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Jeff Sherratt
Detour to Murder


CHAPTER 1

1974
The California Institution for Men at Chino was forty miles from my office in Downey, almost an hour away. But today, a fenderbender on the Pomona Freeway had traffic snarled, causing me to be late. Southern California was in the midst of one of the periodic droughts that plagued the basin since the beginning of time. Less than normal winter snowfall in the High Sierras to the north meant for a parched summer and autumn in the south. Couple that with a hot Santa Ana wind that blew in from the desert and about ten million normally compliant people turned into mad demons who drove their cars on the battlefield of L.A.�s freeways like raging predators seeking to devour their prey.
On days like today, dire conservation warnings flooded the airways, restaurants quit serving a glass of water with your meal, and you could be arrested for watering your lawn. Don�t even think about washing your car, you�d be shot on sight.
I arrived ten minutes past my scheduled appointment. Damn. I glanced at my watch; should�ve left earlier. Why hadn�t Mabel, my office manager, given me the high sign while I was on the phone haggling with my car insurance guy? No use thinking about that now. And anyway my client, Alexander Roberts, wasn�t going anywhere. He�d been convicted of homicide in 1945 and had been in prison for twenty-nine years now. What the hell, he�s been rotting in his cell at Chino all that time and I was fairly certain my tardiness was the least of his worries. Still, I hated being late all the time. Someone said that being late is sloppy; shows one had sloppy habits, could be true.
Maybe I should�ve shined my shoes this morning.
Back in �45 Roberts had been sentenced to life with a minimum eligibility for parole set at thirty years. Inmates serving life automatically become eligible for parole hearings one year before their MEP date, and now Roberts counted on me to get him a fair shake at his hearing.
Because of the perennial manpower shortage in the Public Defender�s office, I�d been assigned by the Board of Parole Hearings-recommended by a friendly judge-to represent him before the panel. It wasn�t my legal brilliance and razor-sharp mind that got me the job, I must admit. I heard later Judge Balford said to a board member, �Jimmy O�Brien is a lawyer of hopeless causes and he works cheap.� It pays to be noticed.
It�s true, state-appointed cases like this didn�t pay well, but they added a steady stream of revenue to the uneven flow generated by my regular work: defending poor saps unlucky enough to be caught up in the criminal justice system. With no discovery requests, interrogatories, and countless forms and red tape, parole hearings didn�t tie up a lot of my time. Scan the report, interview the prisoner, be on time at the hearing, and do my best for the convict-that was about it. Then I�d head back to the office to sit and stare at the walls until the next call came.
This morning, before I left Downey to drive to Chino, Rita Flores, my associate, and I had shared coffee and a couple of glazed. She�d brought the donuts to the office, placed the bag of sugary delights on my desk, and sat and crossed her legs, exposing a bit of thigh. My mind drifted from the legal matters at hand and focused on her. How could she remain so lissome and appealing when she had donuts with me here in the office almost every morning? Amazing.
Rita had been with me in our two-lawyer firm for almost two years now. She�d started as my secretary at the same time that I�d opened the office. Back then, she�d just graduated from law school, waiting for her bar results when she happened to walk by my storefront as I was hanging out my shingle. I took one look at the raven-haired Latina and hired her on the spot. When her bar results came in, I�d elevated her to associate status and prayed-with her new salary-that we�d have sufficient cash flow to stay in business.
But just because Rita was single, attractive, and smart, and I�d been divorced for years, didn�t mean there was any kind of office hanky-panky going on. She was young, twenty-seven, and at thirty-five I felt I was way too old for her. And anyway, she looked up to me as sort of a mentor; I guess you could call it that. How would it look, a mentor romancing his associate? But, I didn�t dwell on that thought, either. We had business to take care of.
We had spent almost an hour going over the Roberts case. According to the report supplied by the BPH, Al Roberts had been arrested and charged with Section 187, murder in the first. It seems that, back in 1945, he�d brutally strangled a woman. Her semi-nude body was found in a two-bit Hollywood motel room draped across a bed with a telephone cord twisted tightly around her neck. Her trachea had been crushed, her eyes bulged, and her face was frozen in a grimace of horror. There were traces of semen in her vagina, but there was no sign of rape, no bruising of the genital area. The physical evidence gathered at the scene was overwhelming. And it all pointed to the man who committed the crime: Al Roberts. But the jury never saw the mountain of evidence. There was no trial. He had confessed.
More bad news: the report also stated that he killed a man in cold blood a few days before he murdered the girl. The authorities surmised that the victim gave Roberts a lift when he�d been hitchhiking across the country en route from New York to Los Angeles. The man�s body was found off the side of a road somewhere on the outskirts of Yuma, Arizona. There was a deep gash on the side of the victim�s forehead, indicating foul play. The man had been dead for a few days when an Arizona Highway patrolman spotted the partially decomposed corpse lying behind a small outcropping of brush.
A warrant for Roberts� arrest had been issued in 1945 by a Yuma County judge, but the Los Angeles DA charged him with the woman�s murder before he could be extradited to stand trial for the murder of the man who gave him a lift.
�Look at this, Jimmy.� Rita pointed to a notation in the report. �The police found the dead man�s Lincoln convertible parked in the lot at the same motel where the woman had been strangled.�
�Yeah,� I said. �And later, when they picked Roberts up on a vagrancy charge, he had on the dead man�s clothes. Christ, he even had Haskell�s wallet in his pocket.�
�A parole wouldn�t do him any good,� Rita said. �There must be an outstanding warrant in Arizona for murdering the guy who owned the car. If California turns him loose, they�ll snatch him and try him for first degree murder down there.�
�No statute of limitations on murder.�
�I know that.� Rita stood and turned and gave me a wink over her shoulder. �I�m a woman and maybe I�m not the hotshot Jimmy O�Brien, but I�m a lawyer too, you know.� She moved smoothly to the door.
Rita adjourned to her office to meet with a client, a drunk named Geoff with a deuce hanging over his head, and I set the report aside.
No use digging further into the technical details described in the appendix, I figured. The report supported their conclusions. I couldn�t use anything in it to mitigate his crimes. The guy killed two people in cold blood, and after spending almost thirty years locked up in a cage, it appeared that Roberts would still spend the rest of his days as a guest of the State. With what I had just read, the parole board would never cut him loose. Still, I was being paid to plead his case and I�d do the best I could for him.
I arrived at 14901 Central Avenue, a mile or so south of Chino�s downtown district, and turned onto a side road leading to the main gate. The penitentiary was huge, a few thousand acres surrounded by a double chain-link fence with three feet of coiled razor wire topping it. Through the fence, I could see row after row of buildings. Looking deeper into the complex, I saw a smokestack spewing a steady stream of white vapor. Probably steam coming from the massive boilers that would be needed to keep this small city functioning.
The entrance to the administration building was outside the fence. I wheeled into the parking lot, walked along a short path and entered the structure. After signing in with the litigation coordinator on duty, I was told to wait until the guards brought Roberts over from general population to the visitor center.
While waiting, I jotted a few notes on a yellow tablet, questions I would ask Roberts. But I figured, after being locked up in such a cruel environment for so long he wouldn�t be forthcoming with the answers. To survive in prison, convicts had to grow tough and callous, tougher than they�d been on the streets. And, over the years they all developed a belligerent attitude and a code of silence.
The hearing was scheduled for tomorrow, and even though there was practically no possibility of his release, if he had a shred of a chance at freedom, then I�d have to get him to show remorse and humility. But I knew any reverence, awe, or passion he once held would�ve slowly leached out of his pores and evaporated like so much sweat during his twenty-nine years in this hard place. With very little time available to thoroughly prep him on how to react to the board�s interrogation, or how to exhibit sorrow without showing hostility, I had to move fast. If Roberts was anything like other inmates I�d interviewed for past hearings, then he�d naturally resent members of a board passing judgment on him. He�d see them as establishment figures, well-off people who had advantages in life that he never did. As the hearing progressed, he�d fume inside and build up resentment. By the time they got around to asking him for a mea culpa, he�d want to bash their heads in.
�O�Brien, the prisoner is now in the interview room. Follow me.�
I put the yellow pad in my briefcase and stood. The correctional officer, a sergeant, wore a CDC forest-green jumpsuit. The nametag over his right breast pocket identified him as J. Marsh. The patch on his sleeve had letters arching above the State seal which read �California Department of Corrections.� He had a baton hanging from a ring on his Sam Browne belt, but no gun.
I stepped along with him as we left the waiting area and walked the length of a long hallway. We stopped at a door made of steel bars, and from a black leather pouch on his belt, he pulled a long metal chain with a large brass key at the end of it.
Inserting the key and unlocking the door, he turned to me and said, �I saw you when you were out here a few months ago, O�Brien. Security has tightened since then. We lost one of our men. Happened three weeks ago. Stabbed with a jagged edged shank.� He paused a moment, then leaned into the door, pushing it open. �I�ll be staying in the room with you.�
�Fine by me, �I said. �Sorry to hear about the guard.�
�Happens.� He shook his head. �And to think they used to call this freak house an honor farm.� We entered a sallyport with another set of steel bars in front of us. When the door behind me shut with a decisive bang, Marsh called out to someone unseen, �Free man coming through.� We walked along a corridor to one of the rooms cut into it. Marsh opened the door, glanced inside, and nodded back at me. I followed him into the 15'x15' cubicle. He moved to a corner and stood at parade rest.
A rectangular stainless steel table stood in the center, bolted to the cement floor. A man whom I presumed to be Roberts sat slumped in one of the four chairs pulled up to the table. He wore the standard blue denim prison garb and even though I knew from the report that he had turned sixty this year, he still had a full head of dark hair. His hands were folded on the table and shackled at the wrists. �You the lawyer?� he said, looking up at me.
I didn�t answer him right away, still thinking about how to handle the interview. Should I try the soft approach, plead with him to give me a reason, any excuse for why he�d killed those two people? Maybe get some contrition of sorts, anything I could offer the board.
Or should I shock him, pull no punches, and try to break him down? Get the hostility out in the open and let him rant at me, let the pent-up anger explode and vent like a pressure cooker with too much heat. Maybe set him up so that regardless of what the board members threw at him, he�d be able to take it.
I sat down, placed my briefcase on the table, and took out his file. I looked at him across the table. He could�ve been a big man at one time with a solid physique, but now sitting with his shoulders hunched he looked weak and venerable.
�Roberts, it says here you murdered two people. Killed them in cold blood. Murdered a woman with your bare hands.� I stared into his eyes. �What kind of animal are you?�

CHAPTER 2

I realized from the moment I looked into his cold, dark eyes that if there were any chance at all of getting through to him, I�d have to work him over hard, not physically but verbally.
With a murder conviction staring the board in the face, not to mention the DA�s glaring statement alleging that Roberts had killed another guy in Arizona, I figured that in all probability, the members of the board would keep him locked away until the next ice age. The hearing would be an exercise in futility.
But notes from the hearing along with the results would be added to his file. California law stated that lifers with indeterminate sentences were entitled to a parole hearing at least once every five years. If the board set him free, I doubted that Arizona would try him now. After thirty years, no witnesses would be available. It would be a tough case to prosecute. And I didn�t want him to screw up his chance of freedom at the next hearing by being belligerent at this one.
I went to work on him, earning my fee. I stood and walked around the table, circling him like a predatory animal assessing its prey. �Tell me about the woman you murdered. Was she hot in bed?�
Roberts raised his head and turned so he could see me. �You�re sick.�
�Did you kiss her before you strangled her?� I snapped.
�I didn�t-�
�Didn�t what? Sleep with her, or kill her?�
�What are you handing me? You sound like a cop.�
�How about Haskell, the guy who picked you up on the road in Arizona? Did you kiss him, too? Kiss him with a tire iron, maybe?�
�I didn�t do a goddamn thing!�
If Roberts kept insisting on his innocence to the board, showing no remorse, and adamantly denying that he hadn�t cold-bloodedly murdered those two people back in 1945, we�d both get tossed out of the hearing on our cans.
�Why�d you kill the woman?�
Roberts remained silent.
�Hey, lover boy, I asked you a question.�
�Wasn�t worth an answer.�
�Did you strangle her when she wouldn�t give you any?�
�I only slept with her once. I was drunk-�
�Oh, so you did have sex with her. You admit that. Now admit that you killed her too.� Christ, the guy made love to her, then murdered her with his bare hands. We wouldn�t mention that fact to the board. �Maybe you were drunk at the time you crushed her windpipe. Was that how it went, Roberts?�
�Get off my back, asshole.�
�Hey, Roberts, did you sleep with her before or after you killed her?�
He raised his arms and pounded the table with his hands balled into fists. �Goddamn it, back off!� He bolted from his chair.
Marsh, the guard, moved fast and shoved Roberts back down. �You wanna call it a day, O�Brien?� he asked, glancing at me.
�No, not yet.� I looked at Roberts, who now had his head down on the table with his arms stretched out in front as far as they would go. I could almost feel the heat building inside him. But he fell silent, not responding at all. �Was she pretty, Roberts? Did she turn you on? I�ll bet she wanted nothing to do with you, so what the heck, you killed her. Isn�t that right, Roberts?�
He didn�t say a word. The silence in the concrete room grew deafening.
�I�m here to help you, Roberts. Goddamn it,� I said. �Talk to me!�
He stared at his shoes, shaking his head in voiceless anger.
�C�mon, man. You pleaded guilty to the woman�s murder back in �45 when you were arrested,� I said. �Show some remorse, for chrissakes.�
�That�d be hard to do,� he whispered.
�What?�
�I said I can�t do that.�
�Why?� I asked.
�I didn�t kill her.�
�For chrissake, Roberts. It�s all here in black and white.� I thumbed the report, quickly reviewing a few details. Roberts�s first victim, the guy who gave him a lift, was named Charles Haskell, Jr. The woman Roberts had picked up on the road after killing Haskell and stealing his car had not been identified by the authorities. No one came forward to claim her body and after the time prescribed by law she had been buried at the expense of the City. I slammed the report on the table. �Says here you killed them both. You�re lying to me, Roberts.�
�No!�
�Then why did you say you murdered the woman in the first place?� I paused and he remained silent. We both knew the answer: the plea bargain. �It�s not smart to lie to your lawyer, Roberts. Are you that goddamn stupid?�
His face turned red, his breathing irregular, beads of sweat dotted his forehead. I felt at any moment he�d bust loose. Then after he got the anger out of his system, I�d do what I came here to do: show Roberts how he�d have to present himself at tomorrow�s hearing. The board wouldn�t tolerate his claims of innocence. That would blow the whole thing right out of the gate. He�d have to admit his guilt and he�d have to appear to be a man of humility with sorrow and remorse in his soul for what he had done all those years ago. He�d have to show them how, after twenty-nine years languishing in this �correctional� facility, he�d changed and had achieved a state bordering on veneration.
I pounded the table with my fist. �Why�d you confess if you�re so goddamn innocent?� I didn�t wait for an answer. �I�ll tell you why. You took the easy way out, Roberts. Couldn�t take the pressure. You copped a plea to the woman�s murder. They didn�t charge you with Haskell�s death, no sir. But they used his murder as a wedge, pressuring you to admit that you strangled the blonde.� I got up and paced the room. �Isn�t that right, Roberts?�
He kept quiet, but the veins on his neck pulsed and his jaw muscles tensed. His insides had to be burning as he continued to struggle to maintain control. Damn, I said to myself, let loose, Al. C�mon, man, let it out. Show some emotion.
I turned back to him. �The prosecutor played the old shell game, didn�t he, Roberts? �Take your pick. The little pea under the walnut hull is a six by eight cell in San Quentin. Or, hey, maybe it�s a trip to Yuma. They have a nice little room down there filled with cyanide perfume just waiting for you.� Is that what he said?�
He slowly shook his head.
I walked around behind him. �And you fell for it,� I said to his back. �You were a fool.�
He still didn�t respond, but I saw his fists tighten, the knuckles turning white. I was getting close. Any moment, he�d blow. And in anger, he�d admit to what he had done.
I darted to the table, leaned forward, and stabbed the report repeatedly with my finger. �It says here you strangled the girl with a telephone cord until she couldn�t breathe. Then you snapped her neck with your bare hands.�
�I wasn�t even there when she was killed,� he muttered.
�What about the guy, Haskell, you killed a couple days earlier?�
�I didn�t kill him either, understand?�
�Okay, you didn�t go to trial on that one. We�ll forget about it for a while. But tell me more about the dead girl. The girl you didn�t kill. The one you had sex with. The one who grated on your nerves, the girl you were cooped up with all alone at that motel.�
�It wasn�t like that. Somewhere in the middle of the goddamn desert, Haskell gave me a lift. After a while, he got tired and I drove. Then he died. He fell out of the passenger seat, hit his head on a rock. But I had to get to L.A. So, naturally, I took the car. I-�
�Then you, naturally, stole his clothes and money. Then you, naturally, picked up the girl on the road while driving the dead guy�s car the rest of the way to Los Angeles. Then you, naturally, killed her too.�
�No, goddamn it-I mean, yes, I picked her up, but� She wanted money. I gave her everything, all the money I took from Haskell�s body, but she wanted more.�
�Strong motive.�
�After we had been in L.A. a few days, I left the motel room, went to sell Haskell�s car, but without papers nobody would touch it. I went back, was gonna tell her. When I got there, she was dead. But I couldn�t prove that I didn�t do it. My prints were all over the place. I�d been there with her for three days.�
�I�m not buying it, Roberts. You confessed? I�ll say it again. You�re a goddamn liar.�
He turned his head slowly. The look in his eyes told me I�d be a dead man if he wasn�t cuffed and Marsh wasn�t in the room.
�Don�t call me a liar! I�m not a goddamn liar.� He paused for a beat. �You hear me?� His words bounced off the walls, echoing in the small room.
Marsh walked over to him. �Keep your voice under control or this meeting is over,� he told Roberts, jabbing a finger in the prisoner�s chest. �Do you understand me?�
Roberts stared at Marsh, wide-eyed. Then he looked at me again, despair on his face. I felt some sorrow, surely not for him. After all, he did kill two people. Still, nobody was on his side, then or now. I�d worked him over as hard as I could and he didn�t crack. Could there be a possibility that he�s telling the truth? No, and that issue had been decided long ago.
But the State said he had a right to parole. After all this time maybe he changed, became a different person. Maybe he wasn�t the same monster who�d walked in through those barbwire prison gates back in �45.
�Why, Al? How�d you get in this mess if you�re innocent?�
�They were gonna kill me,� he said softly.
I pulled out a chair and sat next to him. �You wanna tell me about it?�
�The DA gave me a chance to stay alive and I took their deal. Nothing I could do.�
�Your lawyer went along with it? Advised you to take the deal, is that it?� I asked.
�A trial costs big dough.�
�And of course, you had no money.�
�After I was arrested, my lawyer sold my story to some guy, got five hundred bucks. They made a movie, wasn�t much, and they mostly got it wrong. But anyway, once the five hundred was used up, my lawyer wanted to cut and run.�
�What was the name of the movie?�
�Detour.�
�Never heard of it,� I said. �Who�s in it?�
�Nobody.�
I got up and walked around the room again.
�Do you want out of here, or not?� I asked, staring at the back of Roberts�s lowered head.
�It�s not fair.�
�You know how it is with the law, Roberts. What do you expect, put a quarter in the slot and out pops justice?�
�The parole board�s gonna give me a down letter. Hell, even if they gave me parole, they�d send me to Arizona. I�m in for the long ride. You�re wasting your time.�
�Forget about Arizona,� I said. �You�re here because you murdered the woman. This isn�t about the dead guy on the road. Now tell me the truth. Why did you kill her? You must�ve had a reason.�
�I already told you I didn�t kill either one of them, Haskell or Vera in the motel. That was her name, you know, Vera. Didn�t catch her last name.�
�Smith, Jones, MacGillicuddy, take your pick. The police never got a positive I.D. All they knew was that she had track marks on her arm. If it�s true what you said when you were arrested, she came from somewhere in the South.�
�She had an accent.�
�That�s not all she had. She had narcotics, barbiturates in her purse.�
�Yeah, I know�� His voice trailed off.
We didn�t say anything for a couple of moments. Roberts remained slumped in his chair while I gazed at the ceiling. I could smell the anguish permeating the walls of this warehouse of human atrophy. �Look, Roberts, we have a few minutes left. Why don�t you tell me your side?�
He looked up. �You want to hear my story? You won�t believe me.�
�Suppose you try me.�
�I guess you can say I couldn�t believe she was in love with me.�
�They always start that way, don�t they, stories like this?� I said.
�Yeah, guess so.�
�You talking about Vera, the dead girl?�
�No, not that bitch, gimme a break. It started long before that. In New York. Her name was Sue, Sue Harvey.� He rested his head in his hands, with his elbows on the table, and after gathering his thoughts, continued. �She was the songbird in a club where I played piano with a jazz trio. Sue had those dark green eyes and a waist so slender, every time she bent over you�d expect something to break. We were engaged, but she wanted to be a movie star, took off for the Coast.�
�Is that why you were heading to L.A. when all this started? You were chasing some skirt named Sue?�
Roberts raised his head and looked up at me. �I keep trying to forget what happened and wonder what my life might have been like if that car of Haskell's hadn't stopped.�
I listened for almost twenty minutes. He told the forbidding tale of a common man whose life had spiraled and tanked as he made one tragic decision after another while hitching rides across the country, heading to the land of broken dreams, chasing a dream of his own: a singer named Sue. At the end of his story, Roberts froze for a moment, then turned to me and continued in a chilling, calm voice: �I didn�t kill him. But Haskell was dead. It was an accident.�
�Then you stole his car,� I said.
�Yeah.�
�And then you picked up the woman named Vera, bumming a ride, and continued on toward L.A.�
�Yeah.�
�What about your girlfriend, Sue?�
�Never saw her again, never spoke to her. Leave her outta this.�
I looked down at that pitiful creature, balled into a heap, and said under my breath, �What about Vera, dead in the motel room? When you twisted the cord around her neck and strangled her with your bare hands, was that an accident too?�

Highway 54, Arizona, July 1945

The asphalt road ran straight and went on for miles. It came out of the mountains in the far distance, bottomed out, then gradually climbed across the desert floor, heading up into the small rocky hills ahead. At the base of the slope, looking back from where he had just come, Al Roberts kept an eye on the car as it shimmered, almost floated in the vaporous heat currents, growing larger, moving closer in the afternoon glare.
He continued to walk along the sandy edge of the road, heading west. But he stuck out his arm, his hand slightly closed with his thumb pointed in the direction he was moving.
Roberts hadn�t seen another car in hours and the last one had zoomed by without slowing down, kicking up small dirt devils at his feet. The sun hung high in the colorless sky, and his lips were parched and raw from lack of moisture. He was bone-weary and he hadn�t had a meal in two days. Not a bite of food since that trucker staked him to a hamburger at a diner on the outskirts of Tucumcari, New Mexico. But then, after riding with him for a couple hundred miles, the trucker had to head back to Detroit and after stopping to pick up a load of cantaloupes, he dropped Roberts off just inside the Arizona border. He�d been hoofing ever since.
Roberts had been on the road for almost three months, traveling from New York, riding buses for part of the trip but mostly hitching rides. Down to his last ten dollars, he knew there�d be few meals and no more bus tickets, but he was determined to get to Los Angeles even if he had to walk the rest of the way.
He glanced back; the approaching automobile started to slow. Maybe this one would stop and the guy driving it would give him a lift.
Roberts lowered his battered suitcase to the asphalt, and with the back of his hand wiped the sweat from his brow and swore an oath to himself. When he arrived at his destination, he�d marry her. He wouldn�t let her slip away, by God, not this time. Roberts wouldn�t let her walk out on him again. He�d die first.
The car, a fancy convertible, pulled up next to him. The man, alone behind the wheel, nodded. Roberts heaved his suitcase into the backseat and climbed in.

Roberts, now driving, pulled to the side of the road and quickly glanced around. It was dark, raining hard, and he spotted no other cars traveling on this deserted stretch of highway. They had left Yuma just fifteen minutes ago. The man had flashed a roll while paying for their dinner at some roadhouse cafe, then asked him to drive when they climbed back into the convertible. They�d cruised silently through the early evening. Storm clouds gathered in the distance while the man slept.
And now the man was dead, tumbled out of the car and banged his head on a rock when Roberts opened the passenger door to put up the convertible top.

Roberts peered at the harsh, barren wasteland out beyond the highway, then back at the girl standing there. Her legs were nice, long sculptured calves that went on forever. The rest of the package wasn�t bad either. He shook his head; her figure would improve any landscape.
He knew how it was, alone on the road, bumming rides from strangers. It had to be worse for a woman, especially a dish like her. He screwed the radiator cap down tight, slammed the hood and took another look at the woman, not twenty feet away. �Hey you,� Roberts shouted. �C�mon, if you want a ride.�
She gave him the quick once-over, then walked with a brassy saunter to the convertible, opened the door and climbed in. She stowed her small suitcase in the backseat.
He cranked the motor to life and pulled away from the pump island. He drove slowly forward to where the gas station�s pavement met the road, accelerated, and headed west.
After a few minutes, cruising along the highway with neither of them saying anything, Roberts tried to get a little conversation going, nothing deep or personal, just something to break the ice. But she didn�t respond. Oh, she nodded or shook her head once or twice to his direct yes-or-no questions, but that was it. He told her his new name, Charles Haskell-the name on the dead guy�s driver�s license, the name he�d use until he arrived in L.A., where he could dump the car and walk away. When he asked the girl what her name was, she answered him in a curt manner: �Vera.� She didn�t embellish.
Roberts couldn�t put his finger on it, but there was something creepy about her. The way she sat, stiff as a board, just staring at the road ahead. And that look on her face, like she could eat a rat and spit out the bones without thinking twice.
And her eyes: hard, angry, like her guts were on fire. She couldn�t have been more than twenty-four, twenty-five, and yet she had the look of someone who had seen life through a broken mirror, all distorted with hard angles and sharp edges. But she had pretty features and if she were cleaned up, she�d turn every head in a joint.
Sneaking another glimpse at his passenger, he wondered what a girl like her was doing out here alone in the desert, a million miles from nowhere. And he began to wonder if it was such a good idea picking her up. He looked at her again, but now she sat with her head tilted back, resting it in the V where the seat met the door. She slept, peaceful and calm. He thought she must be in terrible trouble, maybe only finding a reprieve or comfort in sleep.
Telephone poles and yucca trees flashed by as Roberts made good time, hauling west on Highway 78. He wasn�t far from Brawley. He needed gas again and figured that the town would be a good place to stop and fill the tank while grabbing a bite. He�d buy the girl-what was her name, oh yeah, Vera-a meal just as Haskell had done for him. Money would not be a problem now, not with the seven hundred sixty-eight bucks he found in the guy�s wallet. He felt a little guilty taking Haskell�s money, but he knew he�d have to buy gas, and besides, dead men didn�t need money.
He decided to let Vera sleep until they pulled into the gas station, where she could use the restroom to fix herself up. He wanted her to look clean and fresh when they entered the cafe, just another normal couple on the road. He didn�t want to draw any attention. Not with a dead body about a hundred miles back. Yeah, he�d let her sleep for a few more miles.
But Roberts didn�t have to wake Vera. She awoke by herself, and when she did, she turned and snapped at him, �Where did you leave his body?�

Useless. Vera had him nailed. Before Roberts had offered her a lift, she�d ridden all the way from Louisiana with Haskell. He picked her up at a roadside tavern outside of Shreveport, but dumped her in Arizona when she refused to �cooperate.� Haskell had the scratches on his arm to prove she�d meant business.
As Roberts drove, he contemplated how fate had tripped him up again. Of all the broads in the world, why did she have to be the one standing there at the side of the road looking the way she did?
He�d already given Vera all the money. Now, he hoped she would keep her word and not squeal to the cops about Haskell rotting in a ditch. About Roberts wearing the dead man�s clothes and cruising along the highway in his fine convertible.
Another two hours of silence passed as he drove across the California desert, frantically ransacking his mind-creating, and then finding the obvious flaws, demolishing countless plans of how to get rid of the woman who called herself Vera.
But after they drove through the Banning Pass and approached the outskirts of San Bernardino, she said, �I wanna stop in town. I wanna get some things before we hit L.A.�
�Okay, we�ll find a store. I�ll drop you off and circle the block.� Sometimes unexpectedly, an opportunity appears�
�Nothin� doing, buster. From now on, we�re stickin� together. We�re gonna be like Siamese twins.�
�And disappears.

It was twelve minutes past noon when the man slipped into number 2 at the motor court bungalow. Pausing, he glanced around the room and, noticing no one, tucked the gun back in his jacket pocket. He stepped lightly across to the bedroom door. Pressing his ear to the painted wood, he heard someone breathing heavily, snoring in the other room. Had to be her. This was going to be easier than he thought. He reached down and twisted the knob. It wasn�t locked.
He pushed though the door and saw her sprawled on the bed wearing a short, flimsy nightgown, her ample breasts clearly visible through the sheer material. Her head lolled to one side and the sound of her heavy breathing competed for his attention with the stench of bad booze that filled the room. Several empty whisky bottles littered the floor. A telephone with a long cord lay next to her on top of the thin cotton bedspread, the receiver off the hook.
He flexed the fingers of his gloved hands, feeling the comfort of the soft leather as it stretched across his knuckles. He moved closer. Leaning forward, he gently turned her head so that her closed eyes were facing up at him. He formed his hands into claws and encircled her long neck with ridged fingers, pressed his thumbs into her larynx.
The muscles of his jaw tightened as he applied strong constant pressure. A sense of euphoria came over him as he felt his thumbs digging deeper into her flesh, meeting only momentary resistance before cracking the stiff cartilage of her windpipe.
Vera�s eyes snapped open.
She kicked and struggled violently.
Her face warped into a mask of terror. With his substantial mass, he leveraged his body and pressed harder. She tried to scream but no sound came out. He�d crushed her voice box and now he broke her neck. Her eyeballs rolled upward and the capillaries in the whites burst, splintering into tiny red webs. Blood filled her mouth. Her legs jerked twice. She went limp. It was over.

CHAPTER 3

The lower slope of the San Gabriel Mountains formed a spectacular backdrop for the Inland Empire as I barreled along Central Avenue heading back to Downey. I wanted to rush to my office and review the Roberts file again, preferably while sipping magnificent coffee brewed by Mabel.
Perhaps the file contained something I overlooked, something of a mitigating nature, something I could use at the hearing. Under my intense questioning, he�d maintained his innocence, but without any evidence in Roberts�s favor, I realized the guy had to be guilty. He had murdered the woman in the motel room. And what about that line he dished out, the bit about Haskell? An accident. Who�d believe a pile of crap like that? He killed the guy and stole his clothes, wallet and cash. He took his car and left him for dead along the side of the road, lying in the brush somewhere in the middle of the Mojave Desert. In any case, his guilt or innocence wasn�t the issue now. My job was to convince the board he was no longer a threat to society.
Sure, Roberts deserved to do his time. But it boiled down to a question of dogma. I was there to satisfy the State�s guiding principle that proclaimed everyone was entitled to representation in all phases of their legal entanglements. It said so in the United States Constitution, and who was I to argue with that? Besides, it was a job and-what the hell, I�d do what I could for him.
As I drove, my curiosity about the dead man, Charles Haskell, began to build. Although Roberts wasn�t tried for his murder, the circumstances surrounding Haskell�s death would certainly weigh heavily on the board�s collective minds. Roberts said that Haskell�s death had been an accident. It won�t hurt to check. I made a mental note to scan the Yuma County DA�s reports. Might be something there I could use to shed doubt about the murder allegation. But I knew I was being optimistic. Like the famous psychologist, what�s his name, once said, �Optimism flourishes in a lunatic asylum.�
I wheeled into the office parking lot and slid out of my Vette, clutching the file.
Mabel looked up from her reception desk when I entered. �Where you been?�
�Chino. Interviewing our new client, you knew that.�
Mabel, our firm�s office manager, receptionist, and resident nag, looked down at her bright red fingernails, which didn�t match her dyed carrot-colored hair. �Four hours to interview one guy?�
�Two hours driving.�
�The state�s only paying us for one and a half hours driving time and one hour for the interview.� She leaned forward. �I�m sorry, Jimmy, but someone has to watch the timesheets. We have bills, you know. I don�t think you and Rita realize the expenses involved in running the office.�
�Do we have any coffee?�
�You know how much coffee cost these days? A buck and a quarter a pound. You drink too much coffee, anyway.�
�Mabel!�
�You�re the boss. But I�m not making a fresh pot.�
Even a few hours old, Mabel�s coffee tasted better than any freshly brewed stuff served in restaurants around Downey. If we didn�t make it in the law biz, we could always open a coffee place, just serve coffee, nothing else, people would flock. Yeah, right. I took a sip, smiled, sat at my desk and opened the Roberts file. Carefully, I flipped through the pages, now yellowed with age. I continued turning the pages until I came to the coroner�s reports.
Pausing briefly, I glanced at the grotesque black and white glossies. Then I set the report relating to the strangled woman aside and picked up the Haskell autopsy file. Other than the deep gash on his forehead, there was nothing to indicate he had been in a struggle before he died. He had an ancient scar on his forearm and a few minor scratches on his wrist. The scratches, which could�ve been made by a cat or an animal with claws, had been there for a few days prior to his death. But that was all. Other than the wound on the forehead, there were no new bruises or other lacerations.
I found something interesting, but it wouldn�t help. The official cause of Haskell�s death was listed as a heart attack. But the DA�s addendum alleged that Roberts had beat Haskell on the head with a blunt object and then he had the coronary, and the latter was the direct result of the savage blow administered by Roberts. Could�ve happened that way, I thought, and if it did, then it was murder.
My eyes started to glaze over; detailed autopsy reports will do that. When I reached the page on serology, I set the papers down and walked around my desk and glanced out the window at the traffic jammed on Lakewood Boulevard. Cars were lined up trying to get into Stonewood Shopping Center. A street sweeper had stalled while making a U-turn, blocking the entrance to the parking lot. Horns honked in anger and frustration, the populace ready to riot. Women were frantic. There was a big sale going on at the Broadway.
Returning to my desk, I wiped my hands across my face and picked up the report again.
When I turned the page, a sentence caught my eye: �Creatine phosphokinase was present in blood traces located on the decedent�s left anterior fronto-occipital in near proximity to the laceration.� Wait a minute. I read the sentence again, slowly, focusing on each word. I knew from a forensics seminar I�d taken that creatine phosphokinase, an enzyme, is only in the blood after a heart attack had occurred. I rapidly flipped through more pages. Maybe I was on to something. I found another vital sentence buried on page sixteen. It said that when the body was discovered, there was no evidence of blood flow from the head injury.
Leaning back, I took another sip of coffee and let my mind mull over what I�d just read. Blood flow from the head wound should�ve been substantial. Digging deeper into the autopsy report, I found that there was no subdural bleeding either. The only blood found anywhere on the body were the few traces that had surrounded the wound, the blood with the enzyme in it, which had trickled out after he had died.
I sat there flabbergasted, staring at the words on the report. No blood flow meant Haskell�s heart had stopped before he was struck. The guy had died before the beating took place.
I wondered why Roberts would whack a guy who was already dead. He wouldn�t. Nobody would. In a robbery, what would be the point of beating up a guy after he died?
But what if Haskell had the fatal heart attack and then fell out of the car, banging his head when he did? Yeah, that would explain the wound and the blood traces with the enzyme. That would mean Roberts hadn�t struck him. It would mean he wasn�t lying. It would mean, in spite of everything else, Roberts hadn�t murdered Haskell.
The addendum had been signed by the District Attorney holding office at the time, Frank Byron. That�s odd. The DA himself handled the case. But anyway, he�d stated that Roberts had beat Haskell with a blunt instrument, which resulted in his death. Then, according to Byron, Roberts killed the woman to keep her from squealing about Haskell�s murder. How could that be? The DA had to know that Haskell was dead before he received the gash on his head. I looked up, stared at the wall, thinking.
Quickly, I turned back to the interrogation report. There was no mention of a heart attack in his plea negotiations with Roberts.
The District Attorney had lied. He lied to the courts, lied to Roberts, and with this document, the deceit was still very much alive. To put it pure and simple, it was all bullshit. With his lies and threats, Frank Byron had bluffed Roberts into confessing to a murder.
I knew now that the authorities in Yuma County, Arizona could not have issued a murder warrant charging Roberts. The only thing they could�ve charged him with back in 1945 would�ve been grand theft auto, hardly a capital crime, which by now would�ve been dismissed. The statute of limitations wouldn�t apply, he left the jurisdiction, but who in their right mind would try a class D felony, thirty years old?
I stared at Byron�s signature, a hasty scrawl. Why would he, the head honcho, put his name on a report that on its surface was a lie? Could it have been a cover-up? If so, what was he concealing? Maybe he didn�t want his office to take the case to trial for some reason. And by coercing Roberts to confess to Vera�s murder, there would be no trial, no witnesses, no evidence, and nothing in the public record. The documents and other ugly details-such as the autopsy report-would be buried away in the tombs of the City Hall basement, where they wouldn�t see the light of day for almost thirty years-until now.
But then why would Byron want to sweep Vera�s death under the rug? Big shots like Byron wouldn�t have messed with a small-time murder rap. And Vera was definitely small-time, just a wayward girl, like a million others who flocked to the City of Fallen Angels. Unlike a movie studio mogul, politician, or a powerful mob boss, Vera�s death would�ve been an inconspicuous pinpoint on anyone�s radar.
Byron left the DA�s office in 1946, less than a year after Roberts�s conviction and, after an unsuccessful run for governor, went into private practice somewhere in California, but that�s all I knew. I didn�t even know if he was still alive, but I knew if he were, I�d want to have a little chat with him.
I set the file down and propped my feet on the desk. What kind of shyster handled Roberts�s case back in 1945? He could not have studied the reports, or he would have seen the same things I did. The guy wasn�t much of a lawyer. He sounded more like a movie agent, selling the rights to his story, and vanishing with the cash. It would�ve been obvious to a decent attorney, or for that matter, anyone who looked, or cared: If Roberts hadn�t killed Haskell, then he had no motive to murder the girl. Reasonable doubt; if the case had gone to trial back then, a first-year law student could have handled it. Might have even gotten Al Roberts acquitted.

CHAPTER 4

The next morning, I skipped breakfast and headed out, driving directly to the prison.
�You�re late,� the guard, Marsh, said. �The prisoner is already in the hearing room.�
�Yeah, the traffic, bumper to bumper.�
�Forget it. I get enough jive from the inmates. C�mon, follow me, O�Brien.�
I followed Marsh into the parole hearing room connected to the main dormitory. He moved to the back of the windowless room, where he stood again with his feet spread and his hands clasped behind his back. A rectangular conference table sat at the front of the room. Three unoccupied high-back leather chairs rested behind the table. Rows of hard steel folding chairs faced the table, filling the remainder of the room.
Roberts sat slumped in the front row. I deposited myself next to him and set my briefcase on the floor.
�We haven�t much time,� I said, �so I�ll be brief, Al.�
He didn�t acknowledge me, just kept staring at the floor.
�Listen up. I�ve found out something. May help.�
�I didn�t do it. I didn�t kill either of them. I got railroaded. My fuckin� lawyer split. I was on my own.�
Yeah, they�re all innocent, and it�s always about the lawyers who screw up. Maybe Shakespeare was right. Maybe they should kill all the lawyers. But in this case he was innocent, at least of Haskell�s murder.
The door banged open. A man of about sixty marched in. �This is the hearing room. No talking until I say so.�
I ignored him and continued speaking to Roberts, �Goddammit, Al, hear me out. I have important information about your case.�
�Yeah, what?� Roberts asked.
The man at the front of the room shouted, �I said, no talking!�
I glanced up at the guy. He wore a loud checkered jacket, blue pants, and his wavy hair was all fluffed up with the sides sweeping back like glossy, silver wings. He swaggered around, acting like a peacock in heat.
�Don�t get your feathers ruffled.� I stood. �I�ll talk to my client if I feel like it. Who the hell are you, anyway?�
�I�m Deputy Commissioner Schlereth. I�m in charge of the hearings.�
�Oh, yeah. Well, I�m Jimmy O�Brien, representing Alexander Roberts. Just conferring with my client while we wait.�
He placed a stack of papers on the table. �We have a busy schedule today, Mr. O�Brien, several hearings.� He sat at the table, adjusted his chair and glared at me. �We�re late getting started.�
�So, start.�
�The other commissioners haven�t arrived yet.�
Turning back to Roberts, I started to say something about the autopsy report, but paused. I didn�t want to hurt Roberts�s chance by pissing off the commissioner before the proceedings even began. So I kept quiet. Roberts would find out what I�d discovered when I dropped the bomb on the commissioners. He looked at me, concern-or was it hope?-etched on his face. I put my finger to my lips, nodded slightly, and sat there, twiddling my thumbs.
Finally, two more people, a man in his early forties, and a middle-aged woman of obvious means wearing a fur coat-the other commissioners, I assumed-strolled into the room, talking and laughing. They took a seat on either side of Schlereth and at 9:40 the hearing started.
The Deputy Commissioner held up his hand. �All right, everyone�s now present.� He glanced at the wealthy woman. �Let�s call this hearing to order.� She gave a shrug and nodded. He looked down and fingered a file resting on the table. �Today's date is October 15, 1974. The time is now 0942 hours and we are at the California Institution for Men at Chino. This hearing is being taped.� He reached out and adjusted the reel-to-reel Magnavox in front of him. �Participants in today�s hearing are Commissioners, Mrs. Thornton, Mr. Goodwin, and I�m Deputy Commissioner Schlereth.� He looked again at Mrs. Thornton who, while examining her outstretched fingers, adjusted a lavish diamond ring. He continued reciting the names of those in attendance: �the inmate, Mr. Alexander Roberts, CDC number V-34560. And representing the inmate is the attorney, James O�Brien.�
He paused a moment. �Wait a minute, a private attorney?� He looked up at me. �What are you doing here? Attorneys get paid, don�t they? The prisoner is indigent.� He turned to Miss Rich Bitch. �Mrs. Thornton,� the Deputy Commissioner said, wiggling his fingers in a �gimme� manner. The woman pulled a document from her alligator attache case and slid it across the table. �Oh, yes. Here it is,� Schlereth said. �Your application to represent Inmate Roberts. Appointed by a judge. Hmm, one of those government handouts. He eyed me curiously. �Not much money. You must be inexperienced.�
I stood and felt as if I should curtsy. That�s me, Jimmy O�Brien junior lawyer from Downey. Maybe I should show him my Cub Scout merit badge. �Commissioner Schlereth, I�m just here to serve the cause of justice.� I sat down.
�Mr. O�Brien, your lack of experience in these matters will be no excuse for improper behavior. Remember, this is not a trial and I lay down the rules.�
I got to my feet again. �Commissioner Schlereth, I hope your opinion of my ability won�t interfere with my client receiving a fair hearing. But anyway, let me get to the point. I�ve uncovered evidence that will have a bearing on the inmate�s parole-�
�You work cheap, don�t you?�
�My fee is of no consequence and does not relate to the matter before us.� I paused for a short beat. �Now, Commissioner Schlereth, I�d like to make a statement-�
�There�ll be time for that later,� he said, interrupting me for the second time.
�Listen to me, please.� I placed my hand on Roberts�s shoulder. �I have new evidence and I feel once you hear of my discovery, you�ll-�
Schlereth continued to ignore me and kept rattling on, leaning into the microphone. �And representing the people of the County of Los Angeles is Deputy District Attorney Stephen Marshall. There are no other persons present here today.�
The Deputy DA, a young guy, probably in diapers when Roberts had been convicted, sat in the last row of chairs, tilted back against the wall. He wore glasses with dark heavy frames and had on khaki pants with a blue blazer and a tie that his kid-if he had a kid-must have given him. It had pictures of little Mickey Mouses running around on it.
�Why don�t you move a little closer, Mr. Marshall? This is being taped and we�ll want to get your every word recorded for posterity,� Schlereth said.
The Commissioner wasn�t going to listen to what I had to say, at least not now. So, I sat down reluctantly and waited. I tapped my fingers on the edge of the chair while Schlereth read into the record laws governing parole hearings, section numbers, codes that referenced the authority granted to the panel by statute, that sort of thing. He included the count of the indictment: ��for violation of penal code, section 187, first degree murder, one count, Los Angeles County, case number 45-67862.�
He read the report prepared for the parole board that outlined the circumstances surrounding Roberts�s incarceration, the brutality of the crime, how he was arrested, and how he confessed to his crime after reaching an agreement with the District Attorney. Then he read the sentence handed down by Judge Alfred Nevins: life in prison with eligibility for parole in thirty years.
Schlereth continued in his droll manner, reciting the prosecuting attorney�s reasons for the plea agreement. But when he came to the paragraph that explained how Charles Haskell, Jr. had been struck with a blunt object and had died as a result of the blow to his head, I bolted from my chair. �Objection!� I yelled. �The inmate was not convicted of Haskell�s so-called murder, and besides-�
Without looking up Schlereth said, �Sit down, Mr. O�Brien. This is not a court of law. You can�t object.�
�Haskell died of natural causes!� I almost shouted. �And I object to any reference in this hearing on or off the record that indicates or implies Haskell was murdered.�
I glanced at my client. His jaw dropped and the blood ran from his ashen face. Roberts, finally, after all those years in prison, realized what I was saying. The DA had set him up.
Schlereth looked up and gave me a quick once-over. �I said sit down. This is a parole hearing. We have procedures and we follow them. I�m going to read the material as provided to the board. When I�m finished we�ll have closing arguments. First the District Attorney will have his turn. Then you and your client will be allowed to speak.�
I dropped into my chair and Schlereth started in again. Looking down his nose through the lens of his half-glasses, he read the DA Byron�s statement regarding Haskell made at the time of Roberts�s plea agreement: �On or about July 8th, 1945, the prisoner, Alexander Roberts, with malice aforethought did willfully strike one white male, aged thirty-two, to wit, Charles Haskell Jr. Shortly after being struck about the head by the aforementioned Roberts, the victim suffered a fatal heart attack. The decedent�s heart attack was the direct result of the trauma administered by the accused-�
�That�s bullshit. I didn�t hit Mr. Haskell.�
Schlereth�s head snapped up. �Attorney O�Brien, tell your client to please keep quiet until it�s time for him to speak.�
I stood again. �Your Honor, I mean, Commissioner. He didn�t strike Haskell. I have proof.�
�I said sit down!� Schlereth didn�t have a gavel, so he knocked the table with the tape recorder mic. Mrs. Thornton jumped when the amplified bang resounded in the room. �Sit down, now!�
�Besides,� I said, ignoring Schlereth�s demands, �this isn�t about Haskell. It�s about a mysterious woman named Vera. An evil woman, who manipulated my client.�
Schlereth rose out of his chair. �Mr. O�Brien, you�re disrupting the proceedings. I demand that you sit down and keep quiet.�
�Larry, wait a minute,� Mrs. Thornton said to Schlereth in a small voice. �Although the inmate wasn�t extradited to Arizona back in 1945 to stand trial for Haskell�s murder, from what I understand it was a factor in his plea agreement involving the woman�s homicide. Now, I�d like him to tell us why-if he didn�t hit the man over head-why was he implicated at all in Haskell�s death back then. And why his death would be a factor in his plea agreement.� Without waiting for Schlereth to reply, she said, �Go ahead, Mr. Roberts, would you please tell us what this is all about?�
We all turned to Roberts, who lumbered out of his chair. Staring straight ahead, not seeming to look at anyone in particular, he said, �Mr. Haskell was asleep, probably dead already, I dunno. When I stopped the car and opened his door, he fell out. His head hit a rock. My idea was to hide the body, not to rob him, but then I remembered I�d need money for gas. Besides, it was stupid to leave all that money on a dead man. What else could I do?� He hung his head and sat down.
�Money? Gas? I�m sorry, Mr. Roberts. I don�t understand.�
I jumped in. �That�s just it. He didn�t kill Haskell, but the DA had him over a barrel. The District Attorney lied. He knew Haskell wasn�t hit on the head. He knew the guy had died of natural causes, a heart attack. Haskell�s wound was a result of his body rolling out of the car and then his head hit something, a rock maybe, after he died. There�s not even a warrant outstanding in Arizona, never was. I checked.� I hadn�t checked, but they wouldn�t have known that.
I looked down at my client, sitting there. Roberts knew now that the DA had lied to him, convinced him that he�d be sent to Arizona to stand trial for Haskell�s murder, conned him into believing he�d be convicted and die in the gas chamber. But if he confessed to murdering Vera, he�d get an indeterminate life sentence here in California. The deal, he thought, saved him from death row. Without a lawyer, and without a reasonable defense, he had no choice. But the DA was bluffing. The authorities in Arizona must�ve known Haskell died of a heart attack and the gash on his head was postmortem. He now knew what I�d figured out yesterday: the DA�s office in Yuma had no intention of putting him on trial for murder. Roberts sat at the table, his face buried in his hands.
I turned back to the board. �The District Attorney at the time, a guy named Byron, lied and played Roberts for a fool. I have evidence, proof.�
�Okay, that�s enough,� Schlereth banged the mic again. �As I said earlier, Mr. O�Brien, this is not a court of law. If you have any exculpatory evidence, file a motion with the proper authorities.� Fingering his glasses, he pulled them down a millimeter on the bridge of his nose and glared at me. �Tell them about your so-called proof. Ask them for a new trial.�
Yeah, sure, I thought, a new trial almost thirty years after a guy pleads guilty to murder. �I�m going to do exactly that!� I announced, and sat down.
Schlereth glared at me, anger building, but didn�t add anything. He obviously wasn�t used to being challenged in the hearings, his fiefdom.
Everything went downhill from there, not that I was having much luck before then. When his turn came, Stephen Marshall, the Deputy DA from Los Angeles, got to his feet and reminded the board of their legal obligation to consider only the facts existing at the time of sentencing and disregard any claims of new evidence. Then he spoke eloquently about the need to punish murderers. �To allow heinous criminals back into society would violate the sense of right and wrong of a just people.� He mentioned the Supreme Court, how they had recently banned the use of the death penalty and now the only protection society had against murderers and other vicious predators was the ability of the State to keep them locked away forever. Especially double murderers like Roberts. I objected when the young assistant DA used that term.
When Marshall finally sat down, I got to my feet and spoke for a few minutes. I told the board about Roberts�s excellent prison record. �Not only that, he�s a gifted pianist. He performs in the prison band, entertaining the inmates, and has even played for the warden a time or two.�
But once I started delving into the facts concerning Roberts�s ill-gotten confession, Commissioner Goodwin, who�d been quiet up to that moment, dusted me off with a wave of his hand. He then leaned forward and peered at Roberts. He asked him if there was remorse in his heart, sorrow for murdering the woman.
Roberts didn�t answer. He stood there steadfast, staring at Goodwin, remaining stoically silent. Schlereth adjourned the hearing. The guards moved in to take Roberts away.
As they approached him, he turned to me and said in a low voice, �I thought Haskell might�ve been dead when he rolled outta the car, but I figured it would look like I clobbered him for his dough. The DA, that son-of-a-bitch! He knew.� Roberts pounded the air with his balled fists. �Goddammit, he knew I had nothing to do with it. I wasn�t gonna be sent Arizona, after all.�
�Maybe it was for the better,� I said.
�Man, what are you saying?�
�If you went to trial here in L.A. County over Vera�s death, with the lawyer you had at the time, you would�ve lost. You would�ve drawn the death penalty.�
�I didn�t kill her, either. I swear.�
The guards cuffed Roberts�s wrists, securing them to a chain lashed around his middle. Then they started to lead him away. He looked back at me over his shoulder. �Can I get a new trial, or were you just blowing smoke?� Without waiting for my answer, he turned and hobbled toward the door.
I stood there and watched Roberts as the prison guards frog-marched him across the room. He�d been railroaded by the DA back in 1945, which might be grounds for a new trial, but the courts wouldn�t go along with it unless I had new evidence to offer. Not evidence about Haskell�s death, but evidence that exonerated Roberts regarding Vera�s murder. And even if he were innocent and the evidence existed and the courts allowed me to proceed with a new trial, what about the money? The cost would be substantial and I figured Roberts had nothing. I�d have to be Merlin the Magician to pull that rabbit out of a hat, not an inexperienced lawyer with a Cub Scout merit badge.

CHAPTER 5

It took over an hour to get back to the office. I didn�t care; KFWB had broadcast a Beatles tribute practically the whole way. �Hey Jude,� the full version, three times in a row.
�The phone�s been ringing,� Mabel said as I came through the door.
�Clients?�
�Hardly.�
�Who?�
�Your little friend, Millie. Called several times. She�s upset.�
�Why?�
Before Mabel could respond, the phone rang. After answering it she handed the receiver to me. �Ask her yourself.�
�What�s up, Millie?�
Millie, an attractive divorced woman whom I�d taken to lunch several times, was Judge Balford�s clerk. She�d been instrumental in persuading the judge to assign cases to me when the public defender office was jammed up. The cases didn�t pay much but they provided a steady flow of income. I wondered for a moment why she was upset. Couldn�t have been the last lunch we had together. She said she loved Burger King.
�Jimmy! What are you doing?�
�What do you mean?�
�I heard about your grandstand play at the parole hearing this morning.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Come off of it, Jimmy. You�re gonna file for a new trial? Taking Roberts on as a client? New evidence? My God, what are you thinking?�
Yeah, well, I mean� Hey, he might be innocent.�
�My judge is pissed. And she�s pissed at me for recommending you. You know the rules. Just supposed to represent Roberts at the hearing, that�s all. You�re supposed to keep cases from moving up the line. Schlereth called Judge Balford. He said that you�re an arrogant SOB.�
�He did? He�s the arrogant one. Nothing but a weasel.�
�Don�t think the County is going to cough up the money for you to engage in your fantasy and follow through with your threat. As far as Judge Balford is concerned, you don�t exist. You�ll get no more cases from her.�
�It wasn�t a threat. I merely stated a few facts.�
�You opened your big mouth and now you�re on your own with Roberts. Good luck!� Millie hung up.
I let out a deep sigh and glanced at Mabel. She shook her head slowly, looked down, and fiddled with some papers on her desk. I moved into my office, quietly closing the door behind me. I figured I�d let Millie cool off for a couple of days. Then I�d ask her out for lunch. Yeah, it�d be okay. We�d work this out over a double order of onion rings.

I don�t drink, quit a number of years ago, but later that day I met my friend, Sol Silverman at the bar in Rocco�s on Florence Avenue. The restaurant was located downstairs from Sol�s office on the top floor of the Silverman Building. Sol had made it big in the protection, security and investigation business, and now owned the ten-story building that housed his company, Silverman Investigations, Incorporated. I would�ve moved my office there but who could afford the rent?
Some say Rocco�s, with its lively bar, is the best restaurant in Downey; others say the Regency is better, classier. But Sol didn�t give a damn about that, he just liked the place, all leather and polished brass, thick steaks marbled with fat, and strong drinks made with name-brand liquor.
Sol, in his middle fifties, had a huge chest and bulging belly. He had short legs, a round face, and his salt-and-pepper hair-although styled by Maurice the barber on a weekly basis-was disheveled, giving him the look of a college professor or musical director. But he had amazing physical strength and, if need be, he could brawl with the best of them.
With an infectious sense of humor, he could be charming and jovial, and he always appeared to be unruffled. But if you crossed the line, watch out. He was also an invincible optimist and a little wacky at times, but extremely bright and shrewd. And he was my friend. I was lucky.
He�d started his business some fifteen, sixteen years ago and now owned one of the most lucrative and respected security firms in the nation. People wondered how Sol became so successful so fast. I didn�t wonder; I knew how he did it. He treated everyone fair and decent, and, of course, paid off the right people.
I could hear his laughter as I walked into the restaurant. He sat alone at a small table, the top of which sat on a large square pedestal. The table, positioned in the entryway, must�ve been new. I hadn�t seen it there before. Sol�s fingers, under the edge of the surface, were going crazy, twisting and turning knobs that jutted out from the base. He stared intently at a small black-and-white TV embedded in the tabletop. I slipped up beside him and glanced down at the screen. �What the hell is this, Sol?�
Without looking up, he said, �Pong. It�s new. Electric ping-pong-� Just then the table let out a beeping sound. �Damn, you made me miss. Got any quarters?�
Ten dollars later, we moved into the bar and sat at a real cocktail table.
�I can beat the goddamn thing. I might go broke trying, but what the hell,� Sol said, laughing. �I�m gonna get one of those gizmos for my office,� he paused for a moment. �No, better not. Wouldn�t get any work done. Pong. Hey, what are they gonna think of next?�
Jeanine, one of Rocco�s attractive barmaids, brought our drinks-a Beefeater�s martini for Sol, his usual, and a Coke for me.
�Hey, Jeanine, where�s my glass of water?� Sol asked.
I was shocked. Sol never drank water in his life, unless it came from the melting ice cubes in his drink.
�The drought, Mr. Silverman. We quit serving water unless the customer requests it. But I�d be happy to get you a glass.�
�Nah, forget it. But I know Andre. He�s just using the drought as an excuse to cut down on washing dishes. It�s all propaganda, drought my ass, just an excuse for the municipal water companies to raise rates.�
�I�ll be back with your water in a minute.�
�Water, who wants water? Just keep the Beefeaters coming.�
He picked up his drink and in a mock toast, said, �Le�Chaim� to Jimmy, my friend with the long face.� Sol lowered his glass. �I can tell something�s bugging you. Wanna tell me about it?�
�I�m frustrated, Sol.�
�Only lonely people are frustrated. Are you lonely, Jimmy? Hey, what about that little bubele? What�s her name? I could fix you up.�
�Christ, not her, Sol. Anyway, that�s not what�s on my mind.�
�What wrong with her?�
I didn�t know who Sol was referring to and I didn�t care. He continually tried to fix me up, usually one his wife�s picks. I�d taken out a few. They always turned out to be some poor girl who couldn�t get a date with a starving man if she was munching a giant turkey leg. Now that I think about it, most of them were. �I�ll tell you what�s wrong with her, Sol,� I said. �She�s too old, doesn�t speak English, hates sex, and she�s about as husky as a cement truck. How�s that?�
�Nobody�s perfect.�
�Shut up,� I said with a chuckle. �But let me ask you something.�
He grabbed his pack of Dunhill cigarettes off the table, flipped one out and lit up. �Shoot.�
�I got a guy who�s in prison for murder, been there for almost thirty years. He�d been railroaded by a less than forthright DA back in �45.�
�The guy�s innocent?�
�He says he is, but I don�t know. He could�ve murdered the woman, but he didn�t kill Haskell.�
�Who�s Haskell?�
�The dead man he didn�t kill. But the DA induced him to confess to killing the woman.�
�The woman he killed?�
�Yeah, but-�
�So, what�s the problem?� Sol said with his arms wide. �He did it. He confessed. He�s in jail. Sounds like justice has been served.�
�You don�t understand. The guy deserves a new trial and I kind of agreed to take the case.�
�I wonder what they cost.�
�What? The cost of a new trial?� I said.
�The Pong thing.� Sol took a drag on his smoke. �I could get one for the staff, but only on their lunch break, mind you. We�ll have no Pong during working hours.�
�Sol, you�re not even listening to me.�
�What�s to listen? The bad guy is doing time, paying the price.�
�Look, this thing has me bugged. I represented him at his parole hearing this morning. I found mitigating facts, and opened my mouth at the wrong time.�
Sol arched an eyebrow, which I took as a sign of mild interest. So I continued. I outlined my discovery in a quick and concise manner. I explained how Roberts hadn�t murdered Haskell after all, and therefore had no motive to kill the woman. I explained how the DA had bluffed Roberts into thinking he was headed to the gas chamber. I even cited a precedent I�d looked up prior to our meeting where the courts overturned a conviction and granted a new trial once it was shown that the prosecutor had lied and withheld evidence.
I desperately needed Sol�s help with this thing. I needed new evidence for a retrial, and Sol and his staff of crack investigators would find it. That is, if any evidence existed. Also, I had to satisfy my commitment to the law. If I did what I could for Roberts and nothing came of my efforts, well then, so be it. But I had to try. Still, there was no money available and Sol�s services were expensive. He�d helped out in the past pro bono, so to speak, and he might do it now. Sol and I had worked together on a murder case a couple of years ago where the accused, a poor gardener with a family, was set up to take the fall for a powerful politician. Together we got the guy off. There was no financial payoff then. But just seeing the guy�s face when he walked out of prison and into the arms of his family was reward enough. This case wouldn�t be like that one. Roberts had no family who counted on him, and he might indeed be guilty. However, Roberts was an American citizen with a right to a fair trial and the justice system had illicitly denied him due process. I took an oath when I was admitted to the bar; the same oath the DA, Byron, took years ago when he was admitted. I swore to uphold the law and I intended to keep my word.
But all of that had nothing to do with Sol and I knew that without his help I�d just be running in circles without a chance to discover what really happened back in 1945.
As I talked, Sol listened, nodding occasionally. I was making headway. But how do I ask for his help? Should I just come out with it, or should I plant the seed and see if he volunteers? I told him that Roberts had sold his story when he was arrested and they made a movie of his ordeal, a film called Detour.
Then I said, �You�d have to get a copy of the film somehow, Sol. Maybe there�s something in the movie we could use. What do you think? Maybe we could do a little investigation of the woman�s murder. You could have one of your people snoop around-�
Sol interrupted. �Why should you care? You were just hired to be his lawyer at the hearing, right?�
�Yeah, but, there�s a chance that guy might be innocent. I�m a lawyer and he�s now my client. Hell, I took an oath. I�m an officer of the court.�
�Look, Jimmy, the guy�s probably guilty.� Sol stubbed out his cigarette in an ashtray on the table. �You said yourself. He could�ve murdered the woman. But for the sake of argument let�s just say he didn�t do it. And let�s say he got screwed back in �45 and didn�t get a shot at a trial.�
�Yeah, that�s exactly my point. You see-�
�Let me finish, okay?�
�Sorry.�
�Now listen. It happened a long time ago, almost thirty years. There is no way anything new will be found now. At any rate, if he deserves it, the parole board will cut him loose. If not, well, what can I say? It�d be best if you dropped the case. You can�t win. Why put the guy through all that? Besides, I can�t imagine the guy has any money.�
�Sol, you know he has no money and I�m certain his parole will be denied. I�ve done enough of these cases to know when the board�s going to refuse parole.� I didn�t mention to Sol that I had pissed off the board so much that even if Roberts were the reincarnation of St. Francis of Assisi, they�d keep him locked up forever on a diet of stale bread and water. �The parole board is going to send a letter of denial. I saw it in their eyes. That�s why I need your help. C�mon, Sol, Roberts deserved-no make that, society deserved a fair trial back then. The system trashed him in �45 and for the system to work it has to be blameless, unimpeachable. It�s guaranteed in the United States Constitution.�
�Is this where I stand up and salute?�
Jeanine brought another round of drinks and a selection of hot hors d'oeuvres: chicken wings, pizza puffs, and miniature wieners impaled on a toothpick drenched in some kind of red sauce.
I took a sip of Coke. �Are you going to help me with this Roberts thing, or not?�
Sol surveyed the tidbits on the table, his head on a swivel. He settled on the little wieners. Plucking one from the plate, he held it up before his eyes like he was a noted biologist perusing a species of a rare tropical bug. �Hmm, looks good.�
He popped it in his mouth and chewed.
�Well?� I said.
�Not bad, has a hint of Tabasco.�
�Not the goddamn wiener,� I said. �Are you going to help me investigate the Roberts case?�
�Yeah, guess so. Why not?� He nodded. �Here, try one of these.� He shoved one of the little wieners at me.
I took a bite and smiled. Sol was right, a bit spicy, but not too bad.

CHAPTER 6

It wasn�t the heat that got me down, though that was surely part of it-the thermometer hovering around the 100? mark-it was the drive out to Chino, back to the prison. It seemed to take forever. A Sig Alert had been issued. The Pomona Freeway, north of Diamond Bar, was jammed again; three lanes were blocked due to an overturned big rig.
The State had hired me to represent Roberts only at the parole hearing, nothing else. So before I could officially act on his behalf regarding matters not related to the hearing, he�d have to sign an attorney/client retainer agreement. Maybe I should�ve asked Mabel to travel out here instead to get his John Hancock on the form. Yeah, sure�
Because my visit wasn�t considered confidential, I met Roberts in the crowded visitors� meeting room, a large well lit area with a half dozen rows of long tables placed end to end. Prisoners sat on benches with their visitors across from them. Several guards roamed the spaces between the tables and one guard, a sergeant, stood at parade rest next to the only door leading in and out of the room. The low murmur of voices reverberated off the concrete walls as inmates and their visitors-a few men, but mostly women-leaned into one another and talked. Some held hands across the table, and some had tears in their eyes, but for most it was blank stares from hollow faces.
One of the guards escorted me to Roberts. He sat bunched with prisoners in the middle of a table placed along the far wall. He didn�t say anything, just nodded, when I squeezed in tight between a man on my right and woman on my left and sat facing him. The guy to my right, a slab-sided Hispanic with tattoos up and down his arms, gave me a quick look and squirmed in his seat before turning his attention back to the inmate he was there to see.
After explaining to Roberts that I needed his signature on the form in order for me to continue to represent him, he perked up, looked around and whispered, �Someone finally gives a shit about my case. I don�t understand why, but I�m grateful just the same.�
I caught the eye of one of the roving guards and raised my hand. �I have a paper for the prisoner to sign,� I said in a loud voice. The guard came over, took the form, and after giving it a cursory examination, passed it on to Roberts. He also handed him a ballpoint pen that he pulled from his uniform pocket.
�Sign on the bottom, where it says client,� I told Roberts.
His hand shook a little as he scrawled his signature on the paper. He didn�t bother to read it before handing it back to the guard, who then gave it to me. They have a lot of rules in prisons, and this was one of them. It would�ve been a crime for me to pass anything directly to an inmate.
�They pay me ten cents an hour. I work in the laundry three days a week and I get a small tip from the warden when I play the piano for him at a party.� Roberts said when the guard wandered away. �Ain�t much, and I can�t pay your fee.�
�Just tell me this, Al, and give me a straight answer. Did you kill Vera? I know you didn�t murder Haskell, but-�
Roberts exploded. �I didn�t kill nobody! Haskell or Vera. Goddamn it, I was framed.� He started to stand.
The whole room became quiet and everyone, inmates and visitors alike, looked at Roberts and me for a moment before turning away, pretending not to hear the outburst.
�Sit down and shut up,� I said. �I just had to be sure, that�s all. Hey, I�m willing to take a chance on you. And if I can get a new trial, and if you�re released, and if you get a job, then you can pay me on the installment plan. That�s a lot of ifs, but I�m willing to give it a shot. But here�s one more if-if you lie to me, even one tiny detail, then I�m off the case. It will be over, finito, and you can rot in here forever. Understand?�
He hung his head and didn�t say anything for a beat, then mumbled, �My mother taught me never to lie.�
�I hoped she also taught you never to kill people. Because if you�re guilty, it will come out. Your story will probably get a great deal of attention in the press. With all the renewed publicity your chance at a future parole will be nil.�
�You gotta believe me,� he said.
�Yeah, Al. I know.�

It was almost four p.m. when I drove out of the prison parking lot, heading back to Downey. I flipped on the radio; it looked like the Sig Alert was going continue right through the rush hour.
Everyone jumped off the Pomona Freeway and headed east on Grand Avenue, where I just happened to be, creeping along behind a loaded hay truck. I thought of the long drive to my office and decided to grab a bite to eat before fighting the traffic all the way back. Pulling into an In-N-Out burger place on Grand Avenue, a couple of miles from the prison, I ordered a Double-Double with cheese, and fries. Taking my food order to one of the picnic tables outside, I sat and faced the parking lot and started in on my food.
A black Buick Century pulled in and parked not too far from my table. I set the cheeseburger down and looked at the two big guys lounging in the front seat. No one got out of the sedan. The guy on the driver�s side wore a striped Polo shirt, stretched tight across his massive chest. His buddy had on some kind of Deadhead T-shirt, Skull & Roses-the Grateful Dead�s new album-plastered on the front.
They seemed to be staring at me, giving me the once-over.
At first it bothered me a little. Then I figured I was being paranoid, having just left a prison where everyone pinned both the guard and me as we walked along the prison corridors to meet Roberts in the visiting room.
But why were the two guys just sitting there in the sedan in this heat without getting out and ordering anything to eat? They were hard looking, serious, like cops. But they weren�t cops. Cops didn�t wear Deadhead T-shirts, at least while on duty-unless they were undercover. And undercover cops worked alone, not in pairs.
The Buick had no front license plate, no number. Anyhow, what would I do with it? Find a phone booth and call it in? �Hey, Sol, can you run a plate? Very suspicious, two guys are parked at an In-N-Out without a burger in their hands.�
Looking out at the guys in the Buick staring at me put a dent in my appetite. I picked up the box holding my cheeseburger and fries and changed tables.
I didn�t see her approach, but I turned when I heard the pleasant lilt of her voice. �Hey, fella, got a light?� Five-foot-nine of feminine beauty, a figure in a mini-skirt and a semi-transparent ghost of a flowery blouse stood next to my table. She had the look of a woman who�d stepped out of a forties movie, the femme fatale, not the loving wifey type. I dropped my burger and sprung to my feet. She held a cigarette in two fingers out in front of her face, a face that would make a dead man dance.
�Yeah, sure,� I said, fumbling in my pockets. I pulled out a book of matches that I kept for such emergencies and lit her cigarette.
Without taking her eyes off of me, she took a long drag. She exhaled and the smoke curled out slowly through her parted lips. Her face, backlit against the sun, seemed to glow and her bright blue eyes seemed to sparkle when she smiled. She glanced out at Grand Avenue.
�Traffic�s bad, huh?� she said.
�Yeah, the Sig Alert, big rig flipped over. It�s a mess.�
�Where you headed?� she asked. Was she just making small talk?
�Downey,� I said without adding anything.
She studied me for a moment. �Hmm, never been to Downey.�
�I have an office there.�
Her smile grew. �I knew you were a professional man. You have that look.�
Was she coming on to me? That would be wild, more than wild. Maybe I should�ve worn a nicer shirt. �Thanks, I�m in the law business.� I didn�t want to mention the word lawyer. Some people get spooked, or they start asking my advice, whip out their insurance policy and want me to read it, or something.
�Law biz, huh? Well you must be smart.� Her eyebrow arched a bit, like she was asking for a confirmation of her remark.
�Do you live around here?� I asked, with illusions bouncing in my brain. I wondered what it would be like to sleep with her. The word fantastic came to mind.
�Just passing through.�
I gestured toward the takeout window. �Hey, are you hungry? Can I buy you a Coke, a burger, some fries?� Big spender Jimmy, a girl like her probably turns down proposals for lunch at the Ritz, and I offer her a burger from a takeout joint. �Or, maybe, we could-�
She took another drag on her cigarette. �That�s sweet of you but I have to get along.�
I brushed back my hair with my hand. �Yeah, I understand,� I said, but then wondered why she stopped here if she wasn�t hungry.
�Bye.� She smiled again and my gaze followed the slow rippling of her hips as she sauntered away. If I could package that walk and sell it three for a buck, I�d make a fortune. She headed back toward the parking lot, walking to a red Mercedes convertible parked a few spaces to the right of the Buick. The two big guys hadn�t moved.
I stood there for a moment taking in her beauty, knowing I should say something, but words wouldn�t form.
She stopped at the Mercedes sports car and over her shoulder, glanced back at me. She dropped the cigarette, grinding it out with the pointy toe of her stiletto boot. Then she opened the door of the convertible and slipped into the bucket seat. In a smooth motion, flashing a little thigh, she swung her incredible, almost mythical legs in and closed the door.
She guided the Mercedes to within a few yards of my table. With a long slender finger, she beckoned me over.
�You�re Jimmy O�Brien, aren�t you?� she asked, looking up at me.
How would she know my name? I didn�t recognize her, except in my dreams. �Yeah, that�s right.�
�I have a message for you.�
�Yeah?�
The beauty wasn�t smiling this time. �Certain people want you to stop messing around where you don�t belong,� she said as she the convertible�s engine came to life.
There are over forty sphincter muscles in the human body, all of mine tightened. �Who are these certain people? And just exactly where is it that I don�t belong?�
She didn�t answer. She shoved the Mercedes in gear and raced away. Was it my imagination, or did she glance at the men in the Buick, nodding once, as she turned onto Grand Avenue?
Sitting at the table again, I wondered what the hell that was all about. I picked up the remains of my cheeseburger, which now didn�t seem so appetizing, and dumped it in the trash bin.
After climbing back into my Vette, I pulled out of the parking lot and turned left on Grand, in the opposite direction of the woman. I adjusted the rearview mirror. The Buick was gone.

CHAPTER 7

Back on the road again, I limped along on Grand Avenue, making little progress. I finally turned at Payton and drove south. It would be a bit out of the way, but I figured I�d beat the traffic by traversing the Chino Hills via Carbon Canyon Road. Then I�d catch Imperial Highway, which in a roundabout way would take me back to Downey. Plus, I knew I�d enjoy the scenic drive with its little-known, two-lane road wandering through the pass. So as not to spoil my ride, I vowed to put the woman�s message out of my mind. Maybe it was a hoax, but I doubted it. Those guys in the Buick were real and they looked like thugs. They were part of her warning. They meant to be noticed. It wasn�t a joke, and the clowns in the car weren�t laughing.
California oaks and dry chaparral covered the hills on each side of the narrow road, and as I drove along, I couldn�t get the mystery woman out of my mind.
The intimidation was over for now, but I felt that I hadn�t seen the last of those two guys in the black Buick. Maybe I hadn�t seen the last of the beauty with the dynamite figure either.
But who the hell was she? I knew she was just a messenger. But for whom? And what was I doing that bothered someone enough to send a gorgeous babe in a skirt like that to give me a warning?
Could it be one of my cases? Didn�t have many, just a few misdemeanors. Couldn�t have been Kelley with his bounced checks-banks were ruthless, but they didn�t hire thugs to collect on bad paper. They didn�t have to; they�d send the FBI. How about Crazy Charlie and his moral turpitude charge? I had to chuckle, Charlie spitting at Mayor DiLoreto when the city council refused to let him park his trailer on his front lawn after Charlie�s wife kicked him out of the house. I doubted the mayor would send the mystery woman and the bruisers in the Buick because of a little spit.
That left the Roberts case. But how could it be about Roberts? He�d just signed the retainer agreement less than an hour ago. Whoever sent the warning wouldn�t have had enough time to set anything up. And, Christ, he�d been in prison almost thirty years. Surely no one would care about him now.
I quickly ran through my mind everyone I�d told about the case: Rita, Mabel, Sol� Millie knew about it, of course. But before I finished that thought, I realized it was ridiculous to think my friends would try to scare me off. Hey, what about the judge who assigned the case to me, or her staff, her bailiff, all the people she told? And how about all the guards at the prison that saw me with Roberts?
It was after six when I finally made it back to Downey and pulled into the parking lot at my office. No other cars were there. Rita and Mabel had left for the day. Sitting at my desk, rummaging through the day�s mail, ads and junk mostly-Mabel had already taken care of the important stuff and filed it away-I picked up an envelope, an ad for a membership in the Starlight Gym, beautiful girls without an ounce of fat, but boobs bigger than their heads, graced the glossy brochure; get your flabby butt in shape by Christmas, $19.95 per month. I dropped it in the wastebasket and thought some more about who could�ve known my plan to investigate the Roberts affair. I remembered mouthing off at the hearing-about the possibility of filing for a new trial. That would mean anyone in the room at that time could�ve known, including the board members, the prison guard, even the Deputy DA. I shook my head. Was there anyone who hadn�t heard that I�d taken on the Roberts case? Some blind monk in the mountains of Tibet, I supposed.
I massaged my temples with the knuckles of my two forefingers. What am I missing here? Wait a minute! Roberts also knew. Maybe he told his cellmate and the word got out through the prison pipeline. No, that would take too long. The dark-haired beauty had to be waiting for me at the prison. She had to have followed me to the In-N-Out from there. But what about the thugs in the Buick? They showed up at the burger joint, too. And that had to have been pre-planned. They had to know about me taking Roberts as a client even before he signed the form. These people had to be mind readers. My God, who were they?
Mabel also left a note next to the mail. I glance at it and nodded. In her hasty scrawl she had written that Schlereth�s secretary called to let us know that the board had turned down Roberts�s parole. No surprise. A formal down letter would be sent to the prison authorities within a few days. The warden would�ve received a phone call about the decision, as well. He must�ve told Roberts the bad news by now. When it came in the mail, the official letter would go in his file and be buried there with the rest of the detritus of a failed life.
I got up and started for the door, but stopped when the phone rang. I picked it up. Sol was on the line. Background noise, ice cubes rattling, and the sound of a piano told me he was at a bar, probably Rocco�s. I knew he would ask me to join him and he could be persuasive, but I was too tired and had a migraine coming on. And I�ll admit it, the mystery woman with the face of an angel and those thugs in the Buick had me bugged. I wanted to head to my apartment, take some aspirin, and soak in a hot tub for a couple of hours. I�d take a pass with Sol and see him tomorrow. Yeah, I�ll tell him that I�ll catch him tomorrow, maybe for lunch.
�Jimmy, I�m at Rocco�s. Come on over. I have news about your case.�
�Okay, I�ll be there in ten minutes.� The guy had a certain way about him. I couldn�t turn him down.
Everyone who walked into Rocco�s was hit immediately with music coming from the bar, located two steps down and to the right of the maitre d� station. And tonight was no exception.
The piano player, a short, spunky black guy, pounded the ivory and sang Gershwin classics, murdering them. When he sang �I�ve Got a Crush on You� it sounded like a steamroller crushing rocks.
I sat at Sol�s table and pulled my chair in close, leaning into him, so I could hear his voice above the racket.
�Isn�t the guy terrific?� he said, indicating the piano player. �When it comes to Gershwin the guy�s magic.�
The entertainer�s fingers were okay, playing George Gershwin�s music, but again, his voice pulverized brother Ira�s timeless lyrics. I wanted to say, �It ain�t necessarily so,� but in lieu of that I said, �S�wonderful. How long has this been going on?�
�Since a foggy day.�
�Fascinatin� rhythm.�
�Nice work if you can get it.�
�But not for me,� I said.
�Well, Porgy, there�s a boat dat�s leavin� soon.�
�Okay, Sol, I give.� We both laughed and the laughter chased my migraine away.
After a few more Gershwin numbers the piano player took a break and we moved into the dining room. We slipped into Sol�s private booth. Jeanine appeared, bearing two tall glasses of ice water. She whisked away the reserved sign and handed us menus. Sol ordered the rack of lamb. I ordered a hamburger.
�Chazerai,� Sol said. �Do you live on hamburgers? Maybe I should call you Wimpy.�
�Nah, I eat pizza, too.�
�And donuts?�
�A few.�
After Sol finished his lamb and I�d eaten my hamburger, I sipped coffee while Sol worked on his dessert. Between bites of creme brulee Sol told me his news about the Roberts case. �I�ve located Frank Byron, the DA who put your guy behind bars in �45. He�s agreed to see us.�
�Hey, that�s great. When?�
�He�s retired, has a small ranch in Santa Barbara. We�ll drive out together tomorrow morning. One thing, though.�
�What?�
�He doesn�t know what this is all about. I didn�t think he�d talk to us if I mentioned the Roberts thing. So I had to make up something, told him you were a journalist. Doing a story.�
�What kind of story?�
�Told him you�re doing a piece on L.A. in the forties and wanted to interview him about his historic role in eliminating corruption in the DA�s office back then. I�m your assistant.�
The thought of Sol Silverman as an assistant journalist almost made me choke on my coffee.
�Christ, Sol. I don�t know a damn thing about corruption in the forties. How are we going to pull off a charade like that?�
�Just wing it and you�ll do fine, my boy,� Sol said. �We�re meeting Byron at eleven. Hey, there�s something else about Byron you might want to write about.�
�Sol, I�m not gonna write anything. I�m not really a journalist.�
�You can ask him what he did after he left office.�
�Didn�t he run for governor and lose?�
�After that.�
�What did he do?�
�Why don�t you ask Byron? Maybe he�ll tell you about the work he did for the Haskell Foundation.�

CHAPTER 8

We drove up the coast along Highway 101, and just beyond the moneyed town of Santa Barbara we, turned onto Refugio Road. Heading northwest, we climbed the Santa Ynez Mountains, at the ocean�s edge, and wound around on the one-lane paved road for a number of miles until we descended into a valley of grasslands, large estates and small farms. I�d read in the Times that Governor Reagan had just bought a 600-acre ranch around here somewhere.
We hadn�t taken Sol�s limo. What kind of journalist rode around in a long black limo with a driver who looked like a sumo wrestler? So we made the two-hour trip in my Corvette with Sol in the passenger seat, hollering out directions from a map.
�Slow down, Jimmy! Ah, too late. You just passed the road where we were supposed to turn.�
�Shoulda told me earlier.�
�You weren�t paying attention. Gotta keep your eye on the ball.�
�What ball? There�s no ball out here, just miles of grass, weeds, and a few fenced-in mansions.�
�Those are farmhouses, my boy.� A grin surfaced on Sol�s face. �Ah, the small farmer, back to the soil, and all that. Makes my heart warm just to think of the tax benefits.�
I hung a U, drove back, and turned onto the gravel road. After driving about a mile farther the road ended at Frank Byron�s ranch. A sign, �Rancho de la Estrellas,� hung over the entrance of a long driveway. We pulled up in a front of an adobe-style mansion, a two-story house with rough plaster walls made to look like sun-dried brick. Red clay barrel tiles covered the roof.
A man who said he was Byron�s valet answered the door and we stepped into the entry, an open space with a rough-hewed wood-beam ceiling, Saltillo tile floor, and windows that looked out onto a rocky cactus garden. We followed along behind the slow-walking stiff as he escorted us to the library. He wore a white dinner jacket with a black tie. His outfit didn�t seem to fit with the Santa Fe decor. A sombrero would�ve helped.
�Mr. Byron had an unexpected long distance phone call. He will join you momentarily,� he said and quietly slipped away, closing the door behind him.
Built-in bookcases lined the walls next to a huge sandstone fireplace. A mahogany desk with a surface the size of Rhode Island stood at the far end of the room, and a set of enormous steer horns, mounted high on the wall opposite the fireplace, added a touch of whimsy, I thought. Were the horns a trophy? Did Byron go out and shoot a cow? At least he didn�t stick the whole damn head up there. That would�ve been a bit much.
Threadbare, probably ancient Navajo rugs covered the floor, and a bronze sculpture of a bucking bronco, about two feet tall, rested in a lighted cubicle cut into the wall. The room reminded me of a cowboy museum. I wondered if Byron had Gabby Hayes stuffed and mounted somewhere in the house.
A portrait of a beautiful woman with waves of scarlet hair, wearing skintight riding pants tucked into her high-top boots, hung above the fireplace. The jewels she wore must�ve cost more than a battleship. Her head was tilted back, her lips were slightly parted in an alluring manner and she held a riding crop in her hand. Like Rita Hayworth in Gilda, she had a look about her that suggested she�d just been crowned queen of the Bar-None. She had it all, face, figure, and money. She was the kind of cowgirl that�d cause Roy to kick Trigger out of the hayloft.
A dozen leather club chairs were scattered about and a sofa covered with horsehide rested against one wall.
�This layout looks expensive, Sol,� I said. �The retired politician business must be lucrative.�
�Why would anyone spend a million bucks or more to be elected to public office if there wasn�t a few dollars to be made?� Sol said as he sank into one of the leather club chairs. He pulled a cigar from his jacket pocket and fired up, chucking the wrapper in the Pullman ashtray standing next to the chair. �Yep, all this crap cost money, all right.�
A second later the door banged open and a man I assumed to be Frank Byron marched in, the valet trailing in his wake. �Oliver, didn�t you offer our guests any refreshments?� Without waiting for Oliver to answer he announced, �Remain seated, gentlemen. I�m Frank Byron.� Sol stood. I was already standing. Byron came over and gave each of us a hearty pat on the back and a solid handshake. We told him our names and he said, �First names only. Call me Frank.� He then told the butler, �Oliver, get Sol and Jimmy a drink.�
�Of course, Mr. Byron,� he said in a tired voice �What can I get for you, gentlemen?�
Sol glanced at his Rolex. �It�s still morning, so I�ll only have gin and tonic. Beefeaters, if you have it.�
�Just black coffee,� I said.
�Well, if Sol is going to imbibe, I�ll have a small toddy as well,� Byron said. �Make it my usual, Oliver.�
Byron was slim, tall, and middle-aged with a full head of ash gray hair, trimmed and blow-dried. He had a rugged, long face, tanned by the sun and creased by the years, pale blue eyes, and a wide mouth with thin lips that barely moved when he spoke. He wore western garb-checkered shirt, bolero tie, and a wide leather belt with the requisite gold and silver buckle that had to weigh ten pounds. He could have been a cattle baron out of the past, but he didn�t have any cow shit sticking to his hand-tooled snakeskin boots.
�Please, be seated gentleman and we�ll get down to business.� Byron turned and stood motionless for a moment, gazing up at the woman�s portrait. He shook his head once and continued toward his desk, where he sat. �I understand, Jimmy, that you�re doing a piece about my career as the District Attorney of Los Angeles.�
Sol took a puff of his cigar, looked at the glowing tip, and settled into the same club chair as before.
�That�s right,� I answered, sitting next to Sol.
�Who-may I ask-are you writing this for, the Los Angeles Times?�
�Frank,� Sol said. �Jimmy�s writing it for the New York Times, syndicated worldwide.�
Christ, Sol! What are you doing? I thought. You�re laying it on pretty thick. �That�s right,� I said, �New York Times. Now, I�d like to ask you a few questions.�
�Really, the New YorkTimes, that�s impressive. But I�m afraid I haven�t seen any of your work. Where have you been published before?�
�Everywhere,� Sol said and took another drag on the cigar. �Jimmy�s chronicling the history of L.A. in the forties. Big project.�
�Los Angeles history is kind of a hobby of mine,� Byron said. �I�m well versed with journalists writing about our exciting past. But, I�m afraid I haven�t seen anything you�ve written.�
�Well� ah, my articles have been-�
We all turned toward the sound of the door opening; the butler entered with the drinks. Thank God.
The discussion stopped for a minute while we sipped our drinks. Then I set my coffee cup down. �Let�s not talk about me,� I said. �I�m here to ask you, Mr. Byron, a few questions for the article. I understand you were a young man when elected to the office of District Attorney. Can you tell me a little about your background, and so on?�
�Be delighted to, Jimmy. It all started when I was just a child, before that really. You see, my grandfather��
Whenever anyone starts telling his life�s story and starts it with when I was a child you know he�s going to bore the hell out of you. But I scribbled on my pad, trying to look like a journalist who cared about what he was saying.
Byron continued to ramble on. He told us about his family, his childhood, and then took us through his school years. He explained that although he came from a privileged background, his family�s wealth and connections had no bearing on his success. The very fact that two generations of Byrons had graduated from Harvard, and through the years had contributed generously to the university, had nothing to do with him being accepted there, of course.
After graduating from law school he worked in the family business, commercial banking, and through pluck and determination he soon found himself in the position of vice president. He was twenty-six at the time. But he became restless and wanted to move on to bigger things. He decided on a life of public service. A noble gesture, he said. What better example to the lazy and shiftless, the average man who chose not to sacrifice, then his own willingness to take a tremendous pay cut and run for the office of Los Angeles County District Attorney?
My coffee had gotten cold. Sol had finished his drink, stifled a yawn, and started another cigar when Byron finally got to the part where he had single-handedly cleaned up the corruption that had taken hold of city government in the late 1930s during the scandal-plagued years of Mayor Shaw. �I�d been elected on a reform platform, and by God, that�s exactly what I did,� he said.
�You don�t say. That�s admirable, but during your term as District Attorney, did you get involved in any homicide cases?� I asked. �The publisher wants me to throw in a murder or two. Readers eat that stuff up.�
�My job was the big picture, setting the agenda, and commanding the war on organized crime. I made it tough on racketeers who were spreading their filth throughout the city.�
He went on about his heroic stand against gangs and bookmakers, but I had to steer the discussion toward murder cases, then narrow it down to just one: Roberts. �I understand, Mr. Byron, but maybe we could talk about a few capital offenses that came across your desk.�
�Let me tell you about the time I stared down the biggest gangster of them all, Mickey Cohen. Your readers will love this,� he said. �It happened one night at Ciro�s Nightclub. He was with Johnny Stompanato-Mick�s bodyguard, you know. Johnny was also Lana Turner�s boyfriend. Lana�s daughter had stabbed him to death: self-defense. But that was later; he was still alive when I met him. Anyway, Mick and Stompanato were having a drink, probably planning something big, when I walked in-�
Sol glanced at his watch. �That�s all very interesting, Frank, but what I think Jimmy�s readers would like to know is did you personally try any murder cases? Maybe something the tabloids ran with. Something just to keep your hand in, grab a few headlines, so to speak.�
�You remember when Bugsy Siegel got whacked, don�t you, Sol?�
�Sure. But that happened in 1947. You were outta office by then.�
�That�s right. In 1947 I was being groomed to take over the governor�s spot. Earl Warren had already been slated to run for vice president on the Dewey ticket in�48. If the Republicans had won, like they were supposed to, well then, I would�ve� but they didn�t win, damn it. That haberdasher from Missouri, Truman remained president and Warren stayed in the governor�s chair.�
�Yeah, but you were talking about Bugsy Siegel,� Sol said. �What about him?�
It was getting late and I worried that Byron would call off the interview any minute. Maybe he�d go to lunch, or take his afternoon siesta, or maybe he�d just want to get rid of us. He probably had better things to do, like hanging around the campfire with the buckaroos. And, Christ, Sol kept talking about Siegel. Who cares about Siegel? My mind was spinning. I had to slip Roberts into the conversation somehow without raising Byron�s suspicion that we weren�t there just to immortalize an old man�s war stories. I had to get Byron on track, discussing the plea bargain and I had to do it fast.
�Ah, Mr. Byron, I�d like to know about a homicide, one that you handled during the time you held office-� I began.
�Hey, Frank, did you know Joe Sica?� Sol asked. �Big Mafia honcho back in the forties, still is.�
Sol, what are you doing? What�s all this talk about old Mafia guys? I was starting to get unsettled. I had the feeling we were blowing our only chance here.
�Yeah, I know Sica. A bad actor,� Byron said. �But it�s his brother Freddie that scares the hell out of everyone. The guy is crazy, a homicidal maniac. But I think both Joe and Freddie are locked up now.�
�Nah, they got out. Did a dime at Q, then the State cut �em loose. I know those boys. They haven�t changed, just older,� Sol said. �Hey, by the way, did you know a guy named Alexander Roberts? A lifer, taking the long ride at Chino.�
I sighed. Way to go, Sol. What a smooth way to sneak Roberts into the conversation. I should take lessons.
Byron scratched his chin. �Doesn�t ring a bell.�
�Are you sure?� I said. �I think I read about it somewhere in the archives. Yeah, that�s it; Paul Coates of the Mirror wrote an article, said you personally handled the Alexander Roberts plea bargain. Said you did a hell of a job.�
�I told you I don�t recall anyone named Roberts.� There was a noticeable edge in Byron�s voice. We�d hit a nerve. Now I�d dig a little deeper.
�Back in �45, didn�t you cut a deal with Roberts: life instead of extradition to Arizona on a murder-one rap?�
�What�s going on?�
�Just want to give the readers the truth.�
�Gentleman, I�m afraid my time is up. You�ll have to excuse me.�
�Another minute, please, Mr. Byron,� I said.
I pulled a paper from my pocket, a Xerox copy of the signature page from the parole board report he�d signed regarding the Roberts plea agreement. �Maybe you�ll want to see this.� I stood and dropped the paper on his desk.
He whipped out a pair of reading glasses from his shirt pocket and studied the document for a few seconds. Was it my imagination, or did his hand tremble slightly when he handed it back to me?
�What is this?� he said, scowling.
Sol jumped in. �It�s the deal you made with Roberts when you conned him into confessing to the woman�s murder. Told him he would die in the gas chamber in Arizona for killing Charles Haskell, Jr. if he didn�t cop a plea. There was no murder charge against Roberts in Arizona. Haskell had died of a heart attack. But you knew that, Frank. Didn�t you?�
Byron sat there in silence, his anger building. He knew he�d been ambushed, but he�d spent his life as a lawyer and he knew how to control himself. He didn�t want to explode and tip his hand.
�This is absurd. I may have signed off on the plea agreement-routine. But I wouldn�t have been involved in negotiations with the defendant. No, I wouldn�t have done that.� Byron shook his head. �I wouldn�t have had my hand in any of this, not an insignificant murder of a woman in a sleazy motel room. I was an administrator, not a litigator.�
Sol stood. The ash from his cigar fell to the antique Navajo rug.
�Use the ashtray, goddammit,� Byron snapped. �That rug cost real money.�
�I bet it did,� Sol said. �Money you got from the Haskell Foundation.� Sol moved toward the desk.
Byron scooted his chair back. �What�s that got to do with anything?�
�Haskell, Jr. was on his way to L.A. to collect his inheritance when he mysteriously died of a heart attack after picking up a hitchhiker, Al Roberts,� I said. �Roberts takes the fall. No public trial, no prying eyes looking into the skeletons buried in the Haskell family closet.�
�Convenient for the younger brother, Raymond Haskell, the guy who gave you the big consulting contract that allowed you to retire and live like a cowboy plutocrat,� Sol added.
�I�ve heard about enough of this.�
�What exactly did you do for the Haskell Foundation?� Sol kept moving closer to Byron, �Other than bury an innocent man behind bars, that is, so no one would investigate the rightful heir�s strange, but timely death. Nothing about the Haskell family�s business affairs or political connections would ever see the light of day. Isn�t that so, Mr. Noble Public Servant?�
Byron pushed back away from his desk as far as his chair would go. �You�re outta line here, Buster, with those insinuations.�
�You rang, sir?� Oliver, the valet, stood in the doorway.
Byron jumped out of the chair. �Yes, I did! These gentlemen are leaving. Show them out, now!�
Sol and I brushed Oliver aside and started to leave. We got what we came for. There was no doubt that Byron had lied to us. Nowhere on the last page of the report did it say anything about the woman being murdered in a sleazy motel room. All of the information detailing Vera�s death was in the first few pages of the report. Yes, Byron had put Roberts behind bars by concealing the truth from him back in 1945, and he was still attempting to cover it up after all these years. The sixty-four thousand dollar question was why?

CHAPTER 9

The next morning I drove to my office, skipping breakfast. After giving a cheery greeting to Mabel and receiving a grunt in return, I grabbed a cup of coffee and sat down at my desk. I dialed Sol�s private number. Joyce, Sol�s secretary, answered and after a few pleasantries she asked, �How can I help you, Jimmy?�
�I know Sol isn�t in this early, but could you have him give me a call when he arrives? I have an idea about Byron and Raymond Haskell and wanted to bounce it off of him.� I wanted to know if Raymond Haskell�s family had any dealings with the District Attorney�s Office prior to his brother�s death in 1945. Just a hunch. I don�t know how, but Sol had ways of digging out information like that.
I hung up just as Rita walked in and placed a pink paper bag on my desk. A hint of her flowery perfume along with the pleasant aroma of donuts hung in the air. �Good morning, boss. Brought the donuts. They have a new kind. Made with soybeans, supposed to be healthy. Less fat, too. A diet donut.�
I let out my first groan of the day.
She winked. �Just kidding.� She reached in the bag and pulled out a jelly donut about the size of a basketball.
�Ah, breakfast. The most important meal of the day.�
I took a huge bite and washed it down with coffee. Rita nibbled on a French cruller, set it down and wiped her hands with a napkin.
�Boss, the word�s going around: you stepped out on a limb with the Roberts case. First the thing with Judge Balford, now this.�
�What do you mean?�
�I met Pamela Young, from the DA�s office, last night at the Regency for a couple of drinks.�
�Isn�t she prosecuting Geoff, your DUI client?�
�I was hoping to cut a deal, reduce it to reckless and plead it out. Didn�t fly, too many priors. But anyway, she heard through the grapevine that you and Sol took a little trip north to Rancho del Honcho.�
�Yeah, so?�
�Byron�s big time, a legend in the District Attorney�s Office, Jimmy. Not only that, he�s a huge contributor to Rinehart�s campaign.�
Joe Rinehart, the current DA, was looking at a bitter re-election fight coming up in two years. One of his deputies had made a name prosecuting a big time Mafia boss and was planning to make a run for the office.
�Yeah, so?�
�Pamela said you pissed him off. The minute you guys left his ranch, Byron called Rinehart personally. Wanted to press charges-impersonating a journalist.�
�What?� I laughed. �That�s not a crime.�
�He said you acted in a threatening manner. Shoved a paper in his face and demanded that he read it.�
�OK, maybe Sol got a little aggressive. You know how he is. But we just confronted him with a few facts. That�s all.�
�Rinehart, according to Pamela, told Byron that the DA�s office would keep an eye on you. I think Pamela enjoyed watching me squirm.�
�Keep an eye on me? What the hell is that supposed to mean? For Christ�s sake, I�m just defending my client. I don�t need this crap.�
�Hey, I�m on your side.� A gleam flashed in Rita�s eyes. �Jimmy, I think you might have stumbled onto something and I want to be in on this one.�
�Aren�t you too busy?�
�No.�
�What about Geoff? You said you were working on his case full time.�
�Done deal, four weekends in the slammer. And he has to take Antabuse during that time. So, it will be at least a month before he�s caught drinking and driving again.�
�But haven�t you got anything else cooking?�
�Nope.�
�Well, maybe you can help out a little, but just until we get a paying client. The Roberts case is pro bono-in other words, he�s broke. But we need to get some cash flowing in; the rent, utilities, phone-�
�Spare me the details, Jimmy. Mabel harps about that every morning when I walk in the door. But hey, we�ve been in tight spots before and we�ve always made it. Now, what can I do to help?�
�How about a little investigative work? I hate to keep leaning on Sol for stuff we can do ourselves.�
�Just call me the Girl from U.N.C.L.E.�
�Now that you mention it, you do look a little like Stefanie Powers.�
A pout appeared. �She�s a lot older than me.�
�Couple of years, maybe. But she�s a knockout.�
The billion-watt smile returned. �Why thank you, boss.�
�I mean, both of you have nice, ah� features.�
She gave me a demure look. �Features?�
�Rita, cut it out. You know what I mean.�
�OK. What do you want me to do? About the Roberts case, I mean?�
I smiled inside and said, �I�ve been thinking. When it all started for Roberts, he was coming to L.A. to find some girl by the name of Sue Harvey, a singer in the New York nightclub where he played the piano. She came west to break into the movies. But get this: he said that when he finally got to town, he never spoke to her. That doesn�t sound right. Traveling all that way, then not even calling her.�
�Maybe he wanted to keep her out of it,� Rita said.
�Yeah, that�s what I think. But it�s possible she might know something that would help.�
�You want me to track her down? My God, Jimmy, that was thirty years ago.�
�Stefanie Powers could�ve found her.�
�She had better writers than I do.�

CHAPTER 10

That afternoon I drove to the Los Feliz District, near Griffith Park area. I looked in the phone book and found the name of the motor court where Vera had been murdered. To my amazement it hadn�t been torn down and replaced by one of the ubiquitous strip malls that were popping up and spreading like fungus all over the Southland. When I called the place, an elderly woman named Mrs. Hathaway answered. After introducing myself-sticking with my story about being a journalist doing a history of Los Angeles in the forties-she told me that she had owned the motor court since before World War II and had been managing it alone ever since her husband, Dink, had died in the late fifties.
�Of course I remember the murder,� she said after I asked her about that day in 1945. �How could I forget? People don�t get knocked off in one of my bungalows every day, you know. I don�t run that kind of place.�
I knew I had to take a look at the murder scene, if nothing else, to verify the facts stated in the police report. But I also knew it could turn out to be a few hours wasted. After almost thirty years there couldn�t be much about the motor court that was the same.
Dink�s Hollywood Oasis, �Comfy beds, Cool rooms,� consisted of ten separate clapboard cabins rimming a pea gravel parking lot located on Los Feliz Blvd, close to Vermont Ave. The office occupied the first cabin to the left as I turned off the boulevard into the lot.
Mrs. Hathaway stood behind a wooden counter when I entered the office. A door behind her led to her private quarters, I assumed. She had to be in her seventies and wore a high-neck dress with black and white polka dots. The shoulders were padded, giving her a broad and square posture.
I introduced myself and she started in, telling me about the beef she had with the District Attorney�s Office and cops who investigated the murder back then. �Goddamn fingerprint powder all over the place. Took hours to clean it up. Not only that, we couldn�t rent the bungalow for several days after the murder. The bastards had it all tied up. Who�s going to pay for that, I asked Dink.�
�Yeah, murder can be a problem,� I said.
�I called the authorities, told them if they don�t pay for the damages I�d sue.�
�Can you tell me anything about the murdered woman?� I asked. �Her name was Vera, but that�s all I know.�
�A tramp. Said they were married. But they didn�t fool me none. Signed the register with different last names. But hell, I didn�t care. I got money up front. The woman paid. The weasel she was with just stood there with his hands in his pocket. Playing with his pecker, for all I know. He was no good. He killed her, you know.�
�That�s what I�m trying to find out. Did you see or hear anything suspicious that day?�
�Didn�t see a thing. But that Roberts guy did it, all right. I could tell. Those eyes of his, shifty.�
�How about letting me take a look at bungalow number 2, the murder scene?�
�All right, but we�ll have to make it snappy. My weekly mah-jongg circle meets this evening.�
�Mah-jongg?�
�Yeah, our group gets together and we play mah-jongg every Friday night.�
What the hell is mah-jongg? I wondered.
�You play mah-jongg, Mr. O�Brien?�
�Just in Vegas.�
�They don�t play mah-jongg in Vegas.�
�Oh, yeah. Must�ve been roulette.�
She gave me a funny look, then grabbed a key from a hook on the wall. We marched across the parking lot and entered the bungalow. Stepping into the living room, I glanced around. The room was clean but musty. The furniture consisted of a well-worn couch, coffee table, and two overstuffed armchairs. A couple of generic still-life prints hung on the walls.
�Sure is hot and stuffy in here,� Mrs. Hathaway said as she opened the window looking out at the parking lot. She turned and pointed to the right. �Kitchenette.� Then she nodded toward a door facing us. �That�s the bedroom,� she said in a low voice.
We both remained silent for a moment.
I noticed a telephone with a rotary dial and a long cord resting on a small end table placed close to the door.
�They say she�d been strangled with the telephone cord,� Mrs. Hathaway said.
�That�s the way it looked in the crime scene photos, but actually, there were bruises on her throat that indicated someone had strangled her with his bare hands.�
Opening the bedroom door, I slipped in quietly and surveyed the room; a double bed covered with a thin bedspread and a dressing table with a hinged mirror were the only pieces of furniture present. As Vera died, blood had seeped from her mouth onto the bedspread, but I didn�t see any stains on the bed, only in my mind.
�Everything�s almost the same,� Mrs. Hathaway said from the other room.
I turned, �What did you say, Mrs. Hathaway?� She had a solemn look on her face.
�Not much has changed since that day. New sheets and blankets. That�s about it.� She sounded a little down, like her past was catching up with her.
�Yeah, human nature hasn�t changed much either.�
The murder occurred in the forties, no credit cards in those days; everything was paid for in cash or by check. �When she registered, she didn�t happen to pay for the bungalow with a check, did she?�
She gave me one of those oh brother looks that my ex-wife had perfected during our short but memorable marriage. �Afraid not. In God we trust, all others pay cash.�
�Yeah, I guess it was a dumb question,� I said.
�Dink was the dumb one. He didn�t get a deposit for all those phone calls she made.�
�Phone calls?�
�That woman made a lot of calls, long distance. Roberts skipped, didn�t pay up. But I included the charges in my lawsuit.�
�You sued the county?� I asked.
�Yeah. At first the assholes in the DA�s office just laughed, but I collected. You�d better believe it. Dink said just let it go. But I showed him. The bastards coughed up the dough-ray-me. Took a little time, but they paid.�
�What about the phone calls? How many did she make?�
�You sure ask a lot of questions.�
�Just trying to get the facts straight. You don�t happen to know who she called, do you?�
�How could I remember names from thirty years ago?� she asked.
�Yeah, that�s what I figured.� I turned to leave. There was nothing here that would provide any information that wasn�t already in the arrest report.
�Have the phone numbers, though.�
I turned back. �What?�
�I kept the phone bill, over a hundred dollars. Kept receipts of everything that I�d included in my lawsuit.�
My heart raced. �You kept all that stuff for almost thirty years?�
�When they paid up, Dink said I�d better keep everything. Said they might want to see the proof someday.�
�Do you have the phone bill and records somewhere here at the motor court?�
�In the tool shed out back with the rest of my junk. But I know what you�re thinking. I�m sorry, but I�m not going to dig through all that stuff. It�d take forever.�
A ten-dollar bill appeared in my hand.
�Well, maybe not that long,� she said as she reached out and snatched the sawbuck. �C�mon, you can help.�
She walked me to a corrugated tin shed standing behind bungalow number 6 at the back edge of her lot. After unlocking a rusty old padlock she yanked the door. It opened with a creak and a groan. She waved away the cobwebs and stepped in, inviting me to follow. It felt like a furnace inside, a dirty, dry oven with the only light spilling in from the open doorway.
Used cardboard cartons, which long ago had held canned goods and soaps, were stacked haphazardly, taking up most of the space. Someone, probably Dink, had built a half-assed workbench and lined it up along the west wall. Old and beat-up carpentry tools, a brace and bit, rusty saw, and a hammer with a broken handle littered the bench top.
Mrs. Hathaway plowed through the junk cluttering the area and went straight to a stack of cartons in the back. She took the top one down and handed it to me. �Put it aside, that�s not the one I�m looking for,� she said.
After moving several more she came to a carton that once held White King soap. �I think this is it,� she said, passing the box to me. �Put it on the workbench.�
She unfolded the carton flaps and pulled out one file after another. She gave each a brief glance while making a comment or two, something like, �Goddamn thieves. Should�ve sued them, too.�
I had no idea who she was referring to and didn�t care. I just wanted to get my hands on Vera�s telephone records.
Next she came to some dusty ledgers. �Hmm� old motel registers. They go way back,� she said in passing as she set them on the bench. She picked one out. �Hey look at this, 1945. That�s the year those two weirdoes stayed here, in July.� She flipped through the pages for a moment, stopping to look at an entry once or twice before she set it back on the bench.
Then she came across a big file trussed with rubber bands, crisscrossed every which way. �My insurance policy,� she said.
The file had to be six inches thick. �Big policy,� I said offhandedly.
�It�s big all right, real big.� She set the file aside and kept rummaging.
In a few minutes she found what she was looking for-a shoebox, Carl�s Shoe Stores, men�s wingtips, size 12. Dink must�ve been a big man.
�It�s all in here,� she said, moving toward the doorway with the box tucked under her arm. �Let�s go back to the office. Can�t let you take anything with you, though. Proof for my lawsuit, you know. But if you want, you can copy down the phone numbers.�
�Thanks.�
Back in the office, she opened the shoebox and unceremoniously dumped the contents on the countertop. A newspaper yellowed with age, a comb and makeup jars and cosmetic cases, and an old movie magazine spilled out. She shuffled through the junk and handed me a small bundle of receipts and bills tied with string.
While I examined the records looking for the telephone bill, she glanced at the magazine. Lauren Bacall�s young, beautiful face graced the cover, set it aside, and thumbed through the old newspaper.
�This is it,� I said, holding up the Pacific Telephone and Telegraph bill. It was dated August 1, 1945 and contained several pages. Certain phone numbers were circled in red. Just as Mrs. Hathaway had said, there were a large number of calls itemized, a dozen at least. The ones circled had been made from bungalow number 2 during the four-day period, July 10th to the 13th. Friday the 13th had been the last day of Vera�s short life.
Area codes and direct dialing didn�t exist in those days. Each phone call listed had a telephone exchange name followed by a five-digit number. Before converting to area codes in the late fifties, different areas of Los Angeles had different exchange names. For example, CRestview had been the exchange name for the Beverly Hills region. If you dialed CR and five numbers you were calling someone who lived or did business in or around Beverly Hills. And Vera-or Roberts-had made a number of calls to that exchange.
Phone calls made to the VErmont exchange also appeared a few times. VErmont was the exchange name used for Culver City, if memory served me. HOllywood, no problem figuring out that one, but I didn�t recall where MAdison, BRadshaw, POpular and several others were located. The bill listed each toll call and included the date, length, and time of day the call had been placed. Any local phone calls she may have made had not been listed.
Turning the page, I found out why the charges amounted to over a hundred dollars. Cross-country operator-assisted calls were very expensive back in the forties, and someone in bungalow 2 had made a phone call to a New Orleans exchange, CHestnut.
But one of the calls to the Culver City exchange had been placed at the approximate time of her death. Photos of Vera�s dead body taken at the scene had shown a telephone cord wrapped around her neck. Could she have been talking to someone in Culver City just before she died?

CHAPTER 11

I hadn�t realized what was about to happen, I guess, because my mind was occupied with what I�d found at the motor court. After scribbling the phone numbers on a yellow pad, I jumped in the Corvette and took the I-5, heading back to my office in Downey. I set the yellow tablet with the phone numbers on the passenger seat and popped a Beatles 8-track cartridge into the deck built into the dash. McCartney�s up-tempo guitar riffs of �Back in the U.S.S.R.� filled the air. While I drove, I wondered how I could match thirty-year-old phone numbers with names, and I wondered if it would even do me any good. How could any of the phone calls Vera had made in 1945 prove that Roberts hadn�t murdered her? But the phone numbers were the only clue I had that might lead to Vera�s identity, and her identity might provide a motive. It�s strange that the police didn�t run a check on the phone calls back then. There was nothing in the arrest report about them. Maybe they did check the numbers and maybe they purposely didn�t include the results. Maybe they decided to play a little hide and seek with the evidence.
Maybe I was just being paranoid.
About a mile past the interchange in Boyle Heights where the I-5 and the San Bernardino Freeway came together, I tried to edge my car to the left. I needed to get in the far lane in order to transition to the Santa Ana Freeway. But a Buick with two guys in the front seat blocked my way. The bastards caused me to miss my turn and I ended up heading west on the Santa Monica Freeway.
Exiting the freeway at the 8th Street off-ramp dumped me in an industrial area of grey brick multi-story warehouses and antiquated manufacturing plants, probably built during the Harding administration. It was well after six p.m. Buildings obscured the sun, low in the western sky, and long shadows filled the deserted streets. I pulled to the curb and grabbed my Thomas Guide from under the seat. �Happiness is a Warm Gun� played loudly as I tried to figure how to double back to the freeway heading east. I fingered the map�s pages, flipping back and forth, trying to mentally follow the tangle of freeway off-ramps and on-ramps printed in red and black ink.
I heard a sickening crunch and felt a strong jolt. My head snapped back, then my chest slammed into the steering wheel. I took a deep breath and looked behind me. The same Buick I�d spotted on the freeway-at least I thought so-had bashed into the rear of my Vette. Two big guys jumped out and ran toward me. As I opened the door and started to get out, one of the thugs slammed a fist filled with brass knuckles into my face. I instinctively raised my forearm and blocked the next punch. The second guy whacked my shoulder with a tire iron. I feel back into the seat, dazed. The Beatles stopped singing and the tape automatically ejected.
�Hey, scumbag, you�re snooping around were you don�t belong!� the guy shouted.
I shook my head. Some asshole�s blurry face was inches from mine. �What the hell are you talking about-?� I managed to shout back before he backhanded me across my sore jaw.
�Let me give you some fucking good advice. Stick to defending pickpockets and drunks, or you�ll find out how serious we really are.�
I started to climb out of the car seat again. Though pissed and maybe a bit foolish, I wanted to get my hands on those sons-of-bitches. By the time I staggered out, they had already dashed back to the Buick. The sedan�s rear wheels spun rubber as it raced away. What was this all about? I wondered. But then, I thought, next time I�ll be ready.
The pain receptors in my shoulder were doing a fandango. I wiggled one of the loose molars inside of my mouth with my tongue and spat out a little blood. No real damage had been done, but for a while I�d have to lay off the .89-cent steaks I had in my freezer.
I suddenly realized that the two heavyweights were undoubtedly the same goons I�d seen parked at the In-N-Out burger stand in Chino. They drove the same car, a black Buick Century with no front license plate. Who were these guys? More important: who did they work for? The warning had to be about the Roberts case. I had nothing else working and the harassment started at about the same time that I�d agreed to take it on. But why was Roberts such a big deal?
I stumbled around to the back of my car. Christ, the fiberglass body had a nasty gash where the Buick had bumped it. But at least it was drivable. I wondered if my insurance would cough up for the repair job. I didn�t remember seeing a rider on the policy covering hoodlum harassment. And I wondered if Mabel had paid the premium.
An hour later I pulled into the parking lot at my office. Rita and Mabel were gone for the day, but Mabel had placed a pink phone message in the center of my desk. Call Deputy District Attorney Stephen Marshall first thing Monday morning. Wants to make an offer.
Wants to make an offer on what? I wondered. Marshall was the young Deputy DA at the parole hearing. How could the DA�s office make an offer regarding the Roberts case? They have nothing to do with the board�s decision. Marshall had no official position. He had been there only as a witness.
Even though my jaw throbbed and my tooth ached, I knew I had to eat something. I�d skipped lunch and was suddenly famished and now my dinner would have to be eaten through a straw. I had a few cans of Campbell�s chicken noodle stashed in my kitchen cupboard. Ugh.
I tucked Mabel�s message in my pocket and put the list of phone numbers in my top desk drawer, just as the phone rang.
�Jimmy, come on over to Rocco�s,� Sol said when I answered. �Silvia left for Hawaii with her sister this morning, a little vacation on Maui, so I�m baching it. Don�t want to eat alone and don�t want to eat with people who invited me to eat with them. So get over here and I�ll buy you a juicy steak. How�s that sound?�
I knew I couldn�t eat a steak with my tooth as loose as it was, but I did want to ask him about the possibility of the Haskell family having any involvement with the L.A. County DA�s office prior to 1945.
�Oh, man, that sounds good.� I wiggled my tooth again. �But I�ll just have a bowl of chicken soup.�
�Chicken soup? Are you nuts? We�re talking prime beef here, thick porterhouse steaks smothered in onions. What�s the matter, you sick?�
�Yeah, well, something like that,� I said. �Hey, I called you earlier. I want to talk to you about-�
�We�ll talk when you get here.�
I pulled the yellow tablet I used at the motel from the desk drawer. �I�ve also got a list of phone numbers that I need you to track down.�
�No sweat, bring it with you.� The phone clicked off.

�Oy vey! Jimmy, what happened to you? You look like hell,� Sol said as I slid into his private booth at Rocco�s. Laughter and music from the bar area swirled around us.
I rubbed the left side of my jaw. A bump had formed and it felt tender. �A couple of bruisers tried to persuade me to drop the Roberts case. Nothing serious. I�ll be fine, except my Vette needs a little work.�
�Hired muscle, but who do they work for?� Sol said quietly, almost to himself. His brain was engaged, mulling over the same question that played continually in my mind.
�Someone who obviously has something to hide.�
�Jimmy, I know you well enough to know that you�re not going to quit the case.�
�Of course not. I�d handle it for nothing, now.�
�You are handling it for nothing.�
�I got fifty bucks from the county.�
�Where�s my cut?� Sol said, his face easing into a smile.
�You have my company for dinner. You want more?�
Sol turned serious. �You think you�ll need protection?�
�Nah, I�ll just have to keep on my guard up.�
Jeanine appeared, and Sol ordered the porterhouse. Nothing more was said about my liquid diet when I requested a large bowl of chicken soup, heavy on the broth. Jeanine looked at me and nodded knowingly.
When the waitress left, I told Sol my hunch that the Haskell family may have had dealings with the DA�s office prior to the Roberts affair. �They were a powerful family even back then,� I said. �Just a guess, but maybe Charles Jr. and Raymond�s old man had been in bed with Byron before Roberts appeared on the scene. Maybe that�s why Byron jumped in later and took over the case personally.�
�Could be, Jimmy. I�ll put a couple of my men on it. Might be some records buried somewhere, or maybe there might be someone still around who worked in the DA�s office back then that would come clean. It�ll take a few days, but if Haskell and Byron had anything funny going on, we�ll find out.� Sol paused for a moment and lit up a cigar. Puffing while looking at the ceiling, he said, �Hey, my boy, not bad. It�s a good theory.�
�Think so?�
�Yeah, well, better than average.�
While Sol polished off his steak and I sipped my soup we avoided discussing the case and nothing more was said about the bad guys who asked me, in a less than polite manner, to quit the case. But after we finished our meal, I put the list of phone numbers on the table. I told Sol about Mrs. Hathaway and her lawsuit and how she�d saved the telephone bills along with a Photoplay movie magazine, a newspaper, Vera�s makeup paraphernalia, and other objects in the murder room that the cops hadn�t bagged.
�After almost thirty years, is there any way we can connect names with these numbers?� I asked.
�Aw, finding a link that Byron might�ve had with the Haskell family could be a little tough, but this one�s easy.� Sol glanced around the room until he caught Jeanine�s attention. �Sweetheart, bring me a phone, will you please?�
While the waitress ran to get a telephone, he studied the numbers and prefixes listed on the yellow tablet. �Lot of calls, but maybe we�ll get lucky with a few.�
�Didn�t they have cross directories back in those days?�
�Maybe they did, but the directories wouldn�t be in public hands. They�d be for the police department only. I doubt if any of them are still in existence.�
�Then back in 1945 it would�ve been easy for the cops to find out who Vera had called. Isn�t that right, Sol?�
�Easy to do, if they bothered to check. But after they arrested Roberts and he confessed, why muddy the waters with a few phone calls that probably didn�t have anything to do with the murder?�
Jeannie appeared with a phone. She plugged the cord into a socket hidden in an area behind the booth. Sol picked up the receiver, glanced once more at the list of phone numbers and began to dial.
�Who you calling?� I asked.
�I�m calling your phone numbers, changing the exchange letters for their number.� He held up a finger. �Sorry, wrong number,� he said into the phone. He dialed again, listened for a moment and then hung up. He kept dialing, listening, and hanging up until he had called all the numbers on the list. Finally he looked up at me. �Most of the numbers are no longer in service. But some are still the same.�
�How could that be?� I pointed to one of the phone numbers on the paper, a Crestview exchange number. What about that one, CR 5-4211? There�s no area code or anything.�
�That�s easy. The Crestview exchange used to be in Beverly Hills. The area code for Beverly Hills is now 310, same as here, so I just dialed the number, substituting 27 for the corresponding letters, CR.�
�Who answered?�
�It�s Saks Fifth Avenue, on Wilshire. Vera must�ve have been planning to pick up a new wardrobe. There�s also another Crestview number on your list, CR 6-5723, but no one answered.�
�Wouldn�t the telephone company have changed the phone numbers after thirty years?�
�Nope, not for businesses. Why would they?� He thought for a moment. �Remember that Glenn Miller song, recorded in the forties, �Pennsylvania Six Five Thousand�?�
�Vaguely.�
�The title of the song was the actual phone number for the Hotel Pennsylvania in New York, PE 6-5000. Before the war, Miller and his band used to perform in their ballroom. But after all these years the hotel has the same number now as they had then, Pennsylvania 6-5000. Numbers instead of letters, of course.�
�No kidding?�
�Don�t believe me? Dial the number, 212 area code.�
�I believe you.�
�Dial it.�
�Sol, I said I believe you.�
But when he handed me the phone I dialed 212-736-5000. The hotel desk clerk answered. I asked him how long they had that number. �Forever,� the guy said and hung up.
After I put the receiver down, I asked Sol about the other numbers on the list. �Okay, you�re right. But who else had Vera called?�
�As I said, most of them are no longer in service, people move and stuff. With a couple of numbers, the phone rang but no one answered. One belonged to a Chinese takeout, Chung�s Chop Suey,� Sol said. �Hey, I haven�t had Chinese in a while, maybe we should try to find a good Chinese joint, but not chop suey, Peking duck-�
�Sol, the phone numbers.�
Oh, yeah. Here�s something interesting.� He pointed to a couple of numbers on my list.
I leaned forward. �What?�
�Three calls were made to a VErmont number, Culver City. Do you know what�s in Culver City, Jimmy?�
�I don�t know. Used car lots, restaurants? Christ, what kind of question is that?�
�Take a guess. It�s big.�
�Sol, damn it, just tell me who she called.�
�She called the MGM movie studio. In fact, two of the calls were made to the private line of their security department.�

CHAPTER 12

The next morning I woke up early, unusual for a Saturday, and when I looked in the mirror I noticed that the bruise on my jaw had spread to my cheek. My shoulder was black and blue and still throbbed. I took three aspirins and washed them down with coffee. My tooth seemed okay, so I figured I�d head to Dolan�s Donuts for breakfast, have a couple of glazed and relax with the Times before driving to the LAPD to report the incident. I�d need the report for insurance purposes-though again I hoped that Mabel had paid the last premium.
But, I�d just file a simple hit and run report. The Buick had no license number, and with only a sketchy description of the goons the cops couldn�t do anything. They wouldn�t do anything, anyway. They�d just file the report and that would be that. So why spend half the morning in the Newton Street station answering questions that I couldn�t answer?

On the way back to Downey from the police station, I thought of something. I pulled off the freeway and called Rita�s apartment from a payphone.
�Hey, Rita, did you find anything out about Sue Harvey? She came to L.A. to break into the movies. Maybe she had something going at MGM.� I�d been thinking about Vera�s call to the studio.
�No, Jimmy, there�s no record of her ever being in a movie, but I�ve been trying to reach you all morning. I want to show you something important I found out about Sue.�
�Okay, I�ll meet you at the office in twenty minutes.�
�It�s almost lunchtime. Want me to bring you a snack? I can whip up a veggie plate.�
That�s all I needed, on top of everything else, a veggie plate. �Not hungry, Rita, but thanks anyway. Hey, I�d love a cup of your coffee, though.�

Rita stood fussing at the coffee bar when I walked in. She turned and her eyes grew large. Before she could comment about the bruise on my face I said, �It�s a long story. Don�t ask.�
She kept staring at me angrily, and I knew she wouldn�t drop it. So I told her how some hothead had rear-ended my Vette. Then when I got out of the car to talk it over he became angry and took a punch at me. The lie was so weak even I wouldn�t have bought it. But, I figured, if I told Rita the truth about the thugs she�d just worry, and what good would that do?
Finally, she shook her head slowly and turned back to Mr. Coffee. She filled a cup and handed it to me. �Let go sit at your desk. I have something to show you. Might help us find Sue Harvey.�
She picked up her briefcase and we walked into my office. I sat behind my desk and she sat in the client chair. She produced several sheets of papers, stapled at the corner.
�I spent most of yesterday at the Central Library downtown. I checked the 1945 Los Angeles phonebooks, of course, looking for a Sue Harvey. Lots of Harveys but no one named Sue. Then I went through a motion picture directory that listed everyone who had a cast member credit for movies made in 1945 and �46; nothing there either.�
�Not even a bit part in a movie made by MGM?� I asked, thinking of the phone call again.
�Not that I could find. But L.A. is a movie town, so they have a large collection of motion picture memorabilia, including fan magazines that go way back to the twenties. I figured if Sue got her foot in the door at a studio, maybe the promotion department planted a story about her. It was a long shot but I thought I�d give it a try. They did that for starlets back in those days, even before the girls were actually in a film.�
I took a sip of coffee. �They still do it today. Testing the waters, I guess.�
�That�s right, and I looked through a dozen or so movie magazines from 1945, Silver Screen, Motion Picture, Movie Star Parade, and so on. But look what I found in the July issue of Photoplay.�
Rita leaned forward and handed me what appeared to a Xerox copy of a magazine article. A black and white photo took up a quarter of the first page.
As I glanced at the document, she said, �They wouldn�t let me take the magazine out of the library, but they have a copy center. The article�s not important. But take a look at the picture and read the caption.�
I stared at the photo of a man and a woman all decked out in evening clothes sitting at a table in Ciro�s, a high-end nightclub located on the Sunset Strip. Several glasses of partially consumed drinks, a small lamp with the nightclub�s logo on the shade, and two ashtrays rested on the linen-draped cocktail table.
The man pinched a cigarette holder between his two fingers, the smoke from the cigarette wafting in front of his long face. He had dark wavy hair plastered back with a razor sharp crease on the left side of his head, and he had long slender hands, almost effeminate. Though rather small, he had the look of a distinguished gentleman. I guessed his age to be in the mid-forties. Other than the cigarette holder, he didn�t look like a movie star. He looked more like a guy who made a movie star�s funeral arrangements. The woman sitting next to him had her hands folded politely on the table. The picture was taken in 1945 and the couple�s clothes reflected the period. The man wore a formal tux and the woman, in her twenties, had on a dark evening gown, low cut with spaghetti straps. Some kind of big flower was pinned in her long blonde hair.
I focused on the woman-beautiful face, full lips, and pencil-line eyelashes arching over her bright eyes. With her blonde hair, I imagined her eyes must have been blue.
The caption under the photograph said the woman�s name was Sue Harvey. She was out on the town with the A-list movie star, Francis Q. Jerome, her fiance.
No wonder Roberts spent all that time hitching rides across the country to be with her. Sue Harvey was stunning.
I looked up at Rita. �Did this magazine happen to have Lauren Bacall�s face on the cover?�
�Yeah, it did. How�d you know?�

CHAPTER 13

An hour later Rita and I were driving north on the Ventura Freeway, heading for the Motion Picture and Television Country House and Hospital in Woodland Hills.
Rita had called a number of talent agencies until she reached an old guy who�d been involved �in the business since day one,� as he�d said. The octogenarian knew Francis Q. Jerome. He told her that the actor, now in his seventies, lived alone at one of the Country House cottages. Jerome hadn�t made a movie in years, he added, but in his heyday he�d been nominated for an Oscar as a result of his starring role in a big-budget swashbuckler from the late 1930s. But somewhere along the line �his ballet with the bottle� took over and he was now somewhat senile. Rita also found out that his marriage to Sue Harvey had lasted only six weeks.
The Motion Picture and Television Fund, which controls the forty-acre facility, was established in the 1920s by the hallowed stars of the golden age of Hollywood. Mary Pickford and her husband Douglas Fairbanks, D.W Griffith, and Charlie Chaplin among others had realized the need for a retirement home for those who had labored in the entertainment industry and had fallen on hard times. The list of people who lived there included not only actors, but also producers and directors, and behind-the-scenes people-grips, electricians, and camera operators-as well. The monthly rental tab for a cottage on the campus, as the grounds were referred to, was based on one�s ability to pay.
We entered the campus via an entrance off Mulholland Drive and drove up a curved driveway through lush grounds heading toward the administration building.
�I doubt they let just anyone walk in and bother the residents, Rita. So follow my lead,� I said as we walked along a red tile pathway that went from the parking area to the entrance of the mission-style single-story building.
We entered the lobby and approached a middle-aged woman seated behind a plain, rough-hewed antique desk. She stood to greet us.
�Good afternoon, I�m Mrs. Wardley, the concierge, but you may call me Bess.� She extended her hand. �Now how can I help you?�
After Rita and I shook her hand, I started to say, �Well. Bess, we�re here to see-�
Rita jumped in: �We�re attorneys investigating a murder case.� She gave Mrs. Wardley her business card. �We have reason to believe one of your residents, a Mr. Francis Q. Jerome, has information pertaining to the case. Could you please ring his cottage and let him know we�d like to meet with him?�
Mrs. Wardley looked at Rita, her card, and without saying a word she picked up the phone, dialed a number, and spoke in a quiet voice, then looked up at us. �He wants to talk to one of you.�
Rita and I both reached out for the phone, but my arm was longer. �Mr. Jerome, my name is Jimmy O�Brien. My associate and I drove all the way out here to speak with you.�
�Sorry, I don�t talk to lawyers. Had too many damn lawyers in my life, thieving bastards. I�ve been married five times, you know. But you can contact my agent, Warren Cowan at Rogers Cowan, Beverly Hills. What�s this all about anyway?�
�Sue Harvey.�
�I�ll meet you in the dining room in ten minutes. Bess will take you there.�
We walked a short distance and entered a large airy room with high ceilings. Light came in from windows high in a clerestory wall. Bess went back to her tasks in the lobby. We waited for Jerome, sitting in pastel-colored Naugahyde chairs at one of the many tables scattered around the room. It was past lunchtime, but still about a dozen people sat at their tables, some in small groups, probably gossiping about �The Business.�
�Isn�t that a movie star over there, Jimmy?� Rita asked, nodding in the direction of a woman sitting alone at a table a few feet away.
Without being obvious, I shifted in my seat to get a better look. �Yeah, it sure is. That�s Mary Astor!� Astor played the temptress, Brigid O�Shaughnessy in one of my favorite detective movies, which was shown continually on the Late Late Show: The Maltese Falcon. I must�ve seen it a thousand times.
I smiled and nodded at her when she noticed me staring. She smiled back and continued eating her meal, taking small bites. She was a knockout in her movies made back in the forties. She had a certain sexual allure that�s hard to describe. Today, in real life, she still looked terrific-older sure, but still beautiful.
I turned to Rita. �How�d you recognize her? She was way before your time.�
�I watch film noir on TV, too. I wonder how old she is.�
�Ageless,� I answered, taking another quick glance at the woman whose advances Humphrey Bogart-as Sam Spade-rebuffed in the name of justice. �I hope they don't hang you, precious, by that sweet neck. Yes, angel, I'm gonna send you over,� I said softly in my best Bogey imitation.
�What�d you say, Jimmy?�
I did that Bogart thing with my mouth. �If you're a good girl, you'll be out in twenty years. I'll be waiting for you. If they hang you, I'll always remember you.�
Rita tapped my arm. �Cut it out, Jimmy.� She laughed.
We stood when Francis Q. Jerome rolled up to the table in a chrome wheelchair.
�I don�t really need this damn chair, you know. But what the hell, keeps the staff happy when I use it. Sit down. I�m Francis Jerome, now what�s this all about?�
Without waiting for an answer, he glanced around the room. �Hey, can we get a little service over here?� he said to one of the attendants, snapping his fingers. �I�ve been coming here to Chasen�s for years. Where�s Dave? He knows how I like my martinis.�
Francis Q. Jerome still had the air of a movie star. He wore a blue blazer with a scarf tied loosely about his neck. A red carnation was planted in his lapel and a sliver of white linen peeked out from his vest pocket. But the years had been hard. His hair was thin and what was left had turned an ashen grey. Liver spots dotted his wrinkled face, but it was the spider web-like veins covering his nose that exhibited a past penchant for alcohol. His once penetrating eyes were now dull and dark.
An attendant, dressed in white, more like a nurse than a waitress, came to our table. �Good afternoon, Mr. Jerome. Now remember, this isn�t Chasen�s. You�re in the dining room at the Country Home.�
�I know that, goddamn it. Just bring me some goddamn coffee.�
The nurse looked at Rita and me and smiled. Can I bring you people something, as well?�
�Thank you. Coffee would be fine,� I said. Rita seconded that.
Jerome maneuvered his chair closer to the table and studied our faces. �Okay, little lady,� he said to Rita, �I suppose you want my autograph.�
�That would be nice, Mr. Jerome.� Rita flashed one of her world-class smiles. She�d done her homework, and proceeded to soften up the old guy. �I�ve never met an Academy Award nominee before.�
�Yeah, but that was a long time ago, my dear. That and a dime will get me a cup of coffee, today.� He scribbled his name with a flourish on a paper napkin and handed it to Rita.
�Before we get started could you tell us a little about your life as a movie star? You�re such a great actor, and I think I�ve seen most of your movies.�
I thought Rita was pouring it on a little thick, but he seemed to be eating it up.
Jerome winked at her. The old bastard was actually flirting. �Of course, sweetheart.� His face seemed to brighten. �I was born in Connecticut into a privileged class. My old man owned a big industrial corporation, chemicals. After college, he wanted me to join the family business, but I said no. I held my ground. I wanted to be an actor, goddamn it. I stood up to him. Yes, I did.�
He stopped talking and just glanced around the room.
�Then what happened?� Rita asked.
�What did you say, my dear?�
�You wanted to be an actor and not go into the family business.�
�Good thing I didn�t stay with the company. I�d have been a businessman, hell�s bells!�
�What about your acting career?� Rita asked.
�Oh, yes. Ah, what were we talking about?�
�Acting.�
�Back in the late twenties and early thirties I did a lot of Broadway. Then Hollywood came running with an open checkbook. I took a look at all the luscious blondes working at MGM and said, why not. I hated the producers, adored the women. Did you know I made love to Thelma Todd in the men�s room at her Sidewalk Cafe in Malibu three days before her mysterious death? I told her to stay away from those rotten gangsters. She won�t listen�� His voice trailed off.
�I understand you also had a torrid affair with Joan Crawford,� Rita said.
He smiled. �Yeah, sure. But who didn�t?�
�What was she like?� I asked.
�What was who like?� It was apparent that the years of hard drinking had killed a few billion of Jerome�s brain cells. He seemed a little confused when discussing the present, but when he recalled his time of glory and glamour he was as sharp as a tack.
�What was Joan Crawford like?� I repeated.
�Oh, Joanie, yeah! I loved her. My God, that woman had a sex drive that wouldn�t quit. And man, was she good in the sack. I mean, she was wild, a contortionist. She could bend herself into a pretzel. Half the time I didn�t know if I was in bed with Joanie or sleeping with Mankin the Frogman.�
Rita chuckled, and I wondered who Mankin the Frogman was. Jerome kept talking.
�Hell, I couldn�t keep her satisfied. I�d walk around in a daze. That was Joanie.� He shook his head. �She�d sleep with anyone who came within spitting distance. In those days, I had a personal bootlegger, a guy by the name of Jack Cruelle, used to deliver only the best, bring it right to the house-Ballantine�s, Johnny Walker, Chivas, you name it. He bottled the stuff somewhere out in the desert. But anyway, one day I came home early from the studio and my bootlegger and Joanie were going at it. They were out in the back by the pool, screwing like a couple of red-bellied lemurs, all assholes and elbows. They hadn�t noticed me standing there. So I just turned, went upstairs, and packed my bags.�
�You never saw her after that?� Rita asked.
�Oh, yeah, I saw her. But just to fuck her.�
Rita turned red.
�Excuse my French, angel face. But you�re a lawyer. I figured you heard it all before.�
The nurse brought our coffee, Frank poured about a gallon of cream in his, stirred, then added a healthy dose of sugar and stirred some more. Rita and I sipped ours black.
Francis Jerome remained quiet and took a sip of his coffee concoction. He set the cup down, raised his hand up and moved it slowly about, defining the dining room. �They call this room the Douglas Fairbanks Lounge. I made a picture with Doug late in his career. He was a worse drunk than I was. We called him the bad example.� He laughed. �As long as he stayed alive, nobody could point to me and say I drank too much, but then he died.�
He took another sip and stared straight ahead. �Anyway, that was long ago.�
�Can I ask you about Sue Harvey?� I said.
�It�s been years since anyone asked me about her. Sad, such a waste.� He bowed his head.
�You were married to her, weren�t you?�
He looked up; his eyes were tired and bleary. �If you want to call it that.�
Jerome had been engaged to Sue in 1945, the year Al Roberts�s story had been made into a movie. I figured I�d ask him about that. �Ever hear of a movie called Detour?�
A big grin surfaced Jerome�s face. �I don�t think any prints still exist, but it was the worst picture ever made. Some kind of docudrama.� He chuckled. �It mentioned Sue, so naturally we got our hands on a copy. It was a joke and totally inaccurate. We ate popcorn and at first we laughed. But��
�But what?�
�All that stuff about Al Roberts.�
�What about Al Roberts?� I asked, pressing.
�Who�s Al Roberts?�
�The guy in the movie?�
�Oh, yeah. Sue got a little teary eyed. But what the hell, it was only a movie.�
�What about your marriage to Sue?� Rita asked, in a reverent tone.
�Oh, goddamn it. Everyone said the marriage wouldn�t last. Even Joanie told me to stay away from her. Told me she was trouble with a capital T. Imagine Joanie saying something like that.� He frowned and shook his head. �But anyway, MGM threatened to put me on suspension if I went through with it. That tough little bastard, Eddie Mannix, a honcho at the studio, and his boys even tried to scare me off.�
�But you still went through with the marriage?�
�I couldn�t help myself.� His eyes rolled. �Sue was so hot. Long blonde hair, tits out to here. My God, she exuded sex.�
�I saw her picture. She was very pretty,� I said, but Jerome didn�t hear me. He was back in his world.
�A few romps in the hay with a goddess cost me a lot of dough. When we broke up, I gave her the house on Doheny. But it was worth it.�
�You don�t happen to remember the phone number at the house, do you?� I asked.
He looked up at me, confused. �Huh?�
�Do you remember her phone number? Sue�s phone number?�
�It�s funny, I can�t remember what I had for breakfast, but I remember the number: Crestview 6-5723.�
He paused a moment and fiddled with his scarf. �Why in the hell wouldn�t I remember it?� he shouted.
Rita wrote the number on her card, but I already knew it by heart. It was the other Beverly Hills phone number on my list that Sol had pointed out.
�What happened to Sue after you two split up?� Rita asked, quietly.
�I lost track of her for awhile, but I heard things. Bad things.� Jerome fell silent for a few seconds, then went on: �She fell on hard times. Lost the house and started a slow downhill slide, got in with a bad crowd, booze first; drugs followed, then prostitution. She�s dead now, you know.�
I let out a breath. Sue was dead. Christ, there goes another lead. But the odds hadn�t been on my side to begin with. The trip out here wasn�t a total waste, however. I had a name to match another phone number on my list. Still, what good would that do, now that Sue was dead? But, hey, the coffee was great and I learned a little about Joan Crawford and I almost met Mary Astor.
I was ready to leave, but Rita kept the conversation going. Maybe she liked the old guy. He was colorful. �Why�d your marriage break up?�
�My sweet little wife couldn�t stay away from her ex-boyfriend. The son-of-a-bitch. I think he eventually killed her.�
I perked up. What was he saying? Was he telling us that Roberts may have murdered Sue Harvey? He couldn�t have. �Alexander Roberts?� I asked.
�No, not that jerk. John Barr.�
�Who�s John Barr?�
�You never heard of John Barr?�
�Afraid not.�
�A lousy cowboy actor, that�s who he was, a real asshole with a short fuse. Strictly B-movies. Sue was shacking with him when I met her. One day shortly after the marriage, Barr and I got into it, a real slugfest. He was a lot younger and before the movies he�d been a professional prizefighter. He put me in the hospital. Made all the papers. Hedda wouldn�t let the story die; embarrassing. I was shooting a high-toned weeper at the time. MGM had to close down the set for almost two weeks while I recuperated. The guy never worked a day in Hollywood after that.�
�Where is John Barr now?� I asked.
�In San Quentin. He murdered his wife.�

CHAPTER 14

Sunday morning I rattled around inside the apartment doing nothing, really. Reading the Times, I came across an article about the Grateful Dead concert at the Winterland Arena in San Francisco. What�s the story with these guys, anyway? Their stuff isn�t worth a damn. I guess I�m stuck in the sixties, the greatest music decade-ever. I popped a Beatles tape in my stereo, listened for a while, then put in Otis Redding and played his hit single, �(Sittin� On) The Dock of the Bay,� a few times. I sat back and took a sip of coffee. Yeah, that�s cool. The guy had soul. Maybe he invented it. Sad-he died in a plane crash three days after recording the song.
I debated organizing my sock drawer, but instead turned on the TV. The L.A. Rams were hosting San Francisco. Should be a good game. It was a sellout, so the local station carried it live. I settled back with chips, dip, and a few cold cans of Coke and spent the next three hours watching the game. With their new quarterback, James Harris, the Rams beat the crap out of the 49ers. I�d grilled a couple of hot dogs during halftime and while I ate I talked to the chair, reflecting on my marriage.
In my past life, I had been known to take a drink on occasion-and everything was an occasion. I�d have a few in the morning to make it through the day, and a few during the day to get ready for the night, then at night� Yeah, I drank all the time and I drank a lot.
It started when I was patrol cop on the LAPD. Maybe it was the job, maybe it was me, or maybe I was just a drunk at heart. But anyway, I got hooked. Gin, vodka, cheap whisky, expensive French wines� I didn�t care; I�d guzzle it down, wipe my mouth and ask for more.
When it came to the bottle, my wife, and me-well, let�s just say not all stories have a happy ending.
Barbara and I had wed just out of high school and the marriage had been rocky from the start-too young, too many bills, and too little common sense, I guess. But the boozing was the worst of it. You can�t hold on to a marriage while hobbling around on eighty-six proof anesthetic crutches.
After she divorced me, my friends-the few that remained anyway-got on my case. One by one, they soon disappeared. Sol stuck by me, and he was relentless, determined to get me sober. He never gave up and he never let up. There were times when he came at me like a runaway freight train, screaming and threatening. Other times he�d just sit and talk calmly, sometimes for hours, using reason and logic. Not once did he put our friendship on the line and I loved him for that. One time, after a particularly ugly scene at Rocco�s, he threatened to take me out back to the parking lot and introduce me to someone I really didn�t want to meet. I didn�t remember how I got home that night. For all I know I crawled on my hands and knees.
He kept pounding on me, inexorable, like he was fighting the devil himself. I knew he�d eventually win. I just hoped I�d still be alive when he did. It took a while but Sol finally wore down my resistance. The day I quit drinking forever I felt like a splayed catfish, gutted and broken. But it was strange, because at the same time it felt as if the weight of the world had been lifted from my shoulders.
To quote W.C. Fields, �When enough people tell you you�re drunk, sit down.� I sat down.

Monday morning when I walked in the office I handed Mabel the police report and told her about the �hit and run.� I asked her if she had taken care of the insurance premium. Her eyes went blank and she said, �Well, duh,� as she snatched the paper from my hand.
I was eager to tell Sol about the actor, John Barr. I felt he could deal with the authorities at San Quentin and arrange it so I could meet with him. Figuring Sol wouldn�t be in his office this early, I asked Mabel to phone Joyce, his secretary, to see if she could work up a report on Barr to give to Sol the moment he arrived.
After walking into my office, I dialed the Deputy DA�s number. �This is O�Brien. I�m returning Stephen Marshall�s call,� I said to his assistant when she answered.
Instantly he came on the line. �Okay, O�Brien, I�ll cut to the chase. We�re willing to deal on Roberts. Time served.�
�C�mon, Steve, quit jerking my chain.�
�I ain�t kidding, my friend. Your boy will go free and you owe me lunch.�
I sat up in my chair. �Is this for real?�
�Yep, straight from the top. Our exalted leader, Joe Rinehart, has strong connections with Governor Reagan. Rinehart convinced the governor to commute his sentence to time served, pursuant to a sincere admission of guilt by Roberts, of course. He�ll have to reaffirm his guilt, confess to killing the woman, without reservation. No fingers crossed behind his back. He�ll have to sign documents.�
�What�s the catch?�
�No catch. If it were up to me the guy would rot. But your client will have to leave the state. And I mean the minute he hits the street. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars, and do not talk to the press. The county will buy him a one-way bus ticket, preferably to someplace far away.�
I was astonished; freedom for Roberts after twenty-nine years, after just being turned down by the parole board? Something wasn�t right.
�Why�s the DA so hot to set Roberts free?�
�What do you care?�
�I want to talk to Rinehart. Get the operator to switch me to his office.�
�Fat chance.� Marshall let out a sardonic chuckle, in essence saying I didn�t rate. A high-powered District Attorney like Joseph Rinehart would never discuss important affairs with a night-school lawyer like me. �What�s the matter with you, O�Brien? You won. Now hotfoot it out to Chino and let Roberts know he caught lightning in a bottle. I�ve already started the paperwork for Reagan to sign. Your client could be free in a few days. One thing, though.�
�What?�
�You have to keep all of this strictly on the QT until it�s a done deal. Reagan is going to announce his candidacy for president. He�ll be running in the �76 Republican primary. There�s a lavish fundraiser bash being held Friday at the Beverly Wilshire. Big donors, a law and order crowd. After the event he�ll quietly sign the release forms. Remember if the news hits the media before he�s signs the papers, the deal�s off.�
�Any leaks won�t come from me. But when exactly will Roberts be released?� My hand started to shake as the realization that Marshall wasn�t joking swept over me. After twenty-nine years, my client was going to walk in the sun again, a free man.
�If all goes well, we could have everything wrapped up a week. They�ll cut him loose next Monday morning.�
�I�ll head out to Chino to give him the news in person this afternoon.�
�Okay, stop by my office on the way to meet your client. I�ll have the affidavits he�ll have to sign prepared, a document reaffirming his guilt, and a declaration of remorse. A correctional officer will witness the signing. After you see Roberts return the papers to me.�
Marshall hung up and I sat there with the phone receiver in my hand, stunned.
Rita knocked once and walked in. �Good morning, boss, coffee and donuts.� She was wearing a white silk crepe blouse, blue bell-bottom slacks, and one of her billion-watt smiles. She held up a small pink paper sack.
�Hi, Rita,� I muttered, still thinking about the strange offer coming from the DA�s office.
�I�ve been digging some more. Got something interesting to tell you.�
I looked past Rita at the wall, pondering. First, Marshall hauls his ass all the way to Chino to testify against Roberts at the parole hearing. Then when the board decides in his favor, he calls me with an offer of freedom.
�Hey, what�s going on?� Rita set the donut bag on my desk. �Why the funny face?�
Before I could tell Rita the news, the intercom came alive. �Sol�s on line two,� Mabel said.
I cleared my head and picked up the receiver. �Jimmy, I�ve got the information you wanted about John Barr, the prisoner.�
�Sol, I have extraordinary news-�
�Yeah, and I have news about Barr-�
�The DA called with an offer.�
�An offer?�
�Yeah. Get this,� I said, �they�re willing to set Roberts free, a governor commutation, time served.� I told Sol the details of the DA�s proposal. �I�m heading out to Chino this afternoon to tell him the news. But I wonder why they�d want to make a deal.�
�Why wonder?� Sol said. �You earned your fifty-dollar fee. Did anyone happen to mention that you worry too much?�
�Yeah. But-�
�Just chalk this one up in the win column. Now go tell your client he won the lottery.�
�Yeah, after almost thirty years he�ll go free,� I said. �But I still want to see John Barr.�
�Why, what�s Barr got to do with anything?�
I told Sol about the discussion Rita and I had with Francis Q. Jerome at the motion picture retirement home. �Roberts will probably want to know about Sue Harvey. I want to find out for sure if she�s really dead. Jerome wasn�t quite with it. He could be wrong about Sue being killed. But Barr was the last person we know of that had anything to do with her. Can you get the authorities at San Quentin to let me talk to him?�
�That�d be a trick,� Sol said.
�You don�t think you can arrange it?�
�Oh, I could arrange it with the prison honchos, all right. But I don�t think Barr would be in any mood to talk.�
�What not?�
�He�s dead, murdered in his cell last week.�

CHAPTER 15

I mulled over what Sol had told me about John Barr and at first I wondered if his death had anything to do with the case. Maybe someone wanted him dead, someone tied in with the Roberts affair. But apparently his death was just a coincidence. Although the authorities had no clue as to who�d murdered him, they predicted that sooner or later his hostile manner would get him killed. Barr had been a hothead from the start, which jived with what he did to Jerome.
In the joint Barr stirred up more trouble than he could handle, pissing off some of the meanest cons. He was found lying face up in his bunk with a shank-a spoon that had been filed down-planted in his chest. The guards speculated that he must�ve been stabbed in his sleep. Mysteriously, the night he died, his cell door had been left unlocked. The prison authorities would not comment on that tidbit.
It seems because of the altercation with Jerome, Barr had been drummed out of the movie business. After a long downward spiral, a couple of ill-fated marriages, and years of alcohol abuse, he ended up working as a gardener in the posh resort community of Palm Springs. The locals would spot him trimming hedges and gasp, �Aren�t you the movie star, John Barr?� When asked how he learned the art of gardening he always responded, �From watching those Japs who landscaped at my pad in Beverly Hills.�
He�d met Lulu, the woman who would become his third wife, in a working-class bar, Hernando�s Hideaway, located on Ramon Road in nearby Cathedral City. The roadside tavern had been his hangout. He spent hours there beguiling his fellow drunks, recounting his days as a big shot Hollywood movie star.
A few years back, on an abnormally hot October afternoon at around three o�clock Barr walked into Hernando�s, calmly ordered a beer, and told his drinking buddies that he was having a bad day. When his pals asked what was troubling him, he told them he�d just shot Lulu.
In 1972 he�d been convicted of murder in the second degree and sent to the prison where he met his fate.
I hung up the phone and explained to Rita what Sol had told me about Barr being murdered. �Another dead end, Rita. And I do mean dead.�
�Seems like a lot of dead people are related to the case.�
�Yeah but, it has been nearly thirty years,� I said, and then I told her about the DA�s offer to have Roberts pardoned.
�Too bad about Barr,� she said. �But I guess it�s over for us now. Roberts will be freed.�
�Looks that way.�
So I suppose you won�t need to hear what I�d found out.�
�Nope, suppose not.�
I nonchalantly reached into the bag resting on my desk and pulled out a glazed donut. I held it in my hand, turning it over a couple of times, casually examining it before taking a bite. Rita was dying to tell me what she�d discovered. And even if it had no relevance to the outcome I was curious to know what she�d learned. But I figured just for fun I�d let her dangle a bit. I took a sip of coffee.
Rita stood. �Okay. Bye, Jimmy. Got work to do.� She moved slowly toward the door.
�Rita.�
She turned and gave me a smile. �What?�
�Go ahead, tell me what you have.�
�Thought you didn�t need to know.�
�Might as well tell me anyway.�
�No point in discussing it. Bye.�
�Rita!�
She scrambled back to the client chair, pulling it closer. �The lawsuit never happened.�
�Lawsuit? What lawsuit?�
�Remember Mrs. Hathaway at the bungalow court where Vera was murdered?�
�Yes, of course.�
�Mrs. Hathaway said she�d sued the county for damages.�
I nodded. �Yeah, she said she�d won the lawsuit and the county had paid up.�
�I checked,� Rita said. �There was no lawsuit filed in 1945 by either Mrs. Hathaway or her husband, Dink. So I called her yesterday. Guess what she told me.�
�You�re starting to sound like Sol-�
�Just prior to filing the suit, her claim was settled out of court.�
�You mean to tell me the county coughed up the dough without a fight?�
�Nope, that�s not how it went down.�
�What do you mean?� I asked.
�She received a check for the full amount of her claim. The check came with a release and a non-disclosure agreement. Now get this: it came from a private attorney. She still has her copy of the release and she remembered the lawyer�s name.�
�Who handled it?�
�At first she wouldn�t tell me-the non-disclosure agreement, you know. But I convinced her that the statute of limitations had run out.�
�Then she told you?�
�Jerry Giesler signed the check.�
Giesler had been a famous Hollywood lawyer back in the forties and fifties. �Get me Giesler� became the catchphrase when celebrities needed a divorce or found themselves in trouble with the law.
�Jerry Giesler?� I said. �The lawyer to the stars?�
�That�s the guy.�
�My God, I can�t believe an icon like Jerry Giesler would�ve gotten tangled up with this.�
�Indeed,� Rita said.

On the drive out to Chino, I thought about Giesler. I wondered why he, or any private attorney for that matter, would settle a complaint lodged against the county.
Had Mrs. Hathaway actually filed her lawsuit, it would�ve been denied. Her claim didn�t hold water. No way would the county be held liable for damages to a citizen�s property caused by a crime committed on the premises. The county didn�t use private attorneys to handle their litigation, yet someone had hired Jerry Giesler to settle with Mrs. Hathaway. Someone who had wanted the case to vanish quietly without leaving a paper trail. But who?
I knew all about Giesler-a half-bald, paunchy guy in a pinstriped three-piece suit with a permanent question mark chiseled on his face.
When he died in 1962 I remembered reading his obit in the Times. The article highlighted his celebrated career defending movie stars such as Robert Mitchum, arrested for possession of marijuana; Errol Flynn, for a couple of statutory rapes; and when Marilyn Monroe divorced Joe DiMaggio she asked Giesler to deal with the messy particulars.
It wasn�t just actors and celebrities who retained Giesler. Over the years he also handled the legal affairs for a number of producers, moguls, and politicians.
In 1939, he even won an acquittal for Bugsy Siegel, the rakish racketeer. Siegel had been arrested and charged with murder after carrying out a hit contract on fellow gangster, Big Greenie Greenberg.
There was one thing Giesler couldn�t fix for Bugsy, though. The murder charge had cost Siegel his membership in the Hillcrest Country Club. Can�t have mad-dog killers with clubs in their hands running amuck on their pristine fairways. Unsavory.
But there was one Giesler case in particular that pounded in the recesses of my mind. Maybe it piqued my interest because it had to do the Los Angeles District Attorney�s Office.
In the thirties and early forties, corruption reigned unabated within the hierarchy of the municipal government of Los Angeles. Even the county justice system was tainted. Buron Fitts, the DA at the time, had been indicted for perjury and bribery, accused of taking a bribe to squash a notorious rape charge filed against a millionaire businessman.
At Fitts� much ballyhooed trial, Jerry Giesler had used the improbable defense of temporary insanity. The DA was acquitted and stayed in office until 1940, when he lost his bid for re-election to Frank Byron, running on a reform platform.
I wondered if Byron-the man who�d persuaded Roberts to plead guilty in 1945 by concealing evidence from him-had been troubled by the same affliction that had plagued his immediate predecessor and somewhere along the line had picked up a dose of temporary insanity, as well. Maybe Byron figured reform was an idea too heavy to tote around the Criminal Courts Building all day.
I also wondered, when Mrs. Hathaway started rattling cages, if it was Frank Byron who shouted, �Get me Giesler.�
But now almost thirty years later, the current District Attorney, Joe Rinehart, was offering to cut Roberts loose on the condition of his silence. I wondered about that, too.

CHAPTER 16

The continuous stream of news and rumor filtering through the prison grapevine system had alerted the authorities and correctional officers that something unusual was going down-a gubernatorial pardon. The guards treated me with more respect now that I seemingly had the backing of Ronald Reagan in my hip pocket. This time the meeting with my client took place in a carpeted conference room located in the administration building, which was used primarily for visits from CDC staff officials. Al Roberts was not chained or cuffed, but a correctional officer remained in the room with us. When needed, he�d witness the signing of the affidavits. In the meantime, he stood quietly in the far corner.
Roberts and I sat across from each other at a large conference table in the center of the room. I explained the details of the District Attorney�s offer. As I walked him though the litany of the deal-the unequivocal admission of guilt and remorse, the demand of public silence on his part and the caveat that he leave the state immediately upon release-he exhibited no reaction whatsoever. He just stared at his hands, folded tightly on the table.
After I finished highlighting the details, I paused for a moment and waited for him to respond. When he just sat there, I said, �You don�t seem too excited about the news of your release, Al. Figured you�d be bouncing off the walls.�
�Who�s going to pay me?�
�Pay you? Pay you for what?�
�The twenty-nine goddamn years I spent in these goddamn prisons. They knew I was innocent when they locked me up.�
�Al, you pleaded guilty back then. No one�s going to pay you. Jesus Christ Almighty, they�re willing to let you walk. Don�t be a fool. Take the offer!�
He jumped to his feet. �I�m innocent, goddamn it! And I want you to sue the bastards. I want them to pay. And I want to see it in all the papers. I want everyone to know that they fucked up. That I�m no murderer!�
�Sit down, Roberts. And let me finish.�
He sat and glared at me.
�Look, part of the deal is for you to keep your mouth shut. They want you to get out of Dodge, pronto.�
�I don�t understand.�
�Maybe they did screw up back then. But now they want to bury this thing. No publicity. Do you understand what I�m saying?�
�Didn�t you tell me before, right after the parole hearing that you were going to get my conviction overturned?�
�I said I was going to try to get you a new trial. But, damn it, that was a tremendous long shot.�
�Were you stroking me?�
�C�mon, man, I�m here to help you. I�m not getting rich with this case and now you�re on my ass. I don�t know if I like your attitude, my friend.�
He looked at his hands again, kneading his interlaced fingers. �I�m sorry. I know how you�re doing everything you can to get me outta here, and for no dough.� He glanced up, his face twisted in agony. �Chrissakes, Jimmy, I�ve been in this hell-hole since 1945. Locked up for something I didn�t do. That�s bad, but a lot of innocent guys get sent up. The system makes mistakes. That�s the breaks. But goddamn it, I was railroaded. You said so yourself. You told me that rat-bastard Byron knew all along that I didn�t kill Haskell. I see that son-of-a-bitch�s smirking face every night when I go to sleep.�
�You�re in here because of Vera. You admitted committing the murder-�
�Because Byron lied to me! Said I�d get the DP in Arizona. I swear I didn�t kill her.�
We both stopped talking and sat there staring at each other. I felt his pain. I knew now for sure that he didn�t kill Vera. And with all that had happened lately, I knew there was a cover-up in progress, and I knew that it had been going on for nearly thirty years.
Someone out there knew Al Roberts was innocent, and therefore knew who had murdered Vera-and why she�d been killed. But my job wasn�t solving crimes. My job was to do the best I could for the poor guy who sat across from me. My job was to get him out of prison. No one could give him back his twenty-nine years.
�Okay, Al, what do you want me to do?� I asked.
He didn�t more a muscle, but his eyes twitched at the edges.
I pressed: �You want me to tell them no dice? Tell them to stick it, tell them you�d rather rot in here for the rest of your life?�
�Back in �45, they picked me up just outside of Reno. I was walking at the edge of the road with thirty-five cents in my pocket. I had nowhere to go and nothing to do.� He bit his lip, his eyes shifting around the room. �What�ll I do now on the outside, a sixty-year-old convicted murderer?�
�I dunno. Anything would be better than staying here. You play the piano. Maybe you could go back to New York, get a job at a cocktail lounge. They have sing-along piano bars now. It�s all the rage. I can chip in a couple hundred to help get you started,� I said, not knowing exactly where I�d get the money. �But it�s up to you now. What�ll I tell the DA about the offer?�
�I want out.�
�You�ll go along with the deal?�
�Yeah.�
I reached across the table and grabbed his arm. �For what it�s worth, Al, I know you�re innocent.�
�Thanks, pal. That helps. It really does. There�s no one else.�
Nodding to the guard standing in the corner, I slid the papers the DA�s office had prepared across the table. The officer handed Roberts a pen. He signed in the appropriate place and the guard signed as a witness.
I tucked the papers in my jacket pocket. �They�re buying you a one-way bus ticket. Got to tell them the destination. Where do you want to go?�
�The only place I belong.�
�Where�s that?�
�Loserville.�
�I�ll tell them New York City.�
�Why there?�
�You were born in New York. Easier to find a job in a town where you grew up.�
�I don�t suppose the Break O� Dawn Club is still in business,� Roberts said.
I had Mabel check on the outside chance they might be willing to hire him back. From old phone books at the library, she�d discovered that the nightclub had been on the Upper West Side, close to 73rd and Riverside Drive. She checked the cross directory at the library and found the phone number of the location. The club closed for a while years ago when the owner died. New owners opened it again, changed the name, and decided to keep up with the times.
�No, afraid not, Al. The place is now a disco joint.�
�What�s that?�
�They play records, have go-go dancers jumping around.�
�Lot of changes on the outside, huh?�
�Yeah.�
�Go-go dancers, huh?�
�Yeah.�
�Maybe I better stay here.�
�I�ll pick you up outside the gates next Monday morning. I�ll have the bus ticket.�
I thought about the problems the case has caused me: the mystery woman and the beating I took from the thugs in the Buick, the trouble I got into because I mouthed off at the hearing, not to mention how much I�d imposed on Sol. Now it was over.
Of course, I�d still wonder who had actually killed Vera and why someone, after all these years went to all the trouble to cover it up. Maybe someday the truth will come out. But I did my job; my client will finally be free. Oh, I�d think about Roberts, and reflect on the injustice he suffered, for a long time. It�d be like an itch I couldn�t scratch, but I�m not a crusader, a man set out to make the world free of crime and corruption. I�m just a struggling lawyer trying to make a living. Leave the hero stuff to the martyrs and saints. But aren�t they all dead?
We both remained quiet for a moment. Roberts glanced at the clock on the wall behind him and started to climb out of his chair. Even though he�d soon be a free man, I couldn�t help but feel sorry for him. He�d be alone in the world, out in the cold without money, prospects, or anyone to share his troubles. It would be daunting.
Twenty-nine years ago he thumbed rides all the way from New York to Hollywood just to be with his fiancee, Sue Harvey. He never made it. When Haskell stopped to pick him up on that deserted highway somewhere in Arizona, fate had intervened, his life took a wrong turn and rushed head first toward the finish line, a dead end.
But maybe Sue was still alive. Maybe Francis Q. Jerome didn�t have his facts straight. Maybe Barr hadn�t murdered her as Jerome had said. Barr went to prison for shooting his wife, not Sue.
I figured I could spend a little more time with the case if it would help Roberts. It wouldn�t be hard to check. If Sue were dead there�d be a record in the county files. But if she were still alive maybe he could complete the trip he�d started so many years ago.
We stood and faced each other, ready to shake hands and say goodbye. �It�ll be tough being alone out there,� I said.
�I�ll survive.�
�You want me to try to locate Sue Harvey?� I asked. �She might still be around. I could let you know.�
The color drained from his face. He turned away and motioned to the guard. With his shoulders rounded, he inched slowly toward the exit.
While the guard unlocked the door, Roberts turned back. �Jimmy, I asked you to leave her out of it. Please do as I ask.� He left the room.

CHAPTER 17

For the next two days, Rita and I worked at the office, cleaning up the few cases remaining. Mayor DiLoreto dropped all charges against Crazy Charlie, when we convinced Charlie to get rid of the ratty house trailer on his lawn and move back in with his wife, Tillie.
�It�d be better than going to jail,� Rita had said.
�You don�t know my wife,� he answered.
But when Tillie came to the office with a fresh baked apple pie, he relented. We all shared a piece. I figured-after taking one bite-if Charlie wasn�t going to move back in with her, maybe I would.
Kelley cleaned up his bounced checks when his father-in-law ponied up the money. The bank backed off, and the judge gave Kelley a stern finger wagging. Geoff, Rita�s hopeless drunk, was still on Antabuse. So it�d be a while before he�d need our services again.
Wednesday, along about mid-morning, I sat with my feet on the desk, twiddling my thumbs, listening to the phone not ring. Rita busied herself reorganizing the files. Mabel tailed after her putting things back the way they were.
Finally, at 11:30, Mabel called for a meeting with all three of us present to be held promptly in my office.
�Jimmy, Rita,� she stated. �With no money coming in and no clients beating down the door, we�re not going to make it. I suggest you two get out there and schmooze with the locals. Join the Rotary or something, goddamn it.�
�Aw, Mabel, we�re criminal lawyers. Our type of clients wouldn�t be caught dead at a Rotary or an Elks meeting. The only crooks that join those clubs are bankers. And they steal enough money to hire the big white-shoe law firms.�
�No, Jimmy, Mabel�s right,� Rita said. �We should get out and about more. Get our name out there. How long has it been since you attended a bar association luncheon?�
�Oh, I don�t know. I guess it�s been about-�
�How about, never?� Mabel interrupted.
�C�mon, Jimmy, grab your coat. The Southeast District Bar Association luncheon is being held today at the Regency. Our dues are current. So let�s go.�
�Aw, Rita.�
�Get your butt out of the chair and go with Rita to the luncheon, or I quit!� Mabel had a subtle but convincing manner about her.

We didn�t know until we arrived at the Regency Restaurant on Firestone Blvd. that the scheduled speaker at the luncheon that day was Vincent Bugliosi.
Rita and I took seats at a table located in the back of the banquet room. A couple of lawyers we knew from around town nodded politely when they saw us sitting there. After the meal, a chicken breast with some kind of stuffing, Bugliosi got up to speak.
Ex-L.A. County Deputy DA Bugliosi had made headlines back in 1970 when he prosecuted the heinous serial killer, Charles Manson.
Along with his ragtag gang of young misfits known as the Family, Manson had murdered a number of people in the L.A. area in the summer of 1969. The most notable victim of their bloody rampage had been Sharon Tate, the beautiful actress and wife of director, Roman Polanski. She had been slaughtered along with four of her friends while partying at her home in the hills above Bel Air. She was eight months pregnant when she died. Polanski had been in Europe on location at the time of the murders.
In 1972, Bugliosi had run against the incumbent, Joe Rinehart, for the office of Los Angeles County District Attorney. He�d lost after a long and bitter campaign fight. Bugliosi�s non-fiction book about the Manson Family, Helter Skelter, had just been released and he was making the rounds.
I�d followed the Manson story in the papers at the time of the murders and wasn�t too keen on hearing the gory details of the tragic events again, especially after a heavy meal, but Rita seemed fascinated. I will admit, though, Bugliosi gave a hell of a talk.
Maybe it was my imagination, but it seemed that Bugliosi had focused on Rita and me several times during his presentation. But, then again, maybe he just focused on Rita. And why not? She was attractive and was the only woman in the room.
Following the lecture Bugliosi took questions from the audience. Most of them, surprisingly, weren�t centered on the murders. They had to do with his years working high up in the DA�s office. The lawyers in the audience looking for an edge, perhaps. He apologized for not having books available at the event. Helter Skelter had sold out at the local bookstore, but more were on the way, he said.
�Horrible, huh, Jimmy?� Rita said. �I mean the murders.�
�It will be a long time before the people of Los Angeles forget what happened in the summer of 1969.�
While Rita sipped the last of her white wine and I nibbled the remnants of my dessert, Bugliosi shouldered his way through the crowd, heading toward the exit, pausing every so often to shake hands with an admirer. I looked up, surprised, when he stopped at our table on his way to the exit door behind us, and started to climb out of my chair.
�Please stay seated,� he said. Then, acknowledging Rita, he held out his hand. �Hi, young lady. I�m Vince Bugliosi.�
�I know,� Rita said and gave him one of her amazing smiles.
Bugliosi lingered on Rita for a moment before turning back to me. �You�re Jimmy O�Brien, aren�t you?�
I stood. �Yeah. How�d you know?�
�I understand you work with Sol Silverman.�
�That�s right. Why? What�s this about?�
He glanced left and right. �I only have a moment. I�m aware of your run-in with Byron, and now Joe Rinehart�s on your case. I ran against him in the last election, and believe me, I know his dark side. Watch out. He can be trouble.�
I didn�t think she was serious when Deputy DA, Pamela Young told Rita that Rinehart was keeping an eye on me. And now Bugliosi was saying Rinehart is �on my case,� whatever that meant.
�I doubt that Joe Rinehart really gives a damn about me,� I told him. Due to my agreement to keep quiet about Reagan signing the commutation papers in a few days, I couldn�t explain to him that the Roberts case was, for practical purposes, over.
He glanced around quickly again; someone was walking toward our table. �I have information you need. Stuff I picked up from my days working in the office.�
He dropped his business card on the table. �Have Sol call me. I can trust him. I may be hard to reach, but tell him to keep trying. It�s important.�
A judge I recognized, but didn�t know personally, came up behind Bugliosi and slapped him on the back. Bugliosi spun around.
�Hey, Vince. C�mon, I�ll buy you a drink,� the judge said while looking at Rita and me curiously.
Bugliosi chuckled halfheartedly. �This little lady stopped me on the way out, wanted a signed copy of my book. How could I refuse her?� He turned back to Rita. �Remember, my dear, just call my office. A book will be mailed right away. You have my card.�

CHAPTER 18

�Why do you think Bugliosi wants Sol to call, Jimmy?�
On the drive back to the office, Rita kept talking about Bugliosi. I told her to forget about it, the case was over, but she wouldn�t listen.
�I�ll tell you again, Rita. It�s over, finished, done, all wrapped up.�
�What do you suppose Bugliosi meant when he said he has information?�
I decided to change the subject. �Hey, Rita, did you notice that Buick isn�t following me around anymore?�
She gave me a funny look. �What Buick?�
Oops, forgot. I didn�t tell her about the thugs tailing me in the Buick. I told her my bruises came from some hothead after a fender-bender. �Oh, nothing� forget it.�
�Are you going to ask Sol to call him?�
�Look, Rita, Sol worked hard for us. For no money, I might add. Let�s not impose on him anymore about something that�s not going to help us now. But, tell you what, I�ll mention Bugliosi and he can decide whether to call him or not. Deal?�
She smiled. �It�s a deal.�
I walked past Mabel, polishing her fingernails while sitting at the reception desk, stepped into my office and started to close the door. Rita pushed it open.
�Mabel says no one called all morning. I�m getting worried-�
We both turned our attention to the welcome ringing of the phone and held our breath. Perhaps a client? Mabel answered. �Law office.� We could hear her through the open door. �Hang on a sec.� She pushed the telephone hold button. I could see it flash on my desk. �Jimmy, it�s for you. Sol�s on line one.� We exhaled.
�Hi, Sol. What�s up?�
�I got news, Jimmy. You�re going to meet Raymond Haskell. He�s agreed to talk to us. It�s all set.�
Raymond Haskell, the long-deceased Charles Haskell�s younger brother, had been in the news lately, his picture plastered all over the Times. Last week he dedicated a new hospital wing; the money for the construction was donated by his foundation.
There were a few questions I would�ve liked to ask him regarding his brother�s death. I wanted to know if he realized that Roberts hadn�t beaten his brother with a blunt object and caused his heart attack, as the Los Angeles DA at the time had stated in his report.
Charles Haskell had died after picking up Roberts in Arizona, but according to the Yuma County autopsy report, he had died of the heart attack before he received the blow on his head. He�d struck his head on a rock falling out of the car after he died-just as Roberts had said.
But my job was finished. My client would be released soon. There were a lot of questions that would be left unanswered.
�Sol, the case is over. There�s no point-�
�I�ve been trying to arrange a meeting with Haskell. The groisser putz wouldn�t give me the time of day. But listen to this: do you know who Mickey Rudin is?�
�I�ve heard the name.�
�He�s a macher, Frank Sinatra�s personal lawyer. You should have such clients,� Sol said. �Anyway, Rudin�s a friend of mine.�
�That�s great-�
�Shut up and listen, Jimmy. He sent me tickets to the formal dinner, Friday night. And the three of us are going-you, Rita, and I.�
�What dinner?�
�The Reagan for President Dinner at the Beverly Wilshire. My wife refused to go with us. Blew a gasket when I told her we were invited to the kickoff dinner for Reagan�s campaign. I told her I didn�t buy the tickets, didn�t give him a damn dime. But it wasn�t the money she was kvetching about� Anyway, Rudin is hosting the event. And, of course, Haskell will be there, sitting at our table. Rudin set it up. After the speeches, we�ll get face time alone with him. With Rita at your side, you won�t look like a lawyer on a mission. You�ll look like a normal young couple, won�t spook the other guests.�
�Sol, what good would it do to talk to Haskell now? It�s all set. Roberts will be released as soon as Reagan signs the papers.�
�Too late. It�s a done deal. We have to go.�
�Why?�
�Look, Jimmy, I�d been working on this before the commutation thing came about. It�d be a tremendous embarrassment to my friend Mickey Rudin if there were empty seats at his table. Anyway, I�d like to have a few words with that phony son-of-a-bitch, Haskell. He�s a crook from way back. Can�t prove it, but it�s true.�
�Hang on a minute, Sol.� I turned to Rita, sitting on the edge of my desk. �Hey, do you want to go to a political dinner Friday night. Might be fun.�
She rolled her eyes. �Do I have to?�
�It�d look funny if we didn�t show up. It�d embarrass Sol�s friend.�
�What�ll I wear?�
�Something nice. It�s formal.�
�Okay, Jimmy, I�ll go,� she said, hesitation in her voice. �But a political dinner-oh gosh.�
�Thanks Rita. I owe you one.�
�Don�t forget, tell Sol about Bugliosi,� she said.
�Was that Rita?� Sol asked. �What about Bugliosi? He�s a friend of mine too, you know.�
Christ, I thought, was Sol chummy with all the big shots? �We met him at the Regency. He wants you to call him. Said he trusts you and has information that might help the case.�
�Okay, I�ll call him. See what he has.�
�Sol, the case is over.�
�It�s not over yet, Jimmy, my boy. Not until Reagan signs the papers.�

Thursday went by quietly. A few calls came in inquiring about our firm. Did we handle divorces, wills, things of that nature. Mabel told them no, our firm specialized in criminal law. Then she came into my office and told me we�d better rethink our game plan-might be a good idea to handle a few civil cases, you know, diversify.
She continued to lay out the facts: more clients, more money, everyone happy. I feigned great interest in what she had to say. Leaning forward, I rubbed my chin and said, �Hmm� Interesting concept. Could be a winner.� But it�d be a loser for my sanity.
She got my attention, however, when she added, �Our reserves are dwindling and if it continues going the way it has for the last couple of months, we�ll run out of cash sooner than you realize.�
But the thought of handling mind-numbing civil cases brought on a mild migraine. Next thing you know, she�d have me chasing ambulances, then debt collections. I�d find another profession first.
I sat back, stared at the phone, and debated calling Millie. Obviously she was serious when she said Judge Balford had dropped me from her database of criminal lawyers willing to take court-appointed cases.
Millie controlled the list and I knew Balford would pretty much go along with her if she pressed the issue. But I couldn�t explain to her right then, without jeopardizing the deal, that my behavior had actually won Roberts his commutation.
Maybe I stretched it thinking I had a hand in the decision. But who knows, maybe my rant at the hearing did have something to do with the DA�s offer. I decided to wait until after Monday-after I dropped Roberts at the bus station-to call her and make an effort to smooth things over. I�d take her to lunch someplace nice. Not Burger King this time. I�d take her to Denny�s Coffee Shop.
Sol was just as curious as Rita about what Bugliosi had to offer. He�d said he would call him right away and get back to us. That was yesterday and Sol hadn�t called back, but Bugliosi said it might take a while to get in touch with him. What the heck, I was curious, too. But more than likely the ex-Deputy DA just had some dusty old files from way back when, which wouldn�t help determine who had actually murdered Vera. Anyway, by the time we got the files Roberts would be long gone. He�d be New York or wherever trying to build a new life.

Friday evening, I picked Rita up at her apartment on Florence Ave. We decided to drive to the dinner together to save double parking fees and such. Sol had business in the city. He�d meet us in the hotel lobby at seven-thirty.
Rita looked stunning. I hadn�t seen much of her during the day and now I understood why. She must�ve spent hours at the beauty salon. Her dark hair gleamed in the latest style. She wore it up, twisted and curled on top with little locks descending on each side of her angelic face. She wore a tight, coral turtleneck gown with bare shoulders and arms and a diving back. I held her lace wrap and sighed, glimpsing her figure, as she turned to fold it around her shoulders.
When she smiled at me, my heart melted. I almost wished we were actually having a date-a real date, not just two legal associates gathering evidence by pretending to be a carefree couple going out on a Friday night.
Even though I was seven years older and technically her boss, there were times when I�d considered asking her out. But it wouldn�t have been right, working together and all. Besides, I figured she probably would�ve turned me down. She�d most likely see me as just another old guy trying to take advantage of the situation.
The sun descended in the west, pulling down an orange sky as we cruised north on the Santa Ana Freeway, heading for Beverly Hills and the hotel. After a few miles, Rita turned on the radio and we listened to the soft rock hit by the Eagles, �The Best of my Love.� Beautiful faces and loud, empty places�
Next came, �One Hell of a Woman,� by Mac Davis. But when the Barbra Streisand hit, �The Way We Were,� started to play, I popped my Beatles tape into the 8-track. �Hey Jude� blasted from the speakers, seven minutes of perfection. I sang along with the na-na-na part. Rita tapped me on the shoulder, laughing.
Soon we strolled into the Beverly Wilshire lobby.
I turned to the wide-eyed Rita. �Pretty swank, huh?�
�Oh my gosh, when we walked under that arch in front and through the doors it seemed like we were entering an eighteenth century European palace, and now this.� She glanced at the elaborate decor, her gaze settling on the enormous chandler.
�Did you happen to notice the way the doorman looked at me? Like he hadn�t seen a suit from Sears before,� I said, fingering my jacket lapel. �But when he saw you, he smiled and even did a little curtsy.�
�Maybe he liked my new dress.�
�Oh, I think he liked more than that.�
People, mostly in formal attire, were milling about. A few couples meandered toward the entrance of the Grand Ballroom. Sol stood a few feet in front of us holding a drink in one hand and jabbing his finger in some guy�s chest with the other. He hadn�t noticed us yet.
When we moved a little closer I said, �Hey, Sol. Nice place. Hope the food�s as good as the surroundings.�
�Aw, Jimmy, banquet food. What can I say?� He turned to Rita, and for a moment I thought he was going to pass out. �My, God! Is that you, Rita?� His voice became solemn. �You�re not a child anymore, my dear. You look beautiful.�
Rita beamed.
Sol leaned into me and whispered, �Called Bugliosi. Wasn�t in. Left a message.� He then looked up, smiled, and introduced us to the man he�d been talking with. �Rita, Jimmy,� he said in a loud voice, �meet Congressman Del Clausen. He�s going to get to the bottom of this water thing.�
�What water thing?� I said.
�What do you mean what water thing? You know, how the restaurants don�t give you a glass of water anymore unless you ask for it.�
Muted chimes sounded. Rita and I waited while Sol went to refresh his drink. Then the three of us walked through the huge double doors into the Grand Ballroom. The maitre d�, checking our invitations, nodded politely and pointed toward the front of the room. �Table four,� he said. �Down front, close to the stage.�
As we worked our way through the crowd of dignified but noisy people Sol would stop every so often and whisper a few words in the ear of a guest. Gray-haired men, stiff in their formal attire, cast lustful glances at Rita as we threaded our way closer to the stage.
A few feet from our destination, Rita stopped dead in her tracks. She let out a gasp. Her hands started to tremble.
She must have noticed the same thing I did. The table was set for eight and three reserved seats-with name cards resting on the plates-were vacant. The other five people had arrived and were chatting and sipping drinks. It appeared that Rita would be sitting next to the only man there without a female escort: Frank Sinatra.
I noticed something else. The man sitting across from Sinatra was staring at me.
Only it wasn�t a movie star with those cold eyes, it was Raymond Haskell.

CHAPTER 19

I had read that Sinatra had a temper, could be rude, even downright abusive. But not that night. He was gracious, polite, and had a sense of humor reminiscent of his headline Vegas act with the Rat Pack.
Rita had immediately captured Sinatra�s interest and she responded, laughing and flirting without being the least bit self-conscious or shy. Before the food arrived, he took her by the hand and worked the room, introducing Rita to a host of celebrities. And at times throughout the meal he leaned in close and whispered something to her. The wives of the other two men-Haskell and Mickey Rudin-seemed miffed at the admiration she received from the Chairman of the Board, as Sinatra was known. But I don�t think he gave a damn.
With Rita fetching all of Sinatra�s attention, there was scant small talk going on among the rest of us. Mary Carol, Rudin�s wife, tried to be polite and asked me what I thought about Reagan�s chance of winning the upcoming election.
I murmured something impartial. But Sol jumped in. �He hasn�t got a Chinaman�s chance in the primary,� he said. �Ford is the incumbent and Republicans will back the president.�
Adele Haskell, Raymond�s wife, seemed shocked at Sol�s outburst. �President Ford can�t possibly win,� she said. �Not after pardoning Nixon. No, Sol, take it from me, Ronnie will be our candidate.�
Sol pulled a wad of hundred-dollar bills from his pocket and slammed the bankroll on the table. �I�ll tell you something else; the Republicans haven�t got a shot in �76. And I�m willing to back up what I�m saying with cold cash. Teddy Kennedy will be our next president.� He looked at the people sitting there gawking at him with their mouths agape. �Any takers?�
No one accepted, especially after Mickey Rudin said in a commanding voice, �Goddamn it, Sol may have something there. He�s the smartest son-of-a-bitch I know. I wouldn�t touch his bet with somebody else�s dick.� Then he chortled as Mary Carol cringed.
Raymond Haskell didn�t say much and pretended not to notice me. Finally he glanced my way, looking at me as if I were something stuck to the edge of his shoe. I could tell he wasn�t happy with the deal forced on him by Rudin. And it seemed he couldn�t wait to get the meeting with Sol and me out of the way as fast as possible. Especially after Sol alienated almost everyone with his off-the-wall political rhetoric. But hey, that was Sol.
The orchestra played subdued jazz standards, accompanied by Count Basie, during the meal. The men in their tuxes and the women rife with jewels seemed amused.
Although I�ve never been much on politics, I�d been to a couple of Democrat shindigs in the past. But those affairs were nothing like this. Lots of booze, a little grass, and hot dogs grilled on a backyard barbecue with Rock 'n Roll blasting away. The hoi polloi, dressed in jeans and T-shirts, danced the Twist, shaking their booty with reckless abandon. And five bucks, all you can eat. I�d have to say if they took a poll, I�d lean toward the Dems.
Finally Rudin excused himself, hopped up on the stage, and welcomed the man of the hour, Ronald Reagan. He introduced him as a great leader, a humanitarian, and as �The next president of the United States.� Shouts of �Hear hear,� �Bravo,� and applause accompanied the proclamation. Later, Nancy and Ronnie got up and danced, and the throng cheered the Reagans� quick-step gaiety. I took a quick glance at Adele Haskell as she gazed at the handsome couple moving gracefully about the dance floor. Tears appeared at the corners of her eyes.
At first only a few couples timidly ventured out of their chairs to dance, but when the orchestra struck up a lively waltz by Jerome Kern, the floodgates opened and couples streamed onto the floor, including Rita and Sinatra. I didn�t know she could move the way she did. I had never seen her happier.
Haskell motioned to Sol. He flicked his head toward the back of the room and mouthed, �Follow me.� He climbed out of his chair, tossed his napkin on the table, and started to walk away. Sol and I followed in his wake. With the music and laughter fading, we marched through the doors at the back of the room, and when we did, two bruisers stepped up beside Haskell.
Sol whispered to me, �Bodyguards. He gets them from Pinkerton.�
We continued to follow the three men down the hallway.
When we came to a men�s restroom, Haskell turned to his bodyguards. �Stay outside and block the entrance. I don�t want anyone interrupting us.�
The heavyweights folded their arms across their chests and took a position on each side of the door.
We entered the restroom.
An attendant waited with a towel folded over his arm and a whiskbroom in his back pocket. Haskell slipped the guy a twenty and told him to go buy himself a cup of coffee. �And stay away for ten minutes,� he added.
When the attendant left, Haskell dusted an insignificant piece of lint off the satin lapel of tux, saying, �Mr. O�Brien, do you like sticking your nose in other people�s affairs?�
�Not as a rule.�
Sol jumped in. �Don�t get smart, Haskell. He�s just doing his job. We�d like to have a friendly chat, that�s all. And ten minutes will be more than enough time.�
�Rudin pressured me to meet with you gentlemen. I agreed, so let�s get this over with.�
As far as I was concerned, Roberts was going to be set free, so there wouldn�t be any need to get heavy with Haskell. I figured we�d just ask him a few general questions about the case and that would be that.
I decided to take the opportunity to set the record straight regarding his brother, Charles. �Mr. Haskell, do you realize your brother died of natural cases? Roberts had nothing to do with his death.�
�Yes, it seems I heard about that. However, I don�t understand what my brother�s heart attack has to do with anything.�
What did he mean, he doesn�t understand? I started to get hot. But I tried to stay calm. �The man is rotting in jail because he figured he�d be blamed for his death. And you knew all along that he had nothing to do with it?�
�It�s my impression that he confessed to the murder of a prostitute,� Haskell said, then added in a low voice, almost to himself, �But she was going to die anyway. She was a druggie, and had TB-final stages. She didn�t have long.�
Sol asked, �How do you know she was a whore?�
He turned to Sol. It seemed he sniffed the air before he spoke. �Mr. Silverman, the woman was no good. From what I was told, she tried to run a confidence game on my father. Her death was meaningless.� He brushed his lapel again.
I hadn�t heard about any scam. What was Haskell talking about? Roberts couldn�t have known about Vera running a con on Haskell�s father, or he would have told me about it.
�What kind of scam did she try to pull?� I asked.
�Ancient history. Forget about it.�
�What was your father�s phone number back in �45?� Sol asked.
�How could I possibly know that after all these years?�
Sol tossed out a bunch of old phone numbers with the old exchanges Madison, Vermont, and Popular. Haskell just shook his head and kept saying no, no, no.
I knew what he was referring to: the list of phone numbers, the calls Vera had made from the motel room.
Then Sol asked him, �How about: Crestview 6-5723?�
Haskell paused for a moment this time before saying no. The pause gave him away. He recognized the number.
Without seeming to discern Haskell�s hesitation regarding the last number, Sol came right back with, �Does this number ring any bells: 555-1212?�
�Are you being funny? That�s the number for time of day.�
�Just wanted to see if you knew any phone numbers.�
�What�s all this nonsense about, anyway?� Haskell asked.
�Just a hobby, old telephone exchanges.�
�I haven�t got time to play games.� He started for the door.
�Mr. Haskell, just a couple of more questions, please,� I said.
He stopped moving and glanced at the ten pounds of gold on his wrist that held his watch. �Make it quick.�
�Did Frank Byron, the Los Angeles District Attorney back then, keep your family fully informed during the investigation?�
Haskell shrugged. �Sure, why wouldn�t he?�
�Then Byron left public service and picked up a cushy job with your big rich foundation?� Sol asked.
That seemed to give him pause, although only briefly. �What do you want from me, anyway? I had nothing to do with all of this. Christ!�
�Maybe you killed Vera,� Sol said. �You said she tried to pull a scam on your father. Maybe you decided to take care of the situation. Be a tough guy in the old man�s eyes. He liked tough guys. Is that how it went down, Haskell?�
Sol practically accused him of murdering Vera and he just shook his head with a tight, thin-lipped smile stretched across his angry face. �You�d say a thing like that! I was a war hero. I went toe-to-toe with those Nazi bastards. Flew a B-17 in World War II, shot down over Germany, taken prisoner. Toe-to-toe! I risked my life for this country. You son-of-a-bitch.�
�What�s that got to do with anything? Your old man was a crook,� Sol said, �and so are you.�
So much for keeping it light. But Sol was pissed, and so was I-the cold bastard.
�Roberts spent the war playing the piano. He�s a bum and he murdered that woman. How dare you!�
�Your father was a slimy son-of-a-bitch, owned the largest illegal wire service in the nation. Big-time operator with ties to the mob. His company fed bookmaking parlors across the country race results in real time. Against Federal and state law.�
The pretense of a smile faded. �Hold it right there, you son-of-a-bitch-!�
�Let me finish. Your old man�s thugs put the squeeze on the poor bastards who owned the joints until they had to pay more than they could afford. He even had a few bookies bumped off when they didn�t cough up the dough. Good for business. Needed some examples. The basis of your fortune, Haskell, is steeped in blood.�
Haskell ran his hand through his silver mane. �There�s a rumor to that effect, but I wouldn�t know. I was barely twenty-eight when Father died. And who gives a damn about all that rubbish now?�
�Maybe, I do,� Sol said.
�Now you listen to me; I came back from the war in �45, worked hard and built a one-hundred percent legitimate business empire-publishing, banking, real estate, oil. My refinery in Long Beach employs over a thousand people-�
Sol moved in closer to him. �Big fuckin� deal. You got the money to start your company because your old man killed people for it.�
�I made more money than my old man could even dream about, all on the up and up. And now I�m giving it away: underprivileged kids, hospitals, you name it. With my money they may find a cure for cancer someday. What have you done with your life, Silverman? You�re just a fancy peeper. A snoop in a pinstripe suit looking in bedroom windows.�
Haskell turned away and muttered something. Though barely audible, I�m sure Sol heard the anti-Semitic remark the empire builder had expressed.
�Yeah, you built a business with your old man�s dirty money and Mafia connections, all right. Took all the bows, your name on buildings. People kissing your ass all over town. But there�s one problem. One really big problem.�
�Yeah, what�s that?�
�The money wasn�t yours. It was your brother�s. He was the first-born, first in line for the inheritance, and he died only a month before your old man croaked. Very convenient.�
�Bullshit!�
�Suppose you had a hand in your brother�s timely demise. Could�ve happened that way. You could�ve hired someone to do the deed.�
I jumped into the fray. �And suppose Frank Byron buried the evidence like he buried Roberts away in a cell for almost thirty years. Suppose he made your brother�s death just appear to be caused by a heart attack.�
�No statute of limitations on murder,� Sol said.
�What the hell�s the matter with you two?� Haskell�s face turned cherry-red. �You�re playing with fire talking like that. I could break you-�
�You�re a crook, just like your old man. Stole your brother�s inheritance and continued to do business in the same sleazy manner as your old man. Except you were smarter. You bought off Byron back then and you probably have the current DA in your pocket as well.�
The way Sol and Haskell were posturing, I expected that at any moment peckers would be whipped out and measured.
�Silverman, you piece of shit, if you breathe just one word in public of what you�re saying here, I�ll haul your ass in court and sue you for slander. I�ll own everything you got.�
He continued his tirade. We�d struck a nerve, and he couldn�t stop shouting.
�And you, O�Brien.� His fists were balled, like he was going to take a swipe at me, but silver-haired empire builders didn�t partake of such crude behavior. �Goddamn you, I didn�t murder anybody. My brother Charles died of a heart attack just as it said in the autopsy report. And suppose you tell me why are you concocting this outlandish fantasy now? Roberts will be released in a couple of days. That�s all that should concern you.�
Wait a minute. How did he know about the deal to release Roberts? Rinehart, the DA told him, of course. So much for secrets. But he was right-why bring it up now? We were through here. Sol got what he came for, the opportunity to vent at the big enchilada, a tycoon who happened to be a hypocrite and a liar.
I now knew that Haskell had been in bed with Frank Byron when he framed Roberts. He hadn�t admitted it out loud, but when he said he knew his brother had died of natural causes, he implicated himself. Only the District Attorney back in �45 had known that Charles Haskell had died of a heart attack and that Roberts hadn�t clubbed him, that the wound on the head had happened postmortem.
It was obvious now why Joe Rinehart had pressured Governor Reagan to release Roberts. He was protecting Haskell. With Roberts out of prison and gone for good, who�d bother to check �ancient history�, as Raymond Haskell referred to the events that happened so long ago?
But as I told Sol when he first brought up tonight�s dinner, my job was finished. Roberts would finally get his freedom and that would be that. There was one thing that still troubled me, though. It annoyed me like an itch you couldn�t scratch.
Who murdered Vera?
Haskell had menace in his eyes as he continued to rant. �I�m warning you, O�Brien. You don�t know who you�re screwing with. You just made one huge mistake-!�
But before any more could be said, the restroom door swung open and one of Haskell�s goons stuck his head in. �Sorry to bother you, Mr. Haskell. But the governor�s out here. Wants to take a piss.�
�Oh, for God�s sakes, you fuckin� moron! Let him in!�
Sol and I turned to leave. We brushed by Reagan as he came through the door. Sol cranked his head toward Haskell and said to the governor: �It�s hard to believe that guy�s a war hero. The money must�ve changed him.�
Reagan gave Sol a perplexed look. �Yes, it did. Made him richer,� he said as he rushed to the urinal.

Over Bavaria, March 1944

Capt Raymond Haskell, squirming in the B-17 pilot seat, pinched his throat mike. �Watch it, Earl! Coming at you at nine o�clock,� he said to his waist gunner.
�I see the bastards!� Two black specks in the sky at the nine o�clock position relative to the gunner�s sights grew larger by the second. �They�re coming fast!� The clattering burst of the .50 caliber machine gun was Earl�s next statement.
S/Sgt Earl Lee Sims, the right waist gunner, swore wildly. He stood facing out the opening on the side of the plane, swiveling his machine gun from side to side, trying to get a bead on the enemy aircraft. He saw the popping flashes, like the rapid blinking of an incandescent eye, coming from the fighters as the Kraut pilots fired their guns, the hot lead zinging around him like angry mutant wasps. He fired another short burst, missing completely.
�God damn, three more at twelve o�clock, high!� another voice shouted urgently, his voice coming through the interphone.
�I�m on �em,� Sgt. Al Mathis, the top ball-turret gunner responded.
�Two more at ten o�clock, low. You see �em, Jake?�
The planes whizzed by at 350 miles per hour, firing their cannons, before vanishing beyond the horizon.
T/Sgt. Jake Shapiro, the gunner in the ball turret, which hung from the belly of the plane, hadn�t seen the two fighters coming at the B-17 from below. He was dead. His body had been shredded, cut to pieces by the exploding rounds of the 13 mm machine guns fired from the previous pair of ME-109G�s that had made a run at the bomber.
Capt. Raymond Haskell, pilot and commander of the Flying Fortress, oblivious to the chaos, steadfastly held his assigned course-82 degrees to the IP, then veer left to a heading of 312 and proceed fifteen miles directly to the target, the Messerschmitt factory at Augsburg.
�Heads up, men, we�re going toe-to-toe with those Nazi bastards. And for God and country we�re gonna send them all to hell.� �Toe-to-toe!� Haskell announced to the crew.
The other five planes in the lead squadron and the fourteen planes in the low and high squadrons behind him would follow his course. No snafus, or the mission would fail; all twenty bombers would miss the target. Each warplane carried 6,000 pounds of armor-piercing and incendiary bombs. If the mission was a success, they would level the enormous airplane plant and what was left of it would burn.
The heavy bomber shuddered and jerked violently to the right. Two more German fighters scored several direct hits, projectiles from their 200 mm cannons blowing out the B-17�s right outboard engine. The loose play in the rudder pedals and the uncontrollable gyration at the tail of the aircraft indicated the horizontal stabilizer had been severely damaged, as well. But the plane labored on incessantly. Several more ME-109 strikes hit home. Each one sent shockwaves through the plane, jolting it like a hard earthquake.
�I think the belly-gunner�s been hit. Jake�s not firing his guns,� the captain said. �Garcia,� he added, addressing the radio operator, �check it out. If he�s dead, take his position.�
�Roger, Cap.� T/Sgt. Alex Garcia left his radio table and made his way through the crawl space to where the belly turret was located. He almost puked when he opened the turret hatch and saw what remained of his crewmate.
Earl Lee Sims felt the bitter cold on his face as he peered out through the large gun opening on the side of the ship. He could see the gut-wrenching flames streaming from the blown out engine. His throat mike transmitted his voice: �Hey Cap, we�re on fire! The engine�s blazing and the wing is glowing red. We gotta turn back!�
The plane swung slowly to the left, back on course, a straight line to the initial point.
�Hook your chutes and prepare for flak. We�re at the IP,� the pilot announced, ignoring Earl�s warning. �Pilot to bombardier. You got the plane, Joe, it�s all yours,� he said, as he set the auto-pilot, linking it to the Norden bombsight. He then leaned back and removed his hands from the yoke.
They were now on the bombing run. The bombardier, 1st Lt. Joseph Capuano, squirmed in his seat located in a plastic bubble at the nose of the plane, one level below the cockpit. From now until the completion of the bomb run he would, in essence, be flying the plane.
As the heavy bomber bounced and jerked from side to side, Capuano peered through the eyepiece of the bombsight, zeroing in on the target as the city�s buildings and roadways raced across his line of sight 20,000 feet below. By manipulating several knobs attached to the device he could control the heading and altitude of the big war bird. The auto-pilot held the airspeed.
Capuano took his responsibility seriously. Earl knew that the bombardier would feel a tinge of guilt when he thought about the civilians that had to die today because of the duty he performed. But so what? Earl also knew Capuano would not turn tail. He�d steer the plane directly over the Messerschmitt factory without hesitation. He would fly straight and level and would not deviate even one degree from his course until the bombs were away. There would be no evasive action. Capt Haskell demanded that they keep moving toward the target no matter what. The son-of-a-bitch would keep on going until they were blown out of the sky.
Earl gripped the twin handles of the Browning with both hands. His body shook and rattled from the recoil as he fired the gun haphazardly, until it ran out of ammo. If by a miracle they did get back, Earl swore he�d get even with Haskell somehow, somewhere, some dark night�
The German fighter planes now turned away and the crew suddenly became silent. The interphone chatter stopped as the nine men watched the hundreds of deadly puffs of black smoke fill the daytime sky. Anti-aircraft shells exploded in the midst of the formation.
Every few seconds a piece of shrapnel tore through the aircraft�s fuselage, ripping jagged holes in the thin aluminum skin. But the plane didn�t falter. It kept moving toward the target.
The noise was deafening. Earl could feel every vibration and every pounding beat generated by the remaining three engines in his bones. His ears were filled with the screech of tearing metal and his nostrils took in the acrid stench of burning aluminum.
With both hands covering his ears, Earl screamed in a terrified voice, �We gotta turn back! To hell with this bullshit.� But no one heard him, of course.
Scared out of his wits, he turned to grab his parachute.
Across the way he saw the left waist gunner, a guy named McKee, braced against his gun mount. Sgt. Bernie McKee stared at Earl with wide eyes. He clutched his torso with his hands, covering the place where his stomach should have been, his guts seeping through his fingers. The plane bounced in the turbulence and the gunner fell forward, dead.
Earl dropped to his knees. How much more could he take? The air quivered when another large chunk of hot metal blazed over his head and tore through the fuselage, blowing a basketball-sized hole in the side of the plane as it exited.
He closed his eyes tight, and as the bomber lumbered through the sky he could almost see the German ack-ack guns on the ground firing at the formation of bombers-shell after shell, endlessly exploding all around them.
He looked out again. �Oh God, there goes Luscious Lady,� he said into his throat mike. Luscious Lady, a bomber in the high squad, was named by the pilot, Bobby Buck, as a tribute to his lovely red-headed wife, Irene. They�d been married two days prior to his induction.
With her nose pointed down, Luscious Lady spun rapidly out of control heading toward the ground at a tremendous rate of speed. Pieces separated from the airplane and chucks of metal fluttered in the air. Most of the plane�s left wing was missing.
An urgent voice came through the interphone: �Look for chutes, everybody.�
�C�mon, Buck, bail out, goddammit! Get out of the goddamn plane,� someone else said.
�Anybody see any chutes?� Captain Haskell asked in a calm voice.
But none were visible. The Lady crashed and exploded with all hands on board. Nine more letters would go out tonight. Each signed by Col. Edmonson himself. He would write to the airmen�s loved ones back home, telling them how sorry he was for their loss and how courageous Johnny had been.
The floor under Earl bucked violently. He bounced and hit his head against one of protruding ribs securing the skin of the plane. His vision blurred, but for only a moment. Maybe he felt the pain, but maybe he didn�t care. He pulled his parachute pack from its storage position and snapped on both sides of it to the harness straps that clung to his body.
Standing on shaky legs, he hung on to his gun mount for support and vomited. The aircraft continued to bounce and jerk violently as it moved through the sky. An artillery shell exploded close by. The plane heaved, rolled on its side, then leveled out again and continued on its heading.
Wild thoughts raced through Earl�s mind. We�re gonna die. We�re all dead men up here. We�re on a suicide mission to Hell.
He looked toward the front of the plane, toward the crawl space leading to the radio compartment. He saw fire! At the same time he heard three short rings of the alarm bell. �Prepare to bail out.�
Earl knew he should wait for the one long bell that signified �Abandon the aircraft.� He knew he should stay with the plane and the crew until the last possible moment. He knew he should grab the fire extinguisher and fight the blaze coming from the radio compartment. But he couldn�t move.
He had to jump now.
Not a second to waste.
The plane is gonna blow up.
To hell with the crew. Earl didn�t know these guys, never partied with them at the base, and hardly spoke to the men at all. He was a replacement. This was only the second combat mission that he flew with this gang. He didn�t owe then a goddamn thing.
He didn�t like the officers, or the rest of the enlisted men, hardly knew their names. And he hated the commander-that rich bastard, Raymond Haskell, with his spit-polished manner and by-the-book attitude.
Everyone around the base kissed his ass. Like they thought that maybe Haskell would part with some of his old man�s dough. Like he�d give it up just for the asking. Sure he would�what a laugh. Earl doubted that the son-of-a-bitch would ever help a crewmate out until payday when he ran a little short. Haskell never gave Earl a damn thing.
Haskell had snubbed him when Earl shook his hand at their first meeting. He knew Haskell had grown up in the snooty Bel Air section of Los Angeles. When Earl mentioned that he was from a jerk-water town back east, Haskell just nodded once. He didn�t say anything but Earl could tell from the look in his eyes that Haskell thought he was scum.
Earl knew Haskell would never abort a mission. He wanted to be a hero. Goddamn him! He wanted more citations and he wanted more bullshit write-ups in Stars and Stripes highlighting the brave exploits of the courageous captain. Earl figured Haskell wanted to go home a frigging conqueror and wave his shiny metals under his fat old man�s nose, regardless of how many of his men had to die.
But the men and officers of the B-17 crew adored Haskell.
No, he was not going to die today, not for these assholes.
Fuck �em. They�re all dead anyway.
�Toe-to-toe my ass,� he muttered under his breath.
He bailed out through the main entrance hatch.

CHAPTER 20

We left the Beverly Wilshire in the wee hours of the morning. I wanted to take off right after the meeting with Haskell; so did Sol. But Rita was having the time of her life, so I decided to stay out of her way and let her enjoy the evening. I found a cafe in the hotel and drank coffee until it was finally time to leave.
All the way back to Downey, Rita glowed in dreamy-eyed serenity. She leaned her head on the seatback and hummed old Sinatra tunes. It began to get under my skin.
When I dropped her at the apartment she didn�t say goodnight, just more or less drifted to the front door and slipped in without looking back. He had that old black magic working and he had her under his spell.
I didn�t know why women found Sinatra so exciting. He was just a skinny lounge singer from Hoboken, New Jersey� okay, that wasn�t true. Sinatra was an iconic superstar, a man who had the rare ability of making music that lived in people�s hearts.
Was I jealous? Now, how absurd was that?
Jealous of Frank Sinatra?
Hell yes!
I hung around my apartment, sorting through bills and papers most of Saturday, only venturing out to grab a bite to eat. Sunday morning I thumbed through the Times, glancing at the sports page. Then I looked through the paper again, more carefully, on the off chance of finding news that our �law and order� governor had approved the release of a life-term murderer. No mention of it. I tossed the paper aside. Either his people were keeping Roberts�s release under wraps, as they said they would, or something had scotched the deal. Maybe the commutation of an old harmless guy like Roberts just wasn�t a big enough deal to attract the media�s attention. One thing for sure: I�d know by the end of the day if he was going to get his freedom or not. Now all I had to do was sit and wait. I planned to spend the day honing my skills at solitaire.
But I didn�t have to wait long. After I showered and shaved, preparing to head out for a late breakfast at Dolan�s Donuts, the phone rang.
�Mr. O�Brien,� the voice said. �I�m from the District Attorney�s Office. The governor has just signed your client�s order of commutation.�
I took a deep breath and sat on the chair next to the phone.
�Are you there?�
�I�m here,� I said.
�Roberts will be released tomorrow morning at ten o�clock, Pacific Standard Time. I believe you have his bus ticket.�
�That�s right.�
�Okay, here�s the drill. Tomorrow go to the east yard at the prison. Be there not later than 9:30 a.m. Park in the lot and walk to the guard booth. Tell them who you are. They�ll be expecting you. Go back and wait in your car. Park in view of the main sallyport. You�ll see him when he comes out. Then take him directly to the bus station. Is that clear?�
�Yes. But what about his clothes? He�ll need something to wear.�
�Taken care of. We�re sending dress-outs and a suitcase with an extra set of clothing to the prison today. Your guy is getting special treatment. Now it�s up to you. Don�t mess around. Get him to the bus station on time. Understand?�
�Yeah, I got it.�
�And remember, his commutation is provisional. If he�s spotted anywhere in California tomorrow after the bus pulls out of the station, he�ll be arrested and dragged back to his cell. Is that understood?�
�Hey, I already said I understand.�
I stood there for a few seconds holding the phone. The governor had actually signed the order. A wave of relief came over me. There were too many things that could have gone wrong and at times I wondered if Roberts would actually get his freedom.
Later in the day I called Sol and told him about Reagan signing the release documents. As I suspected, he already knew about it. He always knows what is going on in the halls of justice. It�s part of his business. Clients pay him a lot of money to get the inside track on the workings of government. Sol had a loose network of informants everywhere. He called them his spies. Sol was a merchant, his stock was information, and the spies provided the inventory. So it was no surprise that he knew about Reagan signing the papers before I did.

Monday morning, I took extra care dressing, shined my shoes and even wore a tie. After twenty-nine years in prison, I�d be the first person on the outside that Roberts would see at the moment of his freedom. I felt the occasion deserved some respect.
I took a couple of one hundred dollar bills from my now depleted household stash and folded them into my pocket. The finance company holding my car�s pink slip would have to wait a little longer than usual.
Just before heading out the door, I called my office. �Any new clients, Mabel?�
�Well, yes, but it�s no big deal. Two neighbors squabbling. One of them has a black eye, wants to press charges. Rita�s handling it. Fifty bucks, tops.�
�Well, I guess we aren�t going belly up, after all.�
�Don�t get cute.�
I told Mabel I�d be gone for several hours. But if anyone called for me, I�d be in the office sometime after the lunch.
�Before you hang up there�s something I have to say��
That didn�t sound good. �What�s the matter, Mabel?�
�It�s Rita��
�What about Rita?�
�She came in this morning toting a portable stereo player. She said the office needed a little background music-you know, like the big firms.�
�So?�
�Well, damn it. She only has one record, �Dream,� by Frank Sinatra. She�s been playing it continuously all morning. I�m about to go batty!�
�Goodbye, Mabel.�

Notwithstanding the traffic on the 605 Freeway, I arrived at Chino with time to spare. This was the one day I couldn�t be late, so I left my apartment thirty minutes earlier than I normally would have when driving to prison. The guards were friendly and told me Roberts was being processed through right now and would be out shortly.
I waited by my car as instructed, and in about ten minutes Roberts walked through the sallyport carrying a battered suitcase. His clothes hung on him like the hide of a starving cow. Whoever picked out his wardrobe had a taste for the macabre. If he had a black cape he�d look like Bela Lugosi playing Dracula. Christ.
�He saw me and waved. �Howzit goin�, Jimmy?� Like we just bumped into each other at the supermarket.
�You look great, Al.�
�Yeah, terrific. It�s these fancy duds. They must�ve swiped them from some wino on Main Street. Some bum is running around buck naked this morning,� he said, looking down at his clothes. �Let�s get the hell outta here.�
I stowed his suitcase and we climbed in the car. In the 1968 �Vette you had to work it around the seat to fit the luggage in place.
�I wish there were time for a getting-out-of-jail party, Al, but we only have an hour and a half to get you to the bus station.�
�This machine looks like it�ll get us there in time. What the hell do they call this contraption, anyway?�
�It�s a Corvette. They started making them in �54. This one�s six years old.� I cranked the engine to life. �But it�ll get us there in time if I push it.�
On the drive to the Greyhound Terminal in downtown L.A., we talked mostly about the various changes that had occurred since 1945. He didn�t seem excited about jet passenger planes, but he was pissed about the Dodgers moving to L.A. and the Giants to San Francisco. I didn�t want to bring up the high cost of living these days.
We didn�t talk about his time in prison, or the circumstances that put him there. The case was closed. Roberts had his freedom. As curious as I was about a few of the facts that Sol and I had unearthed, why dredge up the past now? Discussing it would just make him more uncomfortable.
I still wondered about Sue. But whenever I�d mentioned her name before he turned stone cold. Why? I glanced to my right. Roberts stared straight ahead, a sad, silent, vacant stare. I wanted him to fill in the blanks. But I didn�t dare bring up her name.
Maybe he got a look at the 1945 movie magazine Mrs. Hathaway had found in the motel room where Vera had been murdered, the one with the photo of Sue Harvey and Francis Q. Jerome dining together at Ciro�s. That would�ve put him over the edge for sure. Hitchhiking all the way from New York to be with his fiancee, then finding out she was engaged to a movie actor. Of course, why didn�t I see it before? That could be the reason he clammed up whenever I brought up the subject. I thought for a moment about what must�ve gone through his mind when he saw that photo. And suddenly I felt like a fool. She had nothing to do with Roberts being arrested and sent to prison. I should have never mentioned it.
I pulled into the parking area of the new Greyhound terminal located on Seventh Street at eleven-ten, fifteen minutes to spare. The bus company recently moved into the new building from the old terminal at Sixth and Main Street, which back in the early fifties Greyhound had shared with the now defunct Pacific Electric Railway, Southern California�s rapid transit system.
A consortium made up of Standard Oil, General Motors, and Firestone Tire bought the electrical rail company in 1953, promising to improve the service. Instead, they tore out the tracks and dumped the Big Red Cars in the ocean halfway to Catalina. Now, miles of freeways crisscrossed the basin and Los Angeles had choked under a blanket of smog ever since.
We climbed out of the �Vette. Roberts untangled his luggage from behind the seat and we stood looking at each other, not knowing exactly what to say.
Al seemed downhearted, but his attitude was to be expected. I wasn�t able to deliver what he really wanted: exoneration. But that wasn�t all of it. He hadn�t felt the effects of having his freedom yet, and he had serious doubts about the future. Anyone would. After being institutionalized for half his life it would take years, perhaps decades, before he could respond to his surroundings in what one would consider a normal manner.
�How long is the bus ride, Al?� I asked, making small talk.
He studied the ticket that I�d handed him earlier. �Almost three days. No big deal. There were times inside when I sat on the edge of my bunk and just stared at the wall for months on end. Only got up to eat and take a shit�� He looked at the sky. �Aw, screw that.�
We shook hands. �If there�s anything I can do for you, give me a buzz.� I doubted I could help him adjust to a new life, but somehow I knew he�d never call.
�Thanks Jimmy. I mean it. I owe you, man. I�ll never forget what you did for me.�
�Yeah, take care, Al.�
He started to walk toward the terminal entrance.
�Hey, wait up,� I said, reaching into my pocket for the small stake I�d promised to give Roberts to help him get a start. �Got something for you. It�s not much-�
He turned back to face me and saw the bills in my outstretched hand.
�Put it away, Jimmy. They gave me the money I earned while working at the prison. Even at ten cents an hour, after twenty-nine years it adds up. I�ll be okay, but thanks again.�
He walked the few short steps into the building and took one giant stride out of a life of misery.
I hoped.

CHAPTER 21

I got back in the car and pulled onto 7th Street. At the next light I glanced at the gas gauge-running on fumes. I shuddered a little thinking of what it would have meant if I�d run out of gas while driving Roberts to the Greyhound Terminal. I wheeled into a Richfield station, and while the attendants filled the tank and washed the windows, I made my way to a payphone booth.
I figured I might still be able to catch Millie at Judge Balford�s courtroom. If she was available I�d offer to take her out for a bite. At lunch, I�d smile a lot and try to get her to lighten up on me. I�d patiently explain how my brilliant legal strategy had actually paid off as planned. Oh, I may have ruffled a few feathers along the line, but I�d won my client�s freedom. I�d tell her how I righted a twenty-nine-year miscarriage of justice. In the end that�s what counted. I don�t see how she could turn me down after my explanation and not put my name back on the list of lawyers eligible to be assigned court-appointed cases.
Millie picked up on the second ring. �Jimmy, I called your office. I�ve been trying to reach you.�
�About lunch?�
�What do you mean, about lunch?�
�I thought we could grab a bite this afternoon. I know it�s a little late, but-�
�No, there�s no time for that. The judge wants to meet you in her chambers. Can you make it here today?�
�I guess so.�
�Hang on a sec.�
She put me on hold. Music played in my ear. Mantovani and his Orchestra, a thousand strings, playing a cover of the Beatles� �Twist and Shout.� I wondered if the Beatles were pissed. I glanced at the gas station attendants working on my car while waiting for Millie to come back on the line. Maybe this was the break I�d been hoping for. Maybe Judge Balford heard about Roberts being released and wanted to make amends.
Millie came back on. �I checked with Judge Balford. Be here in an hour.�

Judge Balford, an attractive black woman in her late forties, sat at her desk, her head bent over a bowl of steaming soup as she inhaled the aroma swirling around her. It smelled great from where I stood. Minestrone, I thought.
She looked up. �Please be seated. I hope you don�t mind if I take my lunch while we have this discussion. With my schedule there�s no time to leave the building.�
�Not at all,� I said, sitting on the edge of a chair that faced her desk.
�Okay, we�ll get right to the point, and I�ll be frank. I wasn�t pleased with the phone call I received from Deputy Commissioner Schlereth regarding your deportment at the Roberts parole hearing.�
�I can explain, Your Honor. It was all part of my plan.� I glanced at Millie, sitting on the judge�s sofa with her legs crossed, her arms folded tightly across her chest. She shook her head. �You see, Judge, there was a miscarriage of-�
�Please let me finish,� Judge Balford said.
�Oh. Sorry.�
�As I started to say, in light of recent developments, I�ve decided to give you another chance. But let this be a warning; I�ll not tolerate any more of your shenanigans. You�ve crossed the line one too many times.� The judge paused and sipped a spoonful of soup.
I felt a sense of relief. I knew from the moment I woke up this morning that this was going to be my lucky day. She�s putting me back on the list.
�Thank you, Your Honor, from now on I�m-�
�I�m not finished.�
�Sorry.�
�I�ll have Millie assign arraignments to you, but because of Deputy Commissioner Schlereth�s displeasure, I can�t give you any more parole hearings.�
�But, Judge, I won my client�s freedom. Doesn�t that count for anything?�
Millie shot me a look that said, Shut your trap, take the reprimand, and maybe you�ll wind up with some clients again.
�No offense, Mr. O�Brien, but I don�t think it happened that way.�
�What do you mean?�
�I was informed by the District Attorney�s Office this morning that due to the chronic overcrowded conditions in our correctional facilities, they�ve been testing a new program. The authorities have been reviewing the status of long-time lifers. If the inmates meet certain criteria, they will be scheduled for conditional parole, or even commutation. The District Attorney, along with other State agencies, has been working on this for quite some time. Alexander Roberts was the first test case.�
�Really,� I said. �If they were going to let him go anyway, why�d the DA�s office bother to send Deputy DA Marshall out to Chino? He vigorously protested my client�s parole.�
�At the time of his hearing the governor hadn�t been advised of the program. The District Attorney couldn�t go forward with the program until he had been so informed. The program is still in the testing phase. Naturally, they wouldn�t want any publicity at this point.�
�Naturally.�
Judge Balford tore a hunk of bread from a baguette and started to butter it. �So you see, Mr. O�Brien, you had nothing to do with Mr. Roberts�s release. The decision to grant him a conditional commutation was made prior to your involvement.�
�I see.�
�And your ranting about a new trial, new evidence, and all that nonsense upset everyone so much that it almost killed Roberts�s involvement in the program. He would have remained in prison if Joe Rinehart hadn�t personally intervened on his behalf. Your client owes a debt of gratitude to Mr. Rinehart.�
I remained silent but thought, how the hell was I supposed to know there was a deal in the works? If you ask me, I�d been used, nothing but a patsy. And the judge expected me to sit here and take this crap?
�I� understand,� I finally said.
�However, all that said, I�m still going to instruct Millie to place your name back on the attorney list.�
�Thank you.�
The judge put her spoon down and looked me in the eye. �I�m going to give you one more chance. But remember, sir, you�re on probation. One misstep and you will be permanently removed. Do not test my forbearance, Mr. O�Brien.�
�I won�t let you down, Judge.�
�I certainly hope not. Now, if you�ll excuse me, I have to get ready for court.�
Millie escorted me to the door. As I was about to leave, she whispered, �Call me later this afternoon, Jimmy. I have a case for you.�

CHAPTER 22

Driving back to Downey I sat in traffic and fumed, reflecting on the meeting with Balford. Sure, I was upset at the judge, but I was mostly angry with myself. I�d sat in her chambers and said nothing, not a peep, while she kept giving me verbal body slams. But she really pissed me off when she said that Roberts owed Rinehart a debt of gratitude. Christ Almighty. After I�d busted my ass working on the case, that remark went way over the top. She banged that one totally out of the park, and I just sat there and took it. Owed the DA a debt of gratitude. Damn! But I knew better than to mouth off. I needed the business.
I walked into the office. Mabel sat at her desk thumbing a stack of bills.
�Hey, guess what,� I said. �I talked Balford into putting me on the list again. Finally things are going to get back to normal.�
She remained focused on the papers, sorting through them. �We gotta do better than that.�
I noticed the open door to Rita�s office. �Where�s Rita? I don�t hear any Sinatra music.�
Mabel leaned back in her chair. �That�s over, thank God. She�s got her feet back on the ground. Found out she�d rather listen to Grand Funk Railroad� Don�t ask.�
I winced.
�But anyway, she�s out working on a case. One of those high muckamucks she met at the Reagan dinner dropped in. Seems he has a nephew who lives here in Downey. The kid�s been using his parents� home sauna to grow marijuana. She�s arranging bail for him now. And look at this.� She pulled a check from the drawer and waved it in the air. �A five-hundred dollar retainer.�
�Hey, the dinner paid off after all.�
�I�ll run to the bank, deposit the check, then pay some of these bills.� Mabel placed her hand on the pile of invoices. �It�ll make a dent.�
I walked to the coffee pot and poured a cup.
�I take it you got Roberts to the Greyhound station on time,� she said to my back.
I took a sip and turned. �Yep, at this moment he�s on the Big Dog heading back to New York.� I glanced at the clock. �Probably out near Barstow by now.�
There were a couple of messages on my desk, appointments to be scheduled for later in the day and tomorrow. Only small misdemeanors, but I wasn�t complaining. I called both defendants and set the schedule. It felt good to be busy and especially good to have paying clients. I�ll admit it, I�d been worried. Bills came in on a regular basis, and when clients failed to materialize it could get scary.
I made up my mind to quit fretting about Balford�s unfair reprimand and just do my best without making waves. Coffee in hand, I walked to the window, took a sip, and looked out at the cars zooming along Lakewood Boulevard. It didn�t take a financial guru to know that the income from court-appointed cases is what kept the firm afloat. I couldn�t afford to be tossed off the list again. But I didn�t want to dwell on that.
I waited until four-thirty, after Balford�s court was adjourned, to call Millie. After pleasantries, I asked about the case that she�d mentioned earlier.
She responded in her normal squeaky voice. �That�s right. I�m giving you a new client. But hey, didn�t you say something about lunch when you called earlier?�
�Yeah, as a matter of fact I did. We�ll have to get together one of these days.�
�Okay, be here at the court tomorrow at nine. Your new client will be waiting, name�s Buddy Hicks. You can go over the details of his misdemeanor in the hallway before the morning arraignments start at nine-thirty.�
�I�ll be there.�
�You�ll be finished with the arraignment in time to take me to lunch.�
�Sure, why not? Burger King sound good?�
�I�m thinking the Regency, great steaks. Hey, the wine list isn�t bad either.�
Ouch. �The Regency?�
�I�m kidding, Jimmy. I know things are tight. Burger King is fine.�
�Thanks, Millie. You�re one of a kind. See you tomorrow.�
The next morning at nine on the dot, I met with my new client. We sat on a bench outside Judge Balford�s courtroom.
Buddy Hicks was a tall kid about eighteen years old with shaggy blond hair, long in the back. He wore his Hawaiian shirt out over a pair of denims a size too big. He looked as if he were headed to the beach rather than a court of law.
I quickly glanced at the complaint filed against him. I�d picked up his dossier on the way in from the DA�s office, located down the hall.
�It says here you dumped, disposed of, or otherwise caused a certain toxic substance to be deposited on a public thoroughfare, endangering the lives and property of others.�
�A lousy gallon of chlorine. I have a pool service route and it fell out of my truck.�
�I see-�
�I don�t think I�d better talk to you.�
�Why not?�
�I got no money.�
�So?�
�How much do you charge per hour?�
�A buck three eighty.�
�Huh?�
�Buddy, don�t you know the county�s picking up the tab? Now let�s get down to business.�
�Hey, that�s bitchin�. How long do I have to hang around here?�
�Don�t worry. I�ll get you out of here if it takes a hundred years.� A little lawyer humor.
�Huh?�
�Listen, Buddy. The Environment Protection Agency is trying to make an example of you. They can�t go after the big polluters, the giant chemical companies, too much clout. So they pick on small fry, guys like you. It�s my guess they�ll have photographers show up any minute. Good PR, a guy gets tossed in the slam for polluting the environment. People will cheer. But I have a plan-�
I heard a voice off to my left. �That�s him,� some guy said.
I turned and saw two men, a big one wearing a brown sports coat and a pipsqueak in a three-piece suit, walking toward us. Pipsqueak was pointing at me.
The big guy flashed a badge. �I�m Sergeant Clay Farrell, LAPD. I�d like to talk to you, Mr. O�Brien.�
�What is this? I�m in conference with my client.� I thought I�d paid the traffic ticket I got three months ago. But then I remembered: it was still in the kitchen drawer. �If there�s a problem, Sergeant, it�ll have to wait. We�re due in court at nine-thirty.�
It took a moment to register that they wouldn�t send a detective sergeant to serve notice on an unpaid traffic violation. By the time I realized this, the cop had already jumped in.
�I hate to tell you this, but you�ve got no client and you�re not going to court today.� The cop indicated the pipsqueak. �Mr. Anthony from the Public Defender�s office is going to represent the defendant. Balford�s pulling you off the detail.�
�What the hell�?�
The cop turned to Buddy. �Kid, go with the PD. He�ll take care of you. Mr. O�Brien is, shall we say, indisposed.�
�For chrissakes, what�s going on?� I said, watching my client walk away with the pipsqueak.
�C�mon, let�s go. We�ll talk on the way.�
�Look, Sergeant, I�m not going anywhere, and I asked you before, what� is� this� all� about?� I said it slowly so he could understand.
�It�s about a homicide, Mr. O�Brien. Now, I�d like you to take a ride with me to Parker Center.�
My heart stopped. �What? Who got killed?�
�An old lady by the name of Hathaway. Owned a motel out by Griffith Park called Dink�s Hollywood Oasis.�
Jesus H. Christ, Mrs. Hathaway-dead? My mind spun. But why would the cops want to question me? They must know that I met with her, checking on Vera. They�d interview anyone who had recent contact with the deceased. But why would anyone want to kill a harmless old lady? A robbery, maybe? Or was it something else?
I bit my tongue, played it cool. I didn�t want to overreact and give the wrong impression that I was somehow involved. �What was it? A robbery, mugging, something like that?�
�We don�t think so.�
�Then why was she killed?�
�The lieutenant in charge will clue you in. Let�s go.�
�Did they catch the killer?�
The cop said nothing. He just looked at me.
�Wait a minute. Am I a suspect?�
�No, nothing like that. The lieutenant just wants to ask you a few routine questions.�
�Why me, then? What do I have to do with this?�
�Hathaway was gunned down by one of your clients. A guy named Al Roberts.�
Oh, my God! Why would they think he killed her? If he�s a suspect, I realized they must have some kind of evidence to back up their suspicion. But, if they thought Roberts did it, then-at best-they�d figure I didn�t take him straight to the bus station as agreed. At worst, they�d think I was involved.
�That�s impossible,� I said. �He�s on a bus heading to New York. I took him to the Greyhound terminal myself yesterday morning.�
�We checked. Called the Greyhound rest-stop station in Tucumcari.�
�Yeah?�
�Roberts never got on the bus.�

CHAPTER 23

Sergeant Clay Farrell drove me to Parker Center in his police-issued Ford Crown Victoria. The headquarters of the LAPD was a massive stone and glass structure located on Los Angeles St., a couple blocks south of City Hall. We parked in the subterranean garage, rode the elevator to the third floor, and entered RHD-the Robbery-Homicide Division. The building-seen on television in a zillion episodes of Dragnet -was originally called the Police Administration Building. But soon after the former Chief of Police William H. Parker died of a heart attack in 1966, the city council renamed the headquarters in his honor.
The RHD brass hats must�ve figured Mrs. Hathaway�s murder was a high-profile case, or maybe a politically sensitive one. Otherwise, homicide detectives from the Hollywood Division would head up the investigation, which would be the normal routine for murders committed in the Los Feliz area. Only top-flight detectives with a high level of expertise worked out of the prestigious third floor at Parker Center. Over the years the big dicks of RHD investigated some of the most notorious Los Angeles homicides: the Black Dahlia, the Robert Kennedy assassination, and most recently the Manson Family murders. I couldn�t understand why an ordinary, everyday murder of an anonymous old lady rated such firepower.
Sergeant Farrell, his partner Officer Tim Ryan, a lieutenant named Donald Brodie and I sat in one of the unadorned RHD interrogation rooms. Brodie lit up a Marlboro and slid the distinctive red and white pack across the table. �Go ahead and smoke, O�Brien. We might be here a while.�
�Thanks, but I quit after I left the job.�
�Yeah, we know. You used to be a cop. Looked up your record: unimpressive.�
�Are we here to talk about me? If so, that�s fine, because I can�t discuss anything about Roberts-client privilege. You know that, Lieutenant.�
�Doesn�t hold up, Counselor. Privilege only extends to the crimes he committed before he retained you, not for crimes he may have committed after that. Am I right?�
�Yeah, you�re right as far as that goes. Just don�t ask about conversations I may have had with him regarding our past relationship.�
�If he talked about any crime he planned to commit in the future, you�re required to report what he said to the authorities. I�m right about that, too. Aren�t I?�
�He didn�t tell me anything about any future crimes, because he wasn�t planning to commit any. He planned to go to New York and start a new life.�
�Just for the record, you�re not representing Alexander Roberts in this matter, are you?�
�If he needs me, I�ll be there. C�mon, Lieutenant, let�s get on with this. I�ve got other stuff to take care of today.�
�Yeah, sure. Let�s talk about the old lady. Are you okay with that?�
�For chrissakes, get to the point.�
�All right, Mr. O�Brien. I just want it understood that I�m not asking you to violate any attorney/client privilege you may have had with the suspect. And I want it on the record that I have the right to question you regarding this crime as it relates to Alexander Roberts.�
�Is this room bugged?�
�It�s routine to tape theses interviews, you know that. And it�s legal under California Penal Code, title-�
�I know the law, Lieutenant.�
�Okay, we�ll get to Roberts later, but first I want to talk about Mrs. Hathaway. She died sometime late last night from a gunshot to the head.� He paused for a couple of beats and leaned into me. �And we have reason to believe that you knew, or had some sort of relationship with the deceased. We know this because your business card was found at the scene.�
�Yeah, I met her once. Went to see her at the motel about the Roberts case. I wanted to ask her a few questions about the girl he had supposedly killed in one of her bungalows back in �45. Also, I figured it might be helpful to see the room where the murder took place, might shed some light.�
�Did it?�
�Did it what?�
�Shed some light.�
�Not really.
�Ironic, isn�t it? Almost thirty years later Roberts returns and drops the hammer on the woman who�d rented him the room.� The lieutenant shook his head. �He held that anger in his gut all those years. First day out, he pops her.�
�He had no motive.�
�Could�ve been revenge.�
�Revenge for what?�
�We�re working on it.�
We continued to play interrogatory dodgeball, and I was it. The cops hovered over me, lobbing questions about Hathaway and Roberts, which for the most part I answered, but some I adroitly deflected if I felt my answer would touch on the murder back in �45. I even managed to toss a few questions their way.
�Lt. Brodie, listen to me. Roberts had been in prison for twenty-nine years, had limited contact with the outside, and when he was released I took him directly to the terminal. Okay, maybe he missed the bus, maybe he didn�t, but you�re trying to tell me that within twelve hours from the time he walked through those prison gates Roberts was somehow able to make a connection with someone who gave him a gun and then get a ride to the other side of town and shoot Mrs. Hathaway. All this for no apparent reason? Doesn�t make sense.�
�We don�t see it that way. He�s probably been planning this hit for years, had it all laid out before he was released. Somebody hid a gun where he could find it, and-�
�You gotta be kidding me. He didn�t know he was getting out. Roberts figured he�d be locked up forever. He wasn�t planning a murder, for crying out loud!�
�The physical evidence speaks for itself.�
�What evidence?�
He pulled a clear plastic bag from his jacket pocket. The bag was sealed and marked, EVIDENCE. It also had a case number and the date written on it. Visible inside the bag was a small paper tag, like the price tag you�d find on a new article of clothing. Though the plastic I could see Roberts�s prison number printed on the tag in black ink-CDC # V-34560.
�The tag came from Roberts�s dress-out clothes,� the lieutenant said. �We found it at the scene. He probably didn�t even know they tag the clothes before they ship them to the prison. Record keeping.� He nodded and a hint of a smile appeared on his face. �I�ll bet when we run the prints found at the motel, Roberts�s will be among them.�
�Look, Lieutenant, Roberts didn�t do this. He couldn�t have. I know the guy. He�s no killer. I don�t know how his clothing tag ended up at the scene, but there has to be an explanation, and Greyhound screwed up when they said he never boarded the bus. Big companies make mistakes all the time. Hell, I�ll bet he�s halfway to New York by now.�
My eyes shifted, focusing on each detective one at a time. All three of them looked back at me as if I had a few loose wires dangling in my head. Maybe they were right. Maybe I was crazy, but somehow I knew Roberts didn�t kill that old woman.
After about twenty minutes the interview started to become repetitive.
I needed to get out of the smoke-filled room, get some fresh air and mull over what I�d learned from the cops. Plus I was dying inside, concerned about the firm�s finances. I had to call Mabel. I had to see if there was any fallout from Balford over being pulled off the Hicks case. I knew I wasn�t in trouble with the LAPD. But if the judge figured I was somehow involved with Hathaway�s murder, even by association, she�d eliminate my name from the list. With even a hint of complicity there would be no way I could talk her out of getting rid of me for good.
�Sorry, guys,� I said. �Hate to break up our little chit-chat, but I�ve got to check with my office. Is there a phone around here?�
�I have one more question before you leave,� Brodie said. �Tell me straight. Did you really take Roberts to the bus terminal, or maybe you dropped him somewhere else?�
�I�ll say it once more. I picked him up at the prison and took him directly to the Greyhound terminal downtown. I got him there in plenty of time to catch the bus.�
�Okay, I believe you. But I had to ask, and just for the record, is there anything else you can tell us about your meeting with Hathaway?�
�That�s two questions.�
I stood and walked to the interrogation room door, but stopped and thought for moment. The interview was being taped. I didn�t want to appear to be uncooperative. Why make it worse with Balford? I turned back to the lieutenant.
�There was something else, I said. �Has nothing to do with this, though.�
�Let me be the judge of that.�
�Mrs. Hathaway had a big soapbox that she stored in a tool shed behind one of the bungalows. The box held papers and files dating back to the �40s, insurance policies, phone numbers, that sort of thing. At first I thought the phone numbers might have some significant value, but when Roberts�s sentence was commuted I more or less dropped it.�
Brodie jumped out of his chair. �Make your phone call right now. Because when you�re finished, you and I are going to take a ride out to Los Feliz. I want to show you the crime scene and maybe you can verify a hunch.�
The lieutenant escorted me to a pay phone in the lobby and stood at a discrete distance, smoking a cigarette while I called the office.
�Mabel, I won�t be back this afternoon. Did anyone from Balford�s court call today?�
�No, no one called. But listen, we�ve got a serious problem here. You�ve got to take care of it right away.�
Christ, what now? �What�s the matter, Mabel?�
�Remember Rita�s client, the kid growing marijuana?�
�Of course.�
�Well, simply put, the five-hundred retainer check is no good.�
�What do you mean no good? Jesus.�
�I deposited the check in the bank, then mailed out a bunch of our bills, four-hundred and ninety seven dollars� worth. And now all the checks I mailed, every frigging one of them, are going to bounce. I�m not going to jail for writing bad checks, no sir, not me. Goddamn it!�
�Calm down, Mabel. You�re not going to jail,� I said. �Let me figure this out. How could the retainer check come back so fast? It normally takes a few days for a check to be returned.�
�It didn�t bounce. The asshole put a �stop payment� on it. He sent a message by courier, canceling our services.�
�Why?�
�He said he found out that you had some sort of trouble with a judge, your reputation is not stellar, blah, blah, blah. Then he said the five-hundred-dollar check had been stopped. Rita doesn�t even know yet. But I don�t give a damn about that. You�ve got to cover all those checks I wrote.�
�Look, Mabel, everything is going to be fine. Now do as I say. Call the bank and tell Mac what happened. Tell him I�ll be in tomorrow to straighten it all out somehow. None of our checks are going to bounce.�
�We�ll still need fresh money coming in.�
�I�m working on that, too.�
�How�s the new client, the one we got from Balford, working out?�
�He�s in good hands.�
�I hope she�ll give us a lot more cases.�
�I do too. Anything else going on?�
�No� Wait, there is something. It�s kind of funny.�
I could�ve used a laugh right then with all the crap that kept raining down on me.
�A telephone guy showed up this morning. Had thirty new phones. Wanted to hook them up. I said, �Do we look like a bookie joint?� I told him to take a hike. We didn�t order any goddamn phones. Big company like that botches their orders� I guess we�re not the only ones who goof up occasionally, huh?�
�Yeah, everybody screws up once in a while.�
Including Roberts, I said to myself.
�Wait, before you hang up, Sol called wants you to call him, said a guy named Bugliosi called-�
Lt. Brodie ground out his cigarette on the floor and started moving toward me. �Mabel, I gotta go. I�ll call Sol later.�
I felt a little relieved, certainly not about the retainer going bad. Those things happened. Fortunately, I had just enough left in the emergency reserve fund to cover the checks Mabel had sent out. So that wouldn�t be a problem. But more importantly, Balford hadn�t called and left a message saying I was toast. Balford was the firm�s primary source of income and it would be a disaster if she removed my name from the list again. The judge didn�t issue idle threats. She meant it when she said if she dropped me once more it would be permanent.
I hung up the phone and walked with Lt. Brodie to his car. I�d worry about Mabel�s checks, the bank, and Balford tomorrow. It would be too late by the time I returned from the motel to do anything about them today. I didn�t think Bugliosi�s information would help at that point, but I�d call Sol as soon as I had time.

We were driving north on the Hollywood Freeway, heading for the Hathaway motel when it dawned on me that I had missed my lunch date with Millie. I felt a tinge of guilt, but there was nothing I could do about it now. Obviously, I had a good excuse for standing her up, but I should�ve called her. I figured it�d be just one more problem I�d have to take care of tomorrow. I�d call her and explain the situation, right after I cleared up the mess at the bank. I was sure Millie would understand.
Twenty minutes after we left downtown, we pulled up in front of Dink�s Hollywood Oasis on Los Feliz Blvd. A single police unit was parked haphazardly in front of the motel. We got out of the car and ducked under the yellow police tape that marked the property as a crime scene.
No cars belonging to customers were parked in the lot. Except for the lone cop on guard, the place was deserted. The crime scene investigation team must�ve already completed their tasks and left. The coroner would�ve removed the body by now.
Lt. Brodie spoke to the uniformed officer on duty. �We�ll only be here for a few minutes, Ernie. Continue with what you were doing.� The uniform moved back to his position by the motel office.
Our feet crunched on the pea gravel covering the lot as Brodie and I made our way down the line of small bungalows. We darted into the weed-infested space between the bungalows numbered 5 and 6.
In back of number 6, I saw the corrugated tin tool shed. The door was smashed open, the cardboard cartons inside scattered about, all of them torn open with the contents spilling out on the floor.
We stepped cautiously inside. Light streamed in from the opening.
�Is this the way the shed looked when you were here with Hathaway?�
�No, someone broke in.�
�Do you see the soapbox that held her files anywhere?� the lieutenant asked.
I moved farther into the shed and looked around carefully.
The huge White King Soap carton was missing.
I silently shook my head.
Lt. Brodie looked at me. �We have an APB out on Roberts, armed and dangerous. When we catch up with him I hope he doesn�t try to run.�

CHAPTER 24

The Sergeant dropped me at my car in the lot at the South Gate Court. Instead of heading to Downey and my apartment I took the Ventura Freeway and set off in another direction.
My first inclination was to just let it go, let the authorities handle the murder. But I felt strongly that Roberts hadn�t killed the old woman, and figured when the cops found him-and if he hung around L.A. they certainly would-he�d probably get shot while trying to escape. At least that�s the way the report could read.
At this point, I trusted no one.
I�d been worked over by thugs driving a black Buick, been warned to quit messing where I don�t belong by a femme fatale-the mystery woman in a mini-skirt at the In-N-Out burger place on Grand Avenue-and threatened by a billionaire at the Reagan fundraiser. Even Rinehart, the current District Attorney, said he was keeping an eye on me.
People were going to a great deal of trouble attempting to cover up a commonplace murder that happened almost thirty years ago.
And now they were killing people.
It dawned on me-if I kept digging-that I could be next.
But I couldn�t stop now.
Roberts had been framed in 1945 and I had no doubt that he was being set up again. But if he was innocent, what about the clothing tag from his dress-outs found at the scene, the evidence all sealed up in the plastic bag that the lieutenant, with a gotcha look on his face, had pulled from his pocket and slapped down on the table?
The clothing tag could�ve been a counterfeit, forged by someone who had access to the number listed in Roberts�s files. That meant someone inside the prison, or someone connected with the DA�s office, was involved in the setup. I couldn�t image that anyone on the prison staff had anything to do with framing Roberts; nothing to gain. So that could only mean-if the tag was in fact bogus-that someone inside the DA�s office had planted it.
I figured the only way for me to get out of this mess would be to find Roberts and hustle him out of town, pronto. Then I�d be done with it, and maybe I could get off the hook. I�d do what I had to do to save myself while at the same time fulfilling the commitment I�d made to my client. But how in hell would I find him in L.A., a county of seven million people? I had one idea. If Sue Harvey was still alive and living here, I figured Roberts would try to hook up with his old flame.
I felt from the beginning that something fishy was going on with Roberts and Sue. Just the look on his face every time I�d mentioned her name led me to believe that she was still alive. I ran through the possibility that she might have been in contact with him while he was incarcerated, perhaps recently. The prison would have records of his visitors, but they wouldn�t let me access them without a court order, and to get a judge to grant one, I�d have to disclose who I was looking for, which would tip off the DA�s office about Sue. I for sure didn�t want to do that. The cops would find him first, then I�d be right back where I started.
With so many cops looking for Roberts, and powerful people on my ass about the case, I�d have to be cautious and nimble-footed to navigate this mine field.
And that was my reason for driving halfway through the San Fernando Valley: I wanted to see Frances Q. Jerome. He could�ve been mistaken when he said Sue Harvey was dead, or he could have lied about it. Again, I couldn�t afford to trust anyone.
He�d said a convict named John Barr had killed Sue. But the county had no record of her death. Rita couldn�t find any documents that proved she had died. As for John Barr, he�d been convicted of killing his wife years later. No one had accused him of murdering Sue. Like Roberts, maybe Jerome had some reason to keep her under wraps. But why?
Jerome was the only person I knew of who�d had personal contact with Sue after she�d come to L.A. Maybe he knew more than he told Rita and me. Maybe he knew where she could be found.
At best my theory was slim, but I had to question Jerome one more time, go eyeball to eyeball, and see if he blinked.
I exited the Ventura Freeway at Mulholland Drive. The sun�s glowing arc slipped behind the Santa Monica Mountains and trees cast long shadows as I entered the grounds of the Motion Picture and Television Country House, curved around the Administration building, and headed for the parking lot on the north side of the complex.
Only a few random cars were parked in the lot. I wondered if the staff would let me talk with the retired movie star this late in the day.
My eye caught the glimmer of the dying sunlight reflected from the windshield of a shiny red Mercedes 450 SL. The car, parked a dozen spaces to my right, had pulled in only moments before.
A woman climbed out. She turned to lock the car door and glanced at me as I crept by.
Oh, my God! My heart pounded. Was it her? Was she the mysterious beauty I�d met at the burger place in Chino?
I stepped on the gas and continued down the parking lot. My mind spun. Was it really her? If not, it could�ve been her twin sister. She looked right at me. Did she recognize me?
I quickly glanced around; no black Buicks were in sight, thank God.
I parked in a stall out of sight of the Mercedes and darted through the shrubbery that lined the parking lot. I moved quickly back toward the administration building for a second look. I wanted to make sure she was the same woman.
Keeping out of sight, I crouched in silence behind a shrub. Through the leaves and branches I watched her walk up the path, moving with a smooth stride toward the entrance.
She had blonde hair, incredible legs, and her dynamite figure was tightly packaged in a mini-skirt. As she glanced back over her shoulder before entering the building, I saw her bright blue eyes sparkle in the receding sunlight. She was the mystery woman, all right. Perfection in a female form.
I continued to stare at the front doors as they slowly closed behind her. I figured I�d wait a few minutes, then ease into the building lobby and ask the attendant on duty to tell me what the enchantress was doing there. Did she come to see someone? Who? I�d slip him a couple of bucks and maybe he�d also tell me her name.
But I stayed hidden behind the shrub a moment too long.
Something solid tapped my shoulder.
Jumping up, I faced a square-built man wearing a dark blue security uniform. He stood stiff-legged while holding a police baton in his hand. A ridge of scar tissue protruded above his brows and he had a nose that had been broken a few times, an ex-prizefighter.
�What the hell are you doin� here, Mac? This is private property.�
I had to think fast. I obviously didn�t want to get into any long explanations about the mystery woman, Jerome, or the Roberts case. I couldn�t tell him I was a lawyer, hiding behind a bush. He�d hit me with his stick.
�Aw, yeah. Well, you see, I�m an autograph collector and I heard Miss Mary Astor lives here. I have all the stars from The Maltese Falcon, but hers-Bogart, Sydney Greenstreet, and, would you believe, I even have Elisha Cook, Jr.� I kept at it, chattering like a magpie on speed. �He�s the little guy, played Wilmer, you know-�
�You about done?�
�Bet you don�t know who played Effie Perrine. I do-�
�Okay, that�s enough, buster. That your car parked over there?� He pointed at my Corvette with his baton.
�Yeah.�
�Get in it, and get the hell outta here. I catch you snooping here again, it ain�t gonna be pretty.� He gave me a slight nudge with his billy club.
�Lee Patrick was Effie,� I said.
He raised his baton. �Beat it, wise guy.�
As I wheeled slowly by the red Mercedes on my way out of the parking lot, I glanced at the plate and memorized the number.

Edging along with the evening freeway traffic, driving back to Downey, I couldn�t get the mystery woman out of my mind. It wasn�t just her dynamite figure that I dwelled upon, although her looks were surely part it. My thoughts were mainly focused on one question: what was she doing at the movie retirement home? She approached me at an at the In-N-Out burger, a short distance from the prison, right after my first meeting with Roberts, warning me off the case. And now she shows up at the place where Jerome lives. I wondered, could there be a connection?
Did she go there to visit Francis Q. Jerome, my only lead to Sue Harvey?

CHAPTER 25

I tossed and turned throughout the night, dreaming strange dreams, all mixed up: insane nightmares. The mystery woman, Jerome, and Mrs. Hathaway would drift in and out in ghostly apparitions, warning me about some unknown doom waiting for me if I didn�t pack up and move back in with my folks on Lubec Street, where I lived during my high school years. The images told me to quit pretending I was a lawyer. That I should stay at home and become a better son to my parents. But no one heard my protest when I shouted that both my mom and dad were dead. Roberts appeared briefly, laughing madly like the Joker in the Batman comic books.
In the middle of the night, well past midnight, I awoke to a clanking sound coming from outside my window. I lay in the tangled sheets, groggy, sweaty, and thirsty. After a minute or so, I pulled the blanket back, swung my feet over the side, and sat there with my face buried in my hands, thinking about the dreams. Maybe I�m the Joker. Maybe my subconscious was saying I�d been a lunatic to get involved in this mess.
Dragging myself into the kitchen for a glass of water, I stopped when I heard the metallic clatter again. But this time the noise was followed by the rumble a truck makes as it shifts gears and drives away. Now I was curious. The racket seemed to be coming from the parking area behind my apartment building. I went back to the bedroom and peeked through the blinds covering the rear window. I didn�t see anything out of the ordinary, just the shadow of the carport lean-to in the quiet darkness of night. Whatever had caused the disturbance had disappeared.

In the morning as I gulped my first cup of black coffee before heading out the door for the office I mulled over the list of phone calls Vera had made from the motel room, particularly the ones to MGM. Jerome was a contract player with Metro at the time. It was more than possible that Vera saw the photo in the movie magazine, the one taken at Ciro�s with Sue Harvey and Jerome cuddling at a cocktail table. She knew about Sue�s connection with Roberts. Maybe that�s why she made the call. Maybe she wanted to talk to Jerome, let him know Roberts was in town. Maybe she had an angle, figured it might be worth a few bucks somehow.
But then again, it could�ve have been Roberts who�d made the calls. After all, they were staying in the same bungalow.
After being caught by the security guard at the movie retirement home, I decided to ask Rita to drive out to Woodland Hills and talk with Jerome. He liked her, and she would probably get more out of him than I would, anyway. It wouldn�t hurt to have Rita ask Jerome if he remembered talking to either Vera or Roberts back in the summer of �45. She could also ask him if he had a recent visitor. Maybe a blonde in a mini-skirt. If so, would he tell Rita the woman�s name and what she had to do with him and Roberts?
I drained the coffee, took the last bite of a leftover pizza slice and thought about my day ahead. Later in the morning, after Sol arrived at his office, I�d ask him to run the mystery woman�s license plate; that might shed some light. But most of my morning would be spent untangling the mess at the bank. I also made a mental note to call Millie. I checked my wallet. No problem, I had enough cash to take her to Burger King, hopefully making up for my no-show yesterday.
I set the cup in the sink with the rest of the dirty dishes and left the apartment. When I got to the carport in the back I stood slack jawed, staring at the empty slot where my Corvette was supposed to be parked.
My car had been stolen.
I darted around to the front of the building and looked up and down the street. No car.
�Goddammit,� I shouted as I dashed back into my apartment and called the Downey Police Department.
After being transferred to burglary detail, I explained to the detective on the line what happened, giving him the make, model, and license number of my missing Vette. The cop put me on hold, but came back in about fifteen seconds.
�I got good news and bad news, Mr. O�Brien.�
�What are you talking about? Did you find my car? Was it damaged?�
�No, that�s the good news. It wasn�t stolen.�
�What do you mean, not stolen? It isn�t here. It�s gone!�
�Well, that�s the bad news. It�s been repossessed. They towed it away last night.�
�That can�t be! I made the payment. Maybe a little late, but I paid it.�
�The repo jockey dropped the docs off this morning at about three a.m. The papers indicate you broke the contract, late payments.�
Christ almighty. �Repossessed?�
�That�s about the size of it.�
My next call was to the finance company. The account rep told me my contract had been sold. Selling contracts was common practice in the industry, it seemed.
He stated that his firm had nothing to do with the repossession. He gave me the name and number of the outfit that now held my loan, Los Angeles Bank and Trust. I called them.
In order to have my car released, the bank employee explained, I�d have to pay off the loan balance completely and cough up a myriad of additional fees, the towing bill, cost of storage, substantial late charges, and so on.
Then he said, �But I think we can work something out. Give me a moment to check your file.� I heard the rustle of papers in the background. �According to my report the repossession order came directly from our corporate owners, in fact, straight from the Tower.� He paused for a moment. �Hmm� this is strange. There�s a notation. It says, �No compromise allowed.� I wonder why.�
�If that�s the case I want to talk to someone at your corporate headquarters. What�s the phone number and who do I talk to?�
�Sorry, Mr. O�Brien, but they won�t discuss the matter with you.� He chuckled at the absurdity of my request.
�Why not?�
�Because our bank is owned by a private trust and they simply won�t talk to anyone. Especially someone who just had their car repossessed.�
�I�ve got to get it back! I�m a lawyer. I need my car. Just tell me who owns your bank. I�ll look up the damn number myself.�
�Have it your way, Mr. O�Brien. We�re owned by the Haskell Foundation.�
After banging my fist on the wall and feeling sorry for myself for a minute or two, I called Rita at her apartment, hoping she might still be there and would give me a lift to Rent-A-Wreck. I caught her just as she was rushing off to meet her client, the kid with the marijuana rap.
�I�d be happy to pick you up, but I�m due at a conference with Bennie, my client,� she said after I explained about my car being in the shop for repairs.
�I thought the kid�s retainer had been canceled.�
�Yes, but Bennie likes me, wants to keep me as his lawyer. He doesn�t care what his uncle thinks. It�s his decision, after all. Don�t worry about the fee, Jimmy. As soon as I get the charges dropped, he�s going to get a job and pay us on the installment plan.�
�We don�t have an installment plan.�
�Oh, Jimmy, you�re always kidding around. Of course we do. I told Bennie it would be okay. Gotta go. Call Mabel, she�ll pick you up.�
Another call, this time to the office. �The number you are trying to reach has been disconnected-�
I slammed down the phone. Goddammit! After taking several deep breaths, I called the phone company. Repair service transferred me to someone who said her hands were tied, and after being placed on hold several times and getting the runaround for an eternity, I finally got a supervisor on the line.
�We canceled the service due to reports of illegal activity associated with this number.�
�What in the hell are you talking about?�
�Frankly, Mr. O�Brien, we were informed that the line was being used to facilitate an illegal horse wagering establishment, and according to the PUC code we were obligated to terminate the service immediately.�
I was shocked. �You�re calling me a bookie?�
�I believe that�s the term.�
�That�s ridiculous. I�m a lawyer with a three-person firm. My God, what the hell�s wrong with you-?�
�Sir, I don�t have to take your verbal abuse. But I will say this: if you only have three people in your office, how come you ordered the installation of thirty new phones recently?�
�I didn�t order the damn phones. The guy just showed up-�
�You got a beef, call the PUC. Goodbye.� The line went dead.
A guy with the Public Utilities Commission located in downtown L.A. explained the routine: I�d have to drive to the office and fill out a complaint form. Once the form was officially filed and approved, the commission would do a complete investigation. If they found in my favor the phone would be turned back on. The man I spoke with added that it usually didn�t take long at all to get these types of issues straightened out, a couple of months at most. Jesus!
Thirty minutes later, after hoofing it to Sol�s building, I was ushered into his office by Joyce, his private secretary.
Sol, sitting behind a desk the size of New Hampshire, glanced up at me when I entered. He waved his hand and pointed to a leather armchair facing him. A man, dressed in a white uniform, stood in front of the desk holding a pink box.
�Have a seat, Jimmy. I�ll be with you in a minute.� He faced the guy in white. �What do you mean, you�re bringing me crumpets?� Sol asked.
�Your secretary said I was to give them to you myself.� The man, obviously a baker, placed the pink box on Sol�s desk.
�She didn�t have the courage to bring me the damn things herself,� Sol said, lifting one of the porous yeast cakes out of the box, holding it up gingerly between the tips of his thumb and forefinger. He handled it like he had a dead mouse by its tail.
Sol opened his fingers and the crumpet dropped to his desk. �Where are my goddamn apple fritters that you�re supposed to deliver every morning?�
The baker answered, �Mrs. Silverman called earlier, sir. Said you�re on a diet and to change the standing order to crumpets instead of fritters. She also said, well sir, she said�� His voice tailed off.
�What else did she say?� Sol demanded.
�Aw, well, she said��
�C�mon, tell me, damn it.�
�That you�re too goddamn fat.�
Sol cracked up.
As soon as the baker left, I took one of the crumpets out of the box. Sol sat in his desk chair and peered at me while I ate it.
�What�s bugging you?� he asked.
�What do you mean?�
�You didn�t come here just to eat a crumpet.�
�I didn�t know you were going to have crumpets.�
�Look, Jimmy, we�ve been friends a long time and I can tell when something�s on your mind. Maybe I can help.�
�Yeah, Sol, I got a little problem. But I�m not going to bother you with it.�
He let out a small laugh. �Yeah, sure. You just happen to pop in here, nothing to do today, so you thought you�d say hello. And, what the hell, as long as you�re here, may as well eat a crumpet. Is that it? Is that what this is all about?�
�I thought you�d have fritters-�
�Jimmy, goddammit, out with it.�
Just because Sol and I worked together on legal cases didn�t mean it wasn�t hard for me to ask him for help on personal matters. But, I had nowhere else to turn and I knew he�d be there for me.
I hung my head and said, �My phone�s been disconnected.�
�You didn�t pay the bill?�
�Nah, that�s not it. They think I�m a bookie.�
Sol started to laugh, harder this time. �Well, hell, that�s not a bad idea. Christ, you could make more money than you do now if you just took my action.�
�Sol, that�s not funny.�
�Yeah, sorry. But why would the phone company think that you�re in the gambling racket?�
�I think it had something to do with my car being repossessed.�
�Jesus, you�re car was snatched, too.�
�Yeah, by a bank that�s owned by the Haskell Foundation.�
He leaned back in his chair, interlocking his hands across his belly. �Obviously Raymond Haskell�s behind your tsores.�
�That�s what I figure.�
�Well, what did you expect?�
�What are you talking about?�
�You shouldn�t threaten billionaires in public restrooms, Jimmy. I figured you would�ve known better.�
�But, Sol-�
�You have chutzpah, my friend. I�ll say that.�
�What do you mean?�
�Chutzpah, it�s Yiddish, means-�
�I know what it means. But we were both there at the dinner. Haskell wanted to meet us in the restroom. You said we should-�
�Doesn�t matter. He�s a putz and I�m glad you read him the riot act. He moved forward in his chair. �I�ll handle this stuff for you. But, that�s it, right? Nothing else going on?�
�Yeah, Sol, that�s it.�
�Okay, no problem. But, goddammit, Jimmy. When things like this come up, call me right away. That�s what friends are for. I�ll never forget what you� well, you know.�
�Do you really think you can get my phone back on? They said I�d have to go to the PUC.�
He let out an exaggerated sigh, like I�d question the obvious. �You hide and watch,� he said, as he buzzed for Joyce.
Her voice came over the intercom. �Do you need something, Sol?�
�Yeah. Get in touch with our guy at the phone company and tell him I want Jimmy�s office phone turned back on, and tell him I want it on right now!�
�Will do,� Joyce said and clicked off.
�Thanks, Sol.�
�A lawyer without a phone is like a monkey without a banana.� He chuckled, then said, �By the way, my friend Vince returned my call. He�s on his book tour right now, but will be back shortly. He�s wants to meet with us as soon as he�s in town.�
�Vince?�
�Vincent Bugliosi.�
�Oh yeah. With all that�s been going on I almost forgot about him.�
�He has some info that might help you get the DA, Joe Rinehart off your back.�
�Rinehart�s not on my back. It�s all over as far as he�s concerned. He�s the one that decided to cut Roberts loose.�
�Doesn�t matter. We have to meet Bugliosi. The guy�s doing you a favor.�
�Of course, I�ll meet with him. I�m kind of curious anyway about what he�s got.�
He handed me a black box about the size of a cigarette pack. �Here take this with you. Carry it at all times.�
I held the gizmo, looking it over. It had a small switch and red button on the top. �What the hell is this?� I asked.
�It�s a Motorola Pageboy beeper. It�ll beep when I need you. And when it does, get back to me right away. I�ll beep you when Bugliosi calls.�
I tucked the Pageboy in my jacket pocket. What�ll they come up with next? I wondered. Whatever it was, Sol would be the first to have one.
�It�s very expensive,� he said. �Cost three hundred, plus a monthly service charge. Don�t lose it.�
�Sol, I�m not going to lose the goddamn thing.�
�Well, you lost your goddamn car.�
�I have to rent something, until-�
Sol reached in his desk drawer and pulled out a set of car keys and tossed them to me. �Take one of the company�s Chevys. Use it until I can spring your car.�
�Thanks. What can I say?�
�Just leave a little gas in it. And don�t bang it up.�
I stood and started to walk toward the door but stopped. �Thanks again, Sol. I�d better head back to the office��
�Hey, what friends are for?� Sol said, peering closely at the crumpet on his desk, pushing it around with his finger.
�There is one more thing,� I said.
�Yeah, what?�
�Can you run a plate number for me?�

CHAPTER 26

I took care of the bank, draining the last of my emergency fund to cover the checks Mabel had written. At least we were now current on most of the bills. I took some comfort in that thought. But I worried about new cash coming in. Without Judge Balford�s court-appointed cases there wouldn�t be enough money to keep the office open.
By the time I made it to the office the phone had been reconnected. Good ol� Sol. I checked it as soon as I walked in the door. Mabel wasn�t at her desk, but she�d left a note: �Our phone has been disconnected, so I took my work home. I don�t know what�s going on. I hope their check didn�t bounce. Jimmy, I�m worried.�
I crumpled the note and tossed it in the wastebasket. A moment later Rita walked in.
�Hi, boss,� she said, setting her purse on Mabel�s desk. �My case is over. Bennie�s off the hook. The DA dropped the charges.�
�Really, why?�
�I demanded to see the evidence. You know, the marijuana plants he was accused of growing, but guess what, they�re gone.�
�Gone?�
�Yeah, somebody stole the seedlings from the evidence locker. So the Deputy DA had no choice but to dismiss the case. Then I took Bennie to Chris �n Pitts� Barbeque on Lakewood. Chris Pelonis-the owner-was there and I talked him into hiring Bennie as one of his dishwashers.�
�That�s great.�
Yeah, he�ll start paying us next Friday, his payday. Five dollars per week. Not bad, huh?� Rita picked up the empty coffeepot and asked, �Hey, where�s Mabel?�
�Ah�. she had to take care of some personal matters.�
Rita scooped a couple of heaping tablespoons of ground coffee into the pot. �I saw the Chevy in your parking spot. One of Sol�s?
�I borrowed it. Just until my Vette�s fixed.�
�What�s wrong with it?�
�Well, not much� I guess it needed a tune-up.�
She whirled around. �Why are you lying about your car�and about Mabel?�
�What� makes you say that?�
�I can tell when you�re lying. It�s written all over your face.�
I stood there in silence staring at the floor.
�What happened? Did you have an accident, or what?�
�No, it�s just��
�You do that all the time, Jimmy. You don�t level with me and it�s getting old. I know that sometimes you try to shield me from the hard facts. You think it�s for my own good. I�d worry too much. But damn it, I�m a big girl. I can handle pressure. Maybe even better than you. So treat me like an adult, okay?�
�My car was repossessed in the middle of the night.�
�Oh, Jimmy� but if you needed a few bucks, you should�ve called. I could�ve-�
�No, it�s nothing like that, Rita.�
I walked to the window and looked out at the building across the street, a pink apartment house. I thought about my history of telling white lies to Rita. She was right, of course. I did try to shield her from the harsher realities of our profession, which wasn�t fair to her-or to me.
She was a lawyer now, my associate, and she deserved the truth. I turned and started talking. I told her the whole story. I told her about the meeting with Haskell, my aggressive behavior at the Reagan dinner, and how he was now getting back at me. I let the words escape, holding nothing back. I told her about the phone being turned off, the bank overdraft, and how Judge Balford removed my name from her list of court-appointed attorneys. I admitted that her client�s retainer had been canceled because of my less-than-stellar reputation.
I looked away but hesitated only briefly before I continued. I explained our precarious cash position and told her that if our business didn�t improve, we may have to close the firm.
Rita took in all in without interrupting, without a hint of shock or concern. She just looked at me, but she put me at ease with the warmth in her soft brown eyes. I didn�t want her to think I was losing it, that I was about to chuck it all and take a job selling shoes at Sears. But damn it, I didn�t know how much more I could take.
I wanted to get it all out, get it out of my system. So I continued to talk, telling her about the black Buick and the thugs. I even told her about the threats and how they�d ambushed me. I wanted someone to understand, to feel what I was going through. Finally I wound down like a spring-loaded toy and stopped talking.
Rita remained still for a long moment before she said, �The coffee�s been ready for a while. Shall I pour you a cup?�
We sat in the outer lobby, Rita behind Mabel�s desk and me across from her in the client chair quietly sipping our coffee. I wondered if she still believed in me, or trusted me. But she said nothing. She just sat and stared at her small hands curled around the coffee cup.
�Do you think you could do me a favor?� I asked, breaking the silence.
�We�re a team, you know,� she whispered, finally looking up. �Of course I will.�
�Do you think you could drive out to Woodland Hills and talk to Jerome again?�
�Sure, I�ll go out there and butter him up. What do you want me to talk to him about?�
After I told her my theory that Sue may be alive and Roberts might be hiding out with her, Rita stood, picked up her purse, and walked toward the door. But before leaving she turned and looked back at me.
�Jimmy, I meant it when I said we�re a team. If we have to close the shop, then so be it. We�ll start over again someplace, somehow. But we�ve been in tight spots before and you�ve pulled us through and you�ll do it again. I have faith in you. You know why?�
�No, Rita, at the moment I don�t know why. I don�t know if I even trust my own judgment anymore.�
�Look, Jimmy, you may be a little rash at times, a bit impetuous, but you care. You care and you fight for what�s right, and you don�t give up. No, we won�t have to close the office. Working together, we�ll get through this.� She gave me a tender smile. �And I don�t think some rich jerk playing childish games is going to put us out of business. He hasn�t got a chance. Bye.� She closed the door behind her.
I could�ve hugged her right then, and maybe I would have if she hadn�t already left.
What she said made sense, a lot of sense. We�re not through yet, not by a long shot. Screw that bastard, Haskell. I�ll get to the bottom of this case even if I have to take down the whole goddamned gang of them: Byron, the DA who lied about Roberts back in �45; the woman in the miniskirt; and even the current District Attorney himself-that righteous bastard, Rinehart.
With friends like Rita and Sol at my side, how could I miss? But more important, because of their friendship, regardless of what happened, I knew I�d never be alone.
I started to walk into my office when the phone rang. It was Joyce, Sol�s secretary. �Jimmy, our man at the DMV ran the Mercedes plate number. Don�t know if it�ll do any good, though.�
�Didn�t the guy give you a name?�
�Yes, but the car is registered to a big industrial firm on the East Coast, an outfit called Federal Carbide Corp. I called them. But no one would speak with me about the car. Very close-mouthed about it.�
I�d heard of Federal Carbide. Any part-time do-it-yourselfer knew the name; their logo was embossed on the back of almost all the sandpaper sold on the planet.
Knowing who owned the car without knowing the name of the driver wouldn�t help. It just raised more questions. I wondered what a giant corporation like Federal Carbide had to do with all this. I didn�t think the company hired babes in miniskirts to run around in expensive sports cars peddling their products. Buy our sandpaper and as an extra added bonus the gal in the Mercedes will give you a little treat.
I sat at my desk and opened the drawer, eager to get started on the case again. I pulled out the Roberts file and thumbed through it, looking for something I may have missed, something that would give me a new lead to pursue.
Maybe it was a coincidence, maybe ESP, or maybe something else, because just as I got to the section in the police report regarding the bungalow where Vera had been murdered, the phone rang. �Is this Jimmy O�Brien?� a woman asked in a soft voice.
�Yes, I�m O�Brien.�
�My name is Gayle Goodrow. I�m Ida Hathaway�s niece. I�m her only living relative and I�m trying to put her affairs in order. I�m at the motel now.�
�I�m sorry about Mrs. Hathaway,� I said. �But how can I help you, Miss Goodrow?�
�The police gave me your number. The detective said my aunt had a box full of files and papers, but the box had been stolen. He said you told him one of the files in the box contained an insurance policy, said you saw it.�
�Well, I saw the file, but I don�t think it held an actual insurance policy. She was looking for some old phone records in the box and pulled out a thick file secured with rubber bands. She said it was her insurance policy. I think she used that term figuratively. You know, like-�
�That�s right, Mr. O�Brien, the file had nothing to do with insurance.�
�I really didn�t think it did, but it was none of my business.�
�The police said your client murdered my aunt, but I don�t think he�s the one who killed her.�
I almost bolted out of my chair. �What are you telling me?�
�I don�t like discussing this on the phone.�
�Discussing what?�
�It�s been going on for years.�
�What�s been going on?�
�On the next-to-last day of the month, every month without fail, going back farther than the bank has records, someone has been depositing $500 in my aunt�s account. Today�s that day. There was no deposit.� She paused for a few seconds before continuing. �Mr. O�Brien, the money has something to do with that so-called �insurance policy.��
�Oh my God,� I said in a whisper.
�Her murder wasn�t reported in the media, and I hadn�t sent out the notices yet.�
�That means only the police and people in the DA�s office knew she was dead,� I said.
�And the person who stopped making the deposits knew,� she said, �the person who murdered my aunt.�

CHAPTER 27

Gayle Goodrow and I agreed to meet at a location somewhere close to the motel. She suggested Ships, a coffee shop on La Cienega in West Hollywood. I told her I�d leave immediately and would be there in about forty-five minutes.
The traffic ran fast, and I drove faster than most of the other vehicles on the freeway, arriving at the fifties version of a space-age-styled coffee shop five minutes early.
On the drive I wondered about Gayle Goodrow, about how much she knew. But just as important, I wondered how much she�d tell me. Before I hung up, she had implied that the documents in the insurance file were related to a murder �that happened in the motel years ago.� I knew from various sources that the only murder that ever took place at Dink�s Hollywood Oasis was Vera�s. But there were a few things I couldn�t figure out. One, if Mrs. Hathaway�s documents were, in fact, related to Vera�s death and she was extorting someone on the threat of revealing the contents, why would the person being blackmailed cough up the money for almost thirty years and then decide to pop her now? Two, would all of this help me find Roberts? And finally, why did Gayle Goodrow call me? Why didn�t she just tell the police about the papers in the file and about the blackmail scheme?
The restaurant was practically deserted in the early afternoon. The lunch crowd-if there was one-must have left by now. One skinny guy who sat at the counter sipping coffee gave me the once-over when I entered. A waitress clad in a bright uniform, but wearing a dull smile, met me at the door and handed me a plastic menu. I told her a friend would be joining me shortly.
But then I saw her, a plain woman in her mid-thirties, sitting in a booth by the front window. She had the same build and manner as Sandy Dennis, the actress who�d played the mousy wife in The Out of Towners. She looked small, pale, and almost transparent and at any moment it appeared as if she might simply fade away and dissolve into the fabric covering the seat. The woman stared at me with a questioning look on her face and nodded slightly when our eyes locked. I walked to the booth.
�Miss Goodrow?� I asked.
�Yes, please sit down, Mr. O�Brien.�
Miss Goodrow sat proper-like with her hands folded in her lap and her shoulders hunched, her elbows tucked close to her wispy frame.
I slid into the booth across from her. �Let skip the formalities, if it�s okay. Please just call me Jimmy.�
�And I�m Gayle.� Her hand trembled when she raised it above the table to shake mine. �I�m nervous talking about this,� she said in a voice just above a whisper. �There are frightening details you should know, but can� can I trust you?�
�You called me, remember? You must have had a feeling that I could be trusted.�
�You defend people in trouble, and I thought� Anyway, I had to talk to you.�
�Anything you say to me regarding your aunt�s murder is protected-client privilege. Our conversation will be kept strictly confidential.� I leaned in closer and spoke softly. �Now, Gayle, what�s this all about?�
�I�m scared. Whoever killed my aunt could kill again.�
�Have you talked to the police about any of this?�
�Oh my God, no. They could be in on it.�
�In on what? The murder, the blackmail, or both?�
She made a tent with her hands and placed them in front of her mouth, her eyes dropping to the tabletop. I wanted to ask her again about the cops, but the waitress appeared, ready to take our order.
Gayle looked up. �Just coffee for me, please.�
�Make it two,� I added.
As soon as the waitress left I said, �Gayle, I can�t help you unless you tell me what this is all about. That is, if you want me to help.�
�This whole mess just won�t go away.� The fear showed in her eyes and it was real. �I don�t know much. My aunt didn�t tell me the whole story. But certain people might think I know more than I do.�
�How about if we start at the beginning?�
Gayle glanced around. Two men wearing business suits had entered and now sat at the counter. �I�m not comfortable here,� she said.
�We can talk in my car. Nobody will be able to eavesdrop.�
One of the businessmen tapped his buddy on the shoulder and looked over at us. He turned away when I looked back at him. They whispered together for a moment, then started to banter with the girl working the counter. She let out a giggle after one of the men made a crude remark about her full figure. She took it as praise.
�Yes, the car would be better,� Gayle said and started to climb out of the booth.
I stood just as the waitress arrived with our coffee. �Are you leaving?� she asked. �What about your coffee?�
�Something came up,� I said and dropped a buck on the table.
We cruised aimlessly though the streets of West Hollywood with neither of us saying a word. As I drove, I waited for Gayle to open up. I couldn�t blame her for being reluctant to talk, but I felt strongly that she wanted to tell me what was on her mind. Sooner or later she�d come around, but I couldn�t wait forever.
�Gayle, I�m here to help. Talk to me.�
She stared straight ahead, her eyes focused on something far away. Finally she said, �The papers my aunt had belonged to a woman who�d been murdered in one of her bungalows back in the forties. She found them in the woman�s room when she discovered the body, before she called the police.�
I hit the brakes and swerved to the curb. I turned to face her. �Do you know what was in those papers?�
�No, she wouldn�t talk about it. She didn�t tell me anything about the papers until recently. I took accounting courses in junior college and a few years ago I took over the bookkeeping for the motel-taxes, paying the bills, that sort of thing. Aunt Ida was getting up there, and it became more difficult for her to take care of the books herself.�
�That�s when you noticed the extra money being deposited every month, correct?�
�Of course. But when I asked her how to classify the transaction, she told me to enter it in the ledger as �miscellaneous income.� I figured there was something shady going on. Otherwise she would�ve explained it. But I had no idea it was blackmail.�
�Where�d you think the money came from?�
�I thought maybe she had a boyfriend on the side, something like that. She said she�d been getting the same payment every month for years. Since before Uncle Dink passed away. She said he didn�t know about the money. I think she was kind of proud of what she was able to pull off. Maybe that�s why she finally let me in on it. At least part of it.�
�So she never said who was paying her.�
�That�s right, just that it was a big shot. Someone who wouldn�t miss the money. Petty cash to him is how she put it.�
I put the Chevy in gear and pulled away, driving down Oakwood, a residential street with tress and nice homes with well-groomed yards. While I drove she continued to talk.
�I feel ashamed,� she said. �I just let it go. I did as she asked and entered the deposits as miscellaneous income. I tried not to think about it, but it was always there. I was her accomplice in a crime. It didn�t matter if the person was wealthy, it was wrong. I know I should have done something, but what could I do? And she did need the money. The motel had been operating in the red for the last few years.�
�Why do you think the police might be involved with your aunt�s death?�
�Because one time I pressed her. I told her that maybe someday the authorities would find out what was going on, about the money, the extortion. But it didn�t trouble her.� Gayle�s voice sounded weaker. �My aunt laughed. She actually laughed at me, saying her guy was �the authorities.� She said he was high in the government and he had the police under his control.�
Her voice trailed off and she became silent again. I looked at her and saw the fear and vulnerability etched in her face. I kept driving aimlessly. Heading west on Wilshire, we entered the city limits of Beverly Hills, and I continued to let my mind wander, thinking about what Gayle had been telling me.
She�d told me a tale of blackmail and murder, a story about a politician with cops in his pocket, a man with the soul of a rattlesnake. She was talking about a person who had helped frame Roberts. But could the guy have been a high-powered cop? Mrs. Hathaway had told her niece that her blackmail victim was someone high in the government. That meant if he were a cop, he�d likely been someone in a position of authority: a captain, commander, or even a deputy chief. Then again, the person could�ve just as easily been someone in the District Attorney�s Office. Frank Byron, the DA who put Roberts behind bars in �45, definitely fit that description.
But how could Vera have documents relating to Byron in her possession? She had only been in town for a few days before she was murdered, hardly time enough to get involved in the Los Angeles political scene. Besides, I didn�t see Byron as a murderer. Maybe a corrupt DA back in his day-a loudmouthed egomaniac now-but a murderer? No, I didn�t think so.
I turned right on Rodeo Drive, a street lined with stores that sold expensive chintz to sculpted matrons of the rich and famous. We cruised past the Luau Restaurant, an upscale tiki bar owned by one of Lana Turner�s ex-husbands, Steve Crane. It was the kind of place that had been big back in the fifties and sixties: bamboo furniture, masks and carvings and torches hanging about, and sexy Asian waitresses wearing skimpy hula-girl outfits festooned with an abundance of colorful leis. Drink a few of their killer Zombies and you�d be crawling home on your hands and knees.
�Do you think you could take me back to my car now, Mr. O�Brien� I mean, Jimmy?�
�Of course, but can you think of anything else I should know? I don�t suppose Mrs. Hathaway mentioned any names.�
�No. As I said, she was tight-lipped about the whole affair.�
�It doesn�t make sense,� I said. �The guy pays her every month for almost thirty years, and then suddenly he breaks into her shed, steals the documents, and kills her. Doesn�t make any sense at all. Do you think she tried to raise the stakes, demand more money, something like that?�
�That�s what I figured at first, when they told me she�d been murdered, but then I thought about something she�d said��
�Like what?�
�I didn�t mention this before. I didn�t want you to get angry.�
�Angry about what?�
�She called me a couple of days after you met with her. Told me about you, that you were trying to help a prisoner who�d been blamed for a murder he didn�t commit. She said she let you copy some old records that she had stored away.�
�Yeah, that�s true,� I said.
�She had second thoughts about cooperating with you, that you more or less caught her off-guard. She told me she�d made a big mistake.� Gayle took a deep breath and held it for a moment before exhaling. �What my aunt said next terrified me.�
�I can tell you�re scared, but who wouldn�t be-�
�I don�t think you understand, Jimmy,� she said.
�What do you mean?�
�I�m not frightened for me.�
�What?� I asked.
�I thought she meant it would be you� that if you continued to snoop around, you would get killed.�

CHAPTER 28

When we parted ways at Gayle�s car back at the Ships lot, I told her I�d stay in touch and let her know if I discovered anything new about her aunt�s murder. She climbed out of the Chevy and walked slowly to her car, turning once to give me a final look, a pitiful look you�d give to a condemned man.
My mind reeled with what Mrs. Hathaway had told Gayle about getting killed if I continued to snoop around. But a couple of questions suddenly occurred to me. Was the old lady�s remark just conjecture? Or did she know for certain that the bad guys were going to try to stop me dead if I got too close to the truth?
I took a deep breath and wheeled out of the parking lot, but what I saw next stole my breath away. I spotted a black Buick Century parked next to the curb down about fifty feet. The car pulled out and followed as I whipped around the corner at La Cienega, heading toward the freeway on-ramp. I stepped on it. Clipping the light at Wilshire, I barreled down the boulevard, zigzagged a few cars, and shot up the freeway on-ramp. I changed lanes and stole a glance over my shoulder. The Buick was nowhere in sight.
While driving back to Downey, keeping a rational mind, I thought about the car. There were a million black Buicks in L.A., and I wondered if the car on La Cienega was the same one that had been stalking me, the one with the two clowns in it. I imagined that I�d probably see a black Buick every time I turned a corner. The memory of my last encounter with those two bozos had been all too real.
Mabel had returned to the office by the time I got back from West Hollywood. But she didn�t look up, just handed me a pink phone message as I walked past her desk. The air held a distinct chill.
I was halfway across the room when she said, �It�s from Sol. He�s at Rocco�s. He wants you to meet him there as soon as you get in. Doesn�t he ever do business in his office? Jesus!�
So she was speaking to me after all. I turned to face her. �Any other calls?�
�No new clients called. And you�ve got Rita chasing around on that no-fee Roberts case. What�s the matter with you?�
�Drop it, Mabel. I�m not in the mood.�
�What do you mean, drop it? You�d better listen to me, young man. Things are going to hell around here. Someone better do something, and I mean fast.�
�Mabel, please. I have enough on my mind without listening to this crap.�
�Hold on, Buster, don�t get surly with me! I�m just trying to let you know the trouble we�re in. Did you know that there�s no money for payroll this week? I�ll work with you, but Christ�� She didn�t finish her sentence. She bent her head and started to shuffle papers-bills, most likely.
�Sorry, Mabel. You�re right. I�m a little tired, that�s all. Tell you what: I�ll pull Rita off the case. Tomorrow she can cruise the halls at the Criminal Courts Building, searching for people who might need our help.�
�What about you? Did you take Millie to lunch?�
Damn, I�d forgotten all about Millie. �Aw, yeah, Millie. Yeah, I called her. She couldn�t make it-�
She whirled around in her swivel chair. �Quit your goddamn lying. Millie called here looking for you. Said you stood her up again. She�s pissed, and so am I.�
�Thought you said there were no calls.�
�I said there were no clients who called.� She stood and marched to the door.
�Where you going?� I said to her back.
�Out to look for a job.� She slammed the door behind her.
I stood there without moving, hardly breathing, rooted in the middle of the mess I�d created. I wondered why I had to lie to people that I cared for. Maybe it�s because of the fact that I did care for them. Maybe I didn�t want them to worry. One person in the office scared out of his wits was enough, wasn�t it? But I knew that was a lie too. The real reason had to be� I didn�t want to face it. I didn�t want to admit that I had failed again, even to myself. I was already in my mid-thirties and had accomplished nothing. Bupkis, as Sol would say. It seemed my whole life had been one failed disaster after another: divorce, fired from the LAPD, and now I was about to lose my law practice. I was rushing headlong down a path to total ruin.
I set the telephone answering machine to pick up and left for Rocco�s.

�Hey, here�s Jimmy with the long face,� I heard Sol boom from his table in the middle of the cocktail bar at Rocco�s. I tried to put on a lighthearted air and even smiled as I worked my way through the group of regulars. I pulled out a chair and sat at Sol�s table, heaped with plates of appetizers.
�Jimmy, my boy. Here, take a bite of this.� Sol shoved some kind of canape in my face, a round cracker with a glob of pink paste on it.
�Not hungry, Sol. Mabel said you wanted to see me.�
�Eat the goddamn thing. You�ll feel better. I�m tired of your hangdog attitude. Now cheer up.� He kept jabbing the bite-sized snack at me.
I took a nibble. A delicious sensation filled my mouth. �Hey, Sol, this stuff is great.� I ate the rest of it, reached out and grabbed another one.
�My own secret recipe,� Sol said. �Andre has the chef make it special for me. I had him sign a non-disclosure agreement.�
�No kidding. What is it?� I asked, taking another bite.
�I said it was a secret. I�m not gonna tell you.�
By now I was on my third one. I didn�t realize how hungry I was. �Aw, c�mon, Sol. I won�t tell anyone.�
He looked around and then leaned into me, his eyes shifting from side to side. Finally he whispered in a slow conspiratorial tone, �It�s cooked lobster,� he leaned in closer, �mixed with a can of cold Campbell�s mushroom soup and smeared on a Ritz Cracker. But here�s what makes it good: I tell them to put in exactly eight drops of Tabasco.�
�Yeah, I can taste it. Gives it a little tang.� Sol was right; the lobster thing did make me feel a bit better.
He snapped his fingers. �Hey, Andre! Tell the chef to whip up another batch of Sol�s Delight and bring it to Jimmy.�
We sat there for the next twenty minutes eating a couple orders of Sol�s secret concoction. He drank a half-bottle of Dom Perignon with his. For a fleeting moment I wondered if giving up booze had been the wise thing to do. I could climb in that bottle of champagne and put the Roberts case behind me. Turn out the lights, the party�s over, Jimmy has left the building.
Finally, Sol leaned back. �A delightful repast, now it�s down to business.�
�You wanted to see me because Bugliosi called?� I asked.
�Did I beep you?�
I patted the beeper still in my pocket. �No, guess not.�
�Then it�s not about Bugliosi. Is it?�
�Aw, for chrissakes, Sol. Why�d you want to see me?�
�I have news about that Mercedes you spotted at the retirement home in Woodland Hills.�
�No kidding? What have you got?�
�First, tell me why you�ve been in a funk the last couple of days. Not like you, Jimmy.�
�I don�t want to talk about my problems.�
�You gotta talk. Get it out in the open.�
�What? Now you�re a priest, my confessor?�
�Yeah, Father Sol Silverman, the Jewish Jesuit.� Sol laughed. �Now cut the crap, Jimmy. What gives?�
�It�s this case. It�s got me all tied in knots. Mabel quit today because I�ve been acting like an asshole.�
�She quit? My God, you need her. She keeps that fahklumpt office of yours running straight. Give her a raise. She�ll come back.�
�Give her a raise? I haven�t got any frigging money as it is. How am I going to give her a raise?�
�Jimmy, I could loan you a few bucks. You�ve always paid me back-�
�No way, Sol, I�ve got to do this on my own. When I ask for your professional help with my cases you always come through. But enough is enough. I can�t ask for money on top of everything else.�
�First of all, when I work on your cases, I work for your clients. And when you�re working pro bono, so am I. And, what the hell, we�re friends aren�t we?�
�Yeah, we�re friends, but-�
�If you can�t stick it to your friends, who can you stick it to? Is that what you�re trying to say?� Sol said and laughed.
I laughed too, a mirthless laugh. �You know better than that, Sol. But I�ve been thinking, maybe I�d better forget about the case. I�ll never be able to pull it off. Maybe Sue Harvey�s dead. I�ll never find her, and Roberts is in the wind, gone to God knows where. I told him to get on that goddamn bus-�
�Yeah, good idea. Quiet. You�ll be washed up as a lawyer, but hey, I could get you a job mopping hallways in my office building.�
�Cut it out, Sol. I didn�t mean I�d quit the law, just this case.�
�You listen to me, Mr. Down-in-the-Mouth, you�re no quitter.� Sol paused in thought. �Well, you did quit drinking, but that�s not what I�m talking about. Anyway, if you quit Roberts you may as well quit the law business altogether, because you won�t be worth a damn after that. You�ll quit again the next time the going gets tough-and they�re all tough. Now, what�s Mabel�s phone number?�
�Why?�
�What�s her goddamn phone number?� he asked while signaling the waitress to bring him a telephone.
�You not going to call her, are you?�
�This is the third time. What�s the fucking number?�
I rattled off Mabel�s home number and at the same time Jeanine, the waitress, plugged the phone in at our booth. Sol started to dial.
�Sol, damn it. It won�t do any good. Her mind is made-�
�Hi, Mabel, this is Sol. Listen, sweetheart, Jimmy wants you to come back to work. He misses you desperately. He�s like a lost little boy without you. Now, I�ve had a firm talk with him, and from now on he�s going to treat you with the respect you deserve. He�s even offered to give you a raise-that is, as soon the Roberts case is over. You know, Mabel, when he gets that poor schmuck out of the jam he�s in, Jimmy will be famous. The phone will ring off the hook-�
He listened for a moment, then said, �Hey, sweetheart, I know you guys haven�t got any money, but hang in there with the kid-�
Another pause. �Well, goddamn it, Mabel. I�m going to float him a loan.�
Pause, then, �You too, dear. Goodbye.� He hung up. A wide grin spread across his face. �She�s on her way back to the office.�
�I can�t take your money.�
�Shut up. You�ll take it and like it.� He laughed. �That�s a line from The Maltese Falcon.�
After a few minutes, I couldn�t argue anymore. The firm desperately needed money, especially to cover the payroll coming due at the end of the week. It wouldn�t be fair to Mabel or Rita to turn down Sol�s offer. But I made a silent vow to pay him back, even if I had to dig ditches. He wrote a check and handed it to me.
I glanced at it and started to hand it back. �Sol, it�s way too much. I can�t-�
�What kind of lawyer are you, giving money back?� he interrupted. �Seriously, you need it. There are a lot of people depending on you to come through, now and in the future. You can make a difference. So take the money in good health and get back to work.�
I tucked it away, mumbling my thanks.
�Want some more Sol�s Delight?� he asked, pointing at the remaining few canapes on the plate.
�Nah, I�m full, but thanks.�
�Well then, do you want to hear the news about that sports car with the foxy driver?�
�Of course.�
�Oh, okay. Did I mention that the owner of the red Mercedes is Francis Q. Jerome?�

CHAPTER 29

Sol had me on the edge of my seat. The news that he�d found a link between the Mercedes and Jerome meant that the actor was in fact connected to the mystery woman, just as I�d figured.
�You see, Jimmy, after we ran the plate number and discovered that the car is registered to Federal Carbide we did a little digging. Guess what we came up with.�
I leaned forward. �What?�
He took a cigar out of his jacket pocket and fiddled with the wrapper. �Go ahead and guess.�
�Ah� Jerome owns the company?�
�Not bad. Not bad at all, but you�re wrong. Wanna guess again?�
�Damn it, Sol, you got me crazy!�
�We did a background check on Jerome and learned that his father had founded the sandpaper business back in the late 1800s.�
�Then I was right. His father died and left him the company.�
He lit the cigar, took a puff, then examined the glowing tip. �Not quite. The corporation�s stock is held in a trust for Jerome, and the trust pays his bills. Sure, Jerome was a big-time movie star, but he squandered his money faster than he could make it-booze, a little gambling, and broads. He was a sucker for a pretty face, as you well know.�
�Yeah, he was married four or five times. Mostly to young blonde ingenues, like Sue Harvey.�
�Anyway, his father realized his life�s work would go up in smoke if he left the money to his son. So he set up a fund to administer the inheritance. Part of the deal was that all of Jerome�s wives had to sign an agreement, you know, a pre-nuptial. But here�s the kicker: if Jerome wants to make a major purchase, such as an expensive car, then the trustees must approve it in advance. And if approved, the trust retains ownership of the asset.�
�That�s why the Mercedes is registered to Federal Carbide,� I said, �but for all practical purposes, it�s Jerome�s car and he�s just letting the mystery woman use it. Christ, he�s too old to be putting the make on her. Don�t you think?�
�She could be working for him,� Sol answered. �Could be his personal assistant, eyes and ears to the outside world, something like that.�
�If the trust handles his money, how could he have been paying someone to work for him?�
�Oh, he still has other income that�s not controlled by the trust-royalties from the movies he made, that sort of thing-which would be more than ample to pay her.�
�Then if she�s working for him, that could that mean the goons in the black Buick work for him too. Could be taking their orders from the babe.�
�It�s a possibility.�
�And now he�s using the hired muscle to take care of those little odd jobs that pop up from time to time,� I said.
�Yeah, like trying to shake you off the case by beating the crap out of you.�
�They just got the jump on me, that�s all. But anyway, it didn�t work. I�m still on the case. Nothing�s going to stop me now. I don�t give a damn who or what he sends.�
�Let him send the goddamn army. You�re no quitter,� Sol said.
My mind was spinning. Jerome had the morals of a turkey buzzard and now it appeared he had leg-breakers on the payroll.
�Jerome is desperate to stop me from digging deeper into the case. But why?�
�That�s the sixty-four dollar question.�
�You know, Sol, he could�ve been the one who murdered Vera back in the forties. He was young and vigorous then. Remember, before the murder she�d made several phone calls to MGM, the studio where Jerome had worked. Might have had something on him, something documented in those papers. She might�ve threatened to ruin his career.�
�She could�ve tried to blackmail him, wanted a heap of cash to keep quiet. Which he didn�t have,� Sol said.
�Yeah, so he had no choice. He had to eliminate her. Then Mrs. H found the papers and she started in on him. But she only wanted five hundred a month, which he could handle.�
�No need to take the risk of getting caught trying to commit a second murder for a lousy five hundred,� Sol said.
�He got away with it once. Maybe it shook him up.�
�Maybe Mrs. Hathaway decided, after all this time, to raise the stakes,� Sol said. �Pressure Jerome to give her more money, maybe a lump sum, who knows. But don�t forget, the trust controls his cash. Oh, they pay him enough to live real comfortable. The five hundred per month wouldn�t be noticed, but if he needed big dough-�
I finished Sol�s sentence. �He wouldn�t have been able to get it. Then somehow he found out that she kept Vera�s papers hidden in the tool shed.�
�So maybe he had the goons go out to the motel and search for the documents. Maybe the old lady spotted them rooting around in her shed. So naturally, they had to kill her.�
�Jesus Christ Almighty, Sol, I think you solved the whole damn thing!�
Sol leaned back with his cigar and blew smoke rings at the ceiling. �Now, all we have to do is prove it. Everything we have is just conjecture. We need evidence.�
We didn�t say anything for a moment. I tried to figure out how we could come up with something concrete. I couldn�t take our theory to the cops yet, not until I had rock-solid proof. They�d laugh me out of police headquarters.
�Hey, guys. I knew I�d find you here.�
I looked up. Rita was rushing toward our booth. She had an excited look on her face. I could tell from her breath-taking smile that she had good news. Sol and I stood. She slipped into the booth, sitting between us. Jeanine followed on her heels.
�Sweetheart,� Sol said. �You look prettier every day.�
�Thank you, Sol.� Rita turned to face me. �I just got back from talking with Francis Q. Jerome.� And then back to Sol. �I want to tell you both what he said.�
�Calm down, Rita. First you have to order a drink,� Sol said. �What would you like?�
Rita glanced at her watch. �It�s after five. I�ll have a glass of Chablis. If that�s all right.� Sol nodded to Jeanine and the waitress left to get the wine.
She beamed as she started to tell us about her meeting with Jerome. �First of all, he insisted that Sue Harvey is dead. Some hotheaded actor beat her to death.�
�That would be John Barr, the cowboy star. That�s what he said before.�
�Yes, but then I asked him about the woman in the mini-skirt, Jimmy, just like you wanted me to-�
�Just a minute, dear,� Sol interrupted. �Would you care to have one of these little goodies?� He picked up one of the remaining canapes from the plate and handed it to her.
She took a nibble. �Hey, groovy,� she said. �Condensed mushroom soup and cold lobster. I make it all the time.�
So the recipe is a big secret. That�s a laugh. Sol probably got it off the soup can.
Rita took another bite. �It�s good, but maybe this has too much Tabasco.�
�That�s what I thought,� Sol said.
�Please, can we get back to business?� I said. �I�m dying to hear what Jerome had to say. Sol, we need proof. Maybe Rita found something we can use.�
Rita looked perplexed. �Proof of what?�
�We figure Jerome is the murderer. Or at least he had his henchmen do the dirty work. He probably killed Vera, too.�
�Think so, Jimmy?� Rita said.
�Yeah, it all fits. Now, what did he say?�
�How do you figure?�
�I�ll tell you later, but first I want to hear what Jerome had to say. Might help validate our theory.�
Rita�s voice trailed off when Jeanine appeared with her glass of wine. In the meantime, the cocktail lounge had filled with happy-hour patrons. The piano player, a silver-haired geezer in a threadbare tux, had started to pound out a few old favorites, and I do mean old, pop-chart toppers of the forties. The guy did a copacetic rendition of �The Dipsy Doodle.�
Rita took a sip of her wine and continued, �Jimmy, you wanted me to ask Jerome if he remembered receiving any calls from Vera back in 1945. I thought it would be impossible for anyone to remember something like that after all these years, but I asked him anyway.�
�Did he remember?�
�Oh, he remembered the call, all right. Said he�d never forget it. He said she had made several calls to MGM. The first time the switchboard just hung up on her when she asked to speak with him. But she�d called back, called the security department, and told them that Jerome�s life was in danger. I asked him why she�d called the security department. I thought security handled the gate guards and stuff like that.�
�No, sweetheart,� Sol said. �MGM�s security department protected the studio�s movie stars. The talent was considered property worth millions, and the studio took a dim view of anyone screwing with the reputation or safety of its most valuable assets. Eddie Mannix, head of security, and Howard Strickling, head of publicity, were known as fixers. Their job was to keep the actors in line. When the assets got in trouble, as they often did, the fixers kept their names out of the papers and, if needed, kept them out of jail.�
I thought back to my days on the LAPD. Over drinks at the local hangout, a cop joint on South Central, the old-timers told stories about how Mannix and Stickling were able to cover up misdemeanors and felonies committed by matinee idols of the day. And a few times they even swept blatant murders under the rug. The detectives who were called out on a case involving an MGM movie star were told not to ask questions, just accept what Mannix and Strickling had to say. If they said the death was a suicide or an accident, that�s how it went down.
At first I didn�t completely believe what they told us about the studio fixing murder cases. I figured the old dogs were jiving the young bucks, but then I read that Superman had killed himself and I began to wonder. George Reeves, the actor who played the Man of Steel in the popular 1950s TV series, had been found shot to death in his bedroom, but the gun that killed him was discovered nowhere near the body. It had been rumored that Reeves had been fooling around with Toni Mannix, Eddie�s wife.
�Back in the thirties and forties MGM owned the town. What the studio wanted they got and what they said was law,� I said.
�Yes, that�s exactly how Jerome had put it,� Rita added.
�What did he tell you about Vera�s phone call to the security department?� I asked.
�Mannix took her call and she told him that Al Roberts, a guy who�d already murdered one man, was in town gunning for Jerome. Mannix took the threat seriously, especially since Vera knew the details about Sue Harvey and Roberts and their plans to marry before she took off for Hollywood.�
�Vera had the movie magazine,� I said. �The one with the picture in it of Jerome and Sue together at a nightclub. The caption said they were engaged. And of course Roberts had let Vera know why he�d hitchhiked to Los Angeles. But he probably wasn�t even aware that Sue had hooked up with a big-time movie guy.�
�Not according to Jerome. He said Vera had told Mannix that Roberts was boiling mad about Sue being engaged to the actor and he planned to eliminate his competition.�
�My God, she said that?�
�Yes, again according to Jerome, she did. She said Roberts had a gun and was dead serious. Then she told Mannix that she could take Roberts out of the picture. Mannix pretended to go along with Vera, even encouraged her. She said she wanted five thousand dollars to get rid of him. But first she wanted to speak personally to Jerome. Mannix told her to call back in one hour. He�d have the actor there. She could speak to him then. One hour would give him time to rig up a call-trace so they could have the police pick her up.�
�Did she call back?� I asked.
�The phone records indicate that there were three calls made to the studio from the bungalow,� Sol said.
�That�s right, Sol. Three phone calls. She did call back, right on schedule. Mannix had summoned Jerome to the security department and he got on the line. She repeated her story how Roberts was coming after him, and how she had a plan to get rid of him permanently, provided someone paid her five thousand dollars.�
�What�d Jerome tell her?�
�On orders from Mannix, he told Vera he could get the money, then he told her that they�d have to arrange a meeting to work out the details, but she refused to divulge her location. He tried to keep her on the line so they could finish the trace, but she smelled a rat and hung up. She said she would call back the next day with instructions.�
�Phone calls had to be traced by hand through the old Crossbar switching mechanism back then. Took several minutes,� Sol said.
�Then what happened?� I asked Rita.
�Nothing.�
�What do you mean nothing?�
�She never called back. Mannix finally called the cops.�
�I wonder why she didn�t make the call,� I said, more or less to myself, but Rita answered.
�She didn�t call back because she was dead.�
�It�d be hard to make a phone call if you�re dead,� Sol said, lighting another cigar.
Rita ignored him. �Two days later the police informed Mannix that a woman had been found murdered in a motel. The cops pulled the phone records and saw the calls she�d made to the studio-they saw the same phone numbers you have, Jimmy-and figured she had to be the one who�d offered to bump off Roberts.�
�Was Jerome nervous about Roberts being in town?� I asked.
�He said he wasn�t, said they got calls like that all the time. Mannix figured it could be real, but Jerome thought the whole thing was a hoax all along.�
We didn�t speak for a moment. Sol toked on his cigar, Rita sipped her Chablis, and I sat quietly mulling over what Jerome had told Rita.
Sol rested his cigar on the rim of an ashtray and looked across at me. �Well, there goes your case, Jimmy,� he said.
�Why, Sol? Jerome still could�ve done it.�
�No, not with Mannix, Strickling, and the police involved. Besides, we know about the calls to MGM, so his story rings true. That means only one man had a strong motive to kill Vera.�
�What are you saying?�
�That Alexander Roberts killed Vera before she could kill him.�

CHAPTER 30

The three of us moved into the dining room. Rita had skipped lunch interviewing Jerome, and of course Sol was always hungry. My appetite had diminished once it became obvious that I�d wound up back on square one with the Roberts case. For a moment I�d thought for sure that Jerome had murdered both Vera and Mrs. Hathaway, especially after I found out that the mystery woman and the hired muscle in the Buick were connected to him. But then it hit me: it didn�t all fit, as I�d thought at first. Mrs. Hathaway had told her niece that she was blackmailing someone �high in the government�. Obviously, that didn�t fit Jerome. Anyhow, I still figured he was somehow involved in framing Roberts. But I didn�t know how-or why.
We had dinner in Sol�s private booth at the back of the room. While we ate, Rita and Sol talked and laughed, and every now and then I jumped in with a word or two just to be social. We kept the Roberts case under wraps, but the subject never left my mind.
Andre came to the table several times, paying obsequious attention to Sol�s comments about the new piano player and his song repertoire. Sol raved about the guy, of course. I rolled my eyes when he said the entertainer had panache with the ivories, and flair in his voice like he hadn�t heard in years. �By God, Andre, the man sounds a lot like Tex Beneke.�
Rita leaned into me. �Who�s Tex Beneke?� she whispered.
�Old guy who used to play the trombone and sing with the Glenn Miller band,� I said.
�Yes, as a matter of fact, Mr. Silverman, he does sound like Tex Beneke,� Andre told Sol. �Tex is his kid brother.�
Rita leaned in again. �Geez, the guy�s kinda old.�
�About a hundred,� I said.
Rita left at nine. She wanted to get an early start on the Roberts case. She planned on corroborating Jerome�s story by visiting the old MGM studio in Culver City. It was a long shot, she said; the company has changed ownership a couple of times since 1945, but maybe an old-timer might still be there who remembered the incident.
Sol told her that Mannix himself had died about ten years ago. Strickling, his cohort, was retired, but he was still around and might remember Vera�s calls. Sol told Rita to stop by his office in the morning. He�d have his people pull the company file that held updated information on prominent and/or notorious people. It would have Strickling�s current address listed.
I didn�t mention my conversation with Mabel, the one where I agreed to pull Rita off the case and have her spend time searching for new clients. With the loan from Sol, Rita could continue with the Roberts case. It wasn�t just about setting the record straight that drove me now. It was personal.
After Rita left, Sol and I moseyed into the bar. He wanted to listen to the entertainer a while before heading home. �It�s not every day you get to hear Tex Beneke�s brother,� he said.
I nodded and under my breath added, �Thank God.� But what would it hurt to hang with him for an hour? I had nothing to do but go home to an empty apartment.
Forty-five minutes later, after the piano player had run though �Chattanooga Choo-Choo� one too many times, I left Rocco�s and headed home. The last thing I heard as I went out the door was Sol shouting out in a deep baritone voice, �One more time, Tex. Take us down the line. Pardon me, boy, is that the Chattanooga Choo-Choo�� Sol never could sing worth a damn.
I drove through the dark streets of Downey. The town was completely quiet, not a car or pedestrian in sight, and the thugs didn�t seem to be following me. Maybe it was past their bedtime. One thing for sure: they could use a little beauty sleep. Anything would help.
Stevie Wonder�s hit song, �You Haven�t Done Nothin�� played on the car radio. The song was an angry blast aimed directly at ex-President Nixon, who had resigned a few months before, but it could�ve just as easily been about me. At least my troubles weren�t fodder for the national media. I wondered how I�d feel if every morning I woke up and read headlines about my life. O�Brien�s broke again. Or O�Brien�s office manager quit today, had to be bailed out by a friend. Better yet, O�Brien�s nowhere with his big case.
As I swung into the carport behind my apartment building the Chevy�s headlights illuminated my parking stall. I thought I saw a lone figure standing in a dimly lit area several feet to my left, but when I looked again, the image was gone. Whoever had been there must�ve stepped back in the shadows.
I sat in the car for a few minutes with the lights on and the engine running. Maybe no one was there. Maybe I just thought I saw someone. Maybe, I�m becoming spooked. Maybe all that talk about blackmail, murder, and powerful people after my ass had me jumpy. What was I going to do now? Drive off? Let the bogyman chase me down the street and then drive around the block for the rest of my life?
I killed the engine and lights and walked to the back stairs leading up to my apartment. My neighbor, Norm, an elderly gentleman, must�ve fallen asleep in front of his TV again. Johnny Carson�s monologue and the laughter seeped through the thin wall as I walked along the outside balcony toward number 2-B-my home. I stopped in front of the door, fumbling for the keys.
I had the door unlocked and pushed halfway open when I heard a soft female voice close behind me. I nearly jumped out of my skin.
�Can I talk to you?� the voice said.
I jerked around, still holding the knob of the half-opened door. The mystery woman in a cashmere trench coat faced me. �Jesus, lady! You damn near gave me a heart attack, sneaking up on me like that. What the hell are you doing here, anyway?�
She nodded toward the apartment. �Let�s go in and talk.�
I pushed her aside and took a quick glance along the balcony and down the stairs. Her musclemen were nowhere in sight. I turned back and grabbed her by the shoulders.
She shrugged me off. �Keep your hands to yourself,� she said.
�Okay, lady, who are you? Why are you and your thugs following me around?�
Her eyes flared. �My name is Kathie Rayfield, and I don�t know what you�re talking about. I don�t know anything about any thugs,� she said in a voice tinged with defiance.
�What do you want?�
�I just want to talk for a moment.�
My pulse slowly returned to normal. �Are those guys in the Buick hiding around here someplace?�
�What Buick? What guys?�
�Cut the crap, Kathie. You know exactly who I�m referring to, the hoods at the In-N-Out burger joint where I saw you the first time.�
�I still have no idea what you�re talking about,� she said.
My face was only inches from hers. I was close enough to inhale her scent, a flowery fragrance that smelled like it came from a bottle of money. Maybe it was her beauty, the shading of her face lit by the moon, the flash of her eyes, or maybe it was her obstinate denial of the thugs that weakened my resistance. I wanted to believe her.
�I�m talking about the guys in the Buick-the thugs who were parked at the In-N-Out that day in Chino?�
She took a deep breath. �Mr. O�Brien, I told you before�wait, I remember now.�
�Remember what?�
�Seeing that black car. It followed you when you drove away from the prison. They were right in front of me.� She looked up at the moon, bright in the night sky. �I was following you, too.�
�A regular parade. I was the clown leading the band.�
�Then the car pulled into burger place behind you and parked. I wondered who they were, thought maybe they were the police, or investigators working for the DA, keeping an eye on you.�
�You had nothing to do with them?�
She looked up at me with those baby blues. �No, I don�t know anything about them. It�s just a coincidence that they were also there. Who were they, anyway?�
She sounded sincere. I could have been mistaken that day. When she glanced at the Buick after warning me off the case, I just assumed she had been tied in with them. But I hadn�t seen her connected with the thugs since then. If what she�d just told me was true, then that meant there were others who wanted Roberts to remain in prison. However, it seemed like an awfully big coincidence that there would be more than one person or persons interested in my client�s freedom.
But of course, there were a lot of people who�d be up to their eyeballs in a morass of crap if all the facts about the Roberts murder case came to light. Starting with Frank Byron, the DA back in �45, the guy who�d duped him into to confessing to Vera�s murder in the first place.
�You must�ve been waiting for me when I left the prison after my first interview with Roberts. How�d you know I�d be assigned to the case? That I�d be at the prison that day?�
�Simple.�
�Suppose you tell me.�
�News about the Roberts parole hearing was in the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner, a small piece in the local news section. The article said you were going to be his attorney. It mentioned the day and time when you were scheduled to be there.�
�The hearing made the papers?�
�It wasn�t in the Times, just the Examiner. The paper is owned by the Hearst organization. They cover a lot of gory crime stuff. They recently did a retrospective-you know, an article on L.A. in the forties. The piece touched on Frank Byron�s career and mentioned the woman�s tragic death. I have a clipping service that sends me anything in the news even remotely connected to my father.�
�Your father? What are you talking about?�
�My father is Francis Q. Jerome.�
�I see�� So that�s how she was connected with the actor. That�s why she was driving his car. Now it fit.
�And my mother was one of his wives, Mildred Rayfield.� She paused for a beat. �Her professional name was Sue Harvey.�

CHAPTER 31

I flipped on the light as I thought about what she�d just told me. Kathie glanced around. �Quaint,� she said, surveying the decor in my apartment, a couple of beanbag chairs and a portable Zenith TV resting on an end table against the wall. One of the TV�s rabbit-ear antennas was broken. It hung limp like the useless appendage of a neutered donkey. I�d been meaning to get it fixed.
�Pull up a beanbag and stay a while,� I said, bracing myself in the opening to the kitchenette off to the right. �We have a lot to talk about.�
�Do you have coffee?� she asked.
�Of course.�
She glanced around again. �And a table?�
I nodded over my shoulder toward the kitchenette. �Yeah, all the modern conveniences. The designer insisted.�
�Let�s sit in the kitchen. I�ll make the coffee.�
I couldn�t remember the last I had been alone in my apartment with a beautiful woman-any woman, for that matter. Not since my divorce. But I had questions that needed answers.
�I want to know what in the hell is going on. Why are you here, anyway?� I said.
�I�ll tell you the whole story while we have coffee.� She shrugged out of her coat and dropped it on a beanbag. Underneath she wore tight fitting, bell-bottom jeans with a plain sleeveless knit shirt. Her figure was just as I�d remembered it-stunning.
I stepped aside and she marched into the kitchenette. Looking in the cupboard, she found a can of Yuban and proceeded to make a pot of coffee. Soon the fresh-brewed aroma filled the air. She brought two cups and sat at the table across from me. Clutching her cup with both hands, she raised it slowly and took a sip. I waited patiently to hear her story.
She set the cup down, paused, and focused on the tabletop. �Where shall I begin?�
I leaned back and folded my arms. �Why are you involved?�
�As I told you, my last name is Rayfield. I was given my mother�s maiden name when my father at first disavowed my parentage. I was born in Los Angeles, but spent my childhood in Europe. I didn�t really know my father until I was practically grown up. Oh, I knew he�d been in the movies. But when I was a child he was just a name and a face.�
�Your mother never talked about him?�
She shook her head. �I rarely saw my mother, even when I was young and living with her in Beverly Hills, before she lost the house.�
�That must�ve been tough.�
�After my mother�s marriage fell apart she hung on for a while, but then things deteriorated. She went from a life of luxury, the wife of a big-time movie star-living in a mansion with servants and a five-thousand-a-week allowance-to being a five-dollar party girl. It happened in a matter of a few years.�
�You didn�t have relatives? Grandparents, cousins, aunts, uncles?�
She scowled. �Oh, I had lots of uncles, all right. Uncle Tom, Uncle Bill, Uncle Mac, Uncle Bob, Uncle Joe-men my mother would bring home at night. I lost track of how many uncles I had,� she said sarcastically. �It wasn�t long before I was taken away by my father�s parents, from back east. They sent me to Europe to live in a boarding school. I was confused and too young to understand what it was all about. Later, I went to the university in Montreux, Switzerland. After graduation I came home.�
I began to feel a certain compassion for her, the life she�d led-not the part about living in Europe, but the loneliness she must�ve felt not knowing her father, and the sorrow that must�ve filled her heart, realizing her mother had hit the skids.
I needed to understand why she had wanted Roberts to remain in prison. She had her reasons, and I felt she�d get around to telling me. But I couldn�t get the thugs in the Buick out off my mind. Kathie came here of her own free will to explain why she was involved, and that counted for a lot. I hoped her alluring charms weren�t prejudicing my reasoning, but it was hard to believe that she could have been the type of person who would�ve hired thugs to murder an old woman like Mrs. Hathaway.
�What happened when you came back home?�
�By then I knew a lot more about my father. I mean, I knew he�d been a big motion picture actor in his day. But still I had no desire to meet with him. First of all, I didn�t think he�d want to see me. Secondly, I didn�t care.�
�What about your mother and your grandparents?�
�While I was away, I hadn�t heard anything about my mother. But when I got home, I contacted my paternal grandparents and they told me she had died. So, naturally, my grandparents wanted nothing to do with me. After all, I had my mother�s blood in my veins. I was a grown woman and their obligation to their son�s daughter was finished.�
�What did you do then?�
�I bummed around for a few years, and then I finally got a job at a magazine in San Francisco, Rolling Stone.�
�Sooner or later,� I said, �you must�ve made a connection with your father. You�re driving his car.�
She looked surprised that I knew about the Mercedes. �Oh, so you did do your homework.�
�Yeah, I got the plate number-�
�He has no license, can�t drive anymore,� she said, a slight edge to her voice.
�I�m sorry, I wasn�t prying. I had to know more about you, that�s all.�
�Of course, Jimmy, I understand. Is it okay to call you Jimmy?�
�Sure. But tell me. When did you get together with Jerome?�
�A few years ago,� she said. �It�d been a long time since he�d agreed to have me sent away to Europe. I�d heard that he had retired and was in ill health and had moved into the home.�
�So you decide to make your peace?�
�Yes, and he finally acknowledged me as his own flesh and blood. He explained how it would have hurt his career being a single man with a child in�� she practically spat out the last word, ��Hollywood.� She pushed her coffee cup aside. �Ironic, isn�t it?�
�What?�
�I�m now doing what his parents did all those years ago, taking care of him, fostering his image.�
�I guess he was kind of wild back in those days.�
�He deserted my mother when she was pregnant with me, and chased every skirt in town. He was an alcoholic and a reprobate. But, hey, we all have our little faults.�
I was beginning to like this woman more and more. To maintain a sense of humor after all she had been though and not carry a grudge against Jerome made her a rare person, indeed.
�My father explained how it would have been impossible to provide a decent home for me in those days if I�d lived with him,� she continued. �That he wouldn�t have been the best role model for a young girl. And he felt if I were raised in Europe instead of the hostile environment of the film industry� well, you know the rest.� She paused again, massaging her temples with the knuckles of her hands. �Perhaps he was right. He also told me my mother was being well cared for.�
She stopped talking and I took a sip of coffee and set the cup down. �It�s cold,� I said.
�I�ll warm it up.�
She went to the stove and picked up the pot. �Did you know Al Roberts and my mother had been engaged back in New York before she left him to come to L.A.?� she said.
I watched her refill my cup. �Yeah, I knew. I heard a little about his life in New York. He didn�t talk much about Sue, but I put together a few facts from what he had told me and from other sources. I knew she�d dumped him to become a movie star.�
�She loved Alexander Roberts, you know,� she said as she sat down again. �She married my father for fame and prestige, but she really loved Al.�
�Must�ve been tough being married to one guy and in love with another.�
�She had a complete mental collapse. It destroyed my mother when she�d heard that Roberts had murdered two people while trying to get to L.A. to be with her.�
�He didn�t do it, you know.�
�Yes, I know that now.�
�You do? You believe me?�
�Well, yes��
�How come you think he�s innocent all of a sudden?�
�I� don�t know if I should tell you. I was asked to keep quiet-�
�What are you talking about? Asked by who?�
�My mother.�
�Your mother? My god! I thought she was dead.�
�No, she�s in a sanitarium. My father wanted to keep her out of the spotlight. For her own good.�
I jumped out of the chair, spilling my coffee. �Christ Almighty, do you realize Al Roberts may be trying to find her?�
�It was Al who told me about the new evidence you uncovered. And I believe him.�
�What! You talked to Al Roberts? Where? When?�
�I talked to him this afternoon.�

3:28 a.m., October 1944

Sue Harvey sat at her makeup table in the makeshift dressing room at the Break O� Dawn Club, New York City. Her head was bowed, her hands folded in front of her as if in prayer. Off to the side lay the business card handed to her by a Hollywood bigshot.
Al Roberts�s piano music drifted in from the dining room. She felt the beat of his improvised boogie-woogie in her toes. She knew he liked to mix it up. Every now and then he�d throw in a lick of Chopin, shift the tempo while keeping the rhythm, his own arrangement. The customers ate it up and showed it by laying a little bread in the tip jar at the end of the piece.
It�d break his heart. But she couldn�t go through with it, and with the date looming she had to tell Al tonight. The engagement would have to be delayed. The marriage would not take place Saturday as planned.
Part of her gig was to dance with the customers between sets. A little over a week before the big day at City Hall where Al and she were scheduled to tie the knot, a well-heeled customer slipped his card to her and whispered, �Look me up if you�re ever in Hollywood. Baby, I could make you a star.� He told her she had the voice of an angel and the body of a goddess. Johnny Hyde, the famous talent agent, had promised to launch her movie career.
How could she pass up this once-in-a-lifetime chance at making it big? But what about Al? she wondered. Would he follow her to Hollywood, as she wanted him to, or would he stay behind, too proud to take a backseat to her fame?
She rearranged the lip gloss, foundation powders, and brushes on the table and thought. Al could tag along. He could be her accompanist. She�d see to it. She�d demand that Al be put on the studio payroll. Maybe not at first, but as soon as she hit the big time.
She glanced once more at her image reflected in the mirror. Makeup okay, but there wasn�t much she could do about her hair now. She quickly adjusted the orchid pinned in her blonde swirls and stood.
All eyes in the room followed as she made her way to the bandstand. She stopped at a few tables and laughed it up with the customers, mostly old, withered guys with plenty of dough. But every now and then a sailor or soldier on leave would wander into the club. She�d have to be careful with these boys. They�d been away a long time and now they all liked to play a little game of grab-ass as she moved on by. They meant no harm, and it didn�t bother her. But Al, watching from his piano stool, would always throw a fit.
When she ascended the two steps of the small stage for her next set, the spotlight shifted to her. She drifted to the mike and glanced at Al. His eyes found hers, he beamed, and his fingers switched from the upbeat tempo of the blues to the bittersweet harmony of the romantic ballad, �I Can�t Believe That You�re In Love With Me.�
Even though she ached inside-the sad, long walk home with Al later that night when she�d have to explain her new plans weighed heavily within her heart-she gave a bright and cheery smile to the audience. She was a pro, instinct took over, and her body swayed rhythmically with the music as she performed the number. Your eyes of blue,

Your kisses too,

I never knew what they could do�
Lovers always had a song, it was part of the deal, and that one was theirs. The title spelled it out, as far as they were concerned.
But now that would all change.

5:30 a.m., November 1955

Willy maneuvered the gearshift lever, cranked the wheel, and adroitly backed the huge sanitation truck into the small alley behind the celebrated Formosa Cafe on Santa Monica in West Hollywood. As the truck slowed, his route partner, Nat, jumped from the passenger seat, ran back and started wrestling the trash containers. The well-toned muscles of his sleeveless arms gleamed like polished black granite as be grabbed the first container and effortlessly rolled it out to line up with the truck�s dump hopper. He darted back and pulled the second bin away from the pink stucco wall.
�Holy shit!� he called out. �Willie, get yo� ass back here.�
Willy slid out of the seat, grumbling, �You need help? That ain�t the deal. This week I drive, you dump-�
�You best hurry, man.�
�Don�t flip your lid. I�m a�comin�.�
Willy lumbered around behind the rig and saw Nat facing the back wall of the restaurant, standing frozen and staring slack-jawed at the ground, �Hey, Nat, let�s get a move on.�
Nat pointed. �Take a look.�
Willie�s gaze followed Nat�s outstretched arm. He almost gagged. A white female body lay sprawled in the filth behind the bin. The woman had been savagely beaten. Her battered face was bloated and caked in dried blood and vomit. The dark roots of her blonde strands were tangled and enmeshed with the garbage overflowing the containers.
�Is she� dead?� Nat asked.
�Goddamn if I know.� Willie crept closer to get a better look. It had been cold during the night, he knew, and she had nothing on but a thin, almost sheer cotton dress.
He leaned in and shuddered as he looked at her face. He could only guess her age, somewhere between thirty and fifty, he figured. Too bad, at one time she might�ve been a looker. He raised her arm and with his thumb and forefinger felt the back of her wrist, checking for a pulse. He jumped back.
�Nat! Quick, get a cop. She�s alive.�

CHAPTER 32

I jumped up from the table, spilling my coffee. Kathie had a startled look on her face; I must�ve frightened her. But I had to get to Roberts fast.
�Where is he? Damn! Don�t you know I�ve been trying to find him?�
�He asked me not to tell a soul where he�s staying.�
�I�m his lawyer, for chrissakes. You gotta tell me!�
�I gave my word-�
�Kathie, don�t you realize the police are out gunning for him? If they find him before I do, there will be trouble. He could get hurt.�
�They would use force?�
�Of course they would! They think he�s a mad-dog murderer.�
�Oh, my God. If anything happened to Al Roberts it would kill my mother.�
�Where is he?�
�He�s staying in a hotel close to the rest home where she�s living.�
I started for the door. �Take me there right now!�
She grabbed her purse and jacket. �I�ll drive,� she said.

While riding in her red Mercedes to the hotel located close to Vista Del Mar Estates, an assisted living facility in Laguna Beach, she told me why-at first-she�d tried to convince me to drop the Roberts case. It was obvious to me now that she�d been trying to protect her mother�s mental health as well as her father�s image.
�Roberts had been sending letters to my mother. We moved her several times, but he�s always been able to find her.�
�What�d she say about the letters?�
�She never saw his letters. We told the staff to destroy them.�
�Why?�
�She was in bad shape at the beginning, but over the years she seemed to be making a little progress. The doctors said any mention of Roberts-or anything about her past, for that matter-would probably set her back. All the tragic mistakes she had made would come to the forefront. They felt that the horrible events of her past life would be lived over again in her mind. She�d descend into that dark place where she stayed for so many years.�
I sat still, looking out the window and watching as the white lines on the dark freeway unfurled before us.
Finally, Kathie broke the silence. �We couldn�t take the chance. I knew if Roberts were released he�d find my mother.�
�It wasn�t your decision to make. It was hers.�
�You don�t understand. She was almost like a zombie. I�d visit her nearly every day and she�d just stare at me, no expression or anything. She�d just sit there and stare at me. There were days, weeks on end where she wouldn�t even get out of bed. The doctors said-�
�The so-called doctors were feeding you a line of crap, damn it. They pumped her full of drugs and kept billing your old man�s trust fund. Didn�t they?�
�Yes,� she said. �I know that now.�
�The sons-of-bitches were warehousing her. So she wouldn�t make trouble. Couldn�t you see that?�
Kathie shook her head violently. �I just didn�t know what to do. She was so helpless. Oh God.�
At night, with no traffic, we made good time. About a half an hour after we left my apartment we turned off the Santa Ana Freeway onto Laguna Canyon Road and wound through the darkness, heading toward the coast.
With her eyes focused on the road, Kathie continued to talk about Roberts and Sue. �I know now how wrong I was, Jimmy. Al Roberts came to see my mother a few days ago and he�s been with her every day for hours on end. He only goes to the hotel to sleep.�
�Roberts got there three days ago?�
�Yes, and since then it�s almost like a miracle has happened. My mother�s been alert and active. She gets up in the morning and puts on her makeup while humming an old love song she used to sing. She even took a long walk with him on the beach yesterday.�
Looking up at her in the rearview mirror, I could see the smile on her face. �They hold hands like a couple of teenagers in love,� she added.
Questions flooded my mind. How did Roberts get clear down here to Laguna without being spotted? Did he hitchhike the final leg of his journey, which had begun all those years ago back in 1945? Another thing: how did Roberts know where to find her? But that didn�t matter now. What mattered was how soon it would be before the cops figured out where to look for him.
�How much farther?� I asked Kathie.
�He�s staying at the old Laguna Hotel. We�ll be there in a few minutes� I�m picking up his tab,� she said quietly, almost as an afterthought. �You know it never had a bell?�
�A bell? What are you talking about?�
�The Laguna Hotel has a bell tower, but it never had a bell.�
�That�s good to know,� I said, and thought, Christ, at a time like this who gives a damn about a bell. �Is there anything else I should know about the hotel? For example, does it have bulletproof doors? Because if the cops get there before we do��
She stepped on the gas and soon we rounded the last curve of the canyon road and turned onto Highway 1. After going a couple of blocks I could see red lights flickering ahead. My heart sank when we slowed and saw cop cars, their flashers blinking, parked haphazardly in front of the hotel. A scattering of uniformed officers milled about on the sidewalk.
�Oh, shit!� I said under my breath.
Kathie stopped the Mercedes in the middle of the street about ten feet from a police car blocking the road. She turned to me. Her face showed what we were both thinking. �They got him, didn�t they?�
�I don�t know. Wait here.� I climbed out of the car and walked toward the hotel. I had to play it cool. If this wasn�t about Roberts, then I didn�t want to tip the fact that he was hiding here right under their noses. I approached the first cop I saw. �What�s this all about, officer?�
�A murderer on the run was holed up in the hotel. But we got him,� the young Laguna Beach cop boasted. �Half the agencies in southern California were looking for him.�
I shuddered, but tried to remain calm. �What was his name?�
�A guy named Roberts� say, who are you, anyway? Why do you care?�
Damn, they�d found him! �I�m his lawyer. Where is he?�
He turned and shouted to a circle of plainclothes cops standing nearby. �Hey, George. This guy says he�s Roberts�s lawyer. Wants to know where they�ve taken him.�
A tall man in a windbreaker turned and studied me for a moment. He walked over slowly. Before he could say anything I told him, �I represent Alexander Roberts. What have you done with him?�
He remained silent for a moment and from the look on his face I knew it was bad news. �I�m Sgt. Coleman,� he said. �Roberts tried to escape. Must�ve heard us coming. Tried to beat it out the back of the hotel. My officer said he was armed. There was a shooting��

CHAPTER 33

�A shooting? What do you mean a shooting?�
But I knew what he meant: Al Roberts had been shot. I turned quickly to Kathie, who still sat in the car. Then I looked back at the cop. I heard a car door slam, and Kathie came running. She must�ve seen the look on my face and realized that something bad had happened.
The cop droned on about how the shooting was justified. �Roberts had been warned. He didn�t stop. He was running down the beach, and when he turned he had a gun in his hand. My officer had no choice-�
�What happened?� Kathie, now at my side, screamed.
�Roberts has been shot,� I told her. �They say he had a gun.�
�It happened about an hour ago, ma�am. They�ve taken him to Hoag.�
�How bad is he?�
�Can�t say, but when they took him away he didn�t look too good.�
Kathie tugged on my jacket sleeve. �Jimmy, let�s go!�
�Wait, Kathie. One second.� I turned back to the cop. �What kind of gun did he have? Where is it?�
If Roberts had a gun and it turned out to be the same one that had been used to kill Ida Hathaway, then his murder trial would be lost before it even began. He'd be convicted, and the only thing I could do for him would be to plead with the judge for mercy at the time of sentencing.
�We�uh, haven't found it yet.�
�What? What kind of horseshit is that? Either he had a gun or he didn't.�
�When he was hit he kept running. He ran behind some rocks at the curve in the shoreline. He was out of sight of the officer for a few moments. He could have tossed the gun in the ocean or buried it somewhere. When the officer caught up with Roberts, he was down, unconscious and bleeding-�
He stopped in midsentence. An urgent call came over the police radio in his car. With the door open, Sgt. Coleman grabbed his mike. I could hear both sides of the transmission.
�Sarge, the hospital called. If you want to interview Roberts, head on over to Hoag pronto. He�s coming out of surgery now.�
Coleman replied, �On my way.�
Hearing the news about Roberts gave me chills, but I still had a job to do. �Hold it. Nobody talks to my client without me being there.�
�I take my orders from the lieutenant. He says interview him, that�s what I do. You got a problem with that, talk to the brass when we get to the hospital.�
�I want to see him, right now!� Kathie said.
�Then follow me. I�ll get us there fast.�
Kathie and I ran to the Mercedes. �I�ll drive,� I said. �Used to be a cop. We�re gonna be moving. He�ll be running code three, red lights and siren.�
Kathie nodded. �Keys are in it.�

Sgt. George Coleman, driving a black-and-white with sirens blaring, led the way north to the hospital. With Kathie hanging on for dear life in the passenger seat, we followed in his wake. Upscale restaurants, art galleries, and yacht brokers� offices were a blur as we raced through downtown Laguna, Corona Del Mar, and then the commercial district of Newport Beach. We drove without slowing or stopping at red lights.
From the hotel it was exactly 11.4 miles to Hoag Hospital, located on the edge of a bluff overlooking Balboa Bay, resplendent with million-dollar homes lining the shore, their multi-colored lights sparkling in the night. It was a straight run on the quiet nighttime highway and we made it to the hospital in nine minutes flat.
Only a few people were present in the hospital lobby when we arrived, one or two who looked like they had been there a while. A couple of uniformed cops hung around, drinking coffee. They must�ve been there to guard the prisoner.
We checked in with the receptionist, a middle-aged woman wearing a blazer with the hospital logo on it. �Sorry, but you�ll have to wait. The patient is being moved from surgery to intensive care, but the surgeon�� She glanced at her records. ��Dr. Hendricks, will be with you as soon as possible.�
�We�ll wait,� Coleman said.
�How bad is he?� Kathie asked.
�I�m sorry but I don�t have that information.� She smiled warmly. �Dr. Hendricks will fill you in.�
�Oh, God, Jimmy�� Kathie�s eyes searched mine looking for answers that I didn�t have.
�I�m sorry to interrupt,� the woman at the desk said, �but this is a formality. Does Mr. Roberts have any family members that should be notified?�
�No, not really,� I said. �But I�m closer to him than any relative. I�m his lawyer.�
She looked around at the cops in the room. �I understand.�
With Kathie clinging to my arm, I turned to Sgt. Coleman. I made it clear that if the doctor allowed Roberts to have visitors, then I�d be the first one to see him. If he wanted to make a statement, I�d allow it, but there would be no interrogation.
The cop nodded. �Okay by me. I was just supposed to ask him a few questions about the shooting. As you probably know, the Los Angeles DA�s office issued the arrest warrant. You won�t be dealing with us down here in Orange County on the murder charge. As soon as the doc gives the okay, Roberts will be transferred out of our jurisdiction. He�ll be turned over to the LAPD and moved to the jail hospital in L.A.�
A guy with a weathered complexion who looked like he�d just climbed out of bed and hurriedly tossed on his clothes entered the lobby. He marched up and introduced himself as Captain John Russo, adding that he�d be investigating the officer-involved shooting. He turned to Coleman. �Instead of taking Roberts to jail,� he said. �I wish they were taking the murdering bastard to the morgue.�
Kathie gazed up at me, her eyes filled with tears. �He�s got to pull through. Jesus, he�s got to make it!� She looked at Russo. �Goddamn you, he�s innocent.�
�You�d better pray he lives,� I told Russo. �Because if he dies I�ll file the biggest goddamn lawsuit you ever saw. I�ll name the city, the police department, and the cop who fired the shots. I�ll name everyone that had anything to do with this.�
Okay, so maybe I overreacted, but I didn�t like the way the scene was playing out. If the cop involved did in fact shoot an unarmed man, then it would be easy to sweep the whole affair under the rug. Why make a big hullabaloo about a bad shooting if the victim was a murder suspect with no family or friends? And a convict on top of that. Who�d give a damn?
I wanted it on the record that someone did care about Roberts, someone who knew the score, someone who wouldn�t let up until the truth came out.
Russo looked at me as if I were something the dog had left on his lawn. �You�d better hold on, O�Brien.�
I felt the blood rushing to my face. �No, you hold on-!�
�You want to know what happened, then hear me out.�
�Fine, talk to me.�
�Roberts was a murderer on the run with a warrant out. Officer Bochar-a rookie-identified himself as a police officer and commanded Roberts to stop. I just talked to Bochar back at the station. He�s shook up, said your client was armed. He fired his weapon in self-defense. I believe him. But we�ll still do a complete investigation.�
�Roberts wasn�t armed. He was shot in cold blood.�
�He had a gun and we�ll find it.� His voice bore a tone of finality.
�Everyone�s been pinning crap on Al Roberts for the last twenty-nine years. You won�t find anything, because he didn�t have a weapon. I think the rookie got scared, panicked, and started blasting away. And I think you know it.�
His face went through a series of contortions, settling on one that looked like the ugly countenance of a dyspeptic gorilla. Russo was obviously a man accustomed to getting his way, with everyone kissing his ass. �O�Brien, I�m in charge around here and I said we�ll do a goddamn investigation. In Laguna we do it right, we don�t screw around. Listen up, wise guy; I was on the job when you were a brat with shit in your diapers, sucking at your mama�s tit!�
Though totally pissed off I fought to maintain my composure, but the sanctimonious asshole was getting to me. �Yeah sure, you�ll find a weapon,� I said. �I was a cop once. I know how it goes. All of a sudden one of your men will find a gun with no serial numbers buried on the beach somewhere behind the rocks.�
Russo was, to put it mildly, appalled at my assertion. He jabbed his finger in my chest. �Don�t you ever accuse me of compromising an investigation! Down here we play it strictly by the book. I don�t care how they handle shit up there in big bad L.A. County.� He looked down his nose at me. �We don�t need to plant a gun. Roberts had one and we�ll find it, even if we have to dredge the whole goddamn Pacific Ocean.�
I walked away from Russo, taking Kathie with me. We stood at a window at the far end of the lobby and looked out at the black sea beyond the edge of shimmering lights. Putting my arm gently around her shoulders I said, �Al Roberts will make it. He�s too damn stubborn to die.�
She glanced up at me. �What will I tell my mother? I won�t know what to say. It will kill her if something happens to Al.�
�Tell her the truth. Treat her like a human being for once. It seems to me everyone has been dealing with her like she�s some kind of biological unit that must be fed, watered, and stowed away out of sight. First, your father used her as a sex object. Then he got tired of her and threw her out. Then it was�� Slow down, O�Brien, I told myself. You�re attacking this girl�s family and it�s none of your business.
I felt Kathie�s back stiffen. But she said nothing and continued to stare out the window.
�I�m sorry, Kathie. I didn�t mean to be so blunt.�
�I just don�t know what to do. I�m so confused,� she whispered, more to herself than to me.
�Maybe after your mother hit bottom, just maybe, if she had been given proper care she might�ve been cured a long time ago. She might�ve had a decent life.�
Her eyes flared. �How dare you? You have no idea what I�ve been through. All my life knowing my own mother had been a junkie and a whore. Left for dead in a gutter-�
�You have to understand, I�m not talking about you. You were just a kid when it all started and you came to the situation as an adult not all that long ago. I�m talking about Jerome, your grandparents, the doctors, and those damn trust fund trustees. You know what I�m saying.�
She put her face in her hands and leaned forward. With my arm still around her shoulders I could feel her silent, racking sobs.
Maybe it wasn�t the best time or place, but I had to speak my mind, get out what I felt inside. �Listen to me, Kathie. Back in 1945, your mother was a young, immature girl with stars in her eyes. She came to California with hopes and dreams. When she got here, she was used, abused, and tossed aside like a broken porcelain doll. Her only fault was that she was a beautiful young woman. You told me yourself about the change that came over her when, in just a few short days, Roberts showed her a little respect and attention. But even more than that he gave her his greatest gift-his love.�
She looked up at me again. �Oh, Jimmy. I know it�s been awful the way they�ve treated my mother. I wanted to help, and she was improving� but now, without Al Roberts� The shock alone��
I squeezed her shoulder tighter. �This is important, Kathie. Regardless of what happens with Roberts, get your mother off the drugs, get her out of Vista Del Muerto, and give her a life, for chrissakes. She�s still young enough-�
I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned. The surgeon stood behind me, still wearing his light green scrubs. He looked both drawn and serious. Captain Russo and Sgt. Coleman stood off to the side, watching us.
�Excuse me, but the receptionist pointed you out. You�re Mr. O�Brien, the lawyer.�
�How�d it go in surgery? Is he gonna live, doctor?�
�He�s awake, just barely. We told him that you were waiting. He wants to see you. Normally we wouldn�t allow visitors this soon after a major operation, but��
�But what?�
�It doesn�t look good. He might not make it through the night.�

CHAPTER 34

A nurse escorted me along a semi-dark hallway. Only a few of the fluorescent lights embedded in the ceiling were shining at that time of night, and a powerful antiseptic smell cut through the cool hospital air as we followed the signs directing us to the ICU.
On the way, I had second thoughts about the cops waiting in the lobby. Maybe my response had been way overboard when I practically accused Russo of planning to perpetrate a cover-up. The shock from news of the shooting, and the tension that had been building within me since the day I had taken on the Roberts case, had more than likely caused the explosive reaction. But cops and criminal defense lawyers were never on comfortable terms. It was only natural, since we operated at different ends of the legal spectrum.
I knew I�d have to cut Russo some slack. He was as hard as tempered steel, but he had a difficult job to do. For all I knew, he did it well. I had no reason to question his integrity. But that still didn�t mean I�d let him interrogate Roberts without me being present, and I wouldn�t let Al make a statement regarding anything that happened out there on the beach. He could still be charged with resisting arrest. A minor charge compared to the murder rap staring him in the face; but a criminal charge nonetheless, which would be just another reason to toss his butt back in the can.
There were almost two hundred separate municipalities located around Southern California. A number of these cities and towns had their own police departments, and more than a few had been tainted at one time or another. Throughout most of its early history even the illustrious LAPD had been riddled with corruption. And it remained that way until 1950 when the new chief, William H. Parker, took the reins and tossed out the political swindlers and outright crooks.
But from what I�d heard, the Laguna Beach PD had a sterling reputation. Never in its forty-seven year history had there been even the slightest hint of scandal. And somehow I knew the facts regarding the shooting, good or bad, would be made public. There would be no cover-up.
I also thought about Kathie and her dysfunctional family. I�d unloaded heavily on her as well. But I didn�t regret one word I�d said. Of course, I couldn�t blame her for her mother and father�s horrible behavior in the past, but someone-and that someone was me, I guess-had to open her eyes to the facts, even if I had to rub her face in it.
Maybe I got through to Kathie. And maybe, if nothing else, when this was all over, she�d finally take charge of the situation and lead her mother down that yellow brick road to happiness. It would be nice if Al Roberts were able to share that journey. However, at this moment there were two chances of that happening: slim and fat.
The nurse and I continued to walk in silence. This wasn�t the time for small talk, and I didn�t ask about Al. I figured she wouldn�t comment on his condition. That would be the doctor�s responsibility and he wouldn�t want anyone butting in on his territory.
At the end of the hallway we rounded a corner and came upon a brightly lit nurses� station. A couple of women in whites worked behind the counter.
Another nurse sat at a workspace below the countertop. Her head bent, she appeared to be filling out charts, writing reports, or perhaps doodling; what did I know? She looked up when we approached.
�Marie,� my escort said, �this is Mr. O�Brien, here to see Mr. Roberts.�
Marie glanced over her shoulder and looked through a glass partition that offered a view of the ten or twelve beds behind her. Each bed held a patient partially covered by a tangled greenish sheet. They all had white tubes going up their noses and green tubes stuck in their arms and hands, hanging loose at the edge of the bed. The green ones were connected to oxygen outlets in the wall and the white ones to IV bottles hanging from a T-bar standing at the foot of the beds. The patients had electrical wires hooked up to them. The wires ran from their bodies out over the bedrail, and the ends were plugged into black boxes with dials and glowing numbers fastened to the wall behind the beds.
If one of those bizarre gizmos were present, the thing with two lightning rods sticking out of it and an electric spark buzzing like crazy and dancing back and forth between the tips, I would�ve thought I was staring at Dr. Frankenstein�s new high-tech lab, turning out monsters by the dozen.
Marie stood. �This is highly irregular,� she sighed, �but who am I to argue with the doctor? You�ll only be allowed to see him for one minute and that�s my rule.�
She came around from behind the counter and said, �Follow me.� I did, and she led me to Al�s bedside.
I wasn�t shocked by how he looked. When I was a cop, I�d seen a number of gunshot victims and he looked better than most. But of course, the majority of those I had seen were already dead.
I took his hand. His eyelids fluttered for a moment and remained open at half-mast. �Jimmy�� he uttered in a barely audible voice. �I�m� I�m sorry.�
�Nothing to be sorry about. Just get better.�
�They told me� I might� not make it� say my prayers� They�re� full of� shit.�
�Of course you�re going to make it. Hell, I�m not worried.� I glanced up at Marie. She tapped her watch with a finger. Not much time left before she�d throw me out. I had to get to the point. I leaned in and whispered in his ear, �Al, the doc said you wanted to talk to me. What do you want to tell me?�
�I need� a favor.�
�Sure.�
�Get� me� the fuck outta� here� I promised��
�Promised what?�
�I promised� I�d take� her home.�
�I�ll do my best, Al. Goddammit, I�ll make sure��
With difficulty he turned his face toward me and gave an almost imperceptible nod. Suddenly his eyes opened wide.
�Al, the cops say you had a gun. They say��
His eyelids closed slowly, like drawing the curtain on the final act. The monitor flatlined and the beeping changed to a steady drone.
Marie quickly shoved me aside and started pumping on his chest. She kept pumping. In a few seconds the machine on the wall started to beep again. �Get out of here!� she shouted without stopping. �Tell the nurses to get a doctor, stat!�
I stood, frozen. But only for a second. I ran to the nurses� station. They were already in high gear. One held a microphone to her mouth, and I could hear her voice reverberating around the halls: �Code blue, intensive care, stat!� She repeated the page twice. Other nurses darted into the room. One had a large syringe in her hand.
The nurse holding the mike nodded toward the hallway, indicating that I should leave.
�No! I have to stay. I have to know-�
She dropped the mike. �Sir, leave the area, now!�
�But-�
�Look, you�ll just be in the way. Go to the waiting room. I promise I�ll come and tell you the minute there�s a change-good or bad.�
I turned and started walking the long, lonely walk back toward the lobby.
What would I say to Kathie, and what would she tell her mother?
Two guys who appeared to be doctors raced around the corner, rushed past me and headed to the ICU.
If I had been any kind of a religious person, I would�ve mumbled a prayer.
I did anyway.

CHAPTER 35

Capt. Russo and most of the police had left. One uniformed officer remained. He sat quietly in the lobby and didn�t seem to notice me when I returned from the intensive care unit.
Kathie, standing by the window, rushed to meet me with a hopeful look in her eyes.
�It�s bad Kathie. His heart stopped with me standing right there next to him.�
�Oh, my God-� She collapsed in my arms.
�No, no, wait. I�m sorry. He�s alive.� I held her and said, �The nurse got his heart started again right away.�
She pushed away. �Is he going to be okay?�
�I don�t know. But they called for some doctors. I saw them rushing to the ICU. They�ll save him, Kathie. I know they will.�
�Oh, God. Please��
�They�ll talk to us as soon as they know something.�
I took her hand and we walked to the ICU waiting room. The small room, decorated with bright cheery wallpaper and a potted plant, was devoid of people. We sat together on a couch facing the door. Kathie took a magazine from the coffee table and thumbed through it absently. She tossed it down and picked up another, thumbed through that one as well.
�What time is it?� she asked.
I glanced at my watch. �Almost three. Do you want to leave? I can stay-�
�No! I�m staying too.� She stood and started to pace the room. �I should have never-� she turned back to me. �I mean� I�m sorry, Jimmy. I acted like a fool when I tried to get you to back off at Al�s parole hearing. Interfering the way I did.�
�Stop wearing out the rug and sit down, please. We�ll talk.�
Without protest she sat next to me.
�Kathie, you didn�t scare me.� I let out a chuckle. �If you think that act of yours at the burger place in Chino had me worried, then you�ve been watching too many of your father�s old movies.�
�You didn�t worry or wonder about me at all?�
�Yeah, I wondered. I wondered what you were doing at an In-N-Out without ordering one of their great burgers.�
�Oh, Jimmy�� Her voice tailed off; she rested her head on my shoulder and closed her eyes. Soon she began to breathe in a steady rhythm. She had fallen asleep with me staring at the door. I put my arm around her. She felt warm and nice, and for a moment I wondered what it�d be like if she fell asleep next to me every night.
I didn�t move, just continued to stare at the door. It�s taking a long time for the medical staff to let us know what�s going on, I thought. That could only mean Al Roberts was still alive. If he had died, they would�ve told me right away.
I had no way of knowing if the doctors were still working on him. I considered the possibility that his brain might have been damaged when his heart stopped. But it was only stopped for a second or two, not long enough to cause a loss of oxygen, not long enough to cause permanent damage-I hoped.
My back began to ache from sitting in the same position, but I still didn�t move a muscle. I didn�t want to wake Kathie. Sleep would be good for her. Her mind would be at rest-at least for a little while.
An hour and a half later Marie, the nurse from the ICU, appeared. I gently woke Kathie and we both stood.
�Mr. O�Brien,� she said, �right after you left, they rushed Mr. Roberts back into surgery.�
�Is he alive?�
�Yes, he is. Right now he�s in the recovery room. The doctor said the operation was a success. He asked me to tell you that the patient is responding, and doing much better.�
�Why did he need another operation?� I asked.
�He had signs of rapid internal bleeding. The doctor had to perform emergency surgery to stop the leak.�
�Will he make it?� Kathie asked.
�He�s still in critical condition, but if all goes well he should pull through. We�ll know more in a few days.�
�When can I see him again?� I asked.
�Not for a while. After he leaves the recovery room he�ll be taken back to the ICU. I�m sorry, but no visitors will be allowed.�
�That includes the police, I assume.�
�Of course, especially the police.�
�Thank you.�
�The doctor also said to tell you both to go home and get some rest. Leave your phone numbers at the reception desk and we�ll keep you informed.�

Kathie drove me back to my apartment in Downey. We didn�t talk much along the way. However, I did ask her if she wanted to stop for some food. With all that had been going on, I had lost my appetite. But I was concerned about her. I had no way of knowing if she�d eaten before she came to my apartment, I just knew she hadn�t eaten anything since.
�No, thanks, Jimmy,� she said. �I need to get some sleep. I�ll have breakfast later with my mother. I want to discuss with her what you said about starting a new life.�
She pulled the car to the curb in front of my apartment. We exchanged phone numbers and promised to keep in touch. I also promised I�d do everything possible to keep Al Roberts from going back to prison.
�I don�t think they have a case, Kathie.� I gently took her chin in my hand and turned her face toward me. Our eyes locked. �Do I look worried?�
�No,� she said hesitantly.
�Do you know who Sol Silverman is?�
�I�ve heard of him.�
�He�s agreed to work with us pro bono. He�s putting all the resources at his command behind this. Sol and I together have never lost a case.�
I didn�t tell her I was worried as hell, nor did I mention how nervous I was about the gun that the Laguna cop said Roberts had in his possession. If this were true, then he would spend the rest of his life in prison. There would be no getting around that. I didn�t want to think of the consequences if the police found a gun somewhere in the vicinity of the shooting and it turned out to be the one used to murder Ida Hathaway at the motel.
As I opened the door to climb out of the Mercedes, Kathie leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. There was nothing implied in the kiss, but I couldn�t help wonder if it was the beginning of something more.
�If you�re too tired to drive, you can sleep here in my apartment for a while,� I blurted out. �I mean� if you�re really tired.�
Kathie didn�t answer for a moment; she just looked at me. Then, with a warm smile, she said, �Not this time, Jimmy. I want to see my mother as soon as she wakes up. But� thank you, anyway. Call me later, okay?�
�Sure.�
I climbed the stairs to the apartment with the phrase, Not this time, rolling around in my brain. Who knows, maybe when this was over�

According to my alarm clock it was after five by the time I finally crawled into bed. As bone-tired as I was, I couldn�t sleep. I stared at the ceiling with my eyes open, listening to the sounds of morning twilight, an owl hooting somewhere, the occasional car driving down the street, and the rumble of a trash truck making its rounds. I lay there both exhausted and charged up, reflecting on the events of the night and Kathie�s beautiful face and that small kiss-Not this time, Jimmy.
Forty-five minutes later I kicked off the covers and climbed out of bed. If I didn�t quit thinking about Al Roberts and Kathie I�d never get any sleep. I shuffled into the bathroom and took three aspirins, then went to the kitchen and ate a piece of leftover pizza. With my diet I adhered strictly to the three major food groups-pizza, donuts, and burgers.
I climbed back into bed and soon nodded off.

Beep, beep, beep�
I bolted upright in bed and listened.
�What the hell is that?� I said out loud, glancing at the clock: 10:30 a.m. I�d been asleep only a few hours.
The beeping stopped. I flopped back down and pulled the covers over my head.
Another couple of minutes went by and the beeping started again. I had no idea what was causing it, but I felt too tired to get out of bed and check. Probably that new coffee pot Rita had given me for my birthday. I�d forgotten to set the timer.
I was about to doze off again when the telephone rang. My heart raced. It had to be the hospital. I jumped out of bed, ran to the kitchen and answered it.
�Why didn�t you answer the beeper?� Sol asked.
I took a deep breath and relaxed. The call wasn�t bad news from the hospital, after all.
�What beeper?�
�The one I gave you.�
�Oh yeah, that thing. That�s what I heard.� I thought about the beeper I�d stuck in my jacket pocket, lying on the bedroom floor.
�Well, why didn�t you answer the beeper?�
�Why didn�t you just call?�
�Because you have a beeper.�
�For chrissakes, Sol, what�s up?�
�Meet me at Clifton�s Cafeteria in one hour?�
�Clifton�s? The one in downtown L.A.?�
�Yeah, one hour. Don�t be late.�
�Why?�
�Because we�re meeting Vince Bugliosi in the owner�s office.� Sol hung up.

CHAPTER 36

Before leaving the apartment, I phoned the office and told Mabel where I�d be just in case a call came in from the hospital. I also asked about Rita.
�She�s on a wild-goose chase. She has a lunch appointment with some guy named Strickling out in Palm Springs. I had to give her five bucks from petty cash for gas. I don�t know-�
�Goodbye, Mabel. Gotta go.� I hung up.
Thirty-five minutes later I pulled into a parking lot on Hill St. and hiked a couple of blocks to Clifton�s on South Broadway, only ten minutes late.
It was one of those clear, crisp autumn days with a stiff breeze that blew the smog out beyond Catalina. Pedestrians moseyed about and everyone�s mood seemed as bright as the sky. There was an aroma of spice from street vendors selling tacos and carnitas, and a sense of lethargy filled the warm, dry air. On days like this store clerks smiled, customers didn�t complain, and people said please and thank you. Even bums slouching on Broadway guzzled wine without shouting obscenities. And Clifton�s gave needy folks a meal for only a penny.
Walking into the crowded cafeteria, I stood for a moment to take in the curious decor. The place tried to convey the feel of a mountain forest-a forest that would be right at home in Disneyland. In addition to a cascading waterfall next to a plastic tree, a huge deer head with antlers hung on the wall and looked down on the lunch crowd as they ate from plates heaped with plebeian fare. I asked a busboy where the offices were located, then strolled past a fuzzy bear holding a fishing pole and climbed the stairs up to the third floor. Finding the owner�s office, I rapped on the door.
�Come on in,� someone shouted.
�Sorry, I�m late,� I said to the three men who looked up at me as I entered.
Sol sat on a couch, puffing a cigar. The couch rested against a wall filled with framed photos that had been taken at locations around the world, mostly China, from what I could tell from just a quick glance. Vincent Bugliosi leaned forward in a wooden armchair off to the side of a modest desk.
The man sitting behind the desk came around to greet me. He had a slender build, thinning hair, and a wide smile. Probably in his late forties, he spoke in a voice tinged with authority.
�Don�t give it a thought, O�Brien. Everyone�s late. The parking� what can I say? Anyway, the name�s Don Clinton. My sister and I own the place.� He nodded toward Sol and Bugliosi. �I think you already know these men.�
We all shook hands, and I took a seat in the armchair on the other side of the desk.
�Can I get you anything? Coffee? Maybe a little strawberry Jello to go with it?� Don asked. �We serve the stuff by the ton.� He chuckled.
�No, thanks. I had my coffee this morning.� I didn�t mention that I hated strawberry Jello.
�We were just talking about you. They say you�re working on a case that involved Frank Byron, the DA back in the early forties. Tell me about it.�
Bugliosi stood. �Let me jump in here, Don. I want to give Sol and Jimmy a little background, just a few highlights about your father, Clifford. Then everyone will know why we�re having the meeting here at the cafeteria.�
�Good idea,� Sol said.
�Don�s father, Clifford Clinton-the founder of Clifton�s-was one of the good guys. Back in the forties, Los Angeles was as corrupt as they come. A political machine controlled by hoodlums ran everything, right down to dogcatcher. Clifford decided to do something about it. So he and a few other good citizens started a reform movement, a committee to clean up the government. They did their own investigations, made a lot of noise and started to expose the bad guys. It wasn�t easy. Strong-arm thugs tried to stop the reformers. This cafeteria was smoke-bombed several times. Clifford received anonymous threats on his life almost daily, but he kept right on with his crusade.�
�The press kept quiet about the corruption? No editorials, nothing?� Sol asked.
�Not a thing, Sol. The L.A. Times went along with the status quo. Isn�t that right, Don?�
�Yes. Dad and the others even started backing candidates for public office, straightshooters that they could trust. He gave them the money and the clout that they needed to win.�
�The movement started making headway,� Bugliosi added. �In the late thirties, the committee managed to get a few reform candidates elected. But the big one, the election that would count more than all the others, came up in 1940. The office of District Attorney was up for grabs when it became obvious that the incumbent DA, Fitts, was an out-and-out crook. Earlier he�d taken a bribe and was indicted. Even though he wasn�t convicted, the stink clung to him like black on coal. Perfect opportunity for the committee to back a reform candidate. Long story short, Frank Byron convinced the committee that he was the man they were looking for.�
Don nodded. �Dad thought Byron was too young, but the committee checked him out thoroughly. He came across as smart, clean-cut, without a hint of scandal. So Dad and the committee decided to back him to the hilt.�
�But he didn�t stay straight. Did he?� Sol asked.
�At first everything seemed okay. But after a while, things just didn�t add up.�
�Like what, Don?� I asked.
�Little things at first. For instance, Byron was seen being wined and dined at nightspots on Sunset-Ciro�s, Cafe Trocadero, Mocambo, places like that.� Don paused for a moment, looking down at his hands. �I mean, the committee didn�t expect him to be an altar boy, anything like that. But he seemed to be making friends with a lot of questionable characters. Then there were the rumors.�
�What kind of rumors?� Sol asked.
�Nothing that could be proven. But a number of big criminal cases never made it to court.� Don shook his head. �Especially cases involving gambling interests and crooked politicians.�
�How�d he get away with it?� I asked.
�Dad found out Byron had formed a secret goon squad while in office, a small group of investigators that reported only to him. My father wasn�t exactly sure what they did. But he figured Byron used the goons to intimidate possible witnesses. Maybe that�s why no one came forward with information about Byron�s activities.�
�All through the years Clifford kept files and notes relating to his investigations,� Bugliosi said. �There was a notation in one of the files about the goon squad. An unnamed informant came forward and gave him the names of the members. Guess whose name popped up.�
�Who?�
�Rinehart. He was a young lawyer back then, working for the DA�s office.�
�The DA worked for Byron in the forties?� Sol said. �That�s interesting.�
�Yeah, and here�s the grabber. Rinehart was the leader of the goon squad. Actually went out with his boys on the so-called raids.�
Sol stubbed out his cigar in an upright ashtray that stood next to the couch. �My God, Vince!� he said. �Why didn�t you bring this out during the campaign?�
�Couldn�t. There was no concrete proof. The other members were long gone. No one could verify that such a squad even existed, much less that Rinehart was the leader. I would�ve looked like a fool making allegations against Rinehart regarding something I couldn�t prove.�
�My dad said Byron was the biggest mistake of his life,� Don added. �He became obsessed with digging out the truth. Even after Byron left office in �46, Dad kept pursuing his investigation. He worked on it until the day he died in 1947. He left his files to me, but I had a business to run. As far as I was concerned it was ancient history. Changes were starting to take place; the reform movement had done its job. Clean government was coming back.�
I began to wonder what this meeting was all about. How could any of this possibly be related to my case?
Sol must�ve been reading my mind. �Thanks for the history lesson,� he said. �But what does all of this have to do with Jimmy? How does it tie into his client, Al Roberts?�
Don remained silent for a moment then glanced at Bugliosi, who nodded. He reached in his desk drawer, pulled out a large manila envelope and handed it to Sol.
�Take it with you. You can study the contents later.�
Sol opened the envelope and thumbed through it. With his thumb and forefinger he slowly pulled out a glossy, black and white photo.
He looked up and said, �My God. Is this stuff for real?�

CHAPTER 37

Sol and I thanked Don Clinton and Vince Bugliosi for their help and left. We walked out the front door together, and Sol�s limo drove up to the curb immediately. He reached out to open the passenger door.
�Wait, Sol. What�s in the envelope?� I asked.
He looked up and down the sidewalk, then pulled a grainy photo of a group of heavyweights standing in a circle outside a restaurant at night. It was obvious from the clothes they wore-wide ties, big lapels, and fedora hats-that the picture had been taken back in the forties. �Let�s meet at my office,� Sol said. �We need to talk in private.�
�I�ll see you there in a half-hour.�
As soon as the limo pulled away I jogged south on Broadway, heading back to the parking lot. When I came to the Seventh St. intersection I waited for the light to change. When it turned green I started to walk across the street. Halfway through the intersection, someone rushed up behind me. Suddenly, I felt a hard object jammed in my ribcage.
A male voice whispered in my ear, �Don�t turn around. Just keep walking.�
My heart raced. �What the hell!�
He jammed the gun harder. �Keep walking, asshole.�
I made it to the other side of the street without turning around. But my eyes shifted from side to side. I didn�t see a soul. That old line flashed in my mind: There�s never a cop around when you need one�
A couple of seconds later the same black Buick that�d haunted my nightmares pulled up to the curb. The back door flew open. My assailant shoved me into the seat and climbed in after me.
The car sped away and quickly merged with the traffic.
In addition to the driver, another guy sat in front. He turned and faced me, his gun pointed at my head. I glanced at the asshole next to me: one of the goons that had worked me over after smashing my car. The bastard in front was the other one. They were fat ugly guys, hardboiled and rotten to the core.
�Hey! What�s this all about?�
�Shut up. You�ll find out soon enough,� the guy in front said.
�You�re the same sons-of-bitches that-�
The heavyweight reached over the seat and pistol-whipped the side of my head with his revolver. I slumped back in the seat as pinpoints of light danced in front of my eyes.
�I told you to shut the hell up!�
The guy next to me wrapped tape around my wrists. My shoulders hurt like hell when he yanked my arms up tight behind my back. I decided I�d better calm down before I got myself killed.
The driver said nothing. He kept his eyes on the road as we traveled west on Seventh. A few minutes later we cruised south on the Harbor Freeway. Transitioning to the 405, we headed toward Long Beach. We got off the freeway at Cherry, drove a few miles, and entered Signal Hill, a small area of decrepit oil derricks and rusty tanks just north of Long Beach.
We turned right onto a winding dirt road, climbed a small rise, and came to an oil field at the top of the hill. I could almost taste the petroleum fumes and methane gas that hung in the air as we splashed through oily mud puddles and wound around numerous pumpjacks, all nodding slowly, up and down, up and down.
We finally stopped in front of a dilapidated brick building designed in the classic Eyesore Style of Architecture. A faded sign painted on the wall of the abandoned structure read Signal Oil Tool Warehouse.
The driver got out of the car, came around and opened my door. Without saying a word, he reached in and jerked me out. The other two thugs grabbed my arms and half dragged me across the dark, slimy dirt toward the warehouse door. The driver unlocked and opened it, then stood off to the side while the other guys shoved me through and followed me in.
The driver locked the door after us.
I stood in semidarkness-the only light filtering in from a row of dirty windows running along one wall, located close to the ceiling fifteen feet above the cracked and buckled concrete floor. Upright wooden beams supporting the roof were laid out in a grid pattern and spaced about twenty feet apart. At the far end, a small office with broken windows and a missing door looked as if it were about to collapse under its own weight.
My original abductor gave me another hard shove in the direction of the upright beams. I stumbled, but caught myself before I fell. �Keep your goddamn hands off of me,� I snapped.
Lightning fast, he slapped my face� hard. I tried to kick him. He stepped aside and I missed. He clobbered me again, this time with the butt of the gun. I went down. �I told you to shut the fuck up,� he shouted.
�Hey, Danny, cool it,� the driver said. �Let�s get him tied to the post first.�
He grabbed me by the shoulders, pulled me up and hauled me over to one of the beams. He undid the tape on my wrists as the goon from the front seat kept his gun trained on me.
�Don�t be an asshole, O�Brien,� Danny said. �Don�t make it hard. We�re just going to tie you up, ask you a few questions, then we�ll be outta here.�
I felt my face. It hurt like hell and I knew I�d been cut. The sticky metallic taste of blood filled my mouth. I felt woozy, nauseated. Blood mixed with sweat dripped to the floor. The building was like a huge hothouse with heat waves radiating from below. Maybe I should�ve tried to fight, but I was too weak, and they might�ve killed me anyway. I just looked at the floor, wondering why they were doing this to me.
The driver took hold of my arms and wrapped them around the support beam behind me. �Toss me the duct tape and the rope,� he ordered.
With my arms secured behind the post, he looped a piece of rope tied in a slip knot around my neck and jerked me up until I had to stand practically on my toes. Then he fastened the other end to a spike nailed high in the beam. If I tried to slide down into a sitting position I�d hang myself.
�Hey, Morelli,� the thug named Danny said to the driver, �we�ll handle this guy. Find a phone booth. Call the Tower and tell the boss we got him. Use that phone number I gave you. Hurry back; this won�t take long.�
�Okay, I�m on my way,� The driver left, and the door slammed behind him.
With my arms and legs bound to the wooden support beam, Danny and the other jerk started in on me. Danny backhanded me across the face. His gaudy ring sliced my skin. �Listen up. We can make this easy or hard. Tell us what we want to know and we�re gone.�
My face must�ve looked like hamburger. It throbbed and burned; I felt like it�d been mauled by a junkyard dog. �What do you want, for chrissakes?� I mumbled.
�Where�s the paper?�
�What are you talking about-� The guy hit me again. I started to get woozy. My head nearly hit my chest, but as soon as it fell an inch, the rope around my neck tightened, cutting into my windpipe. I had to keep my head up, or I�d be strangled.
Danny grabbed my hair and pulled my head back. He moved in close, eyeball to eyeball. His breath could peel paint. �You know what we want: the old lady�s paper. We know you got it.�
My God! These guys were after Mrs. Hathaway�s blackmail documents. They killed her but didn�t find what they were looking for. �I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�Let me at �im, Danny,� the other guy said as he whipped out a switchblade. The six-inch blade snapped open. �I�ll make this bastard talk. I�ll have a good time cutting up the prick.� He laughed and moved closer to me.
�Back off, Rollo. I don�t want him dead.�
�Maybe, I�ll cut him a little, he�ll bleed, maybe he�ll live�for a while.�
�Look, damn it, I don�t have her papers. She didn�t give me anything, just some old phone numbers. That�s all.�
�C�mon, man, let me cut �im,� Rollo said again.
�Not now.� Danny turned back to me. �Tell us where you hid the paper and we�ll let you go.�
�I figure you guys had found the papers� when you searched her shed� before you killed her.� I felt weak. My eyelids weighed a ton, but by a force of will I kept them open. I couldn�t let my head drop.
Rollo moved in close, waving the knife back and forth in front of my face.
Danny held him back. �Look, Rollo, let�s just do what we we�re told. We�re in no hurry. C�mon, let�s go. Let the asshole stew here for a while. He�ll tell us all about the paper when we come back in the morning.�
�In the morning? Hey, you can�t leave me here like this all night! I won�t make it,� I shouted.
Ignoring his cohort, Rollo moved in even closer. Our noses almost touched and I felt his hot breath on my face. �I�ll cut you, man. You�ll bleed red, man. Your stinkin� blood will gush.�
He raised his knife slowly. I felt the sharp pressure of the tip of the blade pressing against my jugular. One more millimeter and I�d die.
�Rollo, let�s go! Morelli will be back by now.�
�Then I�ll cut �im? When we come back?�
�Yeah, Rollo. If he don�t talk, you can cut him up. You can cut him in as many pieces as you want.�

CHAPTER 38

Danny and Rollo left and I heard the rattle of a padlock on the door outside. I stood there alone, sweating like a hog. My hands, behind my back, started to tingle from lack of circulation. The bastards had wound the duct tape too tight. I struggled to get loose but couldn�t move my wrists even a fraction of an inch. The tape around my shins didn�t seem as tight as the tape binding my wrists. Standing on my toes, I kept working my feet, moving them from side to side a millimeter at a time.
Time crawled. I continued working my feet and legs, tightening and loosening my calf muscles. What little light there was at the start of this ordeal had soon disappeared with the onset of night, leaving the inside of the warehouse pitch black. But it remained hot and my clothes were drenched with sweat.
Soon my eyes became accustomed to the darkness. In the shadows, I was able to identify outlines of the beams. I saw puddles of standing water, lengths of broken pipe, and other debris that littered the floor. There were holes in the walls where some of the bricks had separated. One good earthquake would level this dump.
I stopped working the tape with my feet and listened, thinking I heard a car outside. I shouted and my voice reverberated inside the building. Listening again, I heard nothing.
More hours passed. My muscles ached, my throat was parched, and my stomach growled. I hardly had anything to eat all day and was getting hungry.
I wondered about Roberts. Had the hospital called the office? If so, Mabel would be pissed when she tried to locate me. And Sol would be out of his mind by now.
I thought about Rita, lovely Rita, and also remembered that I told Kathie I�d call her later. I wondered what she�d told her mother. With Roberts, I had opened a twenty-nine-year-old wound, and now the hurt and suffering was spreading.
More time passed and I began to think that maybe Danny and Rollo weren�t coming back at all. I wondered how long this nightmare would drag on. Would I still be here, a dried-up piece of skin covering yellowing bones, when some archaeologist from the future dug up this place? �Eureka, I�ve found the remains of a twentieth century man, a perfect specimen, a Hominidae Lawyerus!�
Hours went by at an agonizingly slow pace. The anguish and fatigue continued to build, and I didn�t feel that I was making any headway at freeing myself. I kept flexing my fingers in an effort to enhance the blood flow to my numb hands. They felt as if they had swollen to twice their normal size. The throbbing pain from the wounds on my face bothered me for sure, but if this went on much longer it would be boredom that would finally do me in.
I started to nod off, damn near strangling myself when my head dropped. I took several deep breaths of the hot stale air, trying to stay awake. Twisting and turning as much as possible, I strained every muscle in my body, struggling against my restraints with every fiber of my being.
I broke one leg free.
Not long after, I gave up. I couldn�t move anymore. My body was like a hot engine racing without oil. My muscles screamed in pain and my joints had locked up tight. In all this time I had only managed to get the one leg free. The wound on my face had opened more and blood dripped to the floor, splattering at my feet.
Without help, it would be impossible to get loose. I�d have to wait until someone-a guard, caretaker, anyone-showed up and untied me. But then I remembered what the goons had said: they�d be back in the morning.
I had one leg free-but what good would that do? I had to get my hands loose, but I couldn�t even feel them now.
My most important challenge would be to stay awake until I got out of this mess. If I fell asleep, my head would drop and I�d die of strangulation, I warned myself for the hundredth time.
Staring at the far wall and the support beams in front of me, I thought I saw a flicker of movement in the darkness. Did I imagine it, or did something scurry across the floor at the edge of the wall? No, it was real. I heard the clicking sound of clawed feet skittering on the concrete floor as another form squeezed in through an opening in the back where a number of bricks had given way. The creature scampered to one of the support beams and hid behind it.
More of them came through the hole, four or five at a time now, and they kept coming. I shouted. They froze in their tracks. Two dozen or more animals stared at me, their red eyes glowing in the dark.
Sewer rats.
The back of my throat filled with bile. I wanted to gag.
One of them, a large albino about a foot long, moved forward cautiously, sniffing the air. After a few feet it stopped and looked up at me for a moment before continuing on. Others followed, moving slowly at first, zigzagging across the floor. A few of them circled around to the sides, like troops setting up a flanking maneuver. Reinforcements poured in from the hole and joined their predecessors.
Soon a small army of rats surrounded me. They had formed up in a circle five feet away from me. Their eyes, red slits in the dark, locked on me. Their noses twitched. They had smelled my fresh blood on the floor and they were hungry.
I�d always thought that rats were afraid of humans. Looked like I was wrong; they were preparing to attack. It was just a matter of time before the battle would commence.
All at once, they rushed forward, crowding at my feet, climbing over one another in a frenzy to get at me. Their horrible squeals rang in my ears. A few of them nibbled at my shoes, going for the blood that had splattered on them. I stomped my foot with my free leg, but that didn�t slow them down. I kicked a big one as hard as I could, like I was going for a fifty-yard field goal. It disappeared in the darkness. Then I kicked another one and I kept kicking, my leg moving in quick thrusts, back and forth, like a heavy pendulum on speed. I connected more often than I missed, and one by one the rats started to back off. A tactical retreat.
I�d apparently injured one rat badly. It remained motionless, lying on its side about ten feet away. It wasn�t dead; I could see its head move. Five or six of its comrades circled it and sniffed curiously at its wounded leg. Finally, the albino grabbed the injured rodent�s neck in its teeth and started to drag it back toward the hole in the wall. I wondered if rats formed a community with strong bonds. Maybe the albino, in a noble act, was taking the injured one to the nest to nurse it back to a state of well-being.
Halfway to the hole, he dropped it and sniffed at the rat�s bloody leg.
The albino let out a sharp, high-pitched shriek and tore into its exposed flesh, pulling off hunks of meat. Ear-splitting squeals cut through the hot night air as the other rats rushed to attack the injured one. I watched in horror as the rats became a tumult of roiling fur, tearing the injured one to shreds in a frenzy of blood and gore. The rats were like a horde of ferocious piranhas as they devoured their wounded companion. In a matter of seconds it was over.
The albino disappeared through the hole. The others, like good little soldiers with full bellies, followed, and the battle of the rat had ended. At least for now.

Morning twilight seeped in through the high windows, filling the warehouse with a dim gray light. I�d managed to stay awake all night and the rats hadn�t returned, but I still couldn�t work myself free from the duct tape and rope that held me to the post. To add to my pain and anger, I now had an urgent need to take a piss. Okay, I could hold it� for a while, at least. What I�d give to be back in my apartment reading the morning Times while sipping a steaming cup of coffee, after taking a long hot shower, of course.
I wet my pants.

I could tell by the path of the sun across the high windows that it was now past noon, maybe one o�clock. So much for them coming back in the morning. Earlier, I thought I heard the rumble of a truck going by and I�d yelled at the top of my lungs but, of course, the driver hadn�t heard me. I had doubts that I could hold out much longer. Fatigued and numb, I had a severe cramp in my neck and shoulders from holding my head up and back, but I didn�t dare sleep. Knowing the consequences of falling asleep is death by hanging is enough to give anyone insomnia. I wondered when the thugs were going to return. As unpleasant as that thought was, maybe I�d be relieved to see them. Then I remembered Rollo with his knife-and I trembled.
More time passed, but by now I had no idea what time of day it was. It was still light outside, but that�s all I knew. I had lost the ability to gauge the passage of time. It ran together and piled up, moving at its own pace. And anyway, what difference did it make what the watch on my wrist behind me said? Or the clock in my office, or when the happy hour at Rocco�s would start. Or even when my client, Roberts, would finally be out of the hospital and be cleared of all charges. I was here and I�d be here until time stopped altogether.
I heard a car or maybe a truck outside. The warehouse door rattled. Were the bastards returning? Maybe they figured Jimmy O�Brien has had enough. Had time to think it over. Maybe by now he�d decided that the Roberts case just wasn�t worth all the pain. Besides, what could he do? The cops had said his client had killed Vera and the old lady. And O�Brien had no defense and had never tried a murder case. Why should he start with this one?
And why make waves at this late date? After all, Roberts�s troubles had started almost thirty years ago. O�Brien was just a kid back then and he�d figure it was ancient history. In the grand scheme of things, what difference would it make if a loser like Roberts went back to the slam, this time for life?
But I didn�t have the papers.
The car or truck kept moving. It hadn�t stopped, after all.

CHAPTER 39

The high windows changed from a pale shade of grey to black. Moonlight filtered in through the dust and dirt and cast the area in a faint bluish hue. I tried to figure out how long I�d been hanging on the post, but my mind refused to function. I had no idea of the hour or even what day it was; I just knew it was nighttime. Every muscle in my body had been strained to the limit. I was stiff and numb, my neck raw from rope burn. My tongue had swollen to twice the size of a grapefruit and my mouth was as dry as the Mojave. I had no feeling in my hands, apart from the million electric needles that tapdanced under the skin.
My kidnappers said they�d return. I was being tortured in absentia. The thugs wanted to soften me up. They wanted me to give them the papers. They didn�t want me to die. They couldn�t let me die. They�d better hurry. I was circling the drain and didn�t know how much longer I could survive before being sucked down.
I gave up and let my body go limp.
My head slumped. The rope tightened around my neck. Then I got pissed.
�But I don�t have the papers,� I screamed, in a voice that wasn�t much more than a feeble croak.
I thought of Rollo with the knife, and stomped my foot. �Don�t cut me! I don�t have the goddamn papers.� I kept stomping, pounding the floor, faster and faster.
The edge of my heel scraped the post behind me. Tears came to my eyes. But I kept stomping. I couldn�t help myself. I couldn�t stop. My shoe caught the post again.
It moved.
I stopped.
I could hear my heart pounding. The post had moved. I looked down but could only see my toes. I couldn�t bend my head enough to see the base of the post, but I�d felt it move. The post had moved off center by maybe an inch.
I pulled my leg up slowly, bent it at the knee and, like a mule kicking the barn door, I slammed my foot backward with everything I had. The post moved again. Only a little, but it moved!
My leg became a battering ram. Bring it up, pound it back, again and again. My muscles cramped-horrible cramps. Through excruciating pain I kept kicking. I was demented, a runaway engine, kicking, kicking. Adrenalin coursed through my veins and my body came to life. I kicked harder. And harder.
The post fell.
It fell on top of me and I lay there, sprawled on the floor, too weak to move. My head had struck the concrete and I fought hard to maintain consciousness. I took deep breaths, in and out, in and out. With no tension on the rope I was able to slip my head out of the noose.
My legs twitched-both of them. Could it be? Yes! When the post fell, my other leg tore free. But my wrists were still bound together behind the post. Think, O�Brien! Yeah, I had to figure a way to get a hundred-fifty pounds of rotten wood off my back.
With great effort I was finally able to move. Weak and half dead, I slithered slowly across the floor, pushing with my feet, dragging the post with me.
The thought of Rollo and Danny returning kept me going. I aimed for the closest upright beam. When I got there I moved in a complete circle and lined up the bottom of the post perpendicular to the upright. Then I pushed with my feet. The post, now wedged against the upright, started to slip between my arms and back. It took about fifteen minutes but my body finally came free of the post. With my hands still taped behind my back, I lay on the floor panting for a full minute before I tried to get up.
The thugs could walk through the door at any moment. I had to move. I had to get out of the warehouse before they returned. I rolled on my side, balled in the fetal position, and twisted until my legs were under me. I raised my head and pushed with my legs. I strained hard and managed to stand.
I stood still for a second, maybe two, before the room began to spin. With each revolution it spun faster. Lights flashed in front of my eyes, a kaleidoscope of garish colors. The room sped up, gaining speed. I couldn�t stop it. I dropped to my knees again and bowed my head almost to the floor. The room slowed, but my stomach continued to do aerobatic loops.
I dry-heaved. It felt like I was retching up my guts. I closed my eyes and waited. Christ, I wanted to sleep! I wanted desperately to lie down and go to sleep, but I knew if I did, I�d sleep in this abandoned warehouse forever.
I stood again, and this time the building stayed anchored to the planet. It wobbled a little but I could handle that. Staggering one step at a time, I worked my way to the office at the far end of the warehouse. The office wall had windows with broken glass. Pieces littered the floor where they had fallen. I lay down carefully on my side again, close to the pile of glass fragments, and with my hands still behind my back I felt around with my fingers. I was able to pick up a long thin shard. I tried to cut the tape by feel but only managed to cut my arm. It stung, but I didn�t care. I kept working the sharp glass until I was able to wedge it between the tape and my wrists. I made only a small cut, but it was enough. When I twisted my arms back and forth and yanked them apart, the tape started to tear.
A minute later my hands were free.
I stumbled back to the post, grabbed one end and dragged it over to the small employee door-the door that the thugs had locked after they left. Using all the strength I could muster I hefted the post in the middle, balancing it in my arms, and with a grunt I swung it at the door like a battering ram. I kept at it until the door finally flew open.
Trembling with apprehension, I stepped outside and glanced at the lights of Long Beach, shimmering silently off in the distance below. I saw nothing else, no cars, no people, nothing but the pumpjacks bowing and raising in their eternal homage to the god of oil.
How do I get off this hill? Which way to go?
Headlights jumped out at me.
A car had turned onto the road at the far end of the oil field and was speeding toward me. Ducking back into the building, I flattened myself in the shadows against the wall next to the door. Could it be Danny and Rollo? That thought filled me with dread.
The car neared, then stopped right on the other side of the wall. Someone killed the engine. I heard the car door open. The rats had come back-the two-legged kind.
Quickly glancing around, I spotted a three-inch diameter pipe about four feet long resting on the floor a few feet away. The end of the rusty pipe stuck out from under a jumbled mass of cable. I moved fast, tugged on the pipe a few times until it came free, then darted back to my hiding place.
I heard Danny outside. �Hey, Rollo, shit! The bastard busted loose!�
�What do you mean?�
�Look at the goddamn door. It�s all banged up.�
�Do you think he�s still in there?�
�He�s dead if he was dumb enough to stick around,� Danny said.
�You gonna kill him?�
�Yeah, the boss said to get rid of him this time. He ain�t gonna tell us nothing.�
�What if he�s gone?� Rollo asked.
�We�ll go to his goddamn apartment and kill him there.�
�Can I cut him up? You said I could cut him up.�
�Come on, Rollo.� I heard the terrifying sound of an automatic weapon being ratcheted.
Wiping the sweat from my palms one hand at a time, I gripped the pipe like a baseball bat.
Danny stepped cautiously through the doorway, holding a gun straight out in front of him.
I stepped forward, took a hard swing, and connected. His face exploded like an overripe watermelon. Blood gushed. His knees buckled; he went down. His gun skidded across the floor.
In the dim light, Rollo bellowed and came at me with his knife. But I�d anticipated his move and spun to my left. The blade nicked my right arm. I dropped the pipe, but didn�t feel the cut. Adrenaline took over and blocked all pain as it pulsated through my system. The powerful drug gave me strength and agility. I felt invincible.
I had learned at the police academy that when a bad-ass comes at you with a knife, it�s not a fight-it�s murder. And to come out alive you had to remain focused. I braced and locked onto Rollo.
His eyes blazed and he rocked on his toes. I kicked at the knife in his hand, missed. He charged me again. I dropped and rolled.
He stood above me. I kicked him in the balls. He doubled over and moaned, but didn�t drop the knife. I sprang to my feet.
Our eyes met. �You motherfucker! You�re dead!� Rollo shouted and lunged at me again.
I sidestepped the blade, which missed by inches. With both hands I grabbed his arm, the one holding the knife.
He jammed his free hand in my face, clawing for my eyes and tearing open my wounds. Warm blood ran down my face. I tried to twist his arm, break the knife free, but the bastard was strong.
Suddenly, I let go of him, made a fist and punched him in his gut with all I had left. His eyes bulged. He made a noise that sounded like an imploding pressure cooker.
Rollo dropped the switchblade. I hit him again, harder. Then again, one to the jaw.
He staggered backward and I picked up the knife.
We both saw Danny�s automatic at the same instant, right at Rollo�s feet. He took his eyes off me, went for the gun, came up and fired. But I wasn�t there.
He didn�t see me in the shadows, standing behind an upright beam.
�Where are you, goddammit?� He fired again. The report echoed around the building. He moved slowly, closer to where I stood, peering intently into the shadows. When he saw me, he swung the gun around, fired wildly, and missed.
I dove, grabbed him by his shirt, and thrust the knife blade deep into his belly.
With a startled look, he dropped the gun. He stood there shaking, the unmistakable rattle of death. His face turned white. He clutched his stomach and whimpered, �You fucking killed me.� Blood seeped though his fingers. Three seconds later he fell forward and didn�t move.
I tossed the knife into the puddle of blood that ran from under his body.
Someone shouted, �Danny! I heard shots. You didn�t kill him, did you? I don�t want any part of this. We gotta get outta here.�
Morelli, backlit from the moonlight, stood in the open doorway.
I picked up the automatic pistol and walked toward him, aiming it at his heart. �There�s been a change of plans, Morelli.�
�Oh, God!� He threw up his arms. �Hey, man, don�t shoot! I�m unarmed.�
�Gimme the car keys.�
He tossed me the keys to the Buick. I caught them with my free hand.
�Who do you work for?� I asked.
�I work for Danny. Is he dead?�
I kept moving closer. �Yeah, he�s dead. Who�d Danny work for?�
�Some rich guy. That�s all I know, honest.�
�Yesterday you called someone to tell him about me.�
�Just-just some number Danny gave me. A guy answered. I-I told him Danny took you to the oil patch. That�s what Danny said to tell him. That�s all I know, honest, mister. He was� he was going to pay me to drive him around a couple days. I didn�t know what he was planning. Honest to God, I didn�t know!�
�Tell me the phone number.�
�I don�t remember, 213-2 something. He wrote it on a paper. I threw it away like I was told to do.�
Morelli was scared shitless and I felt he was telling the truth. I wouldn�t get any more out of him, and he hadn�t done anything to me. He was just a flunky, Danny�s errand boy. I didn�t want to haul him to the police station. I�d be there all night, probably forever while cops asked me tough questions as they filled out a million forms. They�d lock me up until it was all straightened out.
�Get the hell outta here, Morelli. If I see you again, I�ll shoot you.�
He ran out of the warehouse, moving at about a hundred miles an hour.
I stood there for a moment and took several deep breaths, exhaling slowly. Did I feel any remorse for taking two lives? No, these weren�t human beings at all. They were cruel, inhuman monsters with not an ounce of humanity between the two of them. They slaughtered a defenseless old lady for money, and probably many other helpless people. They deserved what they got. The sun would shine tomorrow and the world would be a brighter place without them. No, killing them didn�t bother me at all.
At the doorway, I turned and took one last look at Danny and Rollo lying in their own blood.
I heard them first, the high pitch of their squeals. Then I saw the red, shining eyes of the albino and the others as they squeezed through the opening. More flooded into the building, dozens, sniffing and moving slowly toward the bodies.
�Rats-A-Roni,� I said, and left.

CHAPTER 40

I climbed in the Buick and popped open the glove box, looking for a registration or anything that would help ID the owner of the car. Nothing, no documents of any kind. In fact, the Buick was spotless, no telltale signs that anyone had even been in the car. The thugs were pros and didn�t leave a clue as to who they were or whom they worked for. I put the gun inside and closed the glove box.
Winding my way through the oil field, I drove down the hill and caught the 405 Freeway, heading back to Downey. The ride was smooth and at this late hour the traffic was light. I felt invigorated, glad to be free of the nightmare I had just endured.
But by the time I made the turn onto the 605 about ten minutes later, the adrenaline effect had begun winding down. I started to feel fatigued and listless and my body started to hurt.
I lightly touched my face and it stung. Pulling my hand away I glanced at it: blood! I took a quick look at my lap, and to my shock I saw fresh blood there too. I began to feel nauseous and the pain from the cut in my arm intensified. I reached over and felt that wound, then pulled my hand away. More blood.
My vision started to blur. I blinked several times. The red taillights of the cars in front of me pulsated in and out of focus. The headlights from the cars on the other side of the freeway converged into a hazy white ball. I drove erratically and couldn�t keep the Buick between the lines. My head spun, but I kept going, not knowing if I�d make it home without killing myself.
A couple miles later my hands slipped from the wheel, and my head dropped. I fell into a black void.
An air horn blasted. I snapped up just in time, shook my head and glanced up. The Buick was out of control, moving fast, heading straight for an overpass pillar.
I jerked the car to the right, bounced back into the fast lane, and just missed the semi that had blown its horn. The driver must�ve thought I was another drunk heading home plastered out of my mind.
With difficulty, I maneuvered the car into the slow lane and drifted off the freeway at Carson St., the next ramp. I pulled into an all-night Union Oil station sitting on a corner. When I stopped under the canopy, an attendant rushed out.
�Jesus, mister, what happened to you?� the kid in a white uniform asked.
�Cut� myself shaving. Where� am I, anyway?� My words came out in labored spurts.
�Hawaiian Gardens, corner of Carson and Pioneer Blvd. Do you need help?�
�You got a� phone?�
�Yeah, in the office. Can you make it?�
I opened the door and somehow managed to stumble into the small office. �It�s a local call,� I told the kid.
�I don�t give a damn. Call anyone you want. It ain�t my phone.�
I dialed Rita�s home number. �Rita� it�s me.�
�Oh my God! Jimmy where have you been? Everyone�s frantic.�
�Come get me� I�m at the corner� Carson and Pioneer. Gas station� Hawaiian Gardens.�
�Jimmy, what�s the matter? You sound terrible. What-�
�Just� come get me� please.� I hung up.
I waited, slouching in the desk chair. The kid brought me a large glass of water, I gulped it down and he brought another. Then he went to move the Buick. While he was gone I tried not to think about the pain, the rats, or the bodies in the warehouse. I thought about still being alive.
The kid returned. �Car�s in the back. Here�s the keys, mister.�
�Thanks.� I shoved the keys in my pocket. Want� some money?�
�Nah, I�ve been in trouble before. I know what it feels like.�
�Why do they� call this town� Hawaiian Gardens? Doesn�t look� like Hawaii.� I tried making small talk in an effort not to pass out again.
He nodded toward the street. �There�s a bamboo shack down the road, sells hamburgers. Been there forever. Supposed to look like Hawaii.�
�That� explains it.�
Ten minutes later, Rita�s yellow Datsun swung into the station and slammed to a stop next to the office. She saw me through the window and jumped out of the car still wearing her bathrobe, a fuzzy pink thing that had seen better days. Without saying a word she helped me into her car and we pulled out of the lot. Screw the Buick.
We headed north on the 605. While Rita drove, I gave her the lowdown and this time I didn�t hold back. I told her about Danny and Rollo, how they took me by surprise at gunpoint, tied me to a post, worked me over. How they demanded that I turn over Mrs. Hathaway�s papers. Papers I didn�t have. I told her how I�d hung on that post in the abandoned warehouse for hours on end until I almost lost my mind.
Then I explained why I�d had to kill them. I left out the part about the rats.
She took her eyes off the road for a moment and stared at me in horror, but she didn�t say a word about what I had just told her. Still, her knuckles were white as she gripped the wheel tighter.
�Rita, I was scared, really scared. I didn�t� have a choice. They came back to kill me-�
�You�ve been gone for almost forty hours. I�m taking you to the emergency room, right now!� she snapped in a firm voice reminiscent of my grade school principal.
�No, just take me home� I�ve got to call Sol. He�s got� an envelope� I have to find out about Roberts.�
She glanced at me again. �No! Look at you. Your face is a mess. You�ll get an infection� and you�re dehydrated and exhausted.�
�Rita, if we go to the� hospital� they�ll file a police report� I�ll go to jail.�
�Okay, then we�ll go to my place. I have some penicillin pills and a first aid kit. I�ll try to patch you up, but if you get a fever or anything I�m taking you to the emergency room at Downey Memorial,� she said. �Agreed?�
I nodded as she spoke, my mind running in slow motion. Images came and went. Hazy thoughts flickered like an old movie. Christ, I needed food and sleep.
�Do you know� there�s a bamboo shack� in Hawaiian Gardens?� I asked.
�What are you talking about?�
�Nothing. Forget it.�
�One more thing.�
�Yeah?�
�Don�t worry about Al Roberts. He�s doing better. He�s still at the hospital and they won�t allow the police to move him for at least a few more days.�
�I�ve got to� call� Sol��
�We�ll call him when we get to my place.�
As soon as we entered Rita�s apartment, I went to the phone and dialed Sol�s private home number. �Sol�� I said when he answered.
�Gott in Himmel! Where are you?�
�At Rita�s-�
Rita snatched the phone away from me. �Sol, he�s not well. I know you want to see him as soon as possible. But it�ll have to wait until the morning. He�ll be staying here tonight.� She paused for a moment. �I know how important it is, but he�s been through a lot and he�s in no condition to talk to anyone.�
While I sat on the sofa, Rita brought Sol up to speed on what had happened. She was brief and concise. �Goodbye, Sol,� she finally said and hung up.
�I really need to see him, Rita�� My voice trailed off in exhaustion. It was becoming harder to speak, to stay focused, and even to breathe. I had a massive headache and my body felt like a two-hundred-pound pile of pain.
She gave me a look. �It can wait until tomorrow morning.�
�Yes, ma�am.�
As much as I wanted to talk to Sol, I couldn�t argue with Rita. I hadn�t slept in God knows how long and I was dead on my feet.

Light filtered in through Rita�s lace-covered windows. I checked the alarm clock on the night table: 10:38. I�d slept almost eleven hours and my stomach growled in hunger. New clothes were folded neatly on a wingback chair in the corner of the room. My body was stiff and sore and it hurt to move, but I managed to sit up on the edge of the bed. I lightly touched my face, felt the bandages Rita had applied the night before, and winced.
Muffled voices drifted in from the other side of the door. One of them belonged to Sol, another to Rita. I didn�t recognize the third voice. Gradually I got up, used the adjoining bathroom, took two more penicillin pills, and dressed as best I could.
Rita, Sol, and a guy I didn�t know stood when I entered the living room.
�Jimmy, you look like shit warmed over,� Sol said.
�Good morning to you, too, Sol.�
The man, in his mid-fifties, was big, broad in the shoulders, and hefty with a thick neck. Thirty years ago, he could�ve been a linebacker for the Rams. Now he was just a middle-aged guy with a paunch. He wore a rumpled brown suit with a white dress shirt, open at the collar and no tie. He had thinning blond hair and hooded, questioning eyes that shifted from me to Sol, then back to me again.
�First off, I took care of the Buick Rita told me about. The one at the gas station.�
�What do you mean?�
�The object in the glove box has been disposed of, and the car has been moved, South Central L.A. It�ll disappear a piece at a time within the next few days-Midnight Auto Supply.�
�Oh,� I said.
I knew what Sol meant. The gun in the Buick�s glove box had my fingerprints all over it and could be used by the cops to tie me into the two bodies at the warehouse. The thugs� car in my possession could also be difficult to explain. Thieves, however, would strip the car and it would never be seen again. But there was still the question of the knife that I�d left at the scene. I�d deal with that later if it came up.
�Now, Jimmy, meet Melvin Dunn,� Sol said.
�Call me Mel.� The man offered his hand.
I shook it, wondering what this was all about. I wanted to get Sol alone, wanted to talk about my kidnappers and the stuff in the envelope.
�Excuse me, gentleman, but Jimmy must be starved,� Rita said. �I�m going to fix him breakfast. Would anyone else care for some?�
Sol and Mel politely declined Rita�s offer of food, but both said they�d love some coffee. We moved into the kitchen and Sol�s eyes lit up when he sipped his Joe. �Whoa! Good stuff, Rita.� She must�ve slipped a little something extra into his.
We continued the discussion while Rita hovered between the stove and the table.
�Jimmy,� Sol said, �Mel has agreed to come forward. But for now this conversation must remain off the record. I gave my word.�
Having no idea what this was all about, I dished out my standard line. �Mel, I�m a lawyer and everything you say is privileged under the attorney work-product doctrine.�
He took a deep breath. �I was a lawyer once. I understand.�
I turned to Sol, �Does this have anything to do with, you know� the envelope?�
�Yeah, Jimmy. It does. And we can speak freely. Mel�s on our side. Now let me explain. While you were tied up-�
�Sol!� Rita snapped.
�Oops� I mean, while you were unfortunately detained, I had a couple of my guys run down leads we picked up from photographs in the envelope.�
�You haven�t even told me about the envelope yet.�
�Interesting stuff, candid photos taken back in the forties, and documents explaining the shots. One picture shows Byron�s men, guys from the DA�s office strong-arming a public official. With a little basic detective work we were able to track down Mel. He was one of the men in the picture.�
Mel added, �I went to work for the DA right out of law school. I thought Byron was a god, committed to reform, and all that sentimental claptrap.� He picked up a spoon and slowly stirred his coffee. He didn�t drink it, just moved his spoon in measured circles. �I guess I was a patsy��
�Go on,� Sol urged.
�It wasn�t long before Rinehart tapped me to join an internal covert group, officially known as the Gangster Squad. Unofficially they called us Byron�s Bulldogs. We worked for Byron, but took our orders from Rinehart. Did anything he told us to do: black bag jobs, shakedowns, extortion, that sort of thing. My loyalty to the boss and my size, I guess, were why they wanted me.� He looked up. �I have a little flower shop out on Rosecrans now.�
Sol reached in his jacket pocket, pulled out a photo, and slid it across the table. I picked it up. �The photo shows Rinehart, Mel, and a few others going nose to nose with a member of the State Board of Equalization, a guy named Bonelli,� Sol said. �The State Board approves liquor licenses. They caught up with Bonelli late one night outside of Sherry�s Restaurant, Mickey Cohen�s old hangout. And guess what? Bonelli�s pockets were stuffed with blank license forms. Isn�t that right, Mel?�
�Yeah, he had a dozen or more on him.�
�One of Cliff Clinton�s private investigators took the picture.� Sol chuckled. �They used big old flash cameras back then and the bright light made the strong-arm guys look like a bunch of startled deer.�
�Bonelli was selling licenses. No questions asked,� Mel said. �Kind of a self-help program. He was helping himself to Cohen�s dough at the State�s expense.�
�You guys caught him?� I asked.
�Oh, we knew about it all along. He was scattering licenses like confetti, selling them to anyone who met his price. Byron wanted his share.�
�Let me get this straight,� I said. �You mean the Gangster Squad actually extorted money from Bonelli, pressured him to cough up a portion and give it to Byron?�
�That�s the way it worked.�
�So Byron was dirty after all.�
�Byron was like Robin Hood, but not quite. He took from the rich and gave it� to himself. Bonelli wasn�t the only one; there were others, many others.�
Rita brought food to the table: scrambled eggs, bacon, toast and juice. In spite of the mind-blowing revelations about Byron, I couldn�t keep my mind off the dish she set before me.
�Hope you guys don�t mind, but I�m starving,� I said, digging in.
While I ate, Mel continued to outline how Byron had used his office as a makeshift collection agency. �We didn�t just roust corrupt public officials and politicians. We also went after racketeers, bookmakers, the illegal wire services, and anyone or anything else where Byron could smell a buck.�
�How could you keep an operation like that under wraps?� Sol asked. �It still isn�t public knowledge.�
�Who was going to blow the whistle? The crooks? The greedy politicians? Everyone, it seemed, was on the pad one way or the other. Nope, no one could squeal. If they did they�d go to jail, too.�
�Clifford Clinton knew.�
�He didn�t know much. Not the real stuff that went down. He�d heard rumors, tried to get evidence. A few photos and his suspicions, that�s about all he had-no proof of anything.�
�He was honest and tenacious, I�ll say that for him,� Sol said. �If he�d lived longer, he would�ve brought down the whole damn County Government.�
�Yeah, he tried his best and he rattled a few cages, sure, but Byron had the Times on his side. Clinton couldn�t make enough noise to overcome the newspaper�s editorials. The Times had backed Byron in the election. Labeled him as a reformer and they were sticking to their guns. There�s an old saying: never start an argument with an outfit that buys ink by the barrel.�
�How could you justify such blatant criminal activity? You were a member of the bar, for chrissakes,� I said, pushing my plate back.
�Well, here�s the simple answer. Byron only went after the bad guys. And-�
�You were an officer of the court. You�re rationalizing, Mel.�
�Okay� so I took the extra bonus money and kept my mouth shut.�
�You must have realized at some point how wrong it was,� Rita said, pulling out a chair and sitting down. �Why are you telling us about this now? After all these years?�
�After a while my conscience kicked in. The whole mess started to grate on me. I couldn�t sleep, constantly fought with my wife. I became a basket case, started drinking. Hell, I lost my family over it. Finally I had enough. I quit, tore up my bar card, and got an honest job. I never told a soul about the Gangster Squad�s real purpose until now. Byron�s still out there, but I�m not afraid anymore.�
What could I say? Drinking, fighting with his wife, quitting his job-except for the names, places, and a few other details, his story was mine.
�Was violence part of the equation?� Sol asked.
�It got a little rough at times.�
�How about murder?�
�We were dealing with a tough crowd. Some of our clients were directly involved with the mob.�
�Just for argument�s sake, Mel,� Sol said. �Suppose someone� a woman, perhaps, back in 1945 had documents or something, real strong evidence, proof that Byron was as crooked as the day is long. And suppose the woman tried to blackmail him. Maybe threaten to rat him out to the State Attorney General, or the Feds. Do you think it�s possible, just possible, that Byron would�ve had her eliminated?�
Sol was talking about Vera. Practically asking Mel straight out if Byron had murdered her at the motel back then. Or if, perhaps, he had the Bulldogs do it for him.
Mel lowered his head and said nothing. We kept silent, watching him. The moment of truth had arrived. Would he actually cop to a murder, a capital crime that had no statute of limitations? A few seconds later he ran his hand through his hair and looked at each of us one at a time. His eyes reflected the sadness in his soul.
�Mel,� Sol said softly. �You can talk to us. We�re not here to make judgments about you or your past. We�re only interested in Byron.�
Mel glanced around the kitchen and focused on a ceramic red rooster hanging on Rita�s wall next to a copper pot. �Are you talking about a certain murder that happened out in the valley in �45?�
�Yes.�
He kept staring at the rooster. �About the dead woman they�d found at a sleazy motel, the woman with a telephone cord twisted around her neck?�
�Yes, Mel, I am. And if you know anything, now is the time to come clean.�
�Yeah, I know all about it.�

CHAPTER 41

�Tell us, Mel,� I said. �Do you know if Byron murdered Vera, the woman with the cord around her neck?�
�I couldn�t swear he killed her. But if he did, he didn�t send us to do the job,� Mel replied. �Yet something wasn�t kosher. Right after the murder happened, Byron got real antsy. Wanted to get the case over with fast. When the cops picked up Roberts, Byron pounced on it. Took over the prosecution himself. The DA had nothing solid on the guy so he made up some cock-and-bull story. He railroaded the poor bastard right into a jail cell.� Mel hung his head. �Hell, I knew Roberts was innocent. I let it go.�
�Goddammit, that�s my client you�re talking about!� I snapped. �You should have done something.�
Mel said nothing, just looked at me.
�Go on, Mel. Then what happened?� Sol asked.
�Then the shrew who owned the motel started making waves. Threatening to sue everyone over the lousy fingerprint powder in the room, loss of income, cockamamie bullshit like that. She wrote letters to anyone who�d read them. Byron didn�t need the publicity. So he sent us out there to talk to her. You know, get her to dummy up. Imagine that, sending the Gangster Squad to hassle a lady like her. A private citizen, no less. I told Rinehart that Byron was making a big mistake.�
�Did you and your gang actually go see her?� Rita asked.
�Yeah, afraid so. We went to her office in broad daylight and it got out of hand right from the get-go. We didn�t want to bang her around, nothing like that, just frighten her a little. But the lady went nuts. Started screaming, waving her hands, making a racket. People stood outside gawking. They thought we were robbing her. Someone called the cops. We heard the sirens coming and got the hell out of there.�
�Bless her heart,� I said in a quiet voice.
�That was the end of it?� Sol asked.
�No, not by a long shot. Next thing you know, we get a call from the LAPD chief of detectives, Joe Reed. Byron had him under control, but Reed warned us that the motel lady was adamant about pressing charges. So Byron hired a private attorney to settle the matter. At first she only wanted fifteen hundred for her loss of income. What the hell, petty cash. The lawyer paid her off. Then she wanted more.�
�More?� Sol asked. �How could she pull that off?�
�She had one of those newfangled wire recorders in her office, hidden under the counter. When we came through the door, she flipped it on. Secretly recorded the whole damn thing, all our threats, everything. I heard later that she�d blackmailed Byron. The recording would�ve killed his shot at the governor�s office. He set up a blind irrevocable trust at some bank to pay her a monthly stipend. Once the trust was set up, she turned over her copies of the recording.�
Sol and I looked at each other. We realized that Mel was talking about the funds deposited in Mrs. Hathaway�s bank account every month for the past twenty-nine years, the money her niece Gayle Goodrow had told me about.
�Byron jumped our asses over the affair,� Mel added.
�So the money Mrs. Hathaway received at the end of the month had nothing to do with Vera�s murder,� Rita said.
Mel shook his head. �Just in a roundabout way.�
�But that doesn�t mean Byron didn�t kill Vera back then and Mrs. Hathaway last week,� I said.
�Doesn�t mean he did,� Sol added.
Rita shrugged. �Then we�re back were we started.�
�Not quite,� I said. �The trust fund payments stopped last week, two days after Mrs. Hathaway was murdered. There was nothing in the papers about her death. Notices weren�t sent out. How did the people managing the trust fund know that she had died?�
�Byron must�ve told them,� Rita said. �If he killed her, then obviously he�d know she was dead.�
I raised an eyebrow. �We�re just speculating. We have no proof that Byron is the one who told the trust company about her death.�
�We could question employees of the trust company. Ask them if it was Byron who told them to stop the payments,� Sol said.
�To talk to them about the account we�d need her niece�s power of attorney. She�s the executrix of the estate.�
�Good idea. Give her a call. Get her to sign something.�
I pulled Gayle�s number from my wallet and phoned her. When she answered, I didn�t go into any details. I just told her that I needed her to sign a form, and I�d explain when I saw her. She agreed to meet me that afternoon at Ships, the coffee shop where we�d met before.

I borrowed Rita�s Datsun and drove to the coffee shop. Gayle sat alone in a booth by the front window. �I�m joining a friend,� I told the waitress.
Gayle looked up and smiled when I slid in across from her. But when she noticed the bandages on my face her expression changed. �Are you all right? What happened? Your face-�
�I�m okay. Ran into a door.�
�Oh, really.�
�Nah, got into a fight, but I don�t want to talk about it.�
The waitress brought us coffee. As soon as she left, I placed a standard power of attorney form on the table.
�Gayle, I need to get your signature on this document. We need to talk to the trust employees about an important matter regarding the account.� I didn�t want to mention Byron�s name at this stage, not wanting it to get out until we had more proof that we suspected him of being responsible for her aunt�s murder.
She read the paper carefully, then looked up at me. �I don�t want to sound uncooperative, but what does this mean?�
�I need your power of attorney to enable me to discuss your aunt�s trust account with the people at her bank. I need to know the source of the funds. Might help find the killer.�
She sighed. �Okay, if you think it�ll help.�
While she signed the paper, I asked her the name of the trust company that funded the account, the one from where the money originated.
�It�s the Los Angeles Bank and Trust,� she said.
My God, I thought, that�s the same bank that repo�ed my Corvette.
�Are you sure?� I asked
�Of course I�m sure. Why do you seem so surprised?�
The name, Los Angeles Bank and Trust, rattled around in my brain. Maybe it was just a coincidence about my car. Yeah, it was a big company, but�
�I don�t know. The name just sounds familiar. Anyway, thanks, Gayle.� I picked up the form and slipped it in my pocket.
There was something else I knew about the bank, something that tied it in with the goons. But what was it?
�I�m glad you came out here, Jimmy. Saved me a trip to Downey to see you.�
�See me, why?�
�I have something to give to you. Might help you with the Roberts case-but then again, maybe not. It�s really just a bunch of junk. I was about to throw it away, but then I thought you might find something useful.�
�Throw what away?� I asked, but my thoughts remained focused on the Los Angeles Bank and Trust, trying to place the connection.
She reached down and pulled up a shoebox that must�ve been on the seat next to her. She set it on the table.
�My aunt�s old shoebox. She gave it to me a few days before she died. Said to hide it. But there�s nothing important in it. I think it�s just personal effects that belonged to the woman who was murdered at the motel. Very macabre. A movie magazine, an old newspaper, some cosmetics. A few receipts, stuff like that. I don�t know why she kept it all these years. I guess she was kind of weird.�
�Wait a minute, Gayle, isn�t that the box the cops thought was stolen the night she was killed?�
�No, a big soap carton was missing.� She smiled. �Aunt Ida�s file cabinet.�
�You mean to tell me the thieves stole the soap carton, but the shoebox wasn�t in it?�
�She kept her records in a White King box: old tax returns, insurance policies, and God knows how many receipts. Remember I called you about her insurance?�
�Yeah, but didn�t she keep the shoebox inside the White King carton too?�
�That�s what I�m trying to tell you. She took it out of the carton and gave it to me for safekeeping. The robbers didn�t get it.�
She slid the shoebox across the table.
�Here, take it with you,� she said. �When you have time look through it. Maybe you�ll find something I missed. Maybe some reason why Aunt Ida wanted me to hide it.�
�Gayle, this could solve the case! I think the people who killed your aunt were looking for something in this box.� I took a deep breath and rummaged through it. To my disappointment nothing of use immediately popped out at me.
Gayle asked, �Do you see anything that helps?�
�No, I�m afraid not. Just a bunch of Vera�s odd and ends; the same things that were in the box when Mrs. Hathaway opened it to get the phone bills for me. I�ll take the box and go over the stuff more carefully when I have time.�
�Okay.�
I sat back. �Your aunt didn�t happen to give you anything else, did she? Maybe a safe-deposit box key, something like that?�
�No, I�m afraid not. Sorry I couldn�t have been more helpful.�
�Gayle, you�ve been a great help.�
I laid a buck on the table for the coffee and started to get up.
Then it hit me.
�Goddamn!� I exclaimed.
�Jimmy!�
�I�m sorry, Gayle, gotta go.� I grabbed the shoebox and ran to the pay phone.
�Sol!� I said when he came on the line. �I know who hired Danny and Rollo.�

CHAPTER 42

I remembered that Raymond Haskell owned the Los Angeles Bank and Trust. But that alone didn�t prove he was responsible for the murders, or was involved in my kidnapping and torture. The fact that he owned the bank didn�t in itself tie him in with Danny and Rollo. Only one thing did�
I drove as fast as I could heading back to Downey, hitting eighty in stretches where the traffic was light, sixty where it was heavy. I leaned on the horn, passed cars on both the left and right, and prayed that I wouldn�t be stopped. The shoebox rested on the seat next to me. I�d take one more look at the stuff inside when I was alone in a quiet place-a place where I could think.
By the time I arrived at the Silverman Building and took the elevator to Sol�s office on the top floor, Rita was already there. �Sol told me you�d called. He said to be here where you arrived. Said it might be important. Are you okay?�
�Yeah, sure. I�m great. I figured it all out.�
Sol sat behind his desk, looking a little skeptical. With the glowing tip of his cigar, he pointed to a burgundy leather armchair. �Sit. Tell us what you figured out.�
I sat in the leather chair and Rita sat in the other chair facing the desk. A glass coffee table bigger than Delaware separated us. I set Mrs. Hathaway�s shoebox on the table, and Rita picked it up. �What�s this?� she asked, removing the lid.
�A shoebox, but that�s not the important thing. Now, get this-�
�Get what?� Sol asked.
�The Tower,� I said.
�What Tower?�
�Remember when I had my car repo�ed?�
�Yeah, sure. The day you ate all my crumpets. But what�s that got to do with the murders?�
�When I called the bank to work out a plan to get my car back-the bank owned by Haskell, Los Angeles Bank and Trust-they said no.�
�Yeah, so? You didn�t make your pay-�
�The guy said the repossession order came directly from the Tower. That�s where the executive offices must be located. Where Haskell has his office suite.�
�Yeah, we know Haskell was on your ass. The way you spoke to him at the dinner-�
�Sol, listen,� I interrupted. �It finally came to me. I overheard Danny at the warehouse tell the driver to call the big boss. Tell him they�ve grabbed me. He told Morelli to call the boss at the Tower! That means the goons worked for Haskell!�
�Hmm�� Sol said.
�If the goons murdered Mrs. Hathaway, then they did it on his orders,� I added.
Sol stubbed out his cigar and stood. �Are you sure? Are you absolutely certain that Danny said to call the Tower?�
�Yes, I am. He said �the boss at the Tower.� Not only that, Los Angeles Bank and Trust is the bank that handled old Mrs. Hathaway�s trust account. We know that Haskell and Byron are as thick as thieves.�
�As thick as murderers,� Rita said. �But what about Vera? Did Haskell kill her too?�
�Of course. Vera had something, some kind of paper that she tried to blackmail him with. He killed her in �45. Mrs. Hathaway just recently discovered whatever it was that she had. She probably found it while she was rooting around looking for the phone numbers she gave me. So naturally, she tried to blackmail him as well, and she met the same fate. She had been successfully blackmailing Byron, so why not tap Haskell, too?�
Sol listened intently, paused for a moment then grabbed the phone. �Get the Los Angeles Bank and Trust headquarters on the line.� He put his hand over the receiver. �Got an idea,� he told Rita and me. Then back to the phone: �Connect me with the Executive Tower, please, Raymond Haskell.�
�You�re calling Haskell?� I asked.
Sol held up his hand. �Yeah, I want to see if he even has an office there.� He tapped a button on a small black box sitting next to the phone. �Here, I�ll put the call on the speaker.�
�Hey, that�s pretty nifty,� Rita said. �We ought to get one of those things.�
�I�d like to speak with Raymond Haskell,� he said, after a succession of operators finally connected him to one of Haskell�s secretaries.
�I�m sorry, Mr. Haskell is not in his office today. Can I tell him what this is regarding?�
�No, I�ll call him back. But he does have an office there, in the Tower, correct?�
�Yes, but as I said, he�s not in today.�
Sol disconnected the speaker. �Yeah, he has an office there, all right. But what does that prove?�
�What do you mean?� I said. �It all fits. He has an office at the-�
�Doesn�t prove a thing. He�d deny everything you said. The only witnesses are Danny and Rollo and they�re dead. You killed them.�
�What about Morelli? I didn�t kill him.�
�Do you know where he is? Plus, does he know anything? You said he only drove Danny around for a couple of days. And even if he does know something, would he talk? No, Jimmy, we need more.�
�What about Hathaway�s blackmail payments? They stopped when she died.�
�Byron could�ve told him. Byron could have heard about the murder from Rinehart. The DA would automatically get the police report. Now that I think about it, it�d be a waste of time to even question the bank�s employees.�
�What about the warehouse in the middle of an oil field? Haskell�s in the oil business, too. Maybe-�
�I checked, ran a title search. Gannett Air Research, successor to Signal Oil, owns the property. What do you think-those engineers went to the motel and beat her up with slide rules? Bored her to death waxing poetically about the quadratic equation?�
I sat back in the chair and exhaled. Sol was right. We had nothing to prove that Haskell had murdered anybody.
�Look, Jimmy, he�s a putz, but he�s not a foolish putz. He�d have his tracks covered every which way. And you just can�t run around and accuse a big macher like Haskell of murder without dead-on proof. For chrissakes, he�s giving a speech tomorrow evening at the Coolidge League banquet. They�re honoring him for his service to our country. Gonna present him with a Calvin.�
�What the hell is that?�
�Kind of like the Academy Awards ceremony, but for businessmen. A bunch of billionaires giving each other attaboys.�
�I don�t give a damn how big he is. He�s the reason Al Roberts rotted in his cell for twenty-nine years. He killed those two women. I just know he did.�
�What about his motive? Blackmail? We have no evidence, just speculation that Vera and Mrs. Hathaway had anything on him. Without that, there�s no motive.�
Rita set the shoebox back on the coffee table. �I guess we really are back where we started from. No motive, no case.�
We sat back in silence, thinking. What would we do now? We were so close. But close could be a million miles from the facts, and without facts and a motive we�d never get there.
�Sorry, Jimmy,� Sol said. �But we�ll keep looking.�
Just then my eye caught the corner of the yellowing newspaper sticking out of Mrs. Hathaway�s shoebox. I fished it out and looked it over for a moment. Then I frantically dug through the box.
�What are you doing?� Rita asked.
I pulled out a torn sheet from the motel�s guest register and glanced at it. Then I took out some old newspaper clippings, including obituaries, buried under Vera�s make-up jars and creams and studied them. A minute later, the light bulb went off.
�Why hadn�t I noticed this stuff before?� I said out loud. �Because, damn it! I hadn�t really looked.�
�Looked at what?� Rita asked.
Sol leaned forward. �What�d you find?�
�Oh, he had a motive, all right.� I held up the papers. �Haskell had a real dandy motive. A big reason to kill them both.�

CHAPTER 43

I glanced at my watch again: 7:35. Where in hell was Sol? He should�ve been here over an hour ago. I paced back and forth under the canopy at the lobby entrance to the Ambassador Hotel on Wilshire among the tastefully dressed patrons who milled about and watched the out-of-breath bellhops play tug-of-war with their luggage. A doorman decked out in a uniform that even a strutting Bangui emperor would be embarrassed to wear opened the double-wide glass doors, nodding to each guest as they waltzed in and out. It was a typical night at one of the world�s busiest big-city hotels.
The marquee out front said that Freddie Martin and his orchestra would be performing tonight in the hotel�s historic nightclub, the Cocoanut Grove. But I wasn�t there to enjoy the music. The music would come later, after a twenty-nine-year wrong had been made right.
Sol�s limo finally pulled up in front of the hotel and stopped. He climbed out of the rear seat and went to the driver�s window. �Wait here,� he told his chauffeur. �I�m going to the main ballroom with Jimmy. When that call comes through on the radio phone, let me know what they say-and fast.�
The driver nodded. Sol turned to me, straightened up, and tugged on his dinner jacket.
I glanced at my watch again. �Jesus, what took so long, Sol? The event has already started.�
�I waited at the office for the FBI to call back with the results of the fingerprint comparison. No luck, so I figured I�d come out here anyway.�
�Christ, we don�t have confirmation yet?�
�Nope. I have people at my office waiting. When the call comes in, they�ll patch it through to my limo.�
�Damn, what�s taking them so long? You called the FBI yesterday!�
�Listen, Jimmy. Do you think it�s easy to get someone on the weekend to trot over to the National Archives, dig through records and compare prints? We�re talking Washington D.C.�
�With Haskell�s resources, if he gets wind of what�s going on, he�ll disappear. Christ, he owns a jet, has bank accounts all over the world.�
�Don�t worry, my FBI contact said the results should be in right away. They can�t move until they have hard proof. But once they do, they�ll charge out here like the Seventh Calvary and arrest him.� He slapped my back. �Now, let�s go inside and keep our eye on the bastard.�
We walked to the hotel entrance. �Hey,� Sol said, looking me over. �You were supposed to wear a tux. You�ll stand out like a kangaroo at a garden party in that getup.�
I looked down at the jacket of my best suit. �What�s wrong with it?�
�Nothing. Forget it. If anybody says anything, I�ll tell them that you�re my manservant, a gentleman's gentleman. Now come along, Jeeves.�
Christ, they didn�t say anything about this in law school.
We entered the hotel lobby and found our way to the main ballroom. Some pimply-faced kid wearing a hotel security blazer stood at attention, guarding the door. �Sir, I�ll need to see your invitations.�
�Sure,� Sol said, slipping something into the guy�s palm. �It�s got a picture of Ben Franklin on it.�
The kid looked down at what Sol had just handed him. �Oh, yeah. It sure does.� He held the door open and we slipped into the room.
Sol and I lurked in the back. The room was filled with tables surrounded by men and women resplendent in their formal attire. The meal was winding down and waiters bustled about picking up plates while others poured coffee and wine.
On the stage, under a purple and white banner that read: The chief business of the American people is business, CEO types sat at a banquet table facing the audience. Donning frozen smiles, they exhibited the zestful flamboyance often noticed at a mass for the dead.
One of the men leaned over and said something to the man sitting to his right. That guy nodded, got up and went to the podium. He adjusted the mike, scanned the crowd, and started to speak.
�Ladies and gentlemen, it gives me great pleasure to be among such an illustrious group of people��
He introduced the men seated on the dais-an executive who headed one of Haskell�s corporations, a couple of bankers, high-level politicians, and several businessmen who had contributed to their organization. One of them was Raymond Haskell.
�I hope you�ll pardon me if I seem overly enthusiastic in my admiration of Raymond Haskell, a man of many accomplishments��
The master of ceremonies droned on ad nauseum, describing Haskell�s success in the world of business and finance, his generous contributions to the numerous charities that his foundation supported, and his unparalleled funding of the arts and humanities.
He finally got around to highlighting Haskell�s World War II experiences. Words and phrases such as hero, selfless valor, and patriotic courage were bandied about.
The speaker described one mission in particular, Haskell�s last mission, a bomb run over Augsburg, Germany: ��Captain Raymond Haskell exhibited fearless determination as countless fighters attacked his B-17. Still he continued on, flying to his assigned target. But close to the Messerschmitt factory heavy German anti-aircraft gunfire proved to be too much. Shrapnel from the exploding shells ripped through the fuselage. The bomber caught fire and the cockpit was soon engulfed in flames.
�Ray could have bailed out right then, but at grave risk to his own life he thought only of his men. He unbuckled his seat belt and was trying to help his wounded co-pilot when suddenly the B-17 exploded. Fate intervened. The explosion blew Ray clear of the plane, rendering him unconscious. But thank God, he awoke in time and opened his parachute. All of his crewmates perished, however��

Over Bavaria, March 1944

No, Sims thought, he was not going to die today, not for these assholes.
Fuck �em. They�re all dead anyway.
Earl Lee Sims bailed out through the main entrance hatch an instant before the bomber exploded.
His chute opened and as he fell he noticed a curious sight. One of the crewmembers had been blown out of the airplane.
He watched as the man descended fast in freefall. Was he dead or alive?
Now below him, Sims saw the airman�s chute pop open just seconds before he hit the ground.
Sims drifted slowly down, finally making contact less than a hundred yards from his wounded crewmate. He gathered his parachute canopy, hid it behind some bushes, and cautiously approached the crewmember.
Capt. Raymond Haskell uttered, �Sims� thank God you made it. Help me� I�m hurt.�
Earl Lee Sims drew his army issue .45 caliber automatic from its holster and put the barrel to Haskell's head�

CHAPTER 44

�And now, ladies and gentlemen,� the master of ceremonies said. �Without further ado, I give you our guest of honor, the esteemed Raymond Haskell.�
Everyone stood. Applause filled the room as Haskell stood and walked purposefully to the podium.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sol�s driver come into the hall past the security kid. He slipped up behind Sol and whispered, �Boss, the FBI called. They�re on their way.� He paused.
�So nu?� Sol said with impatience. �What else?�
�The prints matched.�
Sol and I looked at each other, and I took a deep breath. Sol pumped his fist. �You nailed him, Jimmy.�
I smiled. �We both did, my friend.�
On stage, Haskell readjusted the mike, nodded to the others on the podium, took a sip of water, and began: �Thank you, John. Distinguished guests, members of the press, I�m humbled to be standing here before you tonight��
I started to boil inside, thinking of all the years that Al Roberts had rotted in a prison hellhole because of that bastard up there on the stage. How could a cowardly son-of-a-bitch like that receive so much adulation?
No, the hell with this! �He can bite my ass,� I told Sol. �We�re not waiting for the FBI. C�mon, let�s take him now!�
�Christ, Jimmy, wait-!� Sol exclaimed.
But I�d already started to move to the front of the hall. Sol ran up beside me as we elbowed our way through the crowd, which was still on its feet.
Reaching the foot of the stage, I shouted up at Haskell, �Hey, Earl! Yeah, I�m talking to you, Earl Lee Sims!�
Haskell�s mouth dropped. He stood in silent shock, but only for a moment. �What the hell is this? Are you out of your mind-?�
�Don�t give us any bullshit,� Sol interrupted. �We know who you really are.� He turned and faced the crowd. �This man-this imposter-is a murdering son-of-a-bitch. He killed two helpless women-and who knows how many others!�
The bigwigs on the dais jumped to their feet and stared down at us, not knowing what to do. Two big goons rushed toward us and tried to grab our arms. I recognized both from the Reagan dinner: Haskell�s bodyguards.
�Get your filthy hands off of me, you prick!� Sol snapped at one of them.
�Hey, you�re the crazy bastards that hassled me in the Beverly Wilshire restroom. Joe, Roy, get these assholes out of here,� Haskell/Sims yelled to his bodyguards.
Sol, fighting off his attacker, shouted again: �Did you kill the real Raymond Haskell too, before you stole his dog tags and assumed the identity of a real war hero?�
A collective gasp arose from the crowd as I slammed the guy trying to contain me in his gut with my elbow. He let out a whoosh and loosened his grip. I spun around and smashed him in the face. He dropped like a stone.
Sol, a hell of a strong man, was making short work of the other asshole.
A bullhorn sounded at the back of the room. �This is the FBI. Everyone hold their places.� The agent in the lead stared at us, and his jaw dropped. �Silverman, what the hell��
Half a dozen FBI agents now started working their way through the mass of people, all standing in horrified silence.
Haskell/Sims turned his head from side to side like it was on a swivel. Then he stopped and stared, wide-eyed, at the government agents as they moved closer. Sol shouted up at him, �Hey, schmuck, we�ve compared your fingerprints. We know who you are.�
Somehow, the bodyguard being pummeled by Sol managed to pull a gun. Sol twisted his arm up behind his back. The gun went off, the bullet probably lodging in the ceiling. �You fucking coward!� Sol bellowed. �I think I�m going to beat the crap out of you.�
�Okay, okay, goddammit.� He let go of the gun. �I ain�t being paid enough to get killed.�
Hearing the gunshot, the crowd stampeded for the exits. The FBI guys tried frantically to move against the flow of the frightened horde.
Sims now made a mad dash for the stage door. I jumped up and raced after him. After flattening the other bodyguard, Sol followed.
We chased Sims down a dim corridor. I caught up quickly, took a flying leap and tackled him to the ground. Grabbing him by his scrawny neck, I looked into his eyes. No defiance now; the asshole was terrified.
�You might as well kill me right now, O�Brien. I can�t go to prison,� he whined. Tears started to flow, and he buried his head in his hands.
I shook him. �Look at me, you no-good bastard. For what you did to Al Roberts, I ought to bash your head in. But you�ll live a long time, rotting in a dingy cell. You�ll be alone, except for the ghosts of everyone whose lives you�ve destroyed. They�ll be there too, haunting your every waking moment!�
I stood and jerked Sims to his feet as Sol came up beside me. Three FBI agents moved in, arrested Sims, and led him away in cuffs.
�There goes our fearless war hero,� Sol said. �Crying like a goddamn baby.�
I laughed-it sounded more like a crazed cackle. �Do you think I was too rough on him? Maybe he won�t give me back my Corvette.�
Sol put his arm around my shoulder. �O�Brien, boychik, you�re something else.�
We moseyed down the corridor, out of the ballroom, and headed straight for the bar.

CHAPTER 45

Almost immediately, the national news wires picked up the story of Earl Lee Sims stealing Raymond Haskell�s identity and getting away with it for almost three decades. By ten that night, reporters were camped in front of my apartment. Cruising down my street, I saw the media vans parked there and didn�t stop. I drove to my office on Cecilia St. and didn�t see any reporters around, so I parked and went in.
I sat at my desk in the dark, quietly thinking about the events that had happened earlier that night at the Ambassador. I thought about that look in Sims�s eyes when he asked me to kill him. Uh-uh, killing him would be too easy. There would be no long-term suffering, no payback for all that he had done, for the lives he�d taken-for the lives he had destroyed.
Turning on my desk lamp, I started to rearrange the stuff on my desk. Mrs. Hathaway�s shoebox sat next to a stale donut. I took out the old newspaper, the Shreveport Journal, dated June 11, 1945 and looked it over again.
There was a lot of news on the front page about the war raging in the Pacific. Page two had an article about movie queen Hedy Lamarr�s new baby. But what had caught my eye back at Sol�s office was an article with photos. The Associated Press piece had been put on the national wire.
The Journal picked up the story and carried it on page three. The headline: WAR HERO AND HEIR RETURNS HOME. The picture showed a close-up of Raymond Haskell stepping off a plane in Los Angeles. The article told about his final mission and his time spent as a POW. It went on to tell how he was the only survivor of the doomed aircraft. In smaller print the article listed the names of his crewmembers killed in action. The piece also listed the dead airmens� next of kin. Among those allegedly killed was Earl Lee Sims. His only known relative was a sister, whereabouts unknown, named Vera Sims.
Then I pulled out the page torn from the 1945 motel guest register that Mrs. Hathaway must�ve stuck in the shoebox prior to giving it to her niece. I looked again at the two faded signatures on the paper: Al Roberts-and Vera Sims.
Unfolding the two small obituary clippings, I spread them on my desk. Both had a small picture of Sims, and each said essentially the same thing. Sergeant Earl Lee Sims, USAAF, was killed last week when the B-17 he crewed exploded over Germany after encountering heavy flak. Prior to his enlistment, Sims, a native of Caddo Parish, had been in trouble with the law. He had joined the army in order to avoid a long prison term�

Sol�s PR people had scheduled a press conference for me to meet with the media the following afternoon, a Monday. He explained that it would be the only way I�d get these guys off my ass, plus the publicity would do my firm good. I liked that idea.
The conference was held in the office parking lot. Rita, wearing a dark business suit and a white ruffled blouse, stood beside me at the makeshift podium, facing the journalists and TV cameras. Mabel sat at a small table we had set up near the entrance. She handed out factsheets to the reporters as they signed in. The TV camera lights snapped on and the conference got underway at exactly 2:06 p.m.
�How did Sims think he could get away with such an outlandish scheme, Jimmy?� a journalist from Newsweek asked.
�Well, he did get away with it for almost thirty years. But I don�t think he planned it that way at all. He just went with the flow.�
�What do you mean?�
�Here�s how Sims told it in his confession: After he bailed out of the B-17 over Germany, he knew he�d be captured eventually. He figured that he�d get better treatment in a German POW camp if he were an officer rather than an enlisted man. When he spotted Raymond Haskell on the ground wounded, he shot him in the head, exchanged uniforms, and stole his dog tags. So of course, when the Germans did, in fact, capture him, they logged him in as Capt. Raymond Haskell. When he was liberated at the end of the war in Europe, he wasn�t reunited with his original group. After a short stay in a military hospital in the States, he was sent to New York, where he received his discharge."
�If you look at the vital statistics, which we included in the fact sheet, you�ll see that Sims and Haskell were similar in size and weight,� Rita added. �And they were even similar in appearance: eye color, hair, and complexion.�
I continued: �When Sims returned to the States and read in the papers the account of his-or rather Haskell�s-heroic return, he found out a little about Haskell�s life. His mother was dead, and his father was in a coma, near death. He had no relatives, except for Charles Jr., who had been estranged from his father for years. Charles had run away from home when he was fifteen. The last time Charles had seen Raymond was when Raymond was twelve years old. The lawyers were looking for heirs. So Sims figured he�d show up-his discharge papers would prove his identity-and pick up as much cash as he could. Then he�d disappear. But when he found out that Charles had died and no one else had come forth to dispute his claim, he decided to stick around. Why settle for small change when so many millions were at stake?
�The only fly in the ointment for Sims, of course, was his sister, Vera.�
�Didn�t Raymond Haskell have any close friends, high school buddies who knew him well enough to spot a phony?� Stan Chambers from KTLA asked.
�Not really. His parents sent him away when he was a kid to a military academy in Roanoke, Virginia, then college at an Ivy League school. When the war broke out, he enlisted.�
�How�d Vera find out about her brother�s deception?�
�We can only surmise. But based on Sims�s confession, and what we were able to put together from what Charles Haskell Jr. had told Al Roberts during the drive across Arizona, we have a fairly good idea of how she knew about her brother�s activities. Vera saw the newspaper article about Raymond Haskell�s return from WW II and must�ve recognized her brother, a small-time crook who had joined the army to avoid prison. At that time she lived in Shreveport, same as Charles Haskell Jr., who was a big-time bookmaker. Vera didn�t know him personally, but she knew of him. After she showed him the paper, they headed off to L.A. together to confront the impersonator. Somewhere along the way they got in a fight. Charles Haskell Jr. kicked Vera out of the car in Arizona. But after he died, Vera saw an opportunity to cash in by blackmailing her brother.�
�My God, Sims murdered his own sister,� Jack Smith of the L.A. Times said.
�Yes, strangled her with his bare hands.�
�What happened after that?� someone from the back shouted.
�Sims got lucky. Soon after the murder the police picked up Al Roberts and charged him with the crime. Of course, Sims wanted Roberts to go directly to prison without a trial so that none of the stuff about Vera would come out. He knew the DA at the time, Frank Byron, would go along because Raymond�s father, Charles Sr., had been in the rackets before he died and had Byron on his payroll.�
�Is anyone going to look into the Byron/Haskell connection?�
�I don�t think so. Rinehart certainly isn�t going to dig up the past. Anyway, all the crimes Byron may have committed are beyond the statute of limitations.�
�How did the murdered woman who owned the motel�� The reporter looked at his notes. ��ah, Ida Hathaway, get involved?�
�Mrs. Hathaway had discovered Vera�s body. But before she called the cops, she scooped up some of Vera�s stuff and hid it in a shoebox. Included in the room were the old newspaper and some obit clippings. But Hathaway didn�t make the Sims/Haskell connection until almost thirty years later. She figured it out when she went through the shoebox retrieving some old phone bills for me. She matched Vera�s name on the hotel register with the name in the paper and deduced what Vera had been up to. That�s when she decided to blackmail Sims.�
�But she got the same fate as Vera.�
�Yeah. Sims sent his goons, a couple of bruisers named Danny and Rollo, to the motel to find the newspaper and the page torn from the old guest register.�
�They killed her but didn�t find the stuff they were looking for,� Rita said.
�Hathaway�s niece had the papers the thugs were after all along,� I added. �Hathaway gave the items to her for safekeeping. And of course, her niece didn�t realize that the 1945 newspaper, which Vera had brought with her from back east, was such a big deal. She gave it to me. Sol Silverman, Rita, and I finally made the connection.�
�That�s all well and good, but an old newspaper article doesn�t prove Sims was impersonating Raymond Haskell.�
�You�re right. It wasn�t proved until Sol Silverman, the world�s greatest detective, asked the FBI to inspect the war records of the B-17 crew. He asked them to check Raymond Haskell�s and Earl Lee Sims�s fingerprints taken when they were inducted during the war, and compare them with Haskell�s prints on his current driver�s license. When the prints matched, we knew without a doubt that the man calling himself Raymond Haskell was actually Earl Lee Sims, and the rest of it fell into place.�

The party, held at Rocco�s a few weeks later, celebrated Al Roberts�s exoneration and improving health. It began in the afternoon and was in full swing by early nightfall. Groups huddled, waitresses worked the room carrying trays of appetizers, and the bartenders� hands were a blur as they mixed cocktails and poured champagne. The disco hit �Rock the Boat� by The Hues Corporation played and people danced-if you want to call it that. It looked more like the loose-jointed gyrations of the gooney bird�s mating ritual.
But the guest of honor hadn�t arrived yet. Sol had left earlier in his limo to pick up Al Roberts. He said he�d have a surprise for us when he returned. Just like Sol.
After Earl Sims had made a full confession in hopes of getting a reduced sentence, all charges against Roberts had been dropped. Governor Ronald Reagan apologized on behalf of the State, and had even given him a good-citizen certificate, suitable for framing. I�d told Al if he wanted to sue the state for fraudulent conviction, I�d line him up with a good attorney who handled that sort of thing. He shook his head. �You�re my lawyer, Jimmy.�
Mayor DiLoreto was listening carefully to Laguna Beach police officers Sgt. Coleman, Captain John Russo, and the rookie who had accidentally shot Roberts, Officer Scott Bochar. From what I gathered, the mayor was picking up tips on Laguna�s fleet of new squad cars.
Captain Russo had kept his promise and gotten to the bottom of shooting. Apparently Al had left his hotel room in a hurry the night he was shot. He was just sitting down to watch television when he heard the cops outside. Without thinking, he ran out the back still holding the TV remote control. That�s what Bochar saw in his hand when Al turned and faced him on the beach that dark night. On his own time, Russo scoured the area and found the remote. Roberts didn�t hold a grudge. �Shit happens,� is all he said when Bochar apologized profusely.
I stood in a circle of people, munching a canape, Sol�s Delight-cooked lobster, Campbell�s mushroom soup, and a dash of Tabasco, smeared on a Ritz Cracker. In fact, everyone at the party was eating Sol�s Delight. Sol insisted. It was all right by me; I loved the stuff. We weren�t discussing the case. Mostly, the people in the group were asking my advice on legal matters. Since the story hit the papers and snippets of the news conference was shown at least a million times on television, I had picked up a reputation as a brilliant criminal defense attorney. I just hoped some of the publicity would translate into paying clients.
Captain Russo approached me. �Say, O�Brien, you wouldn�t know anything about a couple of bodies the Signal Hills Police found in an abandoned warehouse, would you? Before you answer, the prints on the knife were unreadable.�
I gave him my best dumbfounded look. �Nope, don�t know a thing about that.� Then I smiled.
�I didn�t think so.� He smiled back, shook my hand and wandered off.
Rita and Kathie were seated alone at a table, sipping champagne and having a serious discussion. I couldn�t hear what they were talking about, and frankly, I didn�t want to know.
They turned when they saw me looking at them. Kathie winked. Rita frowned.
�Everybody, shut up and listen,� Sol shouted as he burst in through the doors. Andre, the manager of Rocco�s, and Al Roberts, looking thin and a little pale, stood at his side.
�I want to introduce Rocco�s new fabulous entertainment genius. Let�s hear it for Al Roberts, direct from New York�s Break O� Dawn Club and a long engagement in Chino. That�s right-Andre has signed the one and only Al Roberts to an extended contract.� He patted Al on the back. �Take it away, maestro!� Nobody said that Sol wasn�t the Baron of Bullshit.
Al slid onto the piano bench and began to play-old favorites from the forties like �Stardust,� �As Time Goes By,� and �I�ll Walk Alone.� Everyone loved it.
A couple songs later, a hush fell over the crowd. People whispered, some pointing to the woman who had slipped into the room from a side door. She wore a cornflower-blue satin gown with heavy ruffles down the side and a big satin bow in front. Her makeup was perfection and her light grey hair was pulled back, highlighting her still beautiful face.
Without saying a word, she gracefully ascended the steps to the raised platform and stood next to Al. She looked down at him, seated on the bench, smiled, and placed her arm lightly on his shoulder.
Al stopped playing and looked up at Sue Harvey. He lingered for a moment before turning back to the audience. �After a slight detour of almost thirty years, my girl and I were married last night.�
He turned back to the piano keys. The lights dimmed and Sue beamed in the spotlight with an elegant radiance. She swayed with the music and started to sing: �Your eyes of blue, your kisses too, I never knew what they could do, I can't believe that you're in love with me��
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