars between them. A mile later Jack
found the situation he needed.

The Honda in front slowed for the yellow.
Jack eased to the curb and passed on the right as the light changed
to red. Blaring horns announced disapproval of his tardiness.

Two blocks later, he angered oncoming drivers
with a left that forced them to brake suddenly. Clear of the
intersection, he was lost to the Chrysler.

 


* * *

 


At KTSN, it seemed to Jack he was watching a
rerun of his visit to KTSV. The guard was grim and packing a .357.
But from that point on, there were few similarities. Jack gave his
name, said he would like to see Mr. Silverton, and was politely
directed to the elevator.

These offices were also created by
partitions, but glassed in up to the ceiling. Some people were
chatting. Others nursed cups of coffee. He was certain that in the
end, more work would get done here, than in the sterile domain of
KTSV.

The woman behind the reception desk wore a
navy blue bolero jacket over a white satin blouse. Long fingers
rippled across the keyboard. As Jack approached, she looked up,
smiling. “I’m Ms. Waite,” she said crisply. “How can I help
you?”

“I’d like to see Mr. Silverton. The
name’s Jack Collier.”

“May I tell him what it’s
about?”

“Just say it’s personal.”

She nodded, then stood. “Let me see if he’s
free.” She turned and walked through the nearest doorway.

When she stepped back outside, she paused and
said, “Please. Come right in.”

“Thanks,” Jack said, as he stepped past
her.

The man behind the desk rose gracefully, a
quiet sense of confidence about him. As he moved to greet Jack,
inquisitive brown eyes measured him. “I’m Bobby Silverton, Mr
Collier,” he said with a gracious smile of welcome.

“Make it Jack.” He took the offered
hand; the grip was firm.

Silverton rotated a chair to face away from
the sun-bright window and said. “Please. Have a seat.” Then he took
the chair next to it. Jack always found it easy to like a man who
didn’t need the barrier of a desk to protect himself. “Ginger told
me it was personal,” he said, “so I assume it has nothing to do
with KTSN.”

“That’s so. I’ve a buddy who’s being
blackmailed. I’d like to end it.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said
sympathetically. “What led you to me?”

“Do you remember spending a weekend in
Vegas, about eight years back, with a woman named
Sylvia?”

“Have you met her?” he asked,
grinning.

“I just left her place, kids and all. A
lovely woman.”

“Well?” He leaned back, lifting his
hands, palms up. “Why ask?” He chuckled, a pleasant hint of
memories in it. “One doesn’t forget a woman like that.”

“I think you’ve got that
right.”

“Charlie Hoffler was there as well,
trying to make it with Terri Delaney. He struck out and settled for
Angie Bergoin. That’s her married name.”

“I have that.”

“Then I think you have it
all.”

“I’m trying to picture what’s happened
since to those in the group.”

“Do you believe one of us is the
blackmailer?”

“Not really.”

“I’ll be damned. You haven’t even
eliminated me.”

“Yes. I think I have. And
Sylvia.”

“I’m relieved,” he said, his eyes
twinkling.

“And I’ve about ruled out Ms.
Delaney.”

“I hope so. Did you catch her PBS
special?”

“I hadn’t even heard about
it.”

Silverton leaned toward Jack, his eyes
bright. “ ‘Leukemia: The Neglected Killer.’ From start to
finish, it was her show. She handled it beautifully. She’s already
been credited with raising several million dollars.”

“Where does KTSV fit in?”

He chuckled. “They don’t. She offered them
the concept. When they turned it down, she went to KCCT and donated
weekends and vacation time.”

Silverton leaned back, his forehead creased
with a frown. “Her sister died of leukemia. While in high school,
she began volunteering time to the foundation. She’s been involved
ever since. It may have helped, for she hit every conceivable point
and drove it home convincingly. That’s the word for it. Convincing.
She cares for people. And it comes across. She makes you itch to
reach for your wallet.”

“I caught her on the news, night before
last. She is impressive.”

“Tell me about it. I’ve been after her
to move over here. Experience will boost her confidence. And that’s
all she needs. Even if she stays with KTSV, she’ll be doing
in-depth features before you know it. Within two years, she’ll be
co-anchor. And in another, she’ll take over the show. From there,
it’s hard to say.

“She could carry a national show. But
the infighting at that level is vicious. I don’t sense in her a
sufficient ruthlessness to deal effectively with it. And she
relates beautifully to the audience. She couldn’t hold that
intimacy at national. No. She’ll be happier at local where she can
remain largely free of the political bullshit.”

“That’s quite an endorsement,” Jack
commented.

“Sometimes I’m overly enthusiastic.
Then again, perhaps I’m only trying to convince you she’s no
blackmailer.”

“I think you’ve managed that,” Jack
said with a smile. “Have you any thoughts about Angie
Bergoin?”

“I didn’t know her well. She was too
manipulative of those around her to suit my taste. But that hardly
suggests she’s a blackmailer.”

“And Charlie Hoffler?”

“I don’t think he’s got the
nerve.”

“He told me you gave him a fight for
the job he’s got now. Care to comment?”

Silverton laughed. “For over a year, I came
up with the ideas, and he came up with the credit. I was the one
who first noticed Terri and he’s still taking bows for that.”

“Did he ever twist your arm? Like with
a threat?”

“Sure. But there was nothing of
blackmail about it.”

“He seemed uptight to me.”

“The television world is relatively
small. So I’ve run into him here and there. And I’ve heard things.”
He leaned closer. “You know what I think? It was his marriage. It
ripped him apart in some way. His self-vaunted love life has been
racing downhill ever since. Considering the shape he’s in, I’m not
sure the poor bastard can even get it up any more.”

“I didn’t know he’d been
married.”

“It seems to me he tied the knot about
the time I left KTSV. That would make it about three months after
that Vegas trip.”

“Interesting,” Jack commented. “I heard
Angie had staked out that claim.”

“I heard that as well. I don’t think
Charlie thought of her that way. In fact I was surprised to find he
thought of any woman that way. He stayed over in Las Vegas. He
never said, but I thought it must have been a woman, one who really
turned him on. He was a mess when he got back, all jumpy-hungover
for days.”

When Ms. Waite stepped inside the doorway,
Silverton looked up expectantly. “It’s Roger,” she said. “Something
has come up with the Stanley account.”

Silverton looked at Jack and asked, “Do you
have what you need?”

“Close enough,” Jack said, starting to
stand.

“No. No.” He waved Jack back down.
“We’ve time.” He turned back to Ms. Waite. “Will you tell him I
need a few minutes?”

She nodded and left.

“You add new dimensions to the
open-door policy,” Jack commented.

“It’s the only way,” he said seriously.
“Communication makes it happen. To sustain that you’ve got to be
damned sure there are no barriers.”

“How in hell did Hoffler beat
you?”

He laughed. “Best thing that ever happened to
me. I like it here.” He leaned back. “What else can I tell
you?”

“Does the name Archie bring anything to
mind?”

“No,” he said thoughtfully.

“Lots of wavy black hair. Fortyish.
Some six feet and a solid one-eighty. He goes for snakeskin
boots.”

“Nothing clicks, I’m
afraid.”

“Was there anything at all unusual
about that weekend?”

“A young man was murdered. But it had
nothing to do with us. Is that the sort of thing you’re looking
for?”

“I don’t really know. But tell me a bit
more.”

“His name was Bruno Ravone. He was last
seen in the bar at Wonderland. Our only connection was that we were
staying there. He was something of a stud, I’ve been told. One
rumor has it that he hit on a married woman and the husband took
offense. That’s about all I know.

“I was questioned by L.A. police
officers. And later, I spoke with two men his father, Franco
Ravone, sent down. They were rather abrupt, even rude. But if my
son had been murdered, I would do what I could to find out who was
responsible.”

“I hear that,” Jack said, standing. “I
appreciate your time.”

“I hope I’ve been of help,” he said,
also standing. He shook Jack’s hand and escorted him out of the
office, more as if he were a friend than a total stranger. “Drop in
again, if you need to.”

“Thanks. I will.”

Silverton nodded, then turned toward the
nervous-looking guy fidgeting in his chair. “Come on in, Roger,” he
said, as if he already had a solution to the man’s problem.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


When Jack checked the recorder for messages,
he found Robin had the backgrounds ready. He called. After the
hellos, she asked, “When will you be by to pick up the report?”

He wasn’t planning to. And she knew it. He
loathed tedious detail. “How thick is the stack?” he asked.

“About an inch. Why?” she asked
innocently.

“You could give me the
highlights.”

“Computers, Jack. That’s where it’s at.
You’ll have to get into it sometime.”

“Sure.” He disliked what computers
produced. To his way of thinking, they say too much and don’t say
it well. “Just the key points. Okay?”

Robin sighed in feigned frustration. “Terri
Delaney is your victim,” she said, as if having solved a riddle
that had bothered scholars for ages.

“That’s so. How did you figure
it?”

“Her bank records show substantial cash
withdrawals twice a year. She’s only a few dollars this side of
Chapter 11. That last re-fi on her condo is as far as any bank will
go. But she’s making fifty thousand a year now. She can recover, if
you get her off the hook.”

“That’s the plan. How about the
others?”

“Bobby Silverton is making nearly two
hundred thousand a year. His latest ex takes a fat slice, but he
pays his bills on time and the balances are in line.

“Sylvia Brenster and her husband manage
well. There’s only limited use of personal credit. The savings
account is modest, but growing.

“With Angie Bergoin, it’s difficult to
say. She and her husband are over-extended in a dozen different
ways. Some can handle that; some can’t. I think these people can. I
can put people on it if you need to be certain.”

“No,” Jack said. “Your hunches are
good. How about Hoffler?”

“He’s more interesting. For one thing
he’s broke by the time he gets paid. His records show lots of cash
withdrawals. We found one arrest for cocaine possession. No
conviction. The two may fit together. If he’s using in any
quantity, he needs more than he’s making.”

“I get the point,” Jack said, thinking
about coke. And a man aging before his time.

“We could answer that question if you
like.”

“Let’s pass on that for now. Help me
rough out some balance sheets.”

Robin collapsed categories to give Jack an
abbreviated picture. When she had finished, she asked sweetly,
“What do you want me to do with the full report?”

“If you bring it by my place, I promise
I’ll read it.”

“Things could get out of
hand.”

“I was hoping they would.”

“You’re a bastard.”

“Likeable though, don’t you
think?”

“Yes. That and much more. But I’ll mail
it.”

 


* * *

 


Jack punched in the code, then hurried back
to the car as the wrought iron gate rolled open. He knew it was
silly, but he hurried anyway. He was always afraid the damned
things had it in mind to trap him, then squeeze, hard. Never mind
they all have an automatic reverse mode, like elevator doors. He
didn’t much care for elevators, either.

Clear of the gate, he examined the condos,
crowded together. The drives were barely wide enough for two full
sized cars to pass. The landscaping was minimal with a bit of lawn
in front of each unit. All was well maintained, but without
frills.

He drove to the end of the short drive and
parked in front of Terri’s place. The For Sale sign, centered in
the square of green, grabbed at him. It said a lot about a sick
nasty situation and a woman running out of ways to cope with
it.

Terri opened the door on his first knock.
Stone-washed jeans snugged hips and upper thighs. The burnt-orange
cotton shirt draped loosely from shoulders and breasts. He was
fascinated by the slender feet embraced by the narrow leather
straps of the sandals. Her smile of welcome seemed hesitant, almost
shy. It contradicted the determination in the remarkable eyes.
“Come in,” she said, with remembered quickness and husky, dusky
shadings.

“Thanks,” Jack said, stepping past her.
Yes. Definitely the scent of honeysuckle. For a moment he studied
what he could see of the living room. It had size, but a sense of
coziness. The modest furnishings had been chosen with care. When he
noticed her waiting on him, he said, “Nice. There’s a comfy feel I
like.”

“It’s home for now,” she said, leading
the way toward the kitchen. He followed, remembering the sign out
front. Something of resignation about it. A melancholy foreboding
that subdued the warmth created inside.

She led him out into the small fenced patio
between the condo and the garage. “Something to drink?” she asked.
“I have Bacardi.”

“Sounds good.”

As he sat down at the redwood table, his
glance lingered on Terri. There was an easy grace to her movements,
a calmness he hadn’t seen before. More relaxed and comfortable,
maybe, in her own cave.

Hints of evening were underlined in the
flickering shadows of the sycamore tree. Fallen leaves had been
swept off the brick by the breeze into narrow gardens where mums
persisted in blooming, where marigolds and petunias ignored the
lateness of the season. When he heard the door open, he turned to
it, surprised at his eagerness.

She set down his drink, then sat down
opposite him with a glass of white wine. Light reflecting off the
kitchen window highlighted the fine thick hair.

“Thanks,” Jack said, taking a
sip.

“I’m glad you were able to stop by. I
guess I’m the nervous type. I worry too much.”

“Most do when they’re up against it.”
He stared at the table, trying to decide what needed to be said.
And how to say it. “I started with Alfred & Styles,” he began,
looking up. “They gave it a first-rate effort, Terri. Like I said,
the pickup is usually well planned. We could run up against the
same wall.”

“Why is it so hard for me to believe
that?”

“Too many movies, maybe. But don’t give
up on it. We could get lucky.”

“Were Mr. Hetch’s efforts first rate?”
she asked, her eyes locked on his.

“No.” He sipped at his drink, wondering
at his hesitation. There were two men, last seen in a black
Chrysler, that he needed to know more about. It could be important.
He ought to ask if she knew someone with clout. Ask right out if he
was a friend or the sugar daddy Hetch had claimed he was. “I’m not
sure I believe anything Hetch told me,” he said finally. “Chalk it
up as a waste and forget him.”

“I’ve already done that,” she said
bleakly.

He liked the set to the shoulders, the
pertness in the angled chin and jaw. “As for those who were with
you that weekend,” he said, “scratch Sylvia Brenster and Bobby
Silverton. They’re both too much in love with life to be mucking
about with blackmail. With Angie Bergoin, you were wrong about one
thing.”

“What do you mean?” Terri asked. The
words had slipped out quickly, then rushed across the table at
him.

“You told me she disliked you,” he
said. “But it’s heavier than that. She’d love to slice you up and
feed the chunks to a colony of hungry fire ants.”

“I had no idea,” she said, long slender
fingers stroking her glass, her forehead creased in a
frown.

“Did you know she had her cap set for
Hoffler?”

“No. I guess I didn’t know her well
after all.”

“She and her husband are overextended.
She could use the bucks. And she’d get a kick out of bankrupting
you. Any thoughts?”

“I’ve considered everyone I’ve ever
known. Over and over again. I’ve never felt any of them could be
responsible. Certainly not Angie.”

“Anything specific?”

“Not really.” She stared down at the
table for a moment, then said, “Hers is a small world with herself
in the center of it. I guess I thought blackmail would be outside
her realm. Of course I didn’t know she hated me. That could make a
difference.”

“It might. But she’s an outside
possibility at best. The same’s true of Hoffler. He seems uptight
about that weekend some way. And he’s not handling it well. But it
likely has nothing to do with you. I’d be interested, though, to
know if he’s got a coke habit.”

“What makes you think he
might?”

“He spends more cash each month than
most do; some of it could be going to dealers. He was arrested for
possession. There was no conviction, but first offenders are often
cut loose. It doesn’t mean he’s using, but if he is, he needs more
than he makes.”

“I hope you’re wrong.” She combed hair
back with her fingers. “He’s been very supportive. I wouldn’t want
to lose that.”

“What about Bobby
Silverton?”

“I don’t know what you
mean.”

“He said he asked you to join his team.
The way he feels about you, I’m kind of curious as to why you
haven’t accepted. Seems to me he’d be a lot easier to deal
with.”

“Everyone hated to see him leave KTSV.
I still miss him. And he does like my work. But, you see, he heads
up advertising. I’ve never even met George Hamilton, their news
director. I probably should look into it, but my self-confidence is
at an all-time low.”

“That’s understandable. And if
Silverton’s right, you’ll do fine where you are.”

“Did he tell you something I ought to
know?”

“He said you’d be co-anchor in a couple
years and head the show in another.”

“He didn’t,” she said in hushed
tones.

“I’ll play the tape.”

“Excuse me.”

She fled the table, but not before Jack saw
tears welling in her eyes. He sighed. He had dropped by to reassure
her, not upset her. Wondering if he should, he wandered back
inside, then into the bright cheery kitchen with the empty glasses.
At least he didn’t have to go poking about. The bottle of Bacardi
was on the counter. He built a fresh drink and sipped at it, gazing
out the window at the settling dusk.

Terri passed the kitchen entry without seeing
him.

“Another?” he called after
her.

“Yes, thank you,” she said from the
hallway. She moved up beside him as he poured. “Sorry about that,”
she said.

“About what?”

“Do you still think I ought to change
careers?”
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