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CHAPTER 1
5:42 p.m.
Freeway Overpass, Los Angeles
 
"Dang if I ain't gonna be shittin' your house, Taylor. I swear, you put your stash up close and it's just tickin' me off. That ain't no way to behave! Taylor!"
Number Four, as he preferred to be called, waved a long-fingered hand at the man who was getting under his skin. Taylor paid him no mind and that didn't set well with Number Four, this being his bridge and all. Folks on his bridge had to respect the space. 'Course it could be difficult stayin' respectable. He understood that.
His own nails were dirty and his white beard unkempt, but his space was laid out proper and there were laces in his shoes and his shirt was clean. In fact, his shirt was new, plucked out of the dumpster behind the sorority house on Hellman Way with the tags still hanging off it. Number Four liked the way those tags dangled under his arm, so folks could see he was no slouch 'cause his shirt cost twenty-four ninety-five. The shirt had red cherries embroidered on the blue cotton. It was a might small because it was made for a lady, so he left the buttons open across the chest. That was A-OK 'cause it showed off the scar he got in Nam, the one that Madam Sage liked so much. She hadn't been to the bridge for a good week or so, but no matter. She would show up one of these days. When she did, Number Four was determined that Madam Sage would be his. 'Course he wasn't quite sure what he'd do with her once he got her 'cause he surely hadn't been with a woman in a very long while. Truth be told, Number Four wasn't even sure Madam Sage was a woman. That was fine with him, too. He liked a little surprise now and again. What he didn't like was all the goddamn mess around his house. He also didn't like gettin' worked up and that's what was going on.
Number Four was gettin' itchy with upsettedness and thinking he might have to take action, so to speak. Once he broke a man's head clean open and that was a mess, so now he was cautious with his upsettedness as best he could be. Instead of ripping Taylor's head off his shoulders or tossing his stuff off the bridge, Number Four called out again.
"Taylor! Move this mess of junk over to that space there. Over there. Give me room to breath. Hear me, Taylor?"
"I hear you, old man," Taylor said back but he didn't move a muscle.
He lay still, hands crossed over his chest, his narrow head stuck inside the towel-draped pizza stand he had found behind Tony's on Third. During the day that contraption protected him from the L.A. sun as good as a cabana at the Ritz; at night Taylor believed he was disappeared if nobody could see his face. Yep, Taylor was smart making up the pizza stand shade but that didn't make the situation no better, so number Four picked up the edge of Taylor's towel and leaned right over him.
"Let me break it down for you Barney style, boy," Number Four growled. "Your stuff's in my way. If it stays there I'm gonna return the favor and shit in that cart of yours. You don't want that 'cause we all know it's hard to come by carts. Come on now. Come on and you move your skinny ass away."
Taylor took the towel out of Number Four's dirty fingers and put it over his pizza stand again. His voice was kind of muffled when he said:
"Nuts to butts tonight. Suck it up."
Number Four sniffed and snuffled and scooted himself back to his tent, a fine domicile he was prideful of. He had been working the off-ramp on Temple where the stoplight was long and folks couldn't help but notice his will-work-for-food-god-fearing-veteran sign when a lady in a fancy SUV got caught at the red. She fell all over herself apologizing that she had no money, thanking him for his service and then, holy crackers, that broad threw a box at him. She took off like a jackrabbit as soon as the light turned green.
The box was all wrapped in pretty paper. The card on it said 'Happy Birthday, Billy'. Inside the box was a little tent. Number Four lugged that tent to this overpass. Ever since that day this had been his place from dusk to dawn.
Now he sat in front of his child-size tent, his long legs crossed lotus style, his scarred chest warmed by the late afternoon sun. He didn't really feel like mixing it up anymore, so Number Four surveyed his territory. He hardly recognized the place these days. There were three tents and two box houses, two bicycles – one without tires – sixteen trash bags and four shopping carts. All of it was pushed up tight as a whore's hot pants on the narrow sidewalks that framed the two traffic lanes on the bridge. The cops wouldn't give 'em no trouble long as they followed the rules: don't obstruct traffic, bed down no earlier than five in the p.m. and clear out by seven in the a.m.
Middle class guilt.
Political correctness.
It was all good for a boy like Number Four.
As the sun set though his upsettedness kept itchin' so he didn't feel all that good. He looked over his shoulder and through the iron bar railing that sat atop the short concrete wall. He gazed at the freeway and the buildings and the sky. In the buildings poor people were leaving their work; the sky was as it always was, blue and clear; down below the cars were moving at a good clip.
"You go!" Number Four screamed at the cars and then he leaned his back up against the little wall, put his head against the metal railing and whispered: "You go, you bastards."
Number Four closed his eyes and let his head loll to one side. He listened to the sounds of traffic, and the woman without a name who read aloud from her bible, and the crazy guy, Cliff, who came along each night with a gaggle of imaginary friends he was always fighting with. Number Four opened his eyes and was about to tell Taylor he appreciated him being somewhat normal when he saw something that made him sit up straight.
A man and a woman were coming his way. They were moving kind of slow, the woman wobbling and the man holding her up against him. Drunk as a skunk or high as a kite, Number Four deduced. Either way, it was unbecoming of the fairer sex to be in such a condition. Her long hair was all over her face and the man had a hat on, so Number Four couldn't get a bead on him. He hated it when you couldn't see a man's face and he doubly hated that it seemed like they were looking for a place to set themselves down. Number Four got to his knees and squinted into the late afternoon glare. The upsettedness was a living, breathing, toadie thing inside him now.
When the woman stumbled and the man moved her over to the railing and leaned her up there, Number Four had no choice but to take action. He was on his feet, running through the tents and boxes, pushing aside carts and throwing around bags. He gave out a roar. He did not want those two on his bridge and hoped they would be afeared of his fierceness. When he rushed them, the man turned to look. Number Four was blind with rage and the man was backlit by the setting sun so he still couldn't see the sucker's face when he got closer, but it was no matter.
Number Four went for him.
For them.
He did not want these people on his bridge.
No siree, he did not.
 
Private Estate, Mulholland Drive
 
Sharon Stover poured herself two fingers of scotch, caught up the phone and went out onto the deck. She was tall and buff and, by Hollywood standards, old at thirty-five. Sharon thought it was a bitch when her star dimmed and she was put out to pasture, but that was the way things happened in the business. Not to mention women with her particular attributes weren't exactly in demand.
Still, by anyone's standards, her pasture was pretty damn green. She had reaped the benefits of her hard work, good fortune and, at times, intelligent and strategic avarice. She was unapologetic for the latter, grateful for the good fortune and proud of the work she had done when she was on her game.
Right now, though, fortune wasn't smiling on her and she was ticked. Actually, she was not so much ticked as she was worried. When Sharon Stover worried she sounded ticked and acted like a bitch on wheels, a behavior that most people put down to the poor hand life had dealt her. If they were holding the same cards, they all agreed, they would be none too pleasant either. What happened to Sharon, though, was actually a blessing in disguise. It had given her life renewed purpose and she bit into her cause like a pit bull taking hold of the jugular. Right now someone was trying to pry her jaws open and she wasn't happy about that. All this work was for nothing if she didn't have the last piece of the puzzle that was promised to her.
Since there was no one around to bitch to, Sharon lowered her blood pressure the only way she knew how: she stood on the deck, looked at the view, breathed deep and drank. When she was done with the ritual Sharon rested her glass on that rail, let her eyes roam over the incredible vista and welcomed the calm that came over her. This had been her go-to place for peace since the first time she'd seen it.
Her late husband, Frederick, had spent two million back in ninety-eight to suspend an infinity pool over his slice of Mulholland Canyon in the Hollywood Hills. Frederick had been warned that building the pool would end disastrously when the big one hit. Since the architect and contractor had been the best money could buy, Frederick had every confidence that he would be lounging in the pool, cocktail in hand, as L.A. crumbled in the distance. In the off chance that the naysayers were right, Frederick was happy that he would at least go out in style. If there was one thing Frederick had it was style.
A year after the pool was finished he spent another hundred thousand to extend the teak deck. W Magazine featured the pool and the deck on the cover. It was unheard of for a fashion magazine not to have couture on that prime spot, and the editor took a lot of flack for her decision. Frederick Stover's deck and pool, the besieged editor argued, set design precedence. He had taken a risk, produced what others said was impossible, raised the lifestyle bar and that, after all, was what W was all about – celebrating the impossible and the impossibly chic.
Sharon, usually hard to impress, was so taken by the picture that she drove herself up to the house, got over the tall gate – which wouldn't have kept a cat out much less someone as talented as she was – and made her way to the deck just to see what it felt like to stand on it. Security was alerted to an intruder but they weren't needed. Frederick Stover had already found Sharon taking a dip in the pool, naked and unapologetic.
Frederick knew a lot of women in Hollywood like her – beautiful and bold – so he was prepared to entertain her until he was no longer entertained by her. But when she got out of the pool and he saw her leg, Frederick was gob-smacked. Poor guy had a thing for flawed beauty and Sharon's flaw put the beat back in his heart. He married her six months later and had the decency to die three years after that leaving her the caretaker of everything he had created in life: his house, his fortune and his kid. Right at the moment, given the gamble she had taken with that legacy, Sharon's life felt like a house of cards standing in the path of a tornado.
She picked up the phone, dialed again and then listened to a phone ringing while she focused on the ribbon of freeway running through downtown and thought about how much she had to lose if that phone wasn't answered soon.
 
110 Freeway North, Approaching Downtown L.A.
 
"The captain hates us with a hatred deeper than the deep blue sea, Cori."
Finn O'Brien, detective new to the Wilshire Division, drove and groused, complaining as he had complained since finding out that he and Cori had drawn twice the community relations assignments than anyone else.
"Oh Lordy, stop squattin' on your spurs," Cori chortled. "We're the new hands on the ranch so we get to clean out the stalls. Simple as that. Besides, we don't have anything on the books that can't be set aside for a few hours."
Cori Anderson adjusted her visor against the late afternoon glare, but she couldn't find the sweet spot to block that low hanging ball of fire. Only time and physics would solve the problem of the sun; Finn's whining she could do something about.
"Maybe Fowler sends us out more often because we're the best looking of the bunch."
"That I'll grant you." Finn raised his chin, took one hand off the wheel and ran it over his shaved head. Cori snorted, amazed as always at how simple it was to get a peacock to spread his tail feathers – even one named Finn O'Brien.
"There are worse things than being sent out to talk to a bunch of kids about police work," she reminded him. "Not to mention we're good at it. We had them eating out of our hands."
"Sure, look it," Finn said back.
Cori smiled. She liked the way the Irish popped out of her partner now and again to oil the gears of their daily grind. Fifteen when he immigrated, his heritage was too ingrained by the time 'his teenage self' got to this country for him to lose the brogue completely. Not to mention his huge family was as thick as thieves, so the culture had moved across The Pond with them and flourished in the California desert that was L.A. Cori wondered if she would find Finn as fascinating if he sounded like all the other rodeo clowns who were chasing her tail. That, of course, was a moot point since Finn O'Brien had no interest in her tail. If he had, there would be no need for him to chase it. Yet after four years as partners – save for the six months of his troubles – the eye he cast on her wasn't lusty. It was one filled with respect and friendship. Cori was smart enough to take what she could get and be grateful for it.
"Some day I want you to tell me what 'sure, look it' means," Cori sighed.
"If I told you, I'd have to kill you." Finn turned his head just enough to cast a smile her way; the one that hooked her heart every time.
"You'd be in for a fight," she drawled and tossed aside her romantic nonsense.
Finn O'Brien did not fit into the grand scheme of her life because the baggage he brought was unwieldy and heavy: a soon to be ex-wife named Bev, the distrust of his peers, and always the memory of Alexander, his long-dead brother. Truth be told, she was no catch either, saddled as she was with an eighteen year-old kid who had a two year-old of her own.
Never one to waste time wishing for what couldn't be, and a firm believer that life was neither fair nor neat, Cori turned her head and eyed the graffiti spilling across the retaining walls of the freeway. She saw nothing new, just the tags of the usual suspects. Cori was neither outraged at the vandalism nor admiring of the artists' talents. The graffiti was simply something more interesting to look at than cars.
"The one with the tats was really hearing you," she said. "How can you complain about that?"
"It's not the kids I'm complaining about, Cori. I like them. Yes, indeed, I like them."
Finn's voice dropped a note and Cori knew exactly what he was thinking. Those kids – those high school boys – reminded him of his brother. If Finn hadn't been a self-important, self-indulgent, cocky seventeen-year-old who couldn't tear himself away from the charms of a cheerleader, he would have remembered to pick Alexander up from grammar school. Instead, Alexander was abducted and killed. In all these years, Finn still believed he could have saved the boy but for his own selfishness. Cori, on the other hand, believed that it had been Alexander's time and for some reason Fate wanted Finn to bear the burden of something that was preordained.
"You know, Cori," Finn ventured when the silence stretched too thin for his liking, "maybe the captain is still trying to keep us from joining the rank and file. Maybe that's why he keeps us on the run. I'm thinking he should put us in the bullpen and give the rest of them a chance to forgive and forget."
"It's going to take a lot of time for everyone to forget that you killed a cop," Cori reminded him. "I vote we don't push it."
"That officer was beating a man to death. He almost beat me to death."
Finn's hand went to the scars on his neck and at his jaw. Cori didn't think he was aware of what he was doing or how often he did it. She wanted to take his hand and hold it. Instead she said:
"Knowing that doesn't make the next guy in a uniform feel better when he turns his back on you. Fowler knows what he's doing. He'll move us when the time is right." She crossed her arms, closed her eyes, put her head back on the seat and settled in. "Besides, you're with me. That should be enough for any man."
Finn glanced at his partner and smiled. She had stood by him, stood up for him, transferred from the Westside to partner with him at Wilshire Division when no one else would. He didn't deserve such goodness and she deserved so much more than him.
Her blonde hair – big, bold, sweeping with the tease and curl that a Texas girl thought of as the height of fashion – was spread out across the back of the seat and glittered gold in the sunshine. Under the corner of her sunglasses he could just see a hint of crow's feet at the edge of her eyes and a sparkle of blue shadow. Her lipstick had worn off and her lips were soft, peach colored and full. She was a strong woman, a truly beautiful woman, a…
"Look at me like that a minute longer and I'll file a complaint," she muttered.
Finn laughed. He took the steering wheel with both hands, checked his mirror and merged into the fast lane.
"You are a frightening woman, you are."
Cori opened her eyes and raised her head.
"Yeah, and you're a—"
Cori never finished her thought. She bolted upright, pointed and screamed, "Finn."
"Holy mother of God!"
Finn hit the brakes just as he saw what Cori was seeing: a body hurtling off the bridge ahead of them.
 



CHAPTER 2
5:42:10 p.m.
110 Freeway
 
Finn threw his body right and then left as he worked the brakes in split seconds: pumping, pausing, pumping again as he tried to control the spin. He clipped the tail of the Mercedes in front of him. The impact pinged the Crown Vic into the median, sending the heavy car tipping on two wheels so that the chassis grated against the concrete. When they slammed back down onto the asphalt they were still behind the Mercedes.
Ahead and behind, cars crashed into one another in a sickening, uncontrolled chain reaction that compromised cars in the next lane and the lane next to that. Cori and Finn heard the grind and crunch of metal, the despairing, impotent blare of horns, the screech of tires. Only the two far right lanes flowed on, the drivers slowing in horror before speeding ahead to beat the shutdown they knew was coming. An accident – big or small – proved what all Angelenos knew: Samaritans were seldom good when it came to people who found themselves in need on the freeway.
Beside Finn, Cori had been thrown forward. A second later she was slammed back against the seat. Her neck snapped, her brain scrambled and the breath was knocked out of her as the seat belt caught. Their car bucked one last time before Finn brought it to a stop sideways across two lanes of the freeway. The driver side door was dented and the front end of the Crown Vic was rippled.
"Hang on, woman. One more coming."
With his eyes glued on the rearview mirror, he took Cori's hand in anticipation of the coming impact. The car behind them hit hard, pushing them up against the Mercedes so that they came to rest at an angle. On two wheels once more, they were at least balanced.
"I'm good." Cori was out of her seat belt, sliding toward the door as she ordered Finn to 'hold me'.
She turned as far as she could and put her back into him. Finn's arms came around her. His breath was hot on her neck and his hands were clasped under her breasts. Cori grunted and wiggled and maneuvered until her knees were up.
"I need more room."
Finn pulled himself up and back, taking her with him and giving her the room she needed to raise her legs. She put her feet against the door. Once, twice, three times she kicked. When the door swung open, gravity pulled her out of Finn's grasp and she tumbled out of the car. Finn scrambled out after her. Directly behind them the cars were piled upon one another and behind that the traffic was backing up. The line would stretch for miles and shut down the Santa Monica, Harbor and Hollywood freeways for hours.
"Ten, maybe twelve vehicles involved," Finn said before being distracted by the cars cutting into the free lanes, putting themselves and others in danger as the drivers tried to get away. "Asses. They're going to cause more trouble."
He ran toward the mess, throwing himself in front of one car and then the next one, arms out, palms up as if to push the cars back. One got by him. He made sure the next car would have to stop or take him out. Before the driver could decide whether vehicular manslaughter was worth getting to his meeting on time, Cori was there.
"I got this, O'Brien!"
She had one flare lit and others cradled in her arms. Cori tossed the first one onto the ground, lit another and pointed it at the drivers, crisscrossing the lanes until they understood they were going nowhere. Engines shut down, hundreds of people reached for their phones. They called the cops and radio stations to report what was happening; they called their agents to cancel that life-changing audition. One helicopter was already overhead. Paramedics, fire trucks and black and whites were on the way. On the other side of the freeway, southbound traffic had slowed so that everyone could take a gander at the mess on the northbound.
Finn left Cori to her work and ran back to the tangle of cars. He counted eight behind his own vehicle. The drivers at the far end were out, surveying the damage to their cars. The two closest to the Crown Vic were in bad shape: a woman and children were in one and three teenagers in the other. Finn was about to assist when he saw a motorcycle officer weaving through the mess. He flagged him, identified himself and left the officer to deal with what was behind while he went to tackle what was up ahead. The Mercedes was his first stop.
"Police," Finn called and then gave a thumbs-up when the man behind the wheel looked his way. "Okay? Okay?"
The driver nodded and that sent Finn on to the next car and the next as he conducted a cop's triage: a fast look, a quick assessment, a sharp, cold eye that determined who needed help and who only needed comfort. Two people were out of their cars and bleeding. The driver of one was still behind the wheel, slumped over, unconscious. Finn left the driver where he was and got the other two on the ground. The response vehicles were on scene. Help would arrive just in time for these folks, but it might be too late for whoever was in the lead car. That one was crumpled into the overpass pilings, its front end split like a hair lip. Black smoke billowed from the front end. As he got closer, Finn saw a lick of flames and the jumper from the bridge splayed across the hood. One of her legs was in the fire. A white bone had punctured her skin above the elbow on one arm; her other arm was beneath her. She had torpedoed through the windshield so that her head and one shoulder rested on the steering wheel that had been pushed forward, pinning the driver.
The woman behind the wheel was so bloodied she appeared to be melting. Her mouth was open to scream but Finn could hear nothing. The smell of burning flesh mixed with that of oil and gas. Knowing there wasn't much time, Finn grabbed hold of the door handle and pulled. It didn't budge. He called through the crack in the window.
"Unlock! Unlock!"
Finn pointed and pounded but the driver couldn't tear her eyes away from the woman who was only inches from her. Finn called again, his voice loud but tempered in the hope that his calm would be contagious. "Unlock there, missus. The door. Come on now."
Having no choice when she didn't respond, he raised his voice.
"Push the damn button, woman!"
The driver turned her head, her mouth still agape, the green of her eyes set off by the red of her own blood. She blinked. A spasm shook her and then Finn heard the click of the lock. He depressed the handle. The door was stuck so he stepped back, put one booted foot against the body of the car and yanked until it opened with a banshee screech of metal-on-metal. When it would go no further, Finn wedged himself into the small space he had cleared.
"She just came through the window. Out of nowhere. I couldn't stop."
The driver's words fought for space in a mouth trying to gulp air through the smoke that was filling the car. She coughed. She sputtered. She touched the blood on her face and then looked away from Finn to the jumper.
"I killed her," she wailed.
"She's not dead," Finn said, knowing God would forgive him if that were a lie. He put out his hand. "I can't help her until you are away. Do you understand? Can you do your belt?"
Her chin rose, but he didn't wait for it to fall in agreement.
"Do it now," he ordered.
She hesitated.
"Do it!" he shouted.
Finn heard the click. The belt retracted.
"Pull out your arm."
"I can't move. The wheel…"
She breathed in but not out. She screamed as the fire flared, engulfing the jumper's leg. Finn ignored the flames. People in distress survived by looking at what was in front of them: one horror in a given minute, one blow against despair, one opportunity for salvation. The jumper wanted to die so she would be last; this one did not and that was why she would be first.
"On your left," Finn directed. "Take hold of the seat control and push it back. Take hold and push back. Back. Back. Not forward. Back."
The woman tried desperately to follow his instructions but in her fear she was moving the electric seat forward, pushing the steering wheel tighter against her body. Finn threw himself across her and she screamed in pain. He stretched but found he couldn't reach the levers that controlled the forward and backward movement of the seat so he pushed the levers he could reach. The seat jolted and fell backward into a steep recline. Having no choice, he pushed the jumper's head aside and thought he heard her moan. The heat inside the car was becoming unbearable. Underneath him, the bloodied driver screamed again.
"We're going to burn; we're going to die."
"No one is going to die," Finn muttered as he scrambled backward, shoving her seat belt aside.
He squeezed through the door, dragged the woman out after him, and threw his arm around her shoulders. Together they ran for the now empty northbound lanes. At the perimeter he twirled her onto the ground.
"Stay put," he ordered but by the time he turned back to the car she was crawling away, sure that there was safer ground to be had.
Finn squeezed into the car once more. Coughing, swiping at his tearing eyes, he knelt on the seat, put one big hand on the jumper's shoulder, the other on the crown of her head and pushed. Her clothes ripped, the skin on her shoulder shredded as he worked her out through the shattered window.
When that was done, Finn scrambled out of the car and reached for her legs intending to swing her toward him only to find his hand stuck to her melted nylon stocking. When the flames surged, he roared against the pain and tightened his grip, hauled her down the sizzling metal, caught her by the waist, and pulled her close. Her exposed bone punched into his ribs and her useless arm felt liquid against his body. Finn tried to run, but he was hobbled by the woman's weight. They didn't get far before he heard the rumble of the greedy flames as they met accelerant.
Knowing time had run out, Finn threw the woman onto the ground and flung himself on top of her, covering her face and burying his own in the crook of her neck. A microsecond later the car blew. Shrapnel and cinders rained down on them and a ball of heat rolled over Finn O'Brien's back. He pushed himself tighter into the woman beneath him: protecting her, shielding her, saving her even though she didn't want to be saved.
When it was over, when behind him the car burned out and the fuel was spent, Finn rolled away. He was near deaf and could not hear the pounding of the firemen's feet as they rushed toward him. He was in shock and could not feel the burn that had blackened his hand. He coughed but he was too weak to pull the air back into his lungs. Through his smoke ravaged eyes, he stared at the bright blue sky. As his vision cleared, Finn found himself looking into the face of a white bearded man high above him and thought that, perhaps, he had died and gone to heaven. Surely, though, it was not God he was looking at. God, the good nuns in his village had assured him when he was a boy, was merciful and kind. God was love, they said. The face of this white-bearded old man was angry and hateful. Finn turned his head and looked into what should have been the dark eyes of the woman next to him. He wanted reassurance that the sisters had not been wrong. He wanted to see that God was merciful and the woman was saved.
She was not.
Those eyes were already faded in death. It was too soon for that, Finn thought. She had jumped no more than fifteen minutes earlier and those lifeless eyes confused him. Yet, if by some miracle her soul had not departed and she could still see, Finn did not want her taking the sight of that angry old man and this hell to her rest.
He put his blackened fingertips on her eyes and closed them.
 
The Presidential Suite, The Ritz Carlton
 
Rada checked the time, raised the remote control and turned off the television. He had been watching the news as he often did in the places his work took him. Everywhere in the world had many problems and when he saw news of them he was consoled that his country was no different. People suffered everywhere.
He stood up and took his jacket off the chair where he had hung it so as not to wrinkle the cloth. This chair was covered in white satin and placed at the head of a gleaming glass table. There were eleven more equally beautiful chairs around the table, awaiting twelve guests who would never come. Only one man was expected. That he had not arrived was a problem.
Rada went to the long mirror in the hall where he put his jacket on, buttoned it, and rotated his shoulders until it was comfortable. He tugged at the coat so that it properly covered the holster he wore under one arm. When he was done, Rada looked at his reflection to make sure that everything was as it should be: black suit, white shirt, black tie and polished black shoes. His skin was the color of tar. His hair was cut short, his features were broad and coarse. He did not look like many of his countrymen but that was why he had been chosen for his job. The man in the next room preferred his servants ugly and those who amused him beautiful. If Rada ever wondered which he was, all he need do was look in the mirror.
With one last tug on his jacket, Rada nodded to his image. In this way he gave himself courage. Even after all this time, even though Rada was huge and the man he served small, Rada was afraid. When he was ready he turned precisely, walked across the exquisite living room and paused at the door to the bedroom suite. He knocked. When he did not hear the customary 'come' his heart beat a little faster. Rada knocked again. When there was still no answer, he turned the knob and slipped into the bedroom. He did not do this shyly but with caution, ready for whatever he might find.
He found nothing.
The large bed was made, the food on the table was eaten and the man he served was sitting at the desk reading papers, his big satchel next to him on the floor. The man's brow was creased as he concentrated on his important work. Rada waited to be noticed and while he waited, he considered the man.
His suit was very expensive but it did not look well on him. He was too short and round for the length of the jacket; his light brown skin was no compliment to the green fabric, fine as it was. His graying goatee was handsome but his small black eyes glittered in a way that Rada did not like. Rada was careful not to dwell on these thoughts because he believed the man at the desk could read his mind. He was sure of it when the round-faced man looked up and seemed to consider how to reprimand Rada for thinking ill of his suit. The moment passed and he smiled in a manner that seemed friendly but was not. He smiled as if it were sad that Rada was not a better man. Then the man he served looked back at his papers and said:
"Oliver should have been here by now. It is not like him to be late."
"No, sir. Perhaps he has found the thing you are looking for."
"He would have called." The man licked one finger and turned a page. He glanced up. "Perhaps he doesn't know where to look, although he said he did. Where would you hide something so precious, Rada?"
The man he served licked his finger again and turned one more page. This time, though, he peered through half lowered lids at Rada. He looked like a snake.
"I would not know."
"No, I suppose you wouldn't," the man chuckled. Then he sighed and began to stack the papers. "And Oliver. He is quiet, is he not, Rada?"
"Quiet?"
"About important things. There is a word. I don't know it. He never quite tells you the whole truth of a thing does he, Rada?" The man continued to call Rada's name as if he were truly speaking to him, which he was not. He was speaking to himself, considering whether or not Oliver pleased him and whether the man was trustworthy enough. "And Oliver would expect his bag of silver, would he not? If he had found it, Oliver would not be quiet then. He would be loudly saying 'give me my silver, I have done as you wanted'."
The man finished stacking his papers and then sat back in his chair. He tipped his head. This time he did talk to Rada. He asked a question he often asked, a question that had no true and right answer.
"And you, Rada, would you want a bag of silver if I asked a favor?"
"No, I would not."
"And why would you not? You have a wife and she is to have a child. Would you not like money to buy them things?"
"I serve you for the good of our people."
"Yes. Yes, you do." The man sounded disappointed by Rada's answer, yet he should know better than anyone that Rada had no choice in anything, not even the words he spoke.
"Is the car ready?" the man asked as he gathered up his papers and put them into the large satchel by his chair.
"It is waiting," Rada said. Before he could cross the room to retrieve the satchel, he felt a slap on his back and heard the most hated voice of Oliver.
"That car may be waiting, mate, but you're not going anywhere."
The Australian swung into the room like a child playing a game. He wasn't as tall as Rada but he was more powerfully built. Oliver was as fair as Rada was dark, as free as Rada was slave and he took Rada's big arm in both his hands and gave him a little shake. His grin was bright and cruel.
"Been workin' out there, Rada? Nice and hard, aren't you? Bet the missus loves it when you finally get home and give her a good roll."
Rada did not flinch, he did not smile, nor did he hit the man for his disrespect because that was what Oliver wanted. As always, the Australian quickly tired of goading the big man, let go of Rada's arm and sauntered toward the desk where the short, round man sat. The man they both served had taken his seat again. He smiled when Oliver perched upon the edge of the desk as if he were a son or the son of a son to this man. Rada hated him more each time he saw Oliver because he was false. This man, this Aussie, was a friend to no one. He was the son of a dog and served only those who could pay his price. Rada's country had been paying his price for a very long time.
Oliver's suit jacket was slung over his shoulder, held there with the crook of one finger. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled back exposing tattoos that started at the man's wrists and journeyed up his arms in swirls of red and black and blue. Rada knew this man's entire upper body was covered in ink, permanent pictures of bloody wars and bloody Christs – the bloody Aussie.
"Where have you been?" The man they served asked.
"Earning my keep." Oliver grinned charmingly, looking more like a university lad than the mercenary he was. He pushed aside a shock of white/blond hair. "Been a rough day."
"Then you have it?"
Oliver shook his head. "Just been doing some digging, but the lady I was making inquiries of is stubborn. Give the word to put on the pressure, and I'll get you that embarrassing little item a whole lot quicker, mate."
"I do not want to draw attention unless there is no other way, Oliver."
"I'm smoother than that. I'd make no trouble that would be noticed. Cross my heart." Oliver crossed his heart but sneered at the promise he was making. To him everything was a joke and trouble always came with him.
"I only want the thing in my hand. You said it would be easy," the man snapped and Rada was pleased that the Australian had incurred this man's displeasure. Oliver, though, did not seem to notice, or, if he did, he enjoyed ignoring it. That would be a dangerous thing for anyone but Oliver.
"Nothing is ever that easy. But I'm telling you, I've been busy. I have it all laid out and tonight we're going to turn the screws just a little bit. I won't expect payment until you're satisfied, so there's nothing to worry about on that score."
"It's not about money. Time, Oliver," the man with the goatee said. "We have little time if the information we have is correct."
"Oh, it's correct alright. No doubt about that."
"That does not ease my worry." The little man stood. He picked up his case and held it out to Rada. "We are expected. Come, come. Let us talk in the car."
"Not right now, mate. I have a few calls to make and I need a shower. Besides, I told you, nobody's going anywhere fast." Oliver pushed off the desk and tossed his jacket on a chair. He sauntered over to the bank of windows and held back the sheers. "Seems there's been a little mishap."
Rada and the man he served moved to the window. Rada kept a respectful distance but he could see the freeway far below. Southbound traffic was stopped. Four lanes on the freeway itself and two on a sweeping transition roadway were backed up for miles. In the middle of the mess, a semi truck had collided with a small car. Rada knew those in the small car were more than likely dead because it was folded in on itself. If the people were not dead, they would be soon because the rescue vehicles were blocked a mile back. On the other side, the northbound lanes were empty. It was an eerie sight. The freeway that had seemed like a living thing was now quiet, dead.
"It's a mess down there, for sure. A bloody, bloody disaster."
Oliver and the man they served chuckled and then they laughed. Only Rada stayed silent as he wondered why suffering was the one thing that made these men happy.
 
USC Parking Garage
 
She walked with her eyes forward, her shoulders back, arms swinging despite the heavy backpack she carried. That pack was stuffed with books on microbiology, physical examination and health assessment and radiology, but still she kept her shoulders back and her head high because that sent a powerful message to anyone who might be watching. She also carried her keys like brass knuckles. That way if anyone tried to mess with her in this deserted garage she'd do some damage for sure. Just when she was feeling pretty awesomely invincible, the girl saw that the parking garage wasn't deserted after all.
She narrowed her eyes and clutched those keys tighter as she slid over to one of the posts, half hiding in order to get a good look at the old red car parked three spaces down from where she had parked her own. Yes, there was definitely something going on in that old car that wasn't right.
At first the girl thought it was someone having a quickie because she saw the clothes coming off: a hat, a jacket. While that was disgustingly childish behavior, seeing someone having sex in a car was way better than finding people hooking up in the library stacks. Since there was nothing she could do about this, the girl decided to give that car wide berth and get the heck out of there. When she stepped away from the post, though, she saw that there was only one person in that car. And if there was only one person, and it was a man, and he was taking off his clothes then that was another thing altogether. She took one more hesitant step, saw that the trunk was popped and the driver's door was open and…and whoever was in there was throwing his arms around and banging his head on the steering wheel like a crazy person. That's when the hairs on the back of her neck went up.
She snapped her head to the left, the right and behind her but saw no one. When she looked back at the car, the guy inside was starting to get out and her gut did a double dip. There was only one thing to do and that was leave as quickly and quietly as possible. Turning on her heel, she walked as fast as she could without drawing attention to herself. She bypassed the elevator for the stairs and bee-lined for the security kiosk on the second level. There she reported what she'd seen. The security guy went back with her to the first level where she pointed out the car. He went in for a closer look.
"Whoever it was is gone," he said when he returned. "The car's locked, but you never know. It could have been one of those crazies from the bridge. I've found them in here looking for an unlocked car where they can crash. You go on now, I'll wait until you get into your car just in case he's still around somewhere."
The girl thanked him but she still fumed. Considering the price of tuition, the least the school could do was make sure their parking was secure. The security guard watched her peel out of the garage and then took down the license plate number of the red car. If it was still there tomorrow, the morning guy could decide whether or not to have it towed.
He was about to head back to the second floor when he realized something was weird outside. He ambled over to the doorway that led to the street. The first thing he saw were the vagrants on the bridge scattering to break up their camp. When he heard the sirens, he stepped outside. Above him helicopters circled. He jogged across the street and took a gander at the freeway below.
"Holy moly," he whistled.
It was a mess and a half down there. The guard watched awhile longer, and when he figured all the real excitement was over he headed back to work. By the time his shifted ended, they would have everything cleaned up. Bottom line, this was nothing more than L.A. doing what it did best – screwing up traffic.
 



CHAPTER 3
On Monday, the day after a homeless woman jumped off a bridge and caused an epic pileup on the 110 Freeway, it was eighty-eight degrees at nine a.m. and everyone was hot under the collar.
That morning, the Los Angeles Times ran an impressive story about the city's dire homeless situation. The newspaper railed against the injustice of it all citing the lack of resources, shortage of community assistance and dearth of housing for the growing number of the disenfranchised. The newspaper published a call from one local politician who wanted to raise taxes to pay for a four hundred million dollar outreach. The politician had not formulated a plan as yet, but he was sure four hundred million dollars would do the trick. He was also positive that the taxpayers' pockets would prove to be as deep as their empathy.
The paper ran a sidebar about the young unidentified woman who, in the depths of despair, had jumped to her death. This was interesting since the reporter could not know if the woman was in the depths of despair. It was, after all, impossible to interview the dead and no one who knew her had come forward to attest to her state of mind. The intrepid reporter had even managed to slip into editorial mode noting that the traffic in Los Angeles was to blame and global warming, of course, was more than likely a factor in her unsubstantiated despair.
None of the articles mentioned the strain on city services that both the homeless and the accident caused, the heroism of those who responded to the emergency, the lack of safety measures on the overpasses or the fact that nine regular working stiffs had been hurt badly enough to land them in the hospital, two in critical condition. The article was accompanied by a picture of the mayhem: a burning car, the woman's covered body, first responders working the jaws of life, homeless folk hanging over the railing looking at the bloodied people in suits and ties. All of this took place under the ethereal golden glow of the setting sun. That night, the freeway reopened at ten-fourteen. Since this was right up there with parting the Red Sea, every media outlet carried the story as breaking news.
On Tuesday, it was ninety-two degrees at eleven in the morning. The suicide, subsequent collision, and the homeless had been knocked off the front page by a tear-jerker of an article about an undocumented family who were barely able to feed themselves on food stamps after their gangbanger son's drug income dried up when he was incarcerated. There was also a piece on militant actors rebelling against the lack of diversity on the silver screen, and, finally, the requisite story of evil businesses fleeing the tax burdens of California. In a stunning statement, the governor swore the Golden State would have its revenge by boycotting said businesses. The state would no longer buy dog food or bike accessories from the traitors who had turned their corporate backs on California. It was a move that was sure to wreak no havoc on either the state or the corporations, but it made for a wonderful quote of outrage from the governor's people.
Finn O'Brien did his part and showed his disgust of big business by tossing the L.A. Times in the trash. The only thing he wanted to know was not on those pages; he wanted to know who the dead woman was.
Now it was Wednesday afternoon and Finn was sorry for leaving his leather jacket in the car because the room in which he stood with Paul, the Los Angeles County Coroner, was as cold as the body on the table. Paul, always one to enjoy a little chitchat before getting down to business, was bent from the waist, his glasses raised as he took a good look at the bandage on Finn's left hand.
"That's a fine job. Lovely wrapping. Top of the line."
"County had me patched up in no time," Finn answered.
"You're darn lucky it wasn't appendicitis that brought you in. Those guys get all flummoxed if you aren't shot or beaten or stabbed," Paul said as he righted himself.
"If it's ever my appendix that needs removing, I'll call you," Finn assured him. "I'd venture to guess that you've seen more of them than any doctor in the city."
"Ah, yes, but none of my patients ever go home. Something to think about, isn't it?" Paul waggled a finger and smiled. The man had a tough road, dealing with the dead as he did, so Finn chuckled at all his jokes no matter how small.
"I'll not be putting you on speed dial," Finn assured him.
"Wise man." Paul patted himself down and finally found what he was looking for, the glasses atop his head. He grinned at Finn and said: "So, shall we take a look at her?"
Since that was a rhetorical question, Finn said nothing as they moved closer to the table and took up their respective positions: Paul standing on one side, Finn on the other and the body between them. It was covered to the clavicle with a pristine white sheet. The jumper, Finn's Jane Doe, looked peaceful in death. She was young and pretty, a light-skinned black woman with features that tipped the scales toward a European pedigree rather than African. Yet even that didn't really set right in Finn's mind. Perhaps there was more a mix of the Middle East in her.
Her face was heart shaped and rounded at the cheekbones. Her brow was broad and framed with black hair that had a hint of red to it. Her eyes were not particularly deep set but they were large and almond shaped. Her lashes were long and lush, her lips generous and wide under a long, narrow nose.
Her shoulders were broad but her bones were delicate. There was something about her that suggested she would be graceful and purposeful when she moved. But she wouldn't move. The nameless woman was lying on a cold metal table and not long ago she had been on a bridge seemingly convinced that her life was no longer worth living. Finn offered a small benediction because old habits died hard.
"What did you say?" Paul asked.
"Did I speak, aloud, then?" Finn shook his head and offered the doctor a sheepish grin. "Sorry. Nothing really. It was an Irish blessing: May you see God’s light on the path ahead when the road you walk is dark."
"Seems appropriate," Paul said. "This lady's road must have been very dark indeed."
"I remember nothing about her, Paul," Finn admitted. "I carried her in my arms, looked at her face and yet this morning I couldn't have told you if she was young or old, tall or short."
"It's amazing you remember your own name, considering."
"That's good of you to say, but I was with her when she breathed her last. I should have remembered the sound of her breath. Something. That's what I'm trained to do."
"You did what you could and you did exactly what you were trained to do."
"It appears I did some damage also."
Finn nodded at the tears and cuts that crosshatched one of her cheeks and ran down her long, slender neck and across one of her bare shoulders. There was bruising on the right side of her face and at her jaw and lip.
"You weren't the only one, and that's what I wanted to talk to you about. I think you may want to investigate this, Finn."
"I would have to have a good reason, Paul," he answered. "Captain Fowler isn't feeling particularly sympathetic to this situation at the moment. I have totaled my car and at least one person is looking to sue Cori and me for keeping them from going on their way."
"America the litigious. Lovely," Paul smirked. "Be that as it may, I do think this is a matter for the police. Of course I can only recommend, but it's my duty to point out that this lady was dead – or near to it – when she toppled off that bridge. I'm not sure she could have jumped even if she wanted to."
"Fell then, did she?" Finn asked. "That comes as no surprise. The city shouldn't be letting people live up there in the first place much less before they secure the bridge."
Paul backed away from the table and leaned against a counter bearing the tools of his trade. He crossed his arms.
"You should run for mayor. Between the brogue and all that righteous anger you would have every woman in the city voting for you."
"I've enough problems without that," Finn snorted. "I'm frustrated is all. This is a beautiful woman who wouldn't be here if she had even one person to care about her, or if the city had done its job. The system is banjaxed, man, and people like her are paying for it."
"You're assuming I have a clue as to what banjaxed means, you know."
"Broken. Broken beyond fixing." Finn pulled his bandaged hand into his chest and cradled it with his good one to stop the throbbing that came when his blood boiled. "So what was it? Drugs? Alcohol? Exposure?"
"None of the above," he answered. "Someone hit her on and about the head with an object that was quite solid. One blow, the one under the chin, split her jawbone and snapped her head back. It was hard enough that it cracked a vertebra in her spine."
"She was assaulted on the bridge?" Finn asked, knowing this would make for sensitive news in a city already divided about how to deal with the homeless.
"I can't be specific as to where, but I can give you parameters on the time frame. By the look of the swelling, I would say it was one to three hours between the assault and her death. This lady wouldn't have known if she was coming or going given the head trauma, and given the shape her spine was in I'd say someone had to help her over that railing even at her height."
"But you're not ruling out suicide, are you?" Finn pressed.
"No, I'm not, but let me put it this way: she might have survived the beating except the fall exacerbated those injuries; she wouldn't be dead from the fall more than likely except her neck was already injured. It might not be murder, but someone helped her die."
"Good of you to be clear." Finn sighed and parked his tongue in the side of his cheek. He hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans. "Well, then, I'll try to convince the captain to approve the time and resources, but I can't promise anything. The man has priorities as he's always telling me."
"Priorities might change depending on who comes looking for her."
Paul pushed away from the counter and walked to the table. He lifted the sheet to expose the woman's feet, one was blackened and burned and one was not.
"Those are not the feet of a homeless woman, Finn. And look at her hands."
Paul put the sheet over her feet and then lifted it where it covered her at hip level. He withdrew her narrow, lifeless hand. Her fingers were so long and slender that Finn thought they must be those of an artist.
"Look at those nails. No polish, but definitely tended to."
He tucked that hand back by the corpse's side and smoothed the sheet over it again.
"Look at her hair. No one can do that kind of braiding by themselves so there's a hairdresser somewhere who knows her. I found no natural debris in her hair so we know she's been sleeping somewhere decent. If you've got a middle class lady killed by a homeless guy off his meds the city is going to go berserk. That might just change Captain Fowler's priorities a wee bit as you would say."
Finn smiled. Paul's attempt at a brogue was fetching but his logic was flawed.
"I'm not disbelieving you, Paul, but things aren't always what they seem. When I was a young uniform, I picked up an older woman named Sally for shoplifting. She looked like the president of the garden club, all turned out nice she was in a white suit and high heels, her hair done just so."
"And this is relevant because?" Paul raised a brow.
"Because it turned out that Miss Sally's rich husband had divorced her and got a younger model. That one was a shrew, don't you know. She didn't want the old wife to have a penny. After the lawyers got done with her, Miss Sally was left with the clothes on her back and her car. She slept in her Mercedes, and when that got towed she couch-surfed until her fancy friends found her presence too much of an embarrassment. Then she lived by her wits.
"Every morning Miss Sally would clean up in the ladies room at the department store. Then she would have her make-up done by one of those women in the cosmetics department," Finn waved a hand in front of his face suggesting he had only a vague idea of what women did to their faces. "She went over to the beauty college way down on Beverly and let them practice doing her hair because it was free. You would never know she lived on the streets.
"One day she was caught filching a fancy blouse in a boutique on Rodeo Drive and the owner wanted her prosecuted. That's how she was found out."
"And the moral of the story is don't jump to conclusions?" Paul cut to the chase.
"No pun intended, I'm sure," Finn answered. "Listen, this is the land of Hollywood. Smoke and mirrors are currency in this town. That being said, I will not discount your gut feeling, so let's have a look at her things."
***
While Paul put the body away, Finn stationed himself at the counter and had a look in the two plastic bags in which the coroner had placed Jane Doe's earthly possessions.
Finn pulled out a blouse, a skirt and a light sweater. Despite the dried blood and the rips, he could see that they were well made and modest. The labels were intact. Finn did not recognize the manufacturers but he would do some research. Even with that, there would be no way to tell if the items had been thrift store finds, charity or were bought and paid for in a real store.
He pushed them back in and looked into the small paper envelope attached to the outside of the plastic bag. Inside was a necklace with a fancy cross dangling from it. Sure he'd never seen anything like this in his church with serpents running up the sides where Jesus hung. Finn looked up as Paul came back into the room.
"Did you take anything off the body?" he asked.
"There were some fibers in her hair and on her sweater – I took a quick look under the microscope but I'm not a lab guy. I'd say they came from two or three different sources. I have some skin under the nails and something else I didn't recognize. Fabric, perhaps. I packed up hair samples, too. She uses some sort of pomade. I don't know if that is important or unique but you might as well have the lab look at it.
"I also have a packet of photos for you. Full face and profile, plus close ups on the bruising. Fingerprints have been taken. There are no abrasions on the hands to indicate she tried to stop her fall – not that I think she would have had much grip strength given her other injuries. You'll have the full report tomorrow all typed up nice. Whatever hit her is pretty interesting. It had a squared edge but it was smooth. It wasn't a fist, or a bat or anything like that."
"You're thinking what? A brick? A two-by-four? There's construction in the area. Could it have been something like that?" Finn asked.
"I wouldn't think so. Either one of those would have left some trace evidence. Maybe dust from a brick or a wood splinter, something to indicate that's what was used. I'm thinking metal or stone."
Finn was listening but he segued when he reached to the bottom of the bag.
"There were pockets in her skirt and on her sweater. You didn't find a phone did you? A purse? Keys?"
"None came in with her," Paul said. "That other bag has her shoe, though. There's some greenery I took out of the seam between the vamp and the sole. Given how I found the stuff wedged in the seam, she would have had to be dragging that foot. She was roaming far afield which brings us back to the question of how she got on the bridge. A woman with decent clothes, a pedicure, fancy braids and greenery in her shoes wasn't living up there. I'd bet on it."
"And so you've forgotten Miss Sally," Finn chuckled.
He picked up the clear plastic bag while Paul was talking. The shoe was scuffed and worn at heel but not with the kind of wear that comes from walking the streets for an extended period of time. The other one was probably on the bridge in someone's shopping cart. As for the phone, if she had one and if it fell out of her pocket it didn't fall onto the freeway. The police and clean up crew had done an extensive sweep of the freeway before they reopened it. They had also swept the bridge but most of the people who had set up camp had scattered by the time they got there. The few who remained knew nothing about anything.
Finn closed up the bag with her clothing, put the shoe bag atop it and gathered them both up. He tucked them under one arm and steadied them with his good hand as they left the room, talking shop all the while.
"I'll have the stomach contents analyzed and get that back to you soon as. She had a full meal within a few hours of all this." Paul opened the door that led to the outer office. "If she was killed by someone on that bridge, you better get a handle on it now. And if she wasn't—"
"We've still got a bad guy who hits people hard enough to do real damage," Finn said. "I'll do my best for her, I promise."
Paul put his hand on Finn's arm, stopping him before he walked through the door.
"There's something else you might want to know about our Jane Doe. I doubt it has anything to do with what happened to her but…"
Paul hesitated and when his dark brown eyes met Finn's blue ones they were troubled. The coroner took a deep breath, but found no polite way to tell the detective what he had found so he said it plainly.
"She was circumcised Finn. A pretty crude operation and it wasn't done when she was a child. I would venture to guess that our lady with the braids is probably not from around here and wherever she's from is damn barbaric."
 



CHAPTER 4
Bob Fowler's chair was pushed back against a credenza that was home to a stand of books held upright by a pair of brass elephants with their trunks raised, three pictures in gold frames and an award made of Plexiglass that, had Finn been a different sort, would have reminded him of an erect penis. The captain had one ankle crossed over his knee, his elbows rested on the arms of the chair, his hands were clasped and his pointer fingers were held up along side one another. Those fingers tapped against his lips as he looked into some middle distance between Cori and Finn who were waiting for his decision regarding their request to open a jacket on Jane Doe.
Both detectives were silent but only Finn was still. Cori was moving around on her chair like she was sitting on one of those burrs that seemed to find their way under her proverbial saddle now and again. She had been in a foul mood ever since Finn filled her in on what Paul told him. Now he was thinking that he had been wrong in not asking for her input before he dragged her to Fowler's office. Or maybe her morning hadn't been all sweetness and light. Cori had, after all, a few other things going on in her life that could make her wake up on the wrong side of the bed: a daughter who partied, her grandson to whom she was more mother than grandmother, or the fact that she had willingly partnered with a pariah and was having second thoughts about the arrangement.
He looked her way and waited until she acknowledged him. When she did, Finn raised not only his brow but tipped the edge of his lips so she would know he was sorry for whatever it was that bothered her – his fault or not. For his trouble, Cori gave him a look that told him to mind his own business. Knowing there was nothing more to be done, Finn attended to their captain. Finally, Fowler raised his eyes, dropped his hands and asked:
"Do you agree, Anderson?"
"Definitely," she answered. "At the very least, I want to I.D. her and find out where she hails from."
Mentally Finn chalked off disinterest as the source of Cori's displeasure. Fowler breathed deep through his nose, put his hands flat on the desk and pulled his chair up close. He spent fifteen seconds touching things: a stack of papers, a paperweight with the LAPD seal embedded in the glass, a coffee cup that he centered so that the handle was at a ninety-degree angle to the edge of his desk. His motions were precise, as if all this was necessary to help answer the question at hand – which it was not because his office was always as tidy as the man himself.
Today Bob Fowler wore a crisply starched shirt of a soft blue color that did justice to his well-tanned complexion. His tie was pink and Finn thought that was a bold choice for a man in his position. The captain, he decided, was quite secure in manhood or else his wife held great sway over him. If the latter was the cause of his fashion sense, Finn was admiring of him. A man who knew when to bow to the woman in his life was a smart boyo indeed.
"What's your case load again?" the captain asked when he was done with his housekeeping.
"Four assaults, one homicide during commission of a robbery. We still have six witnesses to interview in the latter. We're also awaiting ballistics. We have two meetings scheduled with the D.A. and Detective Anderson is testifying downtown next week in front of Judge Pregerson. Our assignments are light, captain. Nothing will be put aside for this. Oh, and we're scheduled for three more high schools. Outreach, you know."
Finn now had all of Fowler's attention. The captain looked at him closely, wondering if the editorial comment on assignments might be more a dig than a report. Bob Fowler decided there was none of the attitude of defiance that had been the grit in his administrative oyster since Finn O'Brien landed in his division. What he saw was determination and that meant that O'Brien was going to check this out on his own time or on the city's, so Fowler knew that he might as well hedge a bet and make it official.
"Open a file," the captain directed. "But keep it tight. Unless you find something substantial out of the gate, I don't want a lot of resources put into this. Is that understood?"
"Yes, captain." Cori put her hands on the arms of her chair, ready to take the orders and start marching. Finn was in no hurry.
"O'Brien? Is there a problem?"
"No, captain," he answered. "I am just surprised you don't think we already have something substantial. The coroner has good reason to think we are looking at manslaughter if not murder. I wouldn't think the victim's social standing would be a mitigating factor in expending resources."
Fowler's lips twitched in an expression of annoyed resignation. Finn O'Brien, an inherited PR mess, a man ostracized by his fellow officers because he had taken his oath to serve and protect to horrific heights, still insisted on stalking Lady Justice. One of these days the detective was going to find out that even the lady herself could tire of such righteousness, and that sword of hers would deliver a deathblow through Finn O'Brien's heart instead of just cutting him off at the knees. Fowler didn't want that to happen on his watch, nor did he want to be painted with a broad brush when it came to his commitment to the people he served.
"I hear you," Fowler said. "But you know as well as I do that trying to investigate something like this is like stepping into quicksand. People living on the streets are abused every day. If I had to guess, I would say there was an altercation on the bridge and she got whacked. That doesn't mean the situation is actionable. It could have been an accident or it could have been self-inflicted. It will be hard for you to find intent in that kind of environment. Unless there is a clear path, you will not pursue. Is that understood?"
"We'll need time—" Finn began.
"I believe I've made myself clear," Fowler responded.
"I'm just thinking of San Diego, captain," Finn countered. "We don't want that."
"No," Fowler mumbled, impressed at the card the detective had played. "We don't want that."
Even Cori Anderson paused at the mention of the nightmare that had a stranglehold on San Diego. Someone was getting their jollies by setting sleeping transients on fire. This split the regular folk into two camps. One camp wanted the homeless cleared out of the city to stop the problem, and the other camp wanted to house, feed and protect every last one of the poor souls until the guy with the matches was caught. With no compromise in sight, the situation had been artfully ignored until two weeks ago.
Two weeks ago the man who was burned alive in an alley at four in the afternoon turned out to be the son of a prominent businessman. The victim was a schizophrenic, a kid who had been the light of his parents' life until the illness grabbed hold of him and wouldn't let go. Now he was the poster child for homeless abuse.
San Diego cops were doing everything they could to find whoever was having sport with those people but it was like searching for a particular grain of sand on the beach; just when you thought you were close to finding the right one the wind kicks up, waves lap at the shore, and the landscape changes.
No, the captain did not want to be San Diego.
"Three days and we reconvene and reassess."
Fowler picked up a pen with his right hand while the fingers on his left wiggled, dismissing them. Cori was out the door first, but Fowler called Finn back. Cori looked over her shoulder. Finn shook off the backup and went into the captain's office alone. Fowler multi-tasked, pulling his pen along the lines of the document he was reading even as he asked:
"Just for the record, O'Brien, this isn't personal, is it?"
"Personal?"
Fowler raised his eyes. "Don't try to bait me. I'm not looking for you to go on a crusade. Your last one didn't turn out too well."
"A woman is dead. The coroner suggests foul play. By the book, captain."
"Fine. You can go."
Finn walked out of the office and past Tina, the captain's assistant. She looked at him long enough and at just the right angle to remind him of Sister Mary Gertrude. The nun had looked at him like that when she was sure he was up to no good. Finn gave the captain's assistant the same smile he had given the nun; the smile that assured her that one could hope for the best but he was making no promises.
The window of opportunity on this matter was narrow and Finn would have to squeeze through it any which way he could. It was already after five and the camp on the bridge would be setting up. After dark those folks wouldn't take kindly to the cops moving around their living room, so he hurried on. Cori was waiting for him outside the office, leaning against the wall. She pushed herself off and hugged her purse tighter when he came up beside her.
"What was that about?" she asked.
"Captain wanted to tell me how much he liked my jacket."
"Cut the crap. I'm not in the mood." Finn did not point out that came as no surprise. She asked, "Is he tying our hands?"
"No, Cori," Finn said. "Just making sure my intentions are honorable."
"Damn straight they are."
Cori moved toward the door that would lead them to the parking lot and their new car. As she put her hand on the metal lever the door was opened from the other side. Officer Gordon and Detective Smithson stopped talking when they saw Cori and Finn.
"Look who's here," Smithson said, an obnoxious grin spreading over his face. "The super heroes fighting for right and skanks."
"Good to see you, too," Cori said.
Finn put an arm out to hold the door for her and let the other two pass but Gordon still had hold of it. Smithson moved inside and borrowed some of Finn's personal space. He put his hand on Finn's chest, his grin twisting.
"We're just trying to be friendly here," Smithson said. "We want to take a second to, you know, tell you how much we admire all the James Bond stuff. Cars exploding, dead babe – "
"A deceased woman," Cori corrected.
Impatient with the man's idiocy, she tried to push on through but Gordon took a half a step. He was a big man and he filled the doorway. Even Cori couldn't have gone through him although from the look on her face she was ready to try going over him.
"Oh sorry, Anderson. A deceased Wo-Man," Smithson drawled. Gordon chortled.
"Leave it be, Cori," Finn said as he took hold of Smithson's hand. Instead of throwing it off, Finn gave the man a most glorious smile and moved closer, holding on so tight that Smithson couldn't step back. When Finn was very close, he purred:
"Detective Smithson, best not to put your hand on another man that way. Your fellow officers might misinterpret your interest – especially when it comes to a boyo as attractive as myself."
Gordon laughed aloud as Finn put Smithson's hand away from him. The big man moved into the hallway and let go of the door. Finn took Cori's arm. As they went around the two men, Finn caught Smithson's anger but it was of no consequence. He was sure he had made some points with Gordon – perhaps he had even made a friend – and that was something to take away. Not wanting Finn O'Brien to have the last laugh, though, Smithson called out to Cori as she caught the closing door.
"Hey, Anderson."
She held the door with her shoulder and showed him her profile: "What, you cow pie?"
"Just want to remind you to watch your back," Smithson said.
Cori turned around, giving him her attention just in case he had something solid for her.
"And why would that be?" she asked.
"Word is you're going to open a file on the jumper."
"So?"
"So, O'Brien kind of goes berserk when he's around those gutter whores. He might throw you under the bus if you get in the way," Smithson cackled.
"Or over the bridge," Gordon snickered.
Beside her, Finn tensed but he made no move to go back at them. For one thing, it would do no good and for another Bob Fowler was standing behind Gordon and Smithson. When all eyes were on him, the captain jerked his head, indicating that the two troublemakers should hightail it back to work. When they were gone, Fowler said:
"Nothing personal, O'Brien. Nothing."
Finn nodded and then let Cori go out the door ahead of him.
"Nothing personal, my ass," Cori muttered. "That was about as personal as it gets."
Finn kept his counsel. There was no reason to respond. He knew what the captain meant. What Finn didn't know was if he had lied to Bob Fowler when he swore that none of this was personal. He supposed he would find out soon enough.
 



CHAPTER 5
It took Cori and Finn twenty-two minutes to get from the precinct parking lot to the overpass. Without traffic they could have made it in twelve but the city was never without traffic. In those twenty-two minutes hardly a word was spoken between them. Not for Finn's lack of trying to be sure. Each question, each comment, each attempt to engage his partner was met with a shrug, a grunt or silence. He gave up five minutes in and left Cori to her dark woman thoughts.
She sat with her elbow propped against the window, her chin resting on her fist and her attention apparently riveted on the not-so-fascinating cityscape that she knew like the back of her hand. Finn imagined she might be angry that he had not responded in like manner to Gordon and Smithson – for certainly they were fighting words the two men had tossed their way – yet that seemed an odd excuse for her mood. Cori knew well enough that, like gambling, the odds favored the house. In the end a brawl, even of words, would prove nothing except that Finn O'Brien was still quick to raise his fist to a fellow officer. Since Cori would not shed light on the situation, Finn let his thoughts wander.
It was strange that after all his years in this country, he could still find himself homesick for the village where he grew almost to manhood. He remembered so vividly the green countryside, the narrow streets, and the neighbors who knew everything about everyone. He missed the church bells peeling on Saturdays when people wed and Sundays when they worshiped. He missed the animals in the fields, the morning mist, the relentless rain. Yet he also loved Los Angeles because this was where his people were, because Alexander's spirit lingered, because, despite everything that had happened to him, this was home.
So the minutes passed – Cori mute in her vexation and Finn's mind traveling between Ireland and Los Angeles – until the bridge came into view. When it did, he pulled over and parked. Cori got out of the car before he had set the emergency brake. He got out a second after she slammed her door.
The corner on which they stood would have been an unremarkable bit of the city except for the fact that the University of Southern California had parted with a few million dollars to purchase three square blocks of land and another couple of mil to demolish the buildings on it. The university then raised a massive building. The facade looked like that of a fine hotel with its relief of graceful dancers and mighty athletes rising off the fawn colored stone. Instead of people, though, the five-story structure was nothing more than a fancy parking lot. Finn found the whole thing perplexing. Not that the university's concern for its students' safety wasn't admirable, it was the institution's miserliness when it came to social justice that surprised him. The parking garage seemed a fine place to allow the homeless a bit of safe space at night. Since the souls on the bridge were not as valuable as cars, here they stayed, sheltering as best they could high above the freeway.
A bit west of the magnificent parking structure was the Radisson Hotel, a bit north and to the east were squat buildings made of old brick and no more than three stories high. Craftsmen and seamstresses who were paid for their labor by the piece worked in those buildings. One day they would be torn down and more parking lots would be built until all of Los Angeles was home only to cars. On the other side were more buildings, more people, more of everything. Connecting one side to the other was this bridge, an overpass named only on some obscure plans in a city office.
Cori walked a half a step in front of Finn as they started for the encampment. Her purse was gripped tight against her body, her back was ridged, her stride long and her footfall so hard that Finn feared each step might crack the concrete. She cut quite a figure and Finn was admiring of it as any man would be and, as any man would do, he was tiring of the icy blasts shooting off her on an otherwise warm afternoon. Finn reached for her. He touched her arm.
"Cori."
She pulled away and that just peeved him all the more. Finn stopped and stood still.
"What?" She whirled around, snapping at him. "Come on, O'Brien. I don't want to be at this all night."
She spun back around as if the fact that her eyes couldn't meet his were his fault and reason to be angrier still. Done with the nonsense, Finn jogged toward her, his big hand shooting out to take hold of her arm. This time it was him doing the spinning.
"You are not going in there guns ablazin', woman. Sure, that does no one any good." Cori blinked and set her lips until they were stretched to a hard line. She looked like a child determined to hold her breath until she got what she wanted. The problem was that Finn had no idea what she wanted. "Whatever it is, get it out and let's be done with it."
Cori tossed her head. She breathed deep, her nostrils flared. She swung her head and looked at the people on the bridge. She had never told Finn about the time she and Amber lived in her car and she didn't want to now. Being on this bridge brought back such bad memories, but that really wasn't the problem. The problem was something hard to talk about with anyone and almost impossible with her partner. She tried to shrug him off, tried to distract him with a tip of her head and a quick 'forget it', but he held her back.
"Cori, please. I won't beg, but I sure as well will stand here until dawn unless you tell me what is going on with you."
"You wouldn't get it." She patted his hand and eased her arm out of his grip. "Come on. Let's go."
Finn stepped in front of her, dissatisfied despite her softened tone.
"Is it me you're angry with? Is this about what happened back there with Smithson? If that's it, I'll be damned if I'll apologize," Finn said, now positive that she was shamed to be the partner of a man who wouldn't stand up for himself.
"Oh, for God's sake. Men," she muttered. "It's not all about you."
"It is about me if we're here and we're doing our job. It's about me if you're acting out. It's about me if I'm relying on you. We could both get hurt if you're not with me."
Cori's eyes flashed but she held out so Finn tried again.
"I couldn't bear it if something happened to you, and I sure as hell fire don't want to be claiming a place in the morgue any time soon. Tell me what set you off and we'll take care of it."
He took her by the shoulders and moved closer. Cori's chin trembled and her arm spasmed beneath his hand. He shook her in the gentlest way now that he had her attention.
"We watch out for one another, Cori. Isn't that the way?"
Her shoulders fell. She let out a long breath, nodded and stepped away as if what she was about to say would be painful to her if she were close to him. She pushed up her sunglasses and ran her hand under her long, curled hair. He couldn't see her eyes and yet Finn knew she wasn't looking at him. Her eyes were down as they would be when confessing to a priest. But Finn was no priest. He was a man and this was about being a woman. That was the problem.
"It's what they did to her." Cori said. When that confession made no impression on Finn, her temper flared. "Do I have to spell it out for you? The circumcision thing? Genital mutilation? I swear, Finn, you are dense. And I further swear that when we find whoever cut her you are going to have to keep me from killing them. All I can think about is what if someone did that to Amber? What if someone had done that to me? Or Bev? Who could do that to a woman?"
"I see."
Finn put his hands in the pockets of his jacket and pulled his bottom lip up between his teeth. He lowered his eyes in seeming solidarity with his partner, but it was a gesture only made out of respect for her. Finn found no shame in the fact that he could not share her passion. What was done to their Jane Doe was another piece of the puzzle of her identify. It was no more or less important than her manicured nails, her decent clothes, her finely braided hair.
Cori, though, saw this not as a part of who the victim was but the essence of the woman herself; the symbol of the life that had been lost even before she went to her death. It was hard for Finn to reconcile Cori the outraged woman with Cori the cool-headed cop and harder still for him to know what to do next.
"What is it you want me to say, Cori?"
"Nothing. There's nothing you can say. But I think that's why she jumped, Finn. Maybe that's why she didn't want to live. I wouldn't want to live."
"It is something that happened to her. But it was healed, Cori."
"And that's supposed to make it right? That she survived it? Good grief." She tossed her head and threw up her hands. "Okay, fine. Be all guy like that and pretend it isn't just the most awful thing ever. But I'm telling you, if we find out who did that to her then we find the reason she's dead."
"Cori, come on. That's too far afield—"
"Oh yeah? Immigrants are coming out of our ears around here and they don't just get all red, white and blue the minute they set foot on this hallowed ground. Look at the Santeria stuff. We had the problem with the Korean restaurants. What about the honor killing over in Burbank? Who knows what pressure our jumper was under?"
"Sure, I agree with you." Finn took his hands out of his pockets and put them on his hips to keep from trying to shake sense into her. "But that's ten steps ahead. Our job starts on this bridge. If you have a better idea, why don't you tell me where you think we should be looking right now?"
"Pick a place, O'Brien, because there are a few to choose from. Iraqis, Iranians, Pakistanis. Name it and there's a neighborhood in L.A. with lots of closed doors and lots of things going on that are fine and dandy in the old country." Cori came right back at him, eyes blazing and jaw set, but he was no less determined.
"We're not going to be running around like the chicken with its head cut off. We start here." Finn pulled rank with his decision and started to move her on. "We can't make everything right."
"That's funny coming from you." Cori fell in step and this time walked beside him as they bickered.
"I'll choose my battles, thank you very much," Finn shot back. "And for the record, I don't think that's why she died. If circumcision was the major factor, she would have jumped long before now."
"Oh yeah?" Cori quickened her pace. "Well you just get back to me a couple years after someone cuts off your pecker, cowboy."
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"No, no, damn it. Do you have a brain? It's been two days since I've heard from her. If her car was here, she would be here, Greta. Yes, I've called everywhere. She was supposed to be here day before yesterday by five at the latest. Besides, where would she go? She moved in here so she wouldn't have to deal with him until this was over." Sharon listened to the woman whine and whimper and then she heard the one thing she didn't want to even think about. "No, I don't know where she was going. She just said she was picking it up. She never told me where it was." More chatter from the other end but Sharon cut Greta off fast. "She wouldn't do that. Fine. Fine. If you're going to freak then just get out of my way, and I'll take care of everything."
While the woman on the other end of the line tried to point out that there was a difference between social consciousness and suicide when trying to prove a point, Sharon Stover paced the living room to keep from raging.
"Don't tell me we don't need it. It's the lynchpin. Everyone is ready to go as soon as we edit it in. This is something that's never been done before. I have coordinated this for maximum shock value. Without her the whole thing is just another whiny piece of pretentious crap."
Sharon turned and paced the deck again. What she said wasn't entirely true. What she had was powerful; what she wanted was explosive. One more word from this broad and Sharon was going to climb the railing and end it all just so she didn't have to listen to the useless verbal handwringing. It was Sharon who should be losing it, Sharon who had everything on the line, Sharon who hadn't slept a wink the night before or a hundred nights before that. The last long hours had been spent swinging between anger, worry, frustration and, for one brief moment, despair. God help her, but she might have screwed herself royally and if she had there would be no more chances. These other women talked a good game but when it came down to the wire they were about as committed to this project as a Hollywood player was to his wife. Just when panic looked like it would win the day, the silence of the hills was broken by the sound of a car's tires on the drive. Sharon cut Greta off mid-whine.
"Never mind, she's here. I'll get it down to the studio tonight and you get to the theater tomorrow. I want you to double-check everything. I mean it. We need confirmation that Mary is going to be the AV person at that event so she can make the switch. Call Sue and make sure she steps up the social media feeds for the short pieces and has the bloggers scheduled. We haven't much time and we need to ramp it up. Confirm he's going to be there, too. I want to see his face when this goes down."
Sharon hung up before Greta could say another word. She tossed the phone on one of the lounges and went across the deck as if she were gliding. The glass doors fronting the living room – ten feet high and thirty feet across – had been retracted into the walls so that the only difference between outside and in was a roof.
Sharon walked past the white sofas that could easily sit twenty. They were set around a piece of glass the size of a Ping Pong table that rested on a cement pedestal. A life-size oil by Tina Garrett hung on the north wall, full frontal save for a fan against the woman's nether regions. The lady's dark, knowing gaze seemed to indicate that she was faintly amused by what went on in this house. Sharon's own portrait – one she hated – hung on the opposite wall. The only thing that kept her from burning the thing was her great respect for the artist. It wasn't his fault that Frederick had been specific in the commission; it was her fault for agreeing to pose that way. She had done it because she loved Frederick back then.
She was an idiot then.
In the foyer, Sharon put her hand on the head of the life-size, cast-iron sculpture of a person – unrecognizable as a male or female – sitting atop a stainless steel globe. Frederick said it represented man conquering the world; Sharon thought it represented anyone with balls of steel.
The floor in the entry was blonde wood. Hidden vents cooled the place to a constant temperature of sixty-five degrees. While the pool and deck were as tranquil as a beach in Bali, the house was as welcoming as an exquisitely appointed gynecologist's examining room. Sit back, put your psyche in the stirrups and let Frederick see what you were made of. No need to worry. There wasn't a chance you'd be infected with a nasty bug like friendship or respect before you were sent on your way.
While two walls enclosing the foyer were fashioned of clear glass, the wall in front of her was intricately etched with images of nymphs and mermaids. Most people ooohed and aaahed at the beautiful art; few looked close enough to see that all the pretty little sea creatures were maimed and missing tiny parts of themselves: the tip of a fin, an arm, a leg, an eye. The etching was so elaborate that it was almost impossible to figure out where the front door latch was. All this, of course, was by design.
Good old Frederick. The artistically hobbled sea creatures, the hidden door that opened out instead of in so that he could more easily eject those who displeased him, were the subtlest of his sick jokes. Poor old Frederick. He had too much time on his hands, his heart was too small and his piles of money were just too big to allow him to be a good man. Fortune, Sharon had learned, was an idiot who smiled most brightly on other idiots. That was all about to change because she was no idiot and Fortune was just around the corner.
Sharon pushed the magic spot on a panel that opened the etched door just as a car door slammed. Fighting back tears of relief, determined not to show how worried she had been, Sharon raised her chin and hurried down the stone footpath. It was flanked by ferns and palms set in beds of earth that smelled rich and moist. She called out just before she reached the end where the flagstone fanned out into the pavers of curving driveway and roundabout.
"Where have you been? I've been so worried. I thought you changed your—"
Sharon pulled up short when she saw that this was not who she was expecting, nor was it a person she wanted to see. Seventeen-going-on-twenty-seven, Matthew Stover was standing in the drive while a dirty little car did a wheelie and took off. They both looked at it and then at each other.
"Too hung over to get yourself home, sweetie?" she drawled.
Matt shook his head. "I'm not hung over. I'm not crashing."
"Like hell. You look like shit and…"
Sharon paused. He did look awful, tired and sick, but he looked different too. That's when she realized he was dressed like a normal kid, jeans, T-shirt and a work shirt over that. It was the first time in a long time that he wasn't wearing that old thing he had grabbed from Frederick's closet after he died. Sharon thought wanting to wear Frederick's coat after the funeral was a sweet homage but it got to be a bit much after a while. It wasn't like Frederick had been an outstanding father. Then again, he hadn't been an outstanding husband either, but Sharon wore the five-carat diamond he had given her for a good long while before she had to hock it. Not that there weren't things to admire about her late husband. The guy knew how to make movies and money. She wished he were still around to make the money; she had the movie thing knocked.
"And why aren't you in school?" Sharon asked. "They shouldn't let you go to college before you graduate high school. Nobody can keep track of you. I don't even know which one you're supposed to be at anymore. It doesn't matter. I'm busy. Besides, I thought you were… What's wrong with you?"
Matthew was just standing there looking at her, the sun glinting of the lenses of his expensive sunglasses. He looked like a Greek god. Sharon could appreciate his looks but she wasn't like some of the other ladies in the hills, the ones for whom related-by-marriage only meant they didn't have to leave the house to get some action. Sick broads all. Besides Sharon had sworn off men the minute Frederick took his last breath.
"Did you hear me?" Sharon snapped and before he could answer she turned her back on him. "Oh, forget it. It doesn't matter."
"I need help," Matthew called out before she was half way across the drive.
Sharon froze when she heard the break in his voice. It was like he was a little kid again. He had been such a good little guy, so fun back then. Maybe he still was and it was she who had changed. It didn't matter which. He had his life and she had hers; she had real problems and he had rich kid problems. Sharon wondered what he would do if he found out that those problems might just be getting a little bigger. Then again, what could he do? He was a kid. She turned her head and then her body. She eyed him, trying to find a soft spot in her heart. Realizing she didn't have one for him, priding herself on her personal honesty, she said:
"You're a big college man. You figure out whatever mess you got yourself into."
"Sharon, please. I need to talk to Mr. Jerrod and I need you to go with me."
Sharon stepped back as Matthew came toward her. The mention of the lawyer's name took her by surprise. She narrowed her eyes. On her guard now, she cut him off before he went down that road.
"No. We don't."
That should have been the end of the conversation but Matthew lunged for her and grabbed her arm, almost pulling her off her feet.
"We have to go because it's about both of us."
Stunned as she was, Sharon took a minute. Her eyes searched his angry young face. She felt the strength of his grip and was aware that, while she could defend herself, if it came to something physical at that moment Matthew had the upper hand. There was only one way to deal with it and that was head on. Sharon ripped her arm out of grasp and growled:
"Don't you ever touch me like that again. Ever."
Matthew's mouth opened, his eyes went wide with surprise. Sharon took two steps away from him, chin up, full of bravado that was only partly authentic. He had never touched her like that before, never questioned her, and never demanded anything. But she should have been expecting this given the way he had been acting in the last few months: angry and weird, watching her and the other women who came and went. She had taken to locking the house at night, even the connecting door between his wing and the main house. For all she knew Matt's genetics were kicking in. Maybe he had inherited his father's bizarre proclivities. Quickly, Sharon formulated a plan. Calling him out wasn't going to do any good, so she offered her own brand of an olive branch.
"Let's be clear, sweetie, there is no us. I understand our interests intersect and we'll discuss that after your birthday. Right now, though, I cannot deal with one more thing. I have problems of my own, so get back to me after this project is done. Take it or leave it."
Matthew nodded with a gesture so small he might as well not have made it, but Sharon didn't see it. She was already walking away, her back ramrod straight, her ripped arms rigid by her sides. As she went, it dawned on her that the little brat might not be such a dumb jock after all. Maybe he wanted her in Jerrod's office so he had a witness when they talked money. That took balls after all she had done for him: donating to the school because he'd screwed up and was going to be booted if she didn't come up with a few bucks, bailing him out with the parents of some chick who cried rape after a drunken night in the sack. Nope, she didn't have to do anything for a kid that wasn't hers. Besides, she couldn't bail him out even if she wanted to so that, as they say, was that.
Matthew waited until he couldn't hear his stepmother's distinctive step on the stone walk. When she didn't return, he looked up at the sky and let the tears welling in his eyes fall back inside his head. With a deep breath, Matthew decided to do what any young man of privilege would do when he had screwed up – he would get stoned.
He walked across the driveway that was big enough to double as a landing pad, went past the four-car garage, across the fancy lawn, and let himself into the small apartment that at one time had been the maid's quarters. Sharon didn't want a live-in – nor did she care much for having a kid around the house – so after his dad married her, Cordelia moved out and Matthew moved in. Sharon told Matthew any boy his age would kill for his own place. He believed it for a while; he even dug it for a while. Now Cordelia did the heavy lifting three times a week, slept in a home of her own and seemed happier for it. That made Matthew glad. He liked Cordelia. Somebody needed to be happy so it might as well be somebody who deserved it.
He chucked his car keys onto a table, pulled his t-shirt out of his jeans and ran his hands up his six pack, not so much to reassure himself that he was still as hot as everyone said he was but to settle his gut. That gut of his felt like it was going to swallow him whole. He kicked at the clothes on the floor and felt like swiping the dirty dishes right off the counter. Instead, he stripped off his shirt on the way to the shower and tossed it in the pile.
When he was done cleaning himself up, when he had taken a handful of pills to calm him down so his hands wouldn't shake any more, Matthew went to his room and lay naked on his bed. He lit a joint and looked through the sliding glass doors at the garden that was meant to give the maid her privacy. But the fence hadn't been built long enough and the vines hadn't grown tall enough which meant that Matthew could see out to the pool. Sharon was pacing the deck with her two favorite things in hand: a drink and her phone. He hated her more than he hated anyone in his life. He loved her too, but mostly he hated her because she had ruined his home. Defiled it. Given it away. Stole it. But he'd forgive her if she just smiled at him. Yes, if she would help him now he would forgive her.
But she didn't smile so Matthew picked up the trophy, the one he got in the ninth grade for being MVP on the soccer team, balanced himself on his elbows, raised his right hand and threw that thing at the sliding glass door. The glass broke into a spider web of fissures and cracks, but it didn't shatter. He stayed propped up, looking at the damage thinking that he might as well be a window, cracked and split and doomed to stay standing until someone threw a final curve ball at him. He hoped whoever threw that one knew what they were doing because he couldn't take another crack.
As Matthew was thinking this he realized he was staring at Sharon. They looked at one another through the ruined glass. When she smirked, when she punched the buttons on her phone again, when she turned her back on him, Matthew lay down. It was then that he heard the sound of the phone in his room ringing. It seemed like that sound was coming from the far end of a tunnel. He knew he should get up and find that phone but he couldn't remember where he put it.
And he was tired.
And he was feeling kind of sick.
Matthew turned over and curled into himself. He fell asleep knowing he didn't want to talk to anyone who would be calling that number anyway.
Not now.
Not anymore.
 



CHAPTER 6
When Finn saw him, the angry old man with the long white beard was sitting in front of a tiny tent on the bridge that was still blackened with soot. He was hardly the god of Finn's near-death hallucination; he was just a man who probably hadn't slept with a roof over his head in decades. His family – if he ever had one – would more than likely not recognize him. He was a man with no purpose and no power and that gave him every reason to be angry. Finn could tell, though, that circumstance was not what irritated him; this man was angry because that was the way he rolled.
Finn went for him and Cori headed for the people on the other side of the bridge. The old man's eyes traveled the length of the detective, taking note of the heavy boots, the leather jacket, Finn's shaved head and his size. He didn't like what he saw one bit, evidenced by the fact that when Finn was almost upon him he raised his gnarled hand and pointed his misshapen finger and bellowed:
"No further! You obey me, sir! Not one step more on my land. We've had enough of interlopers! The inn is full up!"
To his left another man was setting up his camp, smoothing a tattered sleeping bag on the ground. He was younger than the old man but no less the worse for wear. His hands were dirty and his long hair matted, his eyes were burrowed deep into their dark sockets and his cheeks sink-holed under the bones. His mouth folded in on itself, a sure sign that he was missing a good number of teeth if he had any at all. His beard was salt and pepper stubble. He looked ancient but Finn put him in his forties. Clean him up, fix his teeth, put a suit and tie on him and he could pass for any doctor, lawyer or Indian chief running around L.A. His cart was full of the useless, the marginally marketable and the fanciful. He wore a T-shirt that rode up his arms as he worked and exposed the eagle, globe and anchor tattoo of the marines. He saw Finn looking at his arm and held the detective's gaze, leaving no doubt the symbols meant little to him anymore. The old man still railed so the younger one said:
"Shut up old man. He's a cop."
Finn gave a nod to the man with the tat and pulled out a badge that neither of them looked at. Finn took off his sunglasses to show his eyes to the old one, hoping he would look back and calm down.
"I'm Detective O'Brien," Finn said. "And you are?"
The old man stared at Finn's knees, disappearing the detective as was his right since he was breaking no law.
"Number Four. You have to call him Number Four or he won't talk to you," the younger man said as he pulled a piece of twisted metal out of the cart and set it at the head of his sleeping bag. He reached back again for a towel, snapped it open and draped it over the metal frame.
"Number Four, is it? I'm thinking you might remember me."
Finn advanced a step and hunkered down when he was near enough to carry on a civil conversation. The old man narrowed his eyes, raised a sinewy arm, fisted his hand and pounded it against the air.
"Don't tell me. No, don't tell me 'cause I ain't no rainbow, son. Know what that is? Rainbow? It's military talk. Yeah, I got training. I got—" In the next instant Number Four cut his eyes away from Finn. "There she is. Madam Sage. Over here, lovely. I've got the tent all ready for you! Sleep in my lovin' arms tonight."
Finn kept his eyes on Number Four, trying to discern if he was insane or just crazy. There was a difference on the street. Insane and off the meds was dangerous and unreliable; just plain crazy was a person who could be a cop's best friend. The one thing crazy street people could afford to own was the truth. When the old man came back to Finn, he straightened up his back and he cricked his neck.
"Okay, tell me. Don't want to work none too hard tonight. But I could tell you who you were if I was thinkin' hard enough."
"No doubt," Finn agreed. "I was helping the people in the accident the other day. Do you remember that? The accident down there on the freeway?"
"Remember it? Remember it? Like the bowels of hell, it was. Like hell on earth and all because of that woman."
"Yes, you are correct." Finn leaned forward to encourage him. "The woman jumped off the bridge, and I was wondering if you knew her. Did you know the woman, Number Four?"
"I did not, sir!" The old man spat on the ground next to his tent. "I didn't know her. Didn't know him, neither. That's why they couldn't stay here. Those two were going to sit here, on my bridge. Nobody stays here unless I say. The shits. The little shits."
"You saw someone with the woman then?"
From the corner of his eye, Finn saw the tatted man's eyes flicker even as he affected interest in nothing save for the things that belonged to him.
"Can you tell me who she was with, my friend?" Finn asked of the tattooed man, but he ignored the detective.
"A man. She was with a man," the old one barked.
Number Four now leaned toward Finn. He opened his mouth wide. Finn could see that a dentist had his way with a cavity or two at sometime in the man's life. Just as quickly Number Four slammed his mouth shut, pulled his fingers across his lip and zipped it. Finn sighed. His knees were tiring so he sat down on the sidewalk, one knee up, the other leg folded under him.
"Ask permission," Number Four barked. "Ask permission, sir, if you are going to stay here and sit. This is my place and I say who—"
"He's a cop you crazy old fool. He can sit wherever he wants."
The younger man wailed as if the sound of Number Four's voice was painful to him. He slammed down on his sleeping bag, threw himself onto his back and put his head under what Finn could now see was a bent pizza stand.
"Be polite, Taylor!" the old man roared.
"I'll not be staying any longer if you can tell me about the man or the lady. That's what I've come for. Just some information," Finn assured Number Four. "Since you are an important man here, you must know the comings and goings. Surely, now, you know their names. The woman and the man who were on the bridge that night?"
"You're a foreigner, are you?" Number Four narrowed his eyes and put a finger behind each ear and pushed so that his big, old man appendages looked a little like tubas attached to the side of his head.
"I'm hailing from Ireland as a boy."
"Taylor! Taylor! We ever fight Ireland?" Number Four called. The man with his head under the towel-tent groaned.
"No." Finn answered for Taylor. "No. The United States and Ireland are friends, but I'm a citizen of this country."
"Okay then. Fine. We can get to it. Can't be too careful, you know. America for America, home of the brave and free and such." Number Four let his ears go, satisfied that he wasn't talking to an enemy. He rubbed under his nose with one finger.
"Yes, sir. Couldn't agree more," Finn said. "Now, what about the man?"
"I didn't see him. Couldn't see his face."
"Was he tall? Thin? Big? Young?"
Number Four shot up and swung a hand over his head. "So high. A mighty fellow. But narrow. Yes, narrow and mighty."
Finn made a mental note. Six feet.
"And the woman?"
Number Four's hand lowered a few inches. Five-eight. Finn knew the old man was spot on and that was good.
"What about hair? Eyes? Coloring?"
Number Four sank to the ground once more.
"The woman was a darky," he whispered and gave Finn a wink for good measure. Then it was all business again. "The man had him a baseball cap and a big jacket. I think he was not a darky. He looked familiar."
"What kind of jacket?"
"You know, a jacket. A big mother-of-a-jacket. Too hot for now. He was an idiot like you – wearing a jacket." Number four lowered his voice. "This is a desert, you know." He raised his voice again. "A big jacket with a letter. Here."
He hit his chest just above his heart and pounded a bit.
"A letterman's jacket," came Taylor's voice from beneath the towel.
"Ah, and do you remember the colors of this jacket?" Finn asked.
"I don't pay no mind to fashion. Not me. It was big. Too big."
"Red," Taylor said. "The guy's shoes were new."
"Could you perhaps join us, Mr. Taylor?" Finn asked.
"Don't you 'mister' him," Number Four ordered.
Finn's chin dipped and he took a minute to consider his options. Number Four was the one he needed because Taylor had not been at the exact place where the woman jumped. Finn would have remembered him if he had stood beside this man on the bridge that day.
He glanced over his shoulder. Cori was having a laugh with three people, one of them a woman. He took a page from her playbook, licked his lips and changed his tone so that it was just a touch brighter.
"Right you are, Number Four. Always go straight to the top, heh?" Finn smiled. Number Four nodded. Finn took that as a good sign. "Do you know anyone who has a jacket like that? It sounds like a very nice jacket."
"Horace, the leech. Horace wears a jacket like that sometimes. Not always, but I seen it," Number Four answered. "God damn boil on the butt of mankind, Horace is. Selling protection, the crap head. He takes money from my people. I don't give him a farthing. Bad, bad man."
"And where would I find Horace?" Finn asked.
"Not here! I kicked his butt off my bridge. I twisted his arm. I popped him one. I took him by the—"
Suddenly, the towel flew off the pizza stand and Taylor bolted upright. The sunken man, the defeated man who had once been one of the few and the proud, rose up like a phoenix. He was taller than he had first seemed. Finn got to one knee, balancing on the ball of his other foot, hands loose and ready should the man cause trouble. Instead Taylor flapped his arms then hit his head with both hands – one side and the other – as he screamed at Number Four.
"You did it! You did it! You pushed her right over. He did it 'cause he was mad that they were going to sit on his goddamn bridge. You stupid old man. She was sick. She was sick. She was sick. She was sick! She could hardly walk, you old crow."
Number Four was on his feet, flapping his arms. Taylor's hands hit his own head like it was a pinball – one side then the other. Number Four slapped his knees in a bizarre chicken dance. Together they looked like cocks in the ring ready to peck each other's blind eyes out if only they could find one another.
"Did no such thing. Did not. Did not," Number Four screamed back. "You couldn't see nothin'. You was in that house of yours."
"You did. You pushed her and the man ran away," Taylor shot back and then he went for the old man.
Finn bolted up and Cori appeared at the same moment. She took hold of Taylor, expertly corralling him. Her voice was even as she advised that she would have to restrain him if he did not restrain himself. Finn had his eye on Number Four who was dancing on his long, skinny legs, pointing his long skinny finger as he cackled.
"She's got you now, Taylor. She's got you."
Finn stepped in front of him to herd him back to the curb.
"Calm yourself, man."
Number Four, though, was in no mood to be herded or ordered about. Before Finn could get another word out, the old man bolted. He ran over Taylor's pizza stand sending it twirling into the street. Taylor howled. Number Four smashed into his own tent, sprawling over it spread eagle. Finn grabbed for his leg but he kicked out and caught Finn in the groin, missing a direct hit only by the grace of God. Finn doubled over long enough for Number Four to scramble up and be on his way.
"Number Four! Save yourself." A woman across the bridge screamed like a cheerleader rousing the crowd around her into a hue and cry.
"Christ," Finn muttered.
Number Four picked up speed so Finn did the same until someone pushed a cart in front of him. He slapped it out of the way but his sidestep sent him into the retaining wall, catching him at the hip, throwing him right so that he teetered over the railing. For a split second he saw what Jane Doe had seen; he saw how easy it would be to put an end to any misery this life had ladled into her bowl. Having a bit of the bitters of his own, Finn understood her but he also knew there had been a choice that night. It might not have been her choice to make, though; the man she was with might have chosen.
With a grunt, Finn righted himself and took off once more. If Number Four made it to the end of the bridge, he would surely be gone for good because he knew these streets better than any cop in the city ever would. But luck was with him because Number Four made a mistake. Instead of veering off into the clear and running down the center of the road, he gave out a war whoop and tried to vault over a stack of orange traffic cones a city crew had left for the night. His front foot caught one and he went down, the cones toppling like bowling pins under his weight.
Finn was on him, taking the old man by the shoulders and pushing him onto the ground as he tried to get up. Number Four shook himself free and slid out of Finn's grasp. He crabbed back on elbows and heels but Finn had enough. He was younger, stronger and he was mad. He grabbed Number Four's feet and dragged him back.
"Stay down old man! Stay put!"
"Old man! Old man! That is abuse! Police brutality! He twisted his head from side to side, spitting his indignation, looking for an assist.
Thankfully they had run far and the only person close enough to offer any help to Number Four was a man sitting up against the bridge wall nursing a bottle wrapped in a brown paper bag. A scrawny dog sat beside him. Both seemed amused rather than alarmed by the spectacle of the two men grappling.
Finn wound his fist into Number Four's shirt, raised him up onto his feet, danced him back to the railing and put the old coot up against it. The railing hit the old man mid-back, and Finn knew it wouldn't take much if he wanted to send Number Four over the edge. But Jane Doe was shorter by four inches and she was hurt, not sick as Taylor thought. It would take some strength – some intent – to lift her up and over. There was no doubt that Number Four had that strength because old did not mean feeble in his case. Intent was another matter. If he had driven through her in a rage that was one thing; panic was another thing altogether. Right now the old man was panicked.
"Don't kill me!" Number Four screamed. "Don't kill me. My people will rise up if you—"
"Quiet. For the love of God, be quiet," Finn pleaded as he ran his hands over the man's hips and down his legs to check for weapons, wishing all the while he had time for the gloves because it was a certainty the man had not seen a bath in a while. "I won't be killing you unless you make me crazy with your caterwauling."
"Punch him." The man with the bottle hollered at Number Four and flailed his arms as if trying to show him how it was done. "Kick him in the nuts and run."
"Stay quiet! Both of you!" Finn roared and shot the sitting man the steeliest of ice blue glares.
Number Four shrugged, unimpressed. The man with the bottle shrugged, too. The dog lay down to nap. Insult to injury Finn thought. He was not even frightening enough for the dog to bark at him.
"I'd punch you," the man said to Finn. "Then you'd punch back and the city would pay. A punch from a cop is worth an easy ten grand."
"Jesus, Mary and Joseph. I should have been a priest," Finn muttered.
"What? You're a priest?"
Number Four stopped struggling and started saying a Hail Mary. The man on the ground put the bottle to his lips and watched Finn take hold of Number Four's shirt to turn him around. They all heard it rip.
"Ah, my shirt," the old man cried as he went limp.
He sank to the ground, all the fight gone out of him. Finn kept hold of him all the way down. Only when he was seated did Finn let go. Still, he had learned his lesson and stood over Number Four, legs splayed, eyes tight on the miserable old man.
"Are you going to be good, now?" Finn asked.
"My shirt."
The old man grieved for the blue shirt with the embroidered cherries on it. Finn took advantage of the moment. He reached inside his jacket and pulled out the picture of the dead woman. He wiped the back of his sleeve across his mouth, licked his lips and then bent down so Number Four could get a good look at the picture.
"Did you push this woman over the bridge?"
Number Four's lower lip pushed out and he shook his head so hard that his beard trembled.
"I went after her. I surely did. But I didn't touch her," he said. "Least I don't think I touched her. Then she was just gone. God's doing. You can't chase God. You can't abuse God. So now you know the truth. God's doing."
Finn pushed the picture closer.
"Did you see the man push her?"
"He was helping her. I saw him lift her up and then she took hold of the rail and then she was gone."
Finn stepped back from the old man.
"Did you see him hit her?"
"Got me you bald headed bastard." The fight was coming back into Number Four. "If she didn't go over, I would have pushed her off the damn bridge. They couldn't stay. Maybe I kind of shoved her, but I don't think so. What can I tell ya? I just don't know. I think you should talk to Horace. That man looked like Horace. Horace sells protection. I heard he runs women. Maybe she wasn't doing her job. Maybe it was Horace up here teaching her a lesson. Maybe she didn't pay up. Can I go now?"
Finn let out a breath. His chest caved, his hand fell to his side. He moved off the old man and leaned against the wall. Number Four got up and shook himself like a dog. He put his hands in his pocket, smiled at the man sitting on the ground, wished him good evening and then ambled back down the sidewalk. From the freeway below came the whooshing sound of the traffic. Number Four had given him a run for sure, and Finn got next to nothing for it.
Down the way Cori was talking to a woman in a red bandana who was wearing ten layers of clothing if she was wearing a stitch. Taylor was lying down on the sidewalk, the pizza stand and towel in place. Number Four's tent was standing again.
"She's dead, huh?" The man raised his bottle toward the picture.
Finn looked at him and then at the copy of the autopsy photo in his hand. It seemed obvious to him that the woman in the photo was not among the living but he answered anyway.
"Yes, she's dead."
The man nodded.
"It happens."
The dog looked up at Finn. Then the man put one hand on the animal's head and offered Finn the bottle with the other. Finn shook his head, appreciative of the gesture.
"I think I'll pass," he said. The man smiled, happy that his generosity had been rewarded with more for himself.
Finn left the man and his dog to their evening cocktails. He bid good-bye to Taylor and Number Four, leaving cards with them though it was, he knew, a waste of ink and paper. When he joined up with Cori, he looked back at the man way down the bridge and took inspiration.
It was time to drown their sorrows – or at least wet their whistles.
 



CHAPTER 7
"Come on. Come on now, O'Brien."
Geoffrey Baptiste rolled one elbow off the bar where he was leaning, threw his arm over his head and waved as Finn and Cori came through the door of Mick's Irish Pub. Finn dropped his chin and chuckled as the door closed behind them. Finn put a hand to the small of Cori's back.
"There's no such thing as sneaking into this pub," he said.
"At least we're not undercover," she said as they made their way down the long aisle between the tables on the right and the impressive bar on the left.
"Geoffrey wouldn't care if we were. Sure, there aren't any bad guys in here to worry about at this hour anyway," Finn noted as Geoffrey's hey-ho echoed off the walls of the nearly deserted establishment.
When they reached the end of the bar, Cori took a seat and Finn slid onto the stool next to her. All the while, Geoffrey grinned at them, his gold tooth glinting like a headlight in the midst of his pearly whites.
"Ah, O'Brien, you bring de wife. I be wonderin' when you bring de wife. Geoffrey Baptiste." Geoffrey held out a be-ringed hand to Cori. "Geoffrey bein' from Trinidad. De Beanie Man is how dey call me because of de beanies on my head. And you be de Mrs. O'Brien. A beauty, O'Brien."
Cori put her purse on the bar and gave his hand a shake.
"The partner, not the missus," Cori corrected him. "Name's Cori."
"Ho-ho, O'Brien you work wit dis beauty all de day?" Geoffrey leaned toward Finn and wiggled his brows. "Dat girl real bess, O'Brien."
Finn translated: "He thinks you're very beautiful."
Geoffrey snorted, "O'Brien don't know real Trini. Dat mean you be sexy. Real bess."
"Well thanks to you, Geoffrey. Nice someone noticed," Cori laughed.
"You don't worry about O'Brien. He notice. He just don' say nothin'. He be the quiet type."
"You're going to be getting me in trouble, Geoffrey," Finn admonished. "I've had a hard enough day without upsetting this woman with your nonsense."
"She not bein' upset." Geoffrey tapped his nose and then pointed at Cori who laughed along with him. The man could see right through her. "But if you need to be havin' some courage, you come to de right place. Guinness for you and for Miss Cori?"
"Got bourbon on the rocks?"
"I got anytin' you want. I got drinks, and food, and I got de ear to listen to your woes. I think you have some of dem today."
Geoffrey laughed in syllables and kept talking to himself as he filled the order. Cori crossed her arms on the bar and smiled at Finn. He smiled at her.
"Nice," she said.
Finn nodded, happy she found Mick's agreeable. Geoffrey's tsunami of a laugh eased down to a little wave of amusement as he worked. Finn hooked the heel of one boot over the rod on the high stool. He pushed back his jacket and looked around at the one place he was welcome without question.
In its heyday, Mick's was a fine establishment of the old order. The space was longer than it was wide and the natural light coming through the front window was diffused by the image of a giant Leprechaun painted on it. The walls were lathe and plaster, the bar carved mahogany, and the ceiling covered with stamped tin. At one time the bartender had probably been named Sean or Barrie, an immigrant who served up Irish wisdom along with the beer and shots. In the early days it was politicians and journalists who stopped in for their libations. By the looks of the headshots framed on the wall, Mick's Irish Pub had its turn as a Hollywood hot spot in the late sixties. Now Geoffrey Baptiste from Trinidad, dark skinned and lavishly dreadlocked, superstitious and sage, owned the pub. His clientele came from the surrounding neighborhoods and the small businesses nearby.
Today the place was quiet in between late lunchers and early drinkers. A woman in a business suit spoke on her phone at a front table. The fading sun drifting through the painted Leprechaun put her in a kindly light and made her look ten years younger than she probably was. She had a tall glass in front of her that could be tea, but by the look on her face and the way her lips were moving Finn was thinking it was full of liquid courage. Two young men in jeans and T-shirts were deep in conversation. Either they didn't much care for the way Geoffrey made a hamburger or whatever they were talking about was mightily important because their plates had been pushed aside, the food barely touched. Finn turned toward the bar again when he heard the slide of glass on wood.
"Der you go. On de rocks for Miss Cori. Guinness for O'Brien. Always Guinness for O'Brien."
"When he loves something he's loyal, that's for sure," Cori said.
She picked up her glass, tipped it toward the men and then took a healthy drink. Geoffrey crossed his arms and leaned over the bar. His skinny butt swayed, and the dreadlocks that weren't stuffed up into his pink and orange knit beanie fell over his shoulder.
"So, what bad tings been goin' down on de streets of de city?" Geoffrey asked.
"We've got a Jane Doe—" Finn began.
Before he could explain further, the front door opened and another patron stepped into Mick's. All heads turned to look at the man in the doorway and they kept looking because he was a far cry from Geoffrey's usual customer. Silhouetted as he was, the man looked like something out of a horror movie. His shoulders were broader than any man's should be, his hips narrower than were natural. A Mohawk scraped down the center of his skull like a mutated rooster's comb.
"Now that's interesting," Cori muttered into her drink.
Finn narrowed his eyes, wondering if the gentleman had mischief on his mind. But when the door closed, he found himself looking at Mick's resident wannabe movie star and he barked a laugh.
"What have you done to yourself, Andrew?"
"Dat be Andrew?" Geoffrey whistled and smacked the heel of his hand to his forehead.
Cori turned full around to get a good look. Andrew grinned, spread his arms wide and strutted toward them like a runway model.
"I know, huh?"
His flack jacket was three sizes too big, the shoulders winging out so far it made the bottom half of him look scrawny in his skinny jeans. His T-shirt was screen-printed with every four-letter word known to man and those words surrounded a very large hand with its middle finger pointing upward. Bicycle chains were draped around Andrew's neck and wrists. On his hands were old leather gloves with the fingers cut out. This was a far cry from his usual khakis and polo shirts.
"Check this." Andrew turned his head and pointed to a tattoo running up the side of his neck.
"A bull," Cori drawled. "Does that mean you're full of it?"
"Whose the funny girl?" Andrew asked.
"You be cautious, Andrew," Geoffrey warned. "Dis be O'Brien's partner, Miss Cori. She be a tough girl."
"Darn right, Geoffrey." Cori smiled that glorious smile of hers. She tossed back her big hair along with the rest of her drink. "Nice to meet you, Andrew." She pushed the empty at the bartender and said, "I better have another."
"Is it good to get tatted up like that, Andrew?" Finn asked. "Given your business and all."
"It's fake. This, too." He pulled one earring off to show his ears weren't really pierced. "My agent got me a shot at the new Mad Max film. I just came from the audition. I think I knocked it. I hope I knocked it."
"You sure am bein' in da moment." Geoffrey gave Andrew an admiring up and down. "I be givin' you a beer for luck, mon. You need de luck, ent?"
"I hate it when you talk like that, Geoffrey," Andrew grumbled and took a stool next to Cori.
"Ain't it right is what dat mean." Geoffrey presented Andrew with his lucky beer. "De hair be good, Andrew."
"I think the Mohawk was the way to go. You know, it shows the producers how committed I am. I wanted them to know I had a vision."
"Sure, you've done that," Finn muttered into his Guinness.
"Yeah. Well, I'm not taking any chances," Andrew sighed. "I swear if I don't get this one, I'm going back to Montana. The part is friggin' great. Five lines. Man, I'd kill for five lines." Andrew sighed again. "I'd hate to go back to Montana. I need that part. What do you think, Finn?"
Finn took a minute to consider which part of the question was in play. What did he think of the outfit, Andrew's chances to win a part, or the idea that a person of his age should go home to Montana and settle down to a regular job? Since Finn believed that none of his honest answers would set well with a man so pleased with himself, he decided to stay quiet. Geoffrey refreshed Cori's drink and just before Finn suggested they find a quiet table to discuss the day's events, Andrew caught sight of Finn's hand.
"Hey, what happened?"
"Burned," Finn muttered.
"Let's be seein', O'Brien. Come on, come on." Geoffrey leaned on the bar and craned his neck as he tried to see what Andrew had seen. Before Finn could decline to be the center of attention, Cori took the cuff of his jacket and pulled his wrist up.
"Oh, show them," she said. Geoffrey flared his nostrils, whistled and shook his head. Andrew offered a heartfelt 'ouch'.
"What you been doin' to be hurt so?" Geoffrey asked.
"He was helping out at the pile-up on the 110 and got burned," Cori answered.
"You were the one near the car that blew up?" Andrew paused before he took a drink. "That was awesome. It looked just like the movies."
"Not quite like the movies." Finn put his hand back on his knee. Tragedy was always fascinating from afar and seldom impressive close up. He hoped Andrew would never learn the difference.
"Terrible. Terrible," Geoffrey chimed in. "Dat woman, she kill herself and make de whole city crazy. Crazy woman. Stupid woman."
"Maybe," Finn said and then added 'maybe not' as he raised his glass again.
"Oh-ho," Geoffrey wheezed, rolling his head and showing Finn the back of his beanie as he spoke to the ceiling. "I don' be likin' dat you say dat." He rolled back Finn's way and shook his finger. "I know what dat be meanin'."
"I think he's got your number," Cori said.
"What does that mean?" Andrew asked.
"His heart be bleedin', and dat's no good. O'Brien's bloody heart get him in trouble before wit dem folk wit no home, doncha know."
Geoffrey listed toward Finn and tapped the bar with one finger, tapped it like a angry woodpecker.
"I tell you, O'Brien, dat's no good. Dat crazy woman thinkin' of nobody but herself. She not worth de paper you print her on, and she sure not be worth any hurt she cause you. "
"And how would you know that woman isn't worth my time, Geoffrey?" Finn asked. Beside him Cori rested her head on her upturned hand, happy to be an observer of Geoffrey's ire instead of a recipient.
"Oh, I knowd. Yes, I knowd." He tapped his nose again and his tone was as dark as the shine on the mahogany. "Dose people wit no home, dey be up to no good. All of dem – man, woman – dey all worth no spit. I knowd because my own good heart be bleedin' once. Oh, yes, yes. I saw de sadness, I saw de hunger and I try to help."
Now his whole hand was waving and then he slapped the bar.
"Dey say, work for food. Ha! No, no. Dey don't work for food. Dey only want money. Dey just want de money to get booze. But do dey buy booze from de person who try to give dem money to work? Do dey spend dat money in my place where I try to help? No!"
Geoffrey slapped the bar once more. There were few things that could put a dent in his good humor but being wronged after a kindness was at the top of the list.
"Tell us what you really think, Geoffrey," Cori said and Andrew chuckled. Geoffrey paid her no mind because he was down with Finn.
"Your dada and muma work hard when dey come from de Irish, O'Brien. Nobody give me de dime when I come here to dis country. Now I have dis place and dey don' buy my booze and dey mess in my doorway. I work hard. Dey should be workin' hard and dey wouldn' be sleepin' on de street."
Geoffrey finished up with a bullish snort. He rotated his skinny shoulders under his loose fitting shirt. He raised his chin. No one did indignation better than Geoffrey Baptiste and Finn respected that it had to run its course. Andrew, however, had no such appreciation. He squinted his eyes, thought as hard as a thirty-year-old man dressed like a comic book character could, and asked:
"So why don't you just give them a drink and call it even?"
"Give! Give! Mon, you want me bein' bankrupt?" Geoffrey's arms flailed in frustration.
"Well, no," Andrew admitted. "But if you were going to have those homeless people work, and you were going to pay them with your money knowing they were going to buy your booze, then why go through all the trouble of handing them money so they can hand it back to you? It's all your money and your booze anyway. Wouldn't it be easier just to give them a drink? No harm no foul."
"I like your logic, Andrew. The shortest distance between two points." Cori laughed and dropped her hand. She pulled her glass close, holding it in two hands while she put in her two cents. "Don't worry, though, O'Brien's heart isn't bleeding. We're just trying to identify the woman who jumped. We're not even sure she was homeless, Geoffrey."
"If she be on de bridge den she not be just takin' a walk," Geoffrey assured her.
"Even if she were homeless," Cori argued. "She might have family who will want to know what happened to her. She might have people somewhere."
"I agree with that," Andrew said. "I mean, if I got hit by a car looking like this people might jump to some weird conclusions."
Cori poked Finn.
"Show him the picture, O'Brien."
Finn took the photo of the dead woman out of his pocket and pushed it across the bar. Cori pointed to it.
"Look at her hair, Geoffrey. I'm no expert but those braids are pretty great. She had to have help to do that, didn't she? And her face. Look at her face. She's beat up but she hasn't been outside long. Look at her skin. Come on. Cut her some slack. I think she's got people. If it were you, wouldn't you want your people to know what happened to you?"
Geoffrey pulled the picture closer. Andrew craned his neck to get a look.
"Nice looking lady," he said and there was a note of sadness in his voice. It was hard to look at a picture of a dead person, harder still when that person was young and had been beautiful and had been abused.
Finn drank his beer and watched Geoffrey closely, surprised that he hadn't shoved the picture right back. When Geoffrey Baptiste got an idea in his head there was usually no talking him out of it, but Finn could see that he was reconsidering now that Cori had mentioned his people. For Geoffrey, it was a wife and children back in Trinidad that he hoped would be sad to hear of his demise.
Geoffrey's face was like elastic. When he laughed his wide mouth split his jaw in two, when he was sad, his cheeks fell over his sharp bones and seemed to bleed down his face. When he was wrong, his face tightened and his neck lengthened as if being wrong was the hardest thing in the world to swallow. Finally, he pushed the picture across the bar and sniffed.
"If she be havin' family, I know where you be findin' dem. You and dat bloody heart, O'Brien."
 



CHAPTER 8
Los Angeles is high on signs.
There are big ones – the Hollywood sign being the mother of them all – and there are small ones. Adopt-a-freeway signs, memorial roadway signs, restaurant signs, and gas station signs. There are lodging/food/fun/rest stop signs on the highways and byways. Missing cat signs, rave posters, and yard sale flyers are taped to lampposts. Telephone poles are mutilated with staples and scraps of signs that have been ripped off to make way for new ones.
There are street sweeping signs, passenger loading zone notices, emergency vehicle signs. There are parking signs and no parking signs and sometimes those signs are on the same pole, affixed above and/or below one another. Motorists have a fifty/fifty chance of being ticketed if they park within a hundred yards of those signs because parking enforcement can't figure them out either. All of this gives Los Angeles a brought-to-you-by vibe, a small-plates approach to urban planning.
And then there are the signs that leave people scratching their heads, wondering why they even exist.
On a nugget of real estate between West Olympic and Whitworth Drive on Fairfax Boulevard is a community that has its own, very important looking sign that flummoxes those who gaze upon it. That sign is blue and white and crowned with the seal of Los Angeles. The city popped to have it cast, mounted and stamped with the words Little Ethiopia. No one is sure why the local government felt a need to call out this section of the city, but that is not the point. The sign exists so that means that the half a block of restaurants, a dusty, seldom open community center and a market that sells clothes colored in the yellow, green and red of the Ethiopian flag must be important. The neighborhood is five minutes east of Beverly Hills, ten minutes south of Hollywood, and fifteen minutes from downtown. Fairfax, a two-lane street that should have been widened to four decades ago, bottlenecks right at Little Ethiopia making the gridlock chronic and putting parking at a premium.
The gridlock annoys everyone – including Finn O'Brien and Cori Anderson – but the lack of parking didn't bother the detectives. The park-it-anywhere privilege was one of the only decent perks of being a cop. They left their car in red in front of a hydrant, which was in front of The Mercato Restaurant. They were there because Geoffrey pointed to Little Ethiopia as the place they should start looking for people who might know their Jane Doe.
"We're eating here," Cori declared as Finn joined her on the sidewalk.
"I'm thinking this place isn't even open, Cori. If it is, all they'll be serving is dust."
Finn gestured to three small tables on the sidewalk, metal and rusting, almost hidden behind long, low planters filled with some kind of cactus that had grown into a wall as high as a man. The door into the restaurant was narrow, made of glass and unwashed. Someone had etched initials in the grime. Beyond that, it was impossible to see anything except black because the glass was covered with film to block the sun. To Finn's eye the restaurant looked abandoned; to Cori it looked like an adventure.
"I guess we won't know until we try to get in. Come on."
Cori reached for the door but Finn got it first. To his surprise it opened smoothly.
"Oh ye of little faith," Cori smirked as she passed him. Finn followed, having no doubt they would be leaving fast if the inside was as sad as the outside. It wasn't.
The Mercato wasn't an Ethiopian restaurant it was Ethiopia. Smoky with incense, draped wall and ceiling with raw burlap, Finn was sure they had walked into some grand tent in the middle of the Dark Continent. African art hung on the walls: masks and etchings, paintings of warriors, women and animals. The centerpiece was a black velvet picture embedded with flickering, colored lights. The floor was bare, the tables and chairs were plain and wooden.
A middle-aged woman in a loose fitting yellow dress stood at a counter. Her hair was parted in the middle and plaited into short dreadlocks. A young woman – a girl, really, and one looking much like the picture in Finn's pocket – waited a table where two bearded men and a woman in a headscarf ate from a communal platter. It was early so it was no surprise that the place was quiet. Because of that, Finn was taken aback when the woman with the dreadlocks seemed unhappy to see them. By the time she invited them 'sit where you please' she had managed a small smile.
Cori and Finn took a table against the far wall and settled themselves. The waitress had disappeared but a man had materialized. He looked their way as the older woman whispered to him. The next time Finn looked up the man was gone. Finn looked over his shoulder at the other diners. They ate silently, their eyes downcast. When the woman caught Finn's eye, she instantly averted her gaze.
"'Tisn't exactly a joyful place, now is it?" Finn said after a bit.
"A little light on service, too." Cori pushed back her chair, got up and went to the counter. She came back with two menus and handed one to Finn.
"She says the vegetarian is the most popular."
"I'm needing to put my teeth into something more substantial." He opened the menu, happy to see that it was printed both in Ethiopian and English and that there were pictures. "Number nine for me. It looks like stew."
Cori's brow went up. She read the menu while her opinion tumbled out of her mouth.
"Why do men do that? They just pick something. No thought, no…"
Finn propped his elbows on the table and half listened to her go on about men and their thoughtless thought process. She was wrong, of course. His brain was working just fine, thank you very much; he just wasn't thinking about food. There was an unsettling vibe in The Mercato that had him curious. It wasn't a cultural difference he was feeling, it wasn't that there had been some spat among the staff. Whatever was going on had these people balanced on a tightrope that was fraying beneath their feet. Before Finn could identify the source of unease, the waitress came for their order. Number nine for Finn and Number three for Cori after a bit more discussion than Finn thought was necessary. When the girl was about to leave, Cori had one more question.
"Before you go, could you help us with something?"
The girl's eyes darted to the older woman. Finn's gaze followed. He noted the family resemblance and realized that they should have approached the mother first with their errand. The mother nodded. The girl looked back and Finn drew the picture out of his pocket.
"We were wondering," he said, "if you might know this lady."
"No, I'm sorry. I don't know her." The girl's face shuttered and she changed tracks before Finn could ask her to look again. "Would you like honey wine? It goes well with the spice."
"But this woman is—" Cori began only to have her partner interrupt.
"We would very much like to try the honey wine." Finn smiled and put the picture away. Cori cocked her head. He raised a brow. "Honey wine? Sure, it sounds good doesn't it, Cori?"
"Why not?" As soon as the girl was away, Cori propped her elbows on the table, and talked through her frozen smile. "So that was weird all around. She knows who our Jane Doe is, O'Brien. Why didn't you use all that charm of yours to crack her since you didn't like the way I was handling it?"
Finn didn't answer because the girl was back, bringing a bottle of sweet wine. On her next pass, she brought two round wooden platters. The big one held both their orders and was a pinwheel of stewed meat, lentils and vegetables. On the smaller platter was a pyramid of rolled, unleavened bread that had a brownish tinge. The bread was to pick up the meat and vegetables, the waitress explained and then she was gone again, ensuring they could ask no more questions.
"Looks like they really want us out of here. Guess we hit a sore spot with our picture." Cori picked up a tube of bread and unwrapped it. She looked at the pockmarked surface and wiggled it. "It feels like a wet suit. Kind of spongy."
Finn tore off a piece. "It tastes like a vinegar sponge."
They both dug into the meat and vegetables.
"But good with the meat. I could get to like this," Cori said. "I'd never have to wash dishes again."
Finn didn't argue. If this had been any other night, it would have been fun to dine like this, eating with his hands, trying something new. But this wasn't any other night. While the food was delicious it wasn't enough to distract him. Across the way, the other three patrons had finished their meal. The waitress cleared that table immediately, taking the platters and the glasses and leaving the check that was paid quickly. When they were gone, Finn and Cori were left to themselves in the cavernous, burlap draped room.
Finn scooped up more meat with his last bit of bread, used his napkin to wipe his mouth and tossed it back on the table. He pushed his chair back and the legs scraped on the linoleum floor.
"I think I'll be doing a little exploring, Cori."
She gave him a nod as he stood up and looked around. To his left was the front door and the counter where the older woman had been; over his shoulder to the right was a curtain that led to the back of the restaurant. Finn went for the curtain. Behind it was a narrow hallway that could use a dusting, two unisex bathrooms, boxes of supplies stacked neatly against one wall, a mop, a bucket and a high chair. A life-size, gold-framed picture of Haile Selassie, the deposed Ethiopian Emperor, revered by the Rastafarians as a god and dead now for decades, had been propped up against the opposite wall. Leaning up against the picture was a 'parking in the back' sign. Finn thought a sign like that would be better displayed in the front of the establishment and yet here it was, hidden away.
Finn walked down the short hall, opened the wooden door and peered through the screen door. There were four parking spaces directly behind The Mercato. The lot was ill kept but it was still a luxury to have the space at all in Los Angeles. A black town car, big and new, was parked parallel to the back door. The three diners had left through the front and the car remained, so it was a good bet it didn't belong to them.
Finn closed the door and retraced his steps, pausing when he parted the curtains. The woman with the short dreadlocks was back at the counter, looking to her right, looking through a doorway that Finn hadn't noticed when they came in. Cori had finished eating. The platters were still in front of her. She sipped her wine and checked out her phone, putting it aside to glance at Finn as he passed. She kept her eyes on him as he walked up to the lady who also watched him approach. Cori expected him to show the woman the picture of their Jane Doe; the woman looked like she expected him to rob her. Finn O'Brien smiled and kept smiling when she tried to stop him from going into the room he had overlooked.
 



CHAPTER 9
From Finn's vantage point in the dining room he had thought the opening was an ordinary doorway, but what he passed through was a framed out hole in the wall that connected the restaurant to a long and narrow bowling alley of a space. Packaged food and bottles of honey wine lined the walls on the right. On the left were T-shirts, baseball hats and baby bibs all made from red, yellow and green fabric stamped with the word Ethiopia. The flag of Ethiopia was thumbtacked to the wall above a pegboard that was draped with beaded necklaces and earrings.
Directly in front of Finn was a bar with four stools and behind that was a big machine brewing coffee. On the wall above the machine was a giant chalkboard with a handwritten menu that might as well have been hieroglyphics as far as Finn was concerned. The young waitress stood at the end of the bar. Behind her was the kitchen. The man Finn had seen talking to the mother was behind the bar. He served coffee in a small cup to a short, portly, well-dressed black man sitting at the bar. That man had two friends: one was white and fair-haired, the other black as black could be. The white man lounged on the stool, arms thrown over the bar, both hands on a tumbler of whiskey. He looked like the boyo no decent woman would want the attention of should they find themselves in the same room with him. The tall black man had come from Finn's left and stood between him and the men at the bar, he was muscle if Finn had ever seen it.
Finn glanced at the young woman in the corner and recognized her expression. Every woman at every domestic violence call he had responded to when he was in uniform looked just like this girl. Her eyes begged him not to interfere, warned him that he would only make things worse if he did. Finn pretended not to understand the language she was speaking. He always interfered because the women were better off when he did. He knew this to be true because they were alive to complain of his insolence.
"I fear I've stumbled into a private party." He smiled at the girl and then at the curious knot of men. His gaze finally rested on the short man in the suit. "My apologies."
"Damn straight you better apologize." The blond man – an Australian – spoke up. He did not slur his words, but Finn knew he was in no good shape and spoiling for a fight. Before Finn could respond, the older woman was by his side, tugging on his sleeve, trying to pull him back to the dining room.
"I'll bring you coffee at your table. Come. Come with me, sir."
Finn put his hand on hers and gave it a pat.
"Thank you, missus, but I can get the coffee here and bring it myself."
Her eyes darted to her husband. The man must have given her a sign because she continued to insist. "No, no sir. I will serve you. You should go back."
"Are you daft, mate? Do what the lady says."
The Aussie raised his tumbler, cracked it down on the coffee bar and then, with great drama, swiveled on his stool. He planted his two feet on the ground but kept his behind in the seat. The tall black man stepped back as if someone had called a play and the two were getting in position to take Finn down. Before the white man got off his stool – and just after Finn caught a glimpse of the hardware he carried at his waist – the short round man called a time out.
"Rada. Move aside and let this man come for coffee. This is a free country, is it not?" The man in the black suit did as he was told without hesitation. Then the short man took care of his drinking buddy. "Oliver, you give the man your place. Yes, you stand and let this man sit."
Fair-haired Oliver took a few seconds longer than Rada but finally he did as the man said. Glaring at Finn, he swiped up his drink with one hand and swept the other in front of him as he offered Finn his stool.
"If it's not too much trouble." Finn smiled, first at the man with the attitude and the tats and then at the man who was calling the shots.
He was a curious person to find in this a humble place dressed as he was in his fine silk suit that was the color of wine. His shirt was blazingly white. The high collar of his shirt and the knot of his a purple tie pushed his neck up into his beefy jowls. He was well fed and good-natured in the way potentially ruthless people can be. His speech was heavily accented, his skin smooth and lighter than his guard's. It was hard for Finn to put an age on him even with the silver in his goatee and hair. Perhaps the most distinctive things about him were the three large rings of gold and precious stones on his right hand. Expensive bling, Finn thought, and an oddly feminine affectation for a man who commanded stronger men, one of them more obnoxious than Finn could stomach. The little man waved his ring-laden hand at the detective.
"This is fine, then. I have wished to meet a real American. I have only seen men in suits. Men of money. They are not real Americans." Suddenly his tone changed and he snapped, "Oliver. Go back, Oliver. I will talk to my new friend, and you do not need to be so close."
Oliver shot whatever it was he was drinking and walked behind Finn, giving him a slow look as he did so. He took in the detective's clothes, his scars and his good-natured smile. There wasn't an inch of Finn O'Brien that seemed to impress the man.
"As you say." He planted himself against the pegboard display, knocking off a necklace or two, stepping on them and then putting his fingers to his lips, widening his eyes, as he burped an 'oops'.
In the corner, the girl's jaw tightened and she glowered at him. When she saw Finn looking she lowered her eyes once more, hiding her disgust behind an inscrutable expression. The man behind the bar said nothing. The woman who had been tugging at Finn's sleeve seemed to hold her breath. The short man noticed none of this. He waved his fingers in a circle, inviting Finn to, "Please. Come. Come."
"That is kind of you. I'm with a friend. I'll just go fetch her." Finn gestured toward the other room.
"A woman? She will wait. They always do. Hali."
The girl at the end of the coffee bar jumped. The round man said something in a language Finn assumed was Ethiopian. Whatever he said, it was harsh and dismissive. She hurried away taking her mother with her. When the man gave Finn his attention he was jolly again.
"There. You see. Your woman will not miss you. Hali and her mother will watch over her. Come, come real American man."
He patted the stool next to him. Finn sat himself down, keeping one foot on the floor, swiveling around casually, comfortably. First he acknowledged the man making coffee and then smiled at the two men who now stood behind him. Finally, he gave his best smile to the round man with the big bling.
"Your friends should join us," Finn said even though he knew it would be a cold day in hell before that happened.
"They are fine as they are." The little man said this in the same way he would speak about a mongrel dog wanting to come in out of the rain. He put out his hand. "I am Emanuel Dega Abu."
When Finn took his hand, the fat man squeezed hard, confirming only that his rings were heavy and awkward and his handshake not as intimidating as he would have liked.
"And my name is Finn O'Brien."
"That is Irish. I have been to Ireland. A cold and wet place always." The man made a face, his nose wrinkling like a child refusing his medicine. "Not like home. My home has the sun. Sometimes it rains. There is rain in places, but even then my country is beautiful. But mostly sun. Yes, a happy, sunny place."
"And where would home be?" Finn hooked the heel of one boot over the rung of the stool. He put one arm on the bar and one hand on his hip, giving the man the attention he expected.
"Eritrea. This is where I come from. We all come from Eritrea. Rada, it is a happy, sunny country, is it not?" Finn didn't bother to look and see if Rada agreed. The bodyguard would agree if this man said the tenth level of hell was a wonderful place to vacation.
"I'm afraid I don't know it," Finn said.
"It is near Ethiopia. Do you know Ethiopia? You must, since you are here and you are having the food of Ethiopia." Emanuel laughed at his own amusing conversation.
"This is the first time I've eaten Ethiopian food. It's very good."
"Yes, yes. Very good. And the food in Eritrea is like Ethiopia. We were once a part of that country. No more. It is a good thing. Eritrea is like the sister of Ethiopia. The prettier, younger sister, is that not so?" Emanuel asked of those in the room. Rada and the man behind the counter nodded. They murmured. Emanuel didn't notice or didn't care that they seemed not to share his enthusiasm. He turned his attention back to Finn. "You will hear more of it. I promise you that. It is a country impressive to the west. Yes. Many Americans are interested in doing business in my country."
Finn swiveled on the stool and looked at the blond man who had taken a hat off the shelf and put it on his head, amusing himself like a fool.
"Certainly Oliver isn't from Eritrea, now is he?"
"Might as well be, right there Mr. Abu, your highness?" Oliver's smile was dazzling and disconcerting. Finn wanted to wipe it off his face but it was clear by Emanuel's laugh that he found Oliver delightful.
"Yes, Oliver is one of us. He has worked for me so very long that he is like family. Is that not so, Oliver?"
"That is the truth. Like this, we are." Oliver crossed two fingers and held them up.
"And what business do you do for Mr…"
Finn never finished his question. Emanuel set aside his coffee and tapped his finger on the bar to get the detective's attention.
"Oliver is not so interesting," Emanuel said. "Let us talk about you, my new friend. What is your family? What is your profession? No, no, let me guess. I am good at knowing people."
The rich man put his plump woman-fingers to his brow. He looked at his two friends and widened his eyes as a sign that they should prepare to be awed by his magic. When he was done with his machinations, he threw his hand away from his temple and gave Finn a brilliant, white smile.
"A bricklayer? No? No. Still, you are a laborer, yes? A man who fixes things? Yes, I am correct in that, am I not?"
"You are correct that I labor each day. I do try to fix things but not in the way you mean," Finn said. "I work for the Los Angeles Police Department."
The man behind the counter swayed a bit. Rada, the man in the black suit had not so much as flinched but Finn could feel his attention sharpen. Oliver must have moved because Finn heard the crunch of the necklace beads under his feet. If Finn had to guess, a cop was not the most welcomed guest at this little party. Emanuel, though, laughed and threw himself forward. He clapped Finn on the shoulder. A cop didn't worry the important man, so it was curious that it bothered the ones who worked for him.
"Policeman! Fix things. Yes, yes, it is the same in my country," he said through his chuckles. "I do not know what I would do without the police fixing things. But they do not look like you. What kind of police look like a laborer?"
Finn took hold of his jacket and feigned embarrassment.
"Sure, my captain wishes I was a bit more polished. You are thinking of patrol officers. They have fine blue uniforms. I am a detective and we don't wear uniforms."
Emanuel sat back. The jolly left the little man as quickly as it had come. His small eyes glittered and his smile faded. He assessed Finn with some appreciation now. They were, it seemed, on the same page but Finn wasn't quite sure what book they were reading.
"You are special police. Yes, I see. We have special police in Eritrea also. They watch the people." The man nodded. "Very necessary. It is how order is kept. It is good for everyone."
What this man was suggesting was not lost on Finn and it sickened him. Still, it would have been a waste of breath to share that with Emanuel Abu, so Finn educated him instead.
"In this country we investigate to find the truth about crimes against the people, not to watch them. We bring criminals to justice. Low and high alike."
As he spoke, Finn sat up straighter and reached into his breast pocket, pausing and moving slower when Rada took a step toward him. Finn swiveled a bit so the big man could see that it was nothing more than a sheet of paper he was taking out of his pocket. When he was sure Rada understood there was no threat, Finn turned back to Emanuel but spoke to them all as he unfolded the paper.
"I've come here because I have a mystery to solve."
"And what mystery would bring you to such a small place in a city so big?" The round man waved for more coffee and when his cup was filled, he raised his eyes to Finn and locked on. He was still amused, but in the patient way a spider is entertained by a fly. Finn unfolded the paper and said:
"You being from out of town, I don't think you can help. But you, sir…" he held the picture of Jane Doe out to the man behind the counter, pretending not to notice the man's reluctance. "Might I ask if you know this woman? Perhaps she has been in your restaurant? Or you've seen her in the neighborhood."
"No, I have not seen her." The man shook his head without looking at the picture.
"Pity." Finn pulled his lips together in a show of disappointment. Emanuel was not so reluctant and plucked the picture out of the detective's hand.
"Let me see this mystery. I should like to see what the police want to know."
Finn let the paper go and watched the round man's smile fade to an expression that told the detective nothing.
"So. She is dead."
Finn had the fleeting thought that everyone must be daft if they had to ask if the woman in the picture was dead. Emanuel handed the paper to the Rada and Finn gave a quarter turn to watch his reaction. There was none. Another quarter turn. Oliver had the picture. He gave a good look and passed it back to Finn.
"Another one bites the dust."
Finn hated the smirk he heard under the man's words but Emanuel distracted him, putting his soft, short fingers on Finn's broad thigh as if they were buddies from way back. The detective gave him all his attention.
"Why do the police have interest in this dead woman?" he asked.
"We want to find her people so they can claim her," Finn said.
The man's lips pulled his small chin up and he inclined his head. Finn thought he might laugh again but he did not.
"You spend your time this way? Like women? Looking for someone to cry and wail over this dead person?" The man pushed himself back. He picked up his coffee as he lectured Finn. "People die every day in my country and no one comes for them. You take your woman and go home. You make love. You are alive. Be happy. That one in the picture is dead. It is done, is it not?"
"But this woman was abused," Finn said. "We also believe someone might have pushed her over a bridge to kill her. If we find her family, we could find out if there was anyone who wanted to harm her. We would make sure whoever did this wouldn't hurt anyone else."
"Ah," Emanuel said, losing interest in both the picture and the detective.
It was then that Finn experienced a blinding flare of the same outrage that had gripped Cori. His wasn't for Jane Doe's torture, but for the blatant indifference these men showed for the sanctity of human life. Emanuel bored, Oliver flippant and Rada – what was Rada? Stoic? Before Finn could school any of them in humanity 101, Emanuel slapped his own knees with great energy.
"It is time we leave now. There are meetings tomorrow. I must go to so many meetings." He smiled at Finn. "You my friend, O'Brien, have made this evening very interesting. I will tell you, policeman, there are many problems in this country. You should not bother with one woman."
The little man slid off the stool. Finn did the same.
"I'm glad to have met you," Finn answered. "I'm only sorry you don't have time to tell me about yourself."
Finn put his hand out to Emanuel, but the man didn't bother with it. That was no problem for the detective. He was used to people not wanting to shake his hand.
"I am a servant of my people, and my people serve me," Emanuel said with a self-deprecating and false smile.
"Interesting work if you can get it." Finn let his hand fall.
Emanuel tipped his head and his eyes twinkled. "A real man does not wait to get what he wants. If he knows it is right and what is for the good, he must take it. Isn't that so?"
"I've never found that to end well," Finn said. "Better to earn your station, I think."
In that moment as Finn challenged the man, Emanuel Dega Abu seemed to grow to mighty proportions, so powerful that the other men in the room faded away. Even Finn O'Brien felt diminished in his presence; even Finn understood that this man could take anything he damned well pleased. When the moment passed, Finn smiled at Emanuel. He held up the picture of Jane Doe once more, turning to show it to everyone in the room.
"She is Ethiopian, isn't she?" he asked. "Knowing that would be a start."
"Oh, yes. She is Ethiopian," Emanuel answered for them all. "She was most beautiful."
"Yes, she was. I am sorry for her death," Finn answered.
The room was hushed, the men silent until Oliver snorted and pushed himself away from the displays. He kicked the fallen beads and scattered them. It was then that Emanuel laughed. Oliver laughed too. Finn looked at Rada and knew that these two men laughed a lot when no one else did.
"You are funny for a police. In my country the police are not funny," Emanuel muttered and then turned his back on Finn. He reached across the bar and took the proprietor's hand in both of his. "I thank you for a very good meal, my friend. Your Injera is excellent. You must come home soon. I believe your family misses you. I will tell them personally of our visit. I will tell them you are well. I am sure they will stay well also. We all hope for that, do we not? That your family stays well and that you remain a good man who loves Eritrea?"
The proprietor muttered again and this time it was something Finn could not hear. Emanuel put pressure on the man's hand and then let it go. The proprietor fell back as if he could not put enough distance between them, but Emanuel wasn't out the door yet. Finn appreciated what he had just witnessed as everyone else did. It was a bald faced threat that was taken seriously. The question was why did Emanuel Dega Abu need to make it?
"Should you see Aman," Emanuel said. "I wish for you to tell me, my friend. I am most anxious to hear from him."
With that, Emanuel Dega Abu waved his hand in that strange way people like him did: palm cupped, fingers bent as if they are scooping up everything in their way, finding nothing worth keeping and tossing it over their shoulder into the dung heap.
First Emanuel went out the door and then Oliver who still had the hat upon his head and had not, Finn was sure, paid for it. Last went Rada. The tall black man came close to Finn. They held one another's gaze for a split second but whatever was on the big man's mind stayed put. Finn followed to the doorway watching the procession pass by Cori. Emanuel and Rada took no notice of her. Oliver was another matter and Finn had no love for the way he looked at her. The entourage disappeared through the curtains that led to the backroom, the backdoor and the parking lot where the big black car waited.
"He must be a very important man in your country," Finn said to the proprietor.
"Eritrea is not my country," the man said and turned his back.
Finn went into the restaurant and Cori stood up.
"Who’s the asshole?" she asked.
"Which one," Finn answered.
"The overgrown puppy. Stupid hat. Tongue hanging out?"
"That is Oliver, Cori. Whatever problem the little man has Oliver fixes it."
"And the little man is?" she asked.
"I'm not sure and we're not going to be finding out here," Finn answered. "Have you paid?"
"They wouldn't take it." Cori shrugged as she finished her wine.
Wanting no question of impropriety, Finn put down a tip greater than the check. It was only eight o'clock when they called out their thanks and left the restaurant. They stepped out into a warm night that smelled, not like incense, but like diesel and bad brakes. In front of them the Fairfax bottleneck was bumper-to-bumper.
Behind them they heard the door to The Mercato lock and bolt.
 



CHAPTER 10
Emanuel Dega Abu was in the back seat of the big black car with Oliver. The engine idled as Rada sat behind the wheel, waiting for instructions. Emmanuel gave none. When he finally spoke it was in that voice that frightened Rada, the one that sounded like drought.
"This was unexpected, was it not?"
"Not really," Oliver said as he slid the baseball cap emblazoned with the word Ethiopia off his head. "It was bound to happen to the bitch sooner or later."
"But premature if we do not have what she took away with her, is that not true, Oliver?" Emanuel said this without looking at the man. "I would be most unhappy should she have died without telling us where the thumb drive is. Don't you think that would be a reason to be displeased, Oliver? Displeased with whoever did this to her before we had what we wanted?"
"Sure," the Aussie answered. "Yeah, I'm pissed. I mean, if I'd got her I would have beat it out of her, sure I would have, mate."
Rada looked into the rear view mirror when the man spoke and it occurred to him that Oliver lied poorly. Not in posture, but in word. That man did not want to say what he knew or what he had been doing and Emanuel did not press. Rada could not imagine what hold the Australian had over the man he served. Emanuel simply said:
"That is fine, Oliver."
What Rada didn't know was that Oliver had no hold over Emanuel. Emanuel favored Oliver because the Australian did not fear him. Even a man of great power needed someone who came close to being a friend. Emanuel also knew that Oliver sometimes took his instructions too literally and that there was every possibility that it was he who killed the woman. That she died was of no interest to Emanuel; that she died and they still did not know where the thumb drive she brought with her to this country was concerned him greatly. He would hate to think Oliver had been so careless, but he was not ready to dispose of his Australian friend just yet.
"And now that she is dead, that is a problem. I think now we must assume that Aman has what I want. But we don't know where Aman is. What shall we do about that, Oliver?"
"No worries, chief. We'll get him, and if he doesn't have it he'll know who does. We'll get everything you want. She's just one thing out of the way. I say good riddance."
Before Emanuel could point out that the dead woman was at the center of his problems and therefore her death made things harder in his estimation, Rada interrupted. He seldom spoke without being asked but this time he could not stop himself.
"And the police? What shall we do about them?"
"They're friggin' idiots, Rada. Got their head up their arses," Oliver snarled.
"Did your mother not teach you to be polite, Oliver?" Emanuel chuckled. "Still, you are correct. The police in America are like children with too many toys and too many mothers telling them which ones to play with. This policeman will give up or be sent to other things. She is only one dead woman and, therefore, not important to them. This is a city of millions of people, after all."
Rada shivered. Emanuel Dega Abu wanted to believe – probably did believe – that the woman was of no consequence to the American police. Still, Rada had looked into the Irish man's eyes and did not believe that he would give up.
"It is funny, is it not?" Emanuel finally said. "Not like home, eh? Things are so much easier at home, are they not?"
Rada answered in the affirmative as was expected. What had been said was true. Things at home were easy for men like Emanuel Dega Abu. For the rest of them, nothing was easy.
"Take me to the hotel, Rada. I am tired."
As Rada put the car in gear Emanuel spoke to Oliver.
"Tomorrow, perhaps, you will go back to visit the family again, Oliver. I think it is time you were more persuasive. That is the word, is it not?"
"I thought you'd never ask," Oliver snickered.
As Rada drove, the men in the back seat fell silent. Rada was glad for that. He had much to think about, not the least of which was the picture of a countrywoman dead so far from home and her family who Oliver was to visit and the policeman who wanted to find her people. If Rada had been a different sort, he might tell the policeman about the woman's family so that he could go to the house before Oliver. But Rada was not brave that way and he put the thought out of his mind.
***
The proprietor of The Mercato, his wife and daughter, the cook and the busboy cleaned the restaurant as they always did. They washed dishes, mopped the floors, counted the receipts that would not be enough to pay any of them their wages, but they did not act as they usually did. The cook had meant to complain that he would have to buy teff from another restaurant because the vendor had not brought enough for the month. The wife did not joke with her husband that he was the best coffee maker in all of Ethiopia not just Little Ethiopia. Hali, the daughter who had never even been to Ethiopia where her mother was from or Eritrea where her father had lived for a time when the country was new, was the most silent of all. Now she understood why her father said it was better to starve in America than be fat in Eritrea.
"Go. Go home," the proprietor said suddenly. Everyone stopped what they were doing, surprised to hear him speak harshly. The proprietor never spoke this way to anyone because he was a gentle man. Feeling them looking at him, he said more quietly, "Go. Go home."
"But we should decide what to do." His wife spoke what they were all thinking.
"There is nothing to do," the proprietor answered. When no one moved, he looked around the room at each in turn until his gaze rested on his beautiful daughter. "We will all be fine if we do nothing. He will go back and we will be forgotten."
"We would be fine if we told the police about her. This is America, husband," the wife said.
But the proprietor did not want to listen. He walked quickly to the front of the restaurant, unlocked the door and held it open while the cook and his helper left. They would go home to their wives and they would hope that Emanuel Dega Abu had only been joking when he said he would talk to their relatives so far away.
When the owner of The Mercato locked the door once more, he turned around and saw that his wife sat on a chair with her head bowed. His daughter watched as if she expected something from him.
"Do you understand now, Hali? Do you? Do you see why you must be silent?"
The proprietor did not wait for an answer from his daughter. He had been too lenient with her. He had allowed her to think too much for herself. With no other words left to say, he went into the kitchen, leaned against the wall, put his face in his hands and thought of his mother and father at home in Eritrea. He thought of the woman in the picture and her family.
In the dining room, Hali and her mother finished cleaning. When the mother went to see her husband, to tell him it was time to go home, to tell him that all would be well, Hali picked up her purse from behind the small counter. She glanced toward the kitchen and then walked through the deserted restaurant and into the hall. She looked into the parking lot and saw that it was empty but to be certain she could not be heard she ducked into the bathroom, locked the door behind her and dialed her phone. It rang and rang and on the third ring, just when she thought she would have to hang up and keep this terrible news to herself, she heard:
"Yep." It was the way the phone was always answered.
"She's dead," Hali said.
"Are you sure?"
"Yes." The girl's voice shook. "What will we do now?"
"I don't know," came the answer. Just then Hali heard her mother call. She whispered, "I have to go."
"Come tomorrow."
"Yes. When I can."
The mother called again. Hali put her phone in her purse and opened the door. Together the three of them – mother, father and daughter – went away from their restaurant, each of them thinking about how small and dangerous the world truly was.
 



CHAPTER 11
DAY 2
"I'm not saying you'd be sure to find something, I'm only suggesting that you might find something. Yes. Yes. I know. I understand but for God's sake, man, can't you just do as I ask? Please. Yes. Yes, please. Ten feet of railing directly above where the underside is scorched. Yes. Thank you. Yes."
Finn put the phone down, planted his elbows on the desk, dropped his head into his hands and moaned 'Mother Mary save me'. A second later he came up for air and looked at Cori.
She sat with her feet up on the table she used as a desk, rocking against the back of her chair as she flipped a pencil. She looked like a lawyer in her khaki pants and white shirt except that no lawyer Finn ever saw had quite the assets that his partner did. That poor shirt of hers strained its buttons, but Finn had long ago stopped worrying about a wardrobe malfunction embarrassing her. Cori always said that if what the good lord gave her made anyone uncomfortable it was their problem, not hers. She flipped the pencil higher still and caught it.
"I don't know why you're all put out. Did you think the techs would be jazzed to go out and dust a rail that's been touched by every person on that bridge ten times since that woman went over? They won't find spit and you know it."
"I don't know that, and I don't ask for things to be done because I like seeing people chase their tails. They should know that by now," Finn grumbled.
"You can barely get anyone to give you the time of day and you expect them to know that you're on the up and up when it comes to betting on a long shot?" Cori snorted and the pencil went up again. "That's rich, O'Brien."
"Benefit of the doubt, Cori. That's what they should be giving me at the very least." Finn dropped his hands hard on the desk and drummed his fingers. "Sometimes it's the oddest bits of work that get you what you want. I want to know who the man was with our woman so maybe – just maybe – we can find out who she was."
"I'm not ragging on you, just pointing out the obvious." Cori took her feet off the table and spun around. Her knees were together, her feet splayed and her elbows rested on the arms of her chair. Finn thought she looked fetching. She thought he needed a devil's advocate. "If you're thinking it was any of those guys at The Mercato, that's a nonstarter. The little guy wouldn't dirty his hands and even your buddy Number Four would have remembered if it was one of the other two. Those two are standouts."
"Not if you put a hat and jacket on the Australian," Finn said. "Anyway, I'm not thinking anything except that it was an unusual meeting. It seems I was having coffee with a bona fide dictator last night, Cori. The man runs Eritrea all by his lonesome."
"La-de-da." Cori gave Finn her full attention. "So he was just out glad-handing a few ex-pats last night? Sort of a waste of time, I'd think. Not to mention the fact that no one looked like they were enjoying the visit."
"And that's what intrigues me. I'll stop again at the restaurant. Maybe they'll be a little more forthcoming without the special company."
"Sounds like a plan," Cori agreed. Good people were terrible liars and they both knew that what happened the night before in The Mercato was one huge dodge. "The security tapes are coming in this afternoon from the USC garage and one other building a few blocks down, same street. I asked for the Radisson film, too, just in case."
"At least we know they came on foot from the west, so we won't spin our wheels looking across the way," Finn said.
Cori took a drink of her coffee to keep from mentioning that the two people who swore Jane Doe and her friend had come from the west had pointed east. Finn was gobbling up every crumb anyone dropped so she let him feast while she kept on with her list.
"I got thirty hits on guys named Horace. Of those, seven have been rousted for running girls but only three have violent crimes attached."
"How many are white?" Finn asked.
"One," Cori answered.
"That narrows it down."
"Yeah, and I'm sure he's probably living in the same place he did two years ago when they arrested him. A guy like that would put down roots for sure." Finn looked at her askance and she laughed. "Don't worry, if Horace exists I'll find him."
"I have faith, Cori. What I do not have is a match for our lady's fingerprints. That means nothing save that she was law abiding. I've put in an inquiry with immigration to see if she might have a visa or a green card. Maybe they motored to the bridge, so I'll get the bus schedules for an hour on either side of her falling. I would think a bus driver would remember a lady who could barely walk."
"We can check taxis and Uber. There's always a private car. What I'd really like to know, O'Brien, is why she didn't have a purse? No I.D. no cell noth—"
Cori held up a finger asking Finn to pause while she picked up the ringing phone.
"Anderson." She listened for a second and then said, "Yep, send him back." Cori hung up and smiled at Finn. "Someone wants to talk to us about the freeway."
"Sure, that's some good new—"
Before Finn could complete his sentence, the person in question presented himself, pausing in the doorway so they could get a good look at his magnificence. He was young and well dressed. His face was movie star handsome under a head of dark, perfectly styled hair. His smile was mega-watt and his eyes lively. He stood no taller than a leprechaun and a half – five six at the most – yet his presence was as forceful as the first jolt of electroshock, painful and life changing.
"Thomas Lipinski, attorney at law. Lapinski with an 'i'."
He took two steps forward and then one more. He stuck his hand out. When Finn took it, Thomas pumped it up and down twice, holding the detective's gaze as if the they were the only two brothers left standing on the field of battle. When that was done, he turned to Cori and gave her an up and down, too, but it wasn't just the handshake that was moving. His eyes went from Cori's face to her décolletage that, as fate would have it, was approximately eye-level for the man.
"Up here, buddy." Cori raised two fingers and pointed from his eyes to hers.
"Occupational hazard," Lapinski assured her. "It's my job to notice everything, and I'm very good at my job."
He dropped her hand and lifted his trial case – big as a packing box – onto Finn's desk. Neither detective knew how he did it, but suddenly they were each holding one of Thomas Lapinski's cards and he was introducing himself in full.
"Lapinski, Thomas. Attorney at law. LLC. I work alone so you never have to worry about being shoved off to an associate. That's because I care. I care here." His fist touched his chest right where a heart should be. "You've probably seen me on the buses, so I get it if you are feeling a little funny about my visit. Why, you're asking yourself, would a man whose face is plastered on every bus in this city, an important man like Thomas Lapinski, be standing here, taking personal time with me? That's what you're asking yourselves, right?"
"I don't take the bus." Cori tossed his card on her table. "You, O'Brien?"
Finn shook his head. Thomas Lapinski waved a finger and gave Cori a mischievous grin so that she knew that he knew that she was pulling his leg.
"You are a very funny, very brave woman. People think that when someone makes a joke at times like this it is because they are tough, but I know it is because they are brave. But bravery does not mean you are invulnerable." Thomas warmed to his subject. His pretty brown eyes darkened as his earnestness heated up. "I'm here to tell you that there are no extra points for bravery when you get to court, Detective Anderson. What you will need is straight out honesty about your condition, or conditions as the case may be. Honesty is what makes a person brave. Do not hold in your hurt and suffering. Seriously, I know what a jury wants and what they want is the unvarnished truth. You will tell it and I will be by your side every step of the way. There is nothing to fear when Lapinski is here."
The man looked from Finn to Cori and back again. He shook his head a little as if surprised that his audience wasn't applauding. He backtracked, lightening the mood with a little chortle. He bent his knees and used his pointer fingers like six shooters. He plugged Cori and Finn at the same time.
"But hey, it's not about me right now. It's about both of you." He dropped his hands and scanned the small office. "You're a little light on chairs around here. I'm going to need to sit down while we get to it."
"Mr. Lapinski," Finn said. "If you'll tell us what it is we can do for you, we'll have you on your way without need of a chair."
"Ah, I get it." He lowered his voice, put a finger to his lips and tapped them. "Got it. Good. Okay, so you don't want to talk here. No problem. We'll just do the preliminaries now and the real talking outside the office."
Thomas took a little hop and landed precisely on the edge of Finn's desk, balancing himself on the toe of one of his very expensive shoes. He unbuttoned his well-cut jacket and put one hand on his hip so that they could admire his red silk suspenders. His other hand was flat on the desk as he leaned forward and let his handsome features fall into an expression befitting a physician offering a dying patient a slim bit of hope.
"I don't care who has talked to you already, I don't care who comes after me. In the end there is no one better than Thomas Lapinski, attorney at law, to get you every cent you deserve for what happened to you on that freeway." He sat back a little and clasped both hands to his chest. " I feel, if you will, your pain. All I'm asking is that you trust me. Put yourselves in my hands. Do that and I promise that I will not rest until justice is served and you get everything that is coming to you."
Cori groaned and Finn rolled his eyes. They both got it at the same time.
"Are you telling us that you are a personal injury attorney and that you are under the impression that we are in need of your services?" Finn asked.
"I am, sir. I am that, and proud to be offering my services to you. I work on behalf of every person who has suffered an injury that needs redress. Young or old, rich or poor, you are all the same to me," Thomas assured him.
"Lapinski," Cori piped up. "Do we look like we're suffering?"
"Detective Anderson," Thomas said, his tone softening, his eyes wilting, his arms rising as if to embrace Cori in her time of need. "You might look perfect – and I do mean perfect – on the outside, but there are things going on inside your body that are impossible to detect except with a most expert—"
"That's it." Finn was out of his chair, looming over the attorney. "First, you cannot speak to Detective Anderson in that manner. Secondly, we work for the city. If it's the city you're thinking of suing, you can just think again. We won't be party to that."
Thomas jumped off the desk and held his palms out to stop Finn.
"Ah detective, you are assuming that you would jeopardize your careers. Nothing could be further from the truth. Cops, firemen, social workers – I've helped them all. Lawsuits are part of city business. All I need are your signatures to begin the process. I have the paperwork right here."
Thomas reached for the latches on his briefcase but Finn was fast and his big hand slapped down on the case as if he would crush the darn thing before he allowed it to be opened.
"Perhaps I wasn't clear," Finn said evenly. "We will not be suing anyone."
Thomas lowered his voice, dipped his chin and spoke mano-a-mano.
"I'm there for you, detective. Seriously. You catch any flack, if they threaten to toss you off the force, I'll stand up to them. Bring them on: the union, the mayor, the press. There are precedents."
Finn swung his head: "Detective Anderson. Perhaps you might have the words this person will understand."
"Mr. Lapinski," she said. "Before you beat your gums to death, let me point out that there is nothing to sue the city for. We're not hurt. Got it?"
"Did you do that making tea, detective?" Thomas pointed at Finn's hand. He swung back to Cori. "There was no safety railing on that bridge. Did you know there are exactly twenty-five notices from concerned citizens regarding that location? It was negligence pure and simple. A woman is dead. People were hurt including you, Detective O'Brien."
"Neither of us lost any work time, so don't you bother trying to tap that tree 'cause there ain't no sap," Cori said. "Now, I think you should just take your song and dance out of here and let us get back to work."
"Detective Anderson, a minute more." Lapinski pumped his palms and did a two-step to keep her from showing him the door. "Think about it because you'll only get one chance."
Finn stepped around the desk. With one hand he swiped that giant briefcase up and with the other he took Thomas Lapinski by the arm and helped the man out of the office, but the lawyer wasn't going down without a fight. He raised his voice to appeal to Cori.
"Headaches? You have headaches, don't you, Detective Anderson? Bad dreams? I'll bet. Are you losing sleep?" He was almost in the hall when he managed to dodge Finn and stick his head back into the office. "Are you in therapy? Are you married, Detective Anderson? Loss of conjugal rights is worth big bucks. We're talking real money." He pulled his head back, put a hand on Finn's arm, lowered his voice and asked: "Is she married?"
Appreciative of the man's tenacity and taste – and grateful that Cori was far enough away that she would not squish him like a bug – Finn nonetheless handed him his briefcase and left him in the hall.
"Good day, Mr. Lapinski." Finn closed the door but the lawyer was still at it. They could clearly hear his every word.
"I've signed them all, you know. Mrs. Greaton had two children in the car. Mr. Johnson in the Mercedes. He signed up."
Finn shook his head and Cori started to laugh, until they heard:
"I've signed up that dead woman's grandmother too!"
Finn ripped open the door, ready to give chase if need be but the lawyer was standing right where Finn left him.
"You're representing the woman's family?" he asked.
"Yes."
Thomas rotated his shoulders, adjusted his jacket, and hitched his briefcase. His eyes clicked a millimeter to the left of Finn's when he added:
"Sort of."
 



CHAPTER 12
On the one hand Thomas Lapinski had tried Finn's patience by refusing to name the jumper or her family without certain concessions; on the other hand, the detective was awestruck by the little man's ability to withstand two LAPD detectives such as themselves pressuring him to give up his information. Should Finn ever need a lawyer, Thomas would be his man. No doubt he would drive any judge and jury mad and they would rule in Finn's favor just to stop the little man talking in circles.
At the end of his rope, Finn finally suggested a compromise: Thomas would tell them everything he knew about the dead woman and her family and in return Finn would not put the lawyer through the wall. Thomas considered this and then countered. He wouldn't talk unless they took him along to see the grandmother – to protect the interest of his almost-client, naturally. Since Cori had to be home to watch Tucker while Amber went out and, not wanting to miss what was going to go down, she took it upon herself to split the baby. Finn would drive and Thomas could go along on the condition he zipped his lip until the detectives finished questioning the woman.
Now they were sitting in their car eyeing the small house where Thomas said she had lived. The detectives, having made good on their promise, listened to Thomas hold up his end of the bargain.
"The dead woman's name was Takrit. She had been thirty years old. She worked at a post-production house in Santa Monica called Silent C Productions. The receptionist – a guy by the way – gave me Takrit's address but he called her Diane. Before you ask, I don't know why he called her that," Thomas said. "I can speculate. She might have wanted a more American sounding name for work. Anyway, that guy sends me here and I come over to see the grandmother. I told her who I was but it was pretty clear that she didn't know what happened to her granddaughter. When she finally understood what I was saying, she just kind of deflated. She said 'Takrit'. That's how I know her real name."
Thomas paused as much for breath as for reflection.
"Poor old lady. She just kind of moaned and she said some stuff I didn't understand. Anyway, she left me standing on the stoop, went to the bedroom and that was it. I left my card, called to her that I'd come back today and closed the door. Now here we are. The three of us."
Cori almost smiled at him but let it go. She might regret any gesture that could be construed as encouragement. Still, she had respect for someone who enjoyed the challenges and opportunities of his profession as much as Thomas did.
"If you spilled the beans that her granddaughter was dead, why didn't the grandmother come forward?" Cori whirled her finger telling him she'd like to speed things up a bit.
"How many possibilities do you want, Detective Anderson?" Thomas said. " She needed time to process? She didn't know where to go or what to do? Maybe Takrit and the old lady didn't get along and it was good riddance as far as she was concerned. I've seen that a lot, young immigrants getting on the wrong side of the old ones. The young ones get westernized fast and the old ones don't like it. But I don't think that was it. The grandma looked pretty sad."
"What did you tell her about how Takrit died?" Cori asked.
"I started to explain it was a tragic accident but she doesn't speak a lot of English, so I didn't waste my breath." Thomas beetled his brow. "It was a tragic accident, wasn't it? I mean suicide would be a total bummer. Much harder to prove negligence. That's going to cut into the settlement big time unless I go with the attractive nuisance argument. Yeah, I could still pull a few hundred thousand out of the city, but…"
Cori and Finn exchanged a look as Lapinski babbled on. He had all the tact of a man with Tourette's talking to a nun.
"We're not sure of anything. That's why we're investigating," Finn said.
"Whew." Thomas breathed easier. "You had me worried."
"That's the last thing we'd want to do, Thomas," Finn said, knowing the man would have apoplexy should he find out they were investigating a possible murder. There was no margin in that for the lawyer.
Finn put his hand on the door latch but changed his mind about getting on with things. Something had been bothering him about Thomas's story and now he knew what it was. He looked into the rearview mirror at the man in the backseat.
"Thomas," he said. "How did you discover where this woman worked?"
"Ah, trade secret…" Thomas tapped his temple with one finger but his voice trailed off and his smile faded when Finn turned deliberately, draped his arms over the back of the car seat and looked hard at him. "Okay. Okay. Okay. Promise you won't tell anyone. I'm going to ask your word on this. It would seriously be a deal breaker if you can't promise that."
"Cross our shriveled little cop hearts," Cori drawled.
"Detective Anderson, you become more alluring by the moment."
Thomas flashed a smile her way and Cori grunted a laugh. He was good-looking, damn frustrating, totally obnoxious but somehow endearing. That was high praise considering her opinion of lawyers, or most men for that matter. Thomas lowered his voice. His eyes darted between the two of them.
"It's reverse imaging. You know, like Google or Facebook when it asks you if you want to identify all the people in your picture? My programs are more sophisticated than that, but I won't bore you with the particulars. Simplest way to explain it is this: I put a picture into specialized programs and if there's a hit then I follow that lead."
"Where did you get a picture to reverse?"
Cori put a leg up, too, and cocked an arm over the seat, intrigued by what he was saying. Thomas shrugged and fluttered his eyelashes.
"It's kind of brilliant if I do say so myself." Thomas beamed with delight. "I developed a full platform that would help me get in touch with potential clients – Twitter and Facebook and Instagram – but I figured out that I also needed to be proactive. There's a lot of clutter out there, so I created an advance team. Those people make the initial IDs and text the information to me. I'm like a legal Uber."
"Specifics, Thomas," Finn pressed.
"I pay for hits, Detective O'Brien," Thomas said, but his explanation was met with blank stares so he started his tutorial from the beginning. "Specifically, one of my team is driving to work and they see an accident, they slow down and take a picture of it with their phone and then forward it to me. If I get a hit and make contact with the victim, then I give a finder's fee to the guy who took the picture. It's a sweet deal. I don't have to actually sign the client; I just have to be able to identify them. I mean fair is fair, right? The driver makes a few extra bucks for pretty much doing nothing. We're all good."
"Except that you've violated a victim's rights and re-victimized them all over again when you show up on their doorstep." Cori was disgusted and turned her back on Thomas.
"Wrong. I'm protecting their rights." Thomas put his hand on her shoulder and when she shrugged him off he turned to Finn. "Look, most of the time we're talking fender benders. The people are out of their cars arguing. That means they're in a public space so my people get a picture of them, maybe the license plates, and a photo of the damage. When I contact them I already have a solid idea of what kind of settlement they'll see.
"There are plenty of tech companies doing cutting edge stuff in terms of recognition. I mean, there's Wolfram and Social Catfish. I really like TinEye. They can take color and break it down. This one was tough, though, I gotta tell you." Thomas shook his head remembering his righteous toil. "Anyway, I get the pictures and I can see if anyone else was inside the car. Kids are the best. The insurance companies settle fast for kids under ten."
"No doubt," Finn muttered and threw open his door.
"Hey, you want the scum lawyers to get to these people? I can count on one hand the number of times I've had to go to court. No long, protracted stuff for Thomas Lapinski's clients. I don't like to jerk anyone around. Most of the time it's just me and the insurance company negotiating. The victims get a nice big check and everyone wins."
"Except you're taking thirty or forty percent and expenses out of the settlement," Finn pointed out.
"What? You don't get paid for an honest day's work?" Thomas shot back and opened his door too.
"The key word is honest." Finn got out of the car. He had enough of Thomas and his cyber ambulance chasing. "Let's get this done and you can go back to snapping pictures of dead women on the freeway."
"Yeah, that made it tough, her being dead and all. Image searches usually only tag other pictures that kind of…well…look like live people."
It took a second for Thomas to realize he was talking to himself, but when he did he got out of the car. He was still talking when he joined them on the sidewalk.
"Give me some credit for ingenuity," he grumbled.
"Yeah, you get a gold star," Cori said. "Who took the picture?"
"I will only tell you that I had two people in that backup. One going southbound. My northbound was very close. Believe me, it's all good. All above board."
Thomas pointed at the house and they started walking, until Finn stopped him with a hand on the small man's arm.
"I was with that woman, Thomas," Finn said.
"Yes." The lawyer met the detective's eyes. "Yes, you were."
"And did you run me?"
"I did, detective." Thomas answered. "You've got quite a history. But, hey, who am I to judge? We all do what we have to, don't we?"
"Let me see it." Finn put out his hand.
"I keep the pictures on a special drive."
Finn moved tight to the man, towering over him. To his credit, Thomas didn't give an inch.
"I want it gone. Do you understand me, Thomas?"
"It's gone. As soon as I get back to the office. I swear," Thomas assured him.
Satisfied, Finn started to walk again, this time with Cori by his side and Thomas behind. They headed to the house where Takrit lived with her grandmother. White rocks were strewn over the flat roof, an architectural affectation left over from the fifties when the sparkling white rocks were said to reflect the hot L.A. sun and keep the interior of a house cool.
There was a narrow porch with an old chair sitting just beside the front window. The lawn was more dirt than grass, the beds bare except for one ancient hydrangea bush that was covered in big, pink pom-pom flowers. A driveway running between the neighbors on the left of the house was cracked and half sunk by age and earthquakes. The neighbor on the right had raised a massive hedge that threatened to engulf the little house where Takrit had lived. In the distance they could hear the sound of traffic.
When they reached the walkway, Thomas scooted ahead of the two, tall detectives and turned so that he was walking backward.
"Since she knows me, I'll do the talking. You know, introduce the two of you. Ease into it—"
Finn and Cori didn't miss a beat as they passed on either side of the lawyer. They smiled at the sound of his indignation and then nobody was smiling anymore because Thomas' chatter was drowned out by a bloodcurdling scream that came from inside the little house.
 



CHAPTER 13
Cori grabbed Thomas and ran to the right, pushing her way into the hedge, throwing Thomas behind her and pulling her gun out of her purse.
"Detective Ander—"
"Time to shut it, Lapinski," Cori muttered. "And stay put until I say you can move."
She inched back to the side of the house where she peered around the corner. Finn had gone left and was standing on the cracked driveway, hugging the other side of the house. He gave her a nod and a sign to wait. She fell back while Finn assessed the situation from his end.
Behind him was a dilapidated structure that looked like it was built to garage a Model T. There was a lock on the heavy door but he doubted there was anything inside there worth stealing. Above him was the kitchen window, too high for him to look through, too narrow to let in much light. He knew the floor plan well: cubes joined together to create a living room, two bedrooms, one bath and a kitchen. When his family first came to America all nine of them lived in a house just like this. Finn put his hand on his weapon but didn't draw it because whoever was in the house had gone silent. Just as he took a step away from the wall to catch Cori's attention again, he heard:
"Hey. Hey." Finn turned. Above him, a happy man hung over the fence, his arms dangling, a joint held between thumb and forefinger of his right hand. The man raised his chin and indicated the house. "You know that old bat in there?"
"No," Finn said. "Do you?"
He shook his head and took a toke. "Nah. Not really. I was just hoping you could get her to stop doing that."
"Doing what?" Finn asked.
"Screaming, man. Moaning and crying. All sorts of shit."
"She's been doing this a lot has she?" Finn asked.
This time the man took a longer drag, held it, smiled and then croaked through his exhale.
"Yeah. Started yesterday but it seems like a friggin' week. I mean, I'm seriously going out of my mind here. A guy can't catch a few Zs with that going on."
"You're here all day, are you?" Finn asked.
"Yeah, man 'cause I'm, like, disabled. Disability. You know. Can't work."
The man's head went up and down, his eyes didn't quite focus on Finn but he smiled with such serenity that Finn found his own mind eased – until the woman in the little house did it again.
"Jesus, she's got a set of lungs on her," the man barked.
Finn stepped across the driveway and put his hand against the rickety fence. The man held out his roach. Finn shook his head.
"Do you know who lives here?"
"Nope, I don't." The fence man let his head swing like a pendulum. "Wait. Wait! I know she's not from here. I don't think the old lady speaks English. The young one does." The man smiled blissfully as he remembered Takrit. "She is so fine. She has her shit together. Haven't seen her in a while, though."
"How long is awhile?"
"A month? Maybe longer. I don't know. It's not like I'm watching the place or anything."
"Did you ever talk to the younger woman?"
"Not really. She kind of looked at me then put her head down and would hurry up. She was shy, I guess."
The woman inside the house started in again. This time it wasn't a scream but a protracted wail that began on a low note and rose to a high keen. Both men took a minute and waited for it to fade. When it did, the fence hanger said:
"Gotta give her credit, man," he giggled. "She's got a great playlist."
Before Finn could say anything more, just as the wail rolled away, Cori joined them.
"Well, hi Miss American Pie." The guy with the doobie perked up. Cori chucked her chin at him but she spoke to Finn.
"So what do you think we've got? A loon?"
"Not at all sure but Mr.…?"
"Toby." Toby switched the roach so he could free up his right hand for a shake. He offered it to both detectives. "Toby, man. Toby."
"Toby here says she's been making a fuss since yesterday," Finn said. "What about friends, Toby? Did you see anyone else going in or out?"
Cori half listened as she cocked an ear toward the sobbing that ebbed and flowed as if the woman was walking around the house. Then she attended to Toby who was now holding up a finger to count on one hand the people he had seen coming and going in the little house.
"Nobody's come since she started all that wailing. Before then, I seen a white woman with blonde hair. I seen a black girl, light skinned. I seen another black guy too. Big. I saw a white kid but I think he was lost. He was like in his car. Parked over there. He got out twice and got back in, that's why I remember him. He was lost, I'm pretty sure. Ain't many of us in the neighborhood if you get my drift, so we're noticeable."
"You mean dopers?" Cori shot over her shoulder.
"White dudes. Sheeze." Toby rolled his eyes. "Oh, and a blonde dude, too. Unless it was that blonde woman. Hard to tell looking through the fence sometimes."
"And you didn't hear the woman crying when there were visitors?"
"Once I heard women arguing. It was a real catfight."
"Which women?"
"Got me. Women's voices. The blonde came charging out. She was pretty-darned-ticked." Toby put the joint to his lips, took a drag, held it and was happy.
"Would you recognize her if you saw her?" Finn asked.
"Probably," Toby answered. "She walked funny."
"Well, that's all good. Thanks," Cori said. "You've been a big help."
"'Course it could have been the guy…"Cori and Finn turned toward each other but Toby was enjoying the chat and kept at them. "So, are you two friends of them? I mean, you don't exactly look like you'd be—"
Cori dug in her purse and flashed her badge. Toby giggled, he sputtered and spit and giggled some more. Then he fell off the fence. The detectives heard a clatter and then more commotion like he was putting trash cans upright. He pulled himself back up.
"Cops," Toby chuckled. "Good one."
For a second he gripped the fence a little tighter as if he wasn't sure it was going to stay put and then Toby slid slowly out of sight, talking all the while.
"Okay, man. You guys take care. That old broad is kind of…"
Toby was on the ground, taking himself off to nap or nosh or both but not before running into the metal trashcans again just as the grandmother's wail escalated.
"Holy shit! Shut up!" Toby shouted just before he slammed a door.
Finn took a deep and cleansing breath. Cori chuckled, pitched her credential up and caught it on the down low. She put it into her purse.
"Where did you leave Thomas?" Finn asked.
"I told him to stay put on pain of death," Cori said. "I'll grab him when we're done.
"Let's be getting on with business then."
Finn started to follow Cori but before he had taken a step, he paused, bent down and picked up the joint Toby had dropped. He flipped it back over the fence and smiled.
"'Tis the least I can do for the man's help."
 



CHAPTER 14
There were seven people around the conference room table at the Los Angeles Port Authority headquarters in San Pedro, California. All of them were very important; some were important by virtue of their expertise, some by virtue of their education and others were politicians who were important because they believed themselves to be. These were the seven people around the table:
Martha Runion, congresswoman representing California's 47th district, home to the Port of Los Angeles; Karen Terra, city councilwoman and chair of the Los Angeles Ports Committee; Sheldon Doro, president of the Harbor Commission; Barry Shin CEO of RDN Construction; Foley Good, newly appointed to the Port of Los Angeles Executive Director of the Advisory Committee on Supply Chain Competitiveness (ACSCC); Sheila Wright, consultant specializing in African affairs for the state of California. Last and least in the pecking order was George Carlton, the actual port director.
These people had spent the last hour and a half sharing information on the gentleman who had been scheduled to arrive at three. It was now three forty-five and opinions regarding his tardiness were varied: traffic, unfamiliarity with the area, a malfunction of his internal clock or just plain rudeness. What they did not say was that the longer they waited the more anxious they became and the most anxious of all was Congresswoman Martha Runion.
This man, this foreign dignitary, came with a dubious calling card and a ton of cash. It was the cash that had prompted this esteemed group to convene at the behest of Barry Shin. Barry had been the first point of contact regarding a contract worth billions for his company and millions for the city of Los Angeles, the state of California and the U.S. of A. – as long as politics and special interest groups didn't get in the way. Given the amount of money in this project, Barry Shin never imagined a politician would have second thoughts when it came to this windfall but Martha was beyond second thoughts, she was having a damned nervous breakdown. She looked at the clock on the wall and then looked back at her phone. She licked her lips. She touched the pearls at her neck. She stood up and said:
"Barry."
The people around the table glanced at her and Barry and then went back to their cell phones and tablets as the congresswoman and the developer walked to the back of the room.
"He'll be here. You know as well as I do that business is done at a different pace where he comes from." Barry made a preemptive strike; Martha responded by holding up her phone.
"Staff just sent this." She pushed play, let the video run for thirty seconds and then turned it off. "It's the third one to hit in three months about Eritrea. Two hundred thousand Eritrean refugees in a camp in Sudan for twenty-five years? Are you kidding me? Children conscripted into the army for life? This is who we want to do business with?"
"I don't know anything about that." Barry lied. He knew all about it, but what was a businessman to do? "It has no bearing on what we're doing. How many people are going to see that thing anyway?"
"Eight hundred thousand hits on that last one. The audience is increasing exponentially. We don't know who is behind this, but whoever it is has a bee in their bonnet about Eritrea." Martha pulled herself to her full height, which wasn't as impressive in person as it was on television. "We don't hear anything about this country when there's a friggin' revolution, and now it's all over the Internet. With more to come, I might add."
"We don't know that," Barry answered.
"Then drill down like we have. The chatter is that something huge is coming down the pike and whatever it is will put Eritrea on every civilized country's radar. I sit on the African Relations Committee, and I don't want to be caught in the middle of some social justice meltdown. I should just walk right now and let you take care of this."
"Now isn't the time," Barry said, unhappy with the way this woman was unraveling at the witching hour. He had worked too long and too hard to put this deal together to have her ruin it now. He didn't just need her support; he needed her to grease the regulatory wheels. "Look, here's the bottom line. Right now this deal is only about rebuilding the port at Assab. We need you to cut the red tape. In return, we are going to continue to be your very good friend – even better than RDN has proven to be over the last many years. Our contributions to your campaigns and PACs have been very, very generous. If you need a reminder about the numbers, I'd be happy to have those sent over to you."
"Don't you dare try to play hardball with me," Martha snapped. "I've been around more blocks than you can count. I know what you've done for me, and I know what I've done for you. This one is tough because someone's moving the spotlight over from the overall region to Eritrea. Of all places. Why couldn't they be looking at Libya or Nigeria? They just hanged an environmentalist in Libya, for goodness sake. Pick any nation on that continent and there's something to get upset about, but whoever is behind the Eritrean push is smart. This isn't random news but targeted social media to make this top of mind for every activist out there. It is sick stuff."
Martha breathed deep, noticed Foley Good looking their way and turned into Barry just in case Foley could read lips.
"These videos don't pull any punches. The prisoners who don't even know why they've been arrested? Pathetic. And the one showing people being tortured? That was a charming little piece. Poorly shot but well edited. I almost threw up." Martha lowered her voice, aware that more of the people around the table were all too curious about her huddle with Barry. "Now they've moved into the environment. There's one all about the rape of the Eritrean interior showing all sorts of mining and using slave labor to do it. Talk about a hot button. My constituents are going crazy. I mean, what could be next?"
"I don't know, and I don't care. Social justice crusaders are a subset. It's not like every voter has a vested interested."
"California voters think Delta Smelt should have more rights than human beings. Don't you tell me about subset voters."
"And those same voters need the work this project will bring. Millions of dollars will come back to California. You can take credit for putting thousands of people back to work building that port over there and a couple of airports and anything else they need. If we do this right you'll be a star, Martha."
"Don't be ridiculous. The Eritrean's will just use their so-called army and put them to work. Californians won't see squat when it comes to the real jobs."
Barry looked back at the group around the table. If they started leaving, the argument was moot and the months of working the contacts, not to mention the money that had already been spent laying the groundwork, would be wasted.
"Look, Martha, here's the bottom line. Neither of us wants to nation build, but you have ambitions and so do we. Australia already has three exploration licenses. They're looking at zinc, nickel chromate and gold. There is oil to be had if you can believe the reports – incredible supplies under the Red Sea – and the port of Assab is critical to getting it out. I would think the US would want a part of that. Get Commerce on board with you. Lead the way so that when Eritrea comes out of the dark ages, you're there to help them engage internationally. You're just the hostess today because you represent the district with the state-of-the-art-port. RDN is taking all the financial risks. If we lose our shorts, it's on our balance sheet. If the deal heads south for you, you do a mea culpa for being dragged into this. What else is new in politics?"
"And if these videos don't stop and Eritrea becomes a rallying cry for every special interest, I'm the one who laid out the red carpet for this guy."
"And there are years before anyone will notice what we're doing over there. By that time you can put your finger to the wind. Come on Martha, plausible deniability. We both know how to use it."
Martha bit her lip. Barry knew when to shut up. He gave her a minute but he didn't take his eyes off her. His first thought was that whoever did her campaign ads should get an Oscar because the woman didn't come close to looking as pulled together in person as she did in her photographs. Martha was, in fact, a bit dumpy in her ill-fitting suit and sensible shoes. Her hairstyle hadn't changed in years. Still, behind the smoke screen of the every-woman image, Martha Runion was smart and knew how to work the system. Barry couldn't deny that her concerns were valid. But nothing was going to keep him from sealing this deal one way or the other.
"RDN is ready to move into Africa, Martha, and you're ready for a senate run. Europe is a mess so just forget it and focus on Africa. You'll be a star. You and I both know it's going to explode over there in the next ten years. Hell, Bezos and Zuckerberg are already laying the groundwork with their 'scholarship' programs. They're handpicking the next generation of African leaders as we speak. This guy we're talking to will be out of the way by the time you're in your second senatorial term if not sooner."
"It is a part of the world that's going to need our attention," Martha agreed.
"Darn right," Barry said, heartened by her musing. "Look, here's the choice. The U.S. stays out of it and that allows the Saudis and the UAE to own that part of the world, or we show them what we can do and how we do it above board. Opening up their port, making the country more profitable with the backing of a practical and powerful person like you is just what that country needs. We can inspire those people over there."
Barry finished with a flourish. Martha Runion, three-term congresswoman, started to speak but was interrupted when the door of the conference room opened. All eyes went to the port director's executive assistant as she ushered in their guests. Martha looked sidelong at Barry. The houselights were up. Before the actors took their place on the stage, Martha said:
"You are so full of it, Barry."
For a minute he thought all was lost. Then as everyone around the table rose, Martha smiled the smile that got her elected, put out her hand and crossed the room to greet the man wearing a suit the color of spring grass, a shirt of turquoise and a white tie.
"Mr. Dega Abu, welcome. We are so happy you could join us."
 



CHAPTER 15
The front door of the little blue house opened an inch and then two, just far enough for the detectives to see a slice of the tiny woman with the wizened face.
"Eh?" she said.
"Good afternoon, missus. I am Detective O'Brien and this is Detective Anderson. We are from the police." Finn turned slightly toward Cori. She held out her badge.
"We're here to see if you are all right? Your neighbor was worried about you," Cori said.
The old woman held the door steady. There was a chain across the top that wouldn't keep a mouse out of the house. When she didn't move, Cori went on.
"Do you speak English?" The woman's eyes went to her and then quickly back to Finn, only to return to Cori when she added, "We're here about Takrit."
The woman's face crumpled at the mention of her granddaughter's name. She shut the door, released the chain and then opened it wide a moment later before stepping back until she stood deep into the living room. She was a sad little figure clad in a long black cotton dress and veil embroidered with shanks of gold twining down the center and around the hems. Beneath her veil, her head had been shaved.
The detectives waited for an invitation to enter the home. Instead the old woman raised her arms and pounded one small fist on her chest. She moaned. She swayed and folded her little hands over her heart. Cori and Finn exchanged a look. Finn gave Cori the nod. If there was ever women's work it was this, though he would never have said it in such a way to his partner. Cori knew well enough what needed to be done so she opened the screen door and went in first. She did a quick scan of the house and kept her voice soothing even though it appeared the woman couldn't fully understand her. Still, there might be someone inside the house who could.
"We're coming in now. Is there anyone here with you? Are you hurt?"
In answer, the woman moaned louder. Her eyes closed as she swayed and clasped her hands. Finn followed on Cori's heels, watching her back. The house felt empty and yet not. It was as if this place was holding its breath and that, Finn thought, was not a good thing.
"There. There, you go. You okay?"
Cori put a hand out and that was all it took. The grandmother fell into her arms and the wailing began in earnest. Cori caught her and held her close as she grimaced at Finn. Knowing there would be no help from the Irishman, she patted the woman's shoulders and cooed:
"It's okay. Whatever it is, it's all going to be okay."
Cori led the woman to the couch. As she sat her down, she directed Finn.
"Want to get me a glass of water, O'Brien?" Then she spoke to the woman. "It's okay if Detective O'Brien gets you a glass of water, isn't it? Maybe he can just look around to make sure everything is good in your house. That will be fine, won't it?" The woman nodded and cried as her small fist still tapped gently on Cori's arm.
Finn smiled small. Cori had asked permission for him to move about the house. Should he find anything interesting in plain sight, their rears were covered. Of course, if some smart attorney pointed out that the woman could not understand the request and therefore could not consent, their bums would be hanging out for all to see. In the end, it didn't matter because Finn saw very little except that he had been correct; this house was the same as the one he had lived in with his family when he was a teen and Alexander was still alive. There were three doors off a narrow hallway in the old woman's house. The door of the bathroom at the end of the hall was open and the two bedroom doors were closed. He went down the hall, opened the door on the right and saw that the bedroom was neat and nearly bare. He took a step across the hall and opened the next door. This one was lived in; this one was Takrit's. Finn walked in for a good look around.
On a bulletin board was a picture of her with a group of women at an event but there was nothing to identify the venue. Beside the bed was another picture. This one was of Takrit and a handsome young man, tall and broad shouldered. They were both very young, perhaps in their teens. They stood side-by-side, hands clasped in front of them like school children. It was clear there was much between them. The man smiled proudly while Takrit's eyes were downcast and she looked at her companion through her lowered lashes, a smile on her lips. This was love as it should be: gentle and kind and respectful. Now she was dead far away from this man she loved. That picture tugged at Finn's Irish heart more than the one of Takrit lying in the morgue.
Finn ran his eyes over the desk piled high with papers and books. There were more books on the bedside table and above that, tacked to the wall, was a poster. Printed under the image of a wall that stretched to infinity were the words, The Women's Wall. He looked closer. What had appeared to be a drawing of a brick wall was actually a drawing of a wall created by women's bodies piled atop one another. Looking closer still he saw that some appeared dead and others wounded. Under the words was a date, two days hence but no words of explanation. Everything else in the room was to be expected: clothing, cosmetics, a beautiful carved cross above the bed, serpents crawling up the shaft to the crossbars exactly like the necklace Takrit wore. There was also dust on the drawn blinds and the furniture. Takrit hadn't lived in this room in a long while. So if she had not lived here, then where had she been? Perhaps she had lived on the street, but Finn doubted it and Paul was sure of it.
Finn left the room without touching anything. He would be back to look again but only after getting firm permission from the grandmother or a friendly judge's signature on a warrant. He walked through the living room where the old woman still cried. His heart hurt for her. With Takrit gone she might be alone in the world and that was something to lament. At least his mother had her husband and children when Alexander passed. That was not true comfort, but something close to it. Cori gave Finn a smile and Finn raised his brows in sympathy.
The living room and dining area created an L shape that expanded into a kitchen. That room was heavy with the rich aroma of coffee and the sharp scent of vinegar and stewing beef. The counter tile was original, set in a diamond pattern of pink and black. A scrubbed wooden platter and two coffee cups were set out. Finn checked the back door and found it unlocked and unchained. He thought this a curious thing given the woman's caution at the front door, but she was old and perhaps forgetful. He peered through the small window onto a patch of lawn that was framed by flowerbeds pocked with bushes that, for lack of any other distinguishing feature, he could only describe as green.
"O'Brien?" Finn turned from the window. "I really did want you to get her some water."
"Sorry. I was just…"
Finn shook his head. He didn't know what he was doing. Just looking. Just feeling. Just unsettled. He opened a cabinet and then another until he found a glass. He ran the water and filled it while Cori opened the freezer.
"Lapinski was right, She doesn't speak much English. We've been doing lots of sign language. I know that all this caterwauling is some kind of mourning ritual. The shaved head, too. She keeps saying Takrit's name. " Cori got a handful of ice cubes, swung her arm around and dropped them in the glass Finn was holding. She turned away again and opened the fridge and checked it out, hand on her hip. "I was worried she hadn't eaten, but there's enough food in here to feed the entire LAPD twice over."
Cori closed the door and held her hand out for the glass but Finn was looking out the window again, staring at the detached garage. Something was out of order. The building was in bad shape, no doubt about it. The big front door was unusable and secured with a rusting padlock. The structure seemed to be one quake away from collapsing. But standing in the kitchen, looking at the side of the building, there were small things that told another story. A brightly colored curtain hung over the small window, the side door had a new knob on it, the square of concrete in front of that door was swept clean and atop the concrete was a round wooden food platter. That platter had not been forgotten, it had been set out purposefully. Even from where he stood, Finn could see that the platter had been recently used. Finn put aside the water glass. From the living room he could hear the woman moaning and jabbering and raising her voice. A wail shot through the house but he knew she was in no physical pain. Danger was another matter all together, or at least the threat of it.
"Something's not right here, Cori." He took the few steps to the washing machine that sat near the back door. He opened it. There was nothing inside. He opened the dryer and pulled out a man's shirt. He held it up for Cori to see.
"Her husband's?" Cori suggested.
"I'm thinking if that woman has a husband this size he is a mighty old man, indeed." Finn held the shirt out and the shoulders of it were almost half the length of his wingspan. He indicated the window and what was beyond it. "That garage has been cleaned up. The back door is usable. Someone could come and go unseen from the street. Someone had food and set their plate by the door. There are men's clothes in that dryer."
Cori went to the window and peered out. She saw no signs of life but that meant nothing.
"Could be an illegal rental," she said.
"Landlords don't bring room service and do laundry, Cori." Finn went for the backdoor.
"Let's get the old woman to take us out there." Cori started for the living room.
"Leave her be," Finn said. "I'm just wanting a look of my own. It will be a bit quieter that way."
He was gone before Cori could say another word. Not that there was another word she could say to stop him. She picked up the glass of water and watched until he made it to the garage. He was raising his hand; he was knocking politely. More than likely all Finn O'Brien would find would be some poor soul renting that pitiful space for money they could ill afford to spend. It was a black market for shelter that the high priced real estate in California had spawned. Cori shook her head and went back where she was needed. She sat down on the couch next to the woman and listened closely, trying to glean any useable information from the grandmother's broken English that was spoken in between her cries. The only thing she really understood was that no matter what Finn found, he could take care of it.
 



CHAPTER 16
Three people now sat around the conference table at the L.A. Port Authority: Martha Runion, Congresswoman for California's 47th District where the Port was located, Barry Shin CEO of RDN Construction and Mr. Emanuel Dega Abu, president for life, head of state and government of the presidential republic of Eritrea, a government led by the single party The Front for Democracy and Justice.
Gone were the others who had done their part in assuring Mr. Dega Abu that they fully understood the challenges faced by an emerging African 'democracy', showing him how a state of the art port could operate in his own country and generally glad-handing the guy. When the show ponies were gone, it was left to Martha and Barry to seal the deal or get as close to it as they possibly could.
"This was an excellent day," Emanuel said. "I am impressed by what I have seen."
"We can create the same world-class port in Assab, no doubt about it," Barry assured him.
"And you are thinking this can be accomplished for half a billion U.S. dollars?" Emanuel asked.
"I know we can bring it in under that," Barry assured him.
"This is good, to be frugal, but I believe one should, perhaps, plan for all financial possibilities. To be cushioned, is that not so?"
Emanuel let his fingers rest atop the proposal he had barely looked at. He knew what he wanted when he saw it and he wanted a port just like this one; a port that brought hundreds of thousands of dollars a day to the government, just like this one. But he wanted a little more, too. Barry, though, misunderstood Emanuel's hesitancy.
"We certainly will work with you to make the construction and staffing as cost effective as possible. I don't think you'll find another enterprise that can match our expertise and our commitment to responsible budgeting. We can certainly take bids on—"
Emanuel held up his soft hand. His rings glinted even though the light in the room was overcast with the blue/white of cheap bulbs. Martha held her breath. She'd been waiting for a shoe to fall all afternoon and here it was.
"Mr. Shin," Emanuel said. "I know of your good intentions. You and I have corresponded with the highest level of trust. We both want what is best for my country. What I wish is that you consider subcontracting to businesses that have supplied us with infrastructure assistance since the beginning. These firms we also trust to have the best interests of Eritrea at heart."
"We would be open to talking to any of your suppliers, but I will caution you that the last word will have to be with RDN. I'm sure you understand that. It's our reputation that is on the line."
"Of course, I do understand this."
Emanuel sat up a little straighter. He leaned against the table, crumpling his tie, flipping his suit jacket from under him before resting his elbows up on the table and clasping his small hands together. He held Barry's gaze and his demeanor lost its luster. The happy little man who had clapped with delight as he saw the giant cranes with their mighty magnets plucking containers from ships as if they were building blocks was gone. They were now dealing with the man who ruled a country with an iron fist, a man whose country's fortunes were his fortunes.
"Barry Shin, my very good friend, I should very much like to think that you will be able to do business with two of the companies that have stood with Eritrea for so long. So, I think you will include their needs in your bids to us. I assure you, they will only ask what is fair. These businesses have Eritrea's full confidence. If you cannot do this…" Emanuel opened his palms and his expression was one of sincere regret. "Well, then, we must, perhaps, be speaking to the French. The French have been most interested in what we wish to accomplish. Not just the port, you understand, but our airports and also our roads."
Emanuel dropped his hands onto the table, flat so that his rings were on full display – an emerald and a cabochon ruby and one wide gold domed band inlaid with diamonds. He smiled at Martha.
"Congresswoman Runion, Eritrea has thirteen airports and only three have paved runways. I am charged with bringing my poor country into a new age. It is a great responsibility and it would be good if the rich nations of the world would help us through this critical time.
"I believe if your government were to become our sincere friend, Congresswoman, our partnership would be of benefit to you also. Do I not speak the truth that the United States has interest in access to the port of Assab, Madam Congresswoman?"
"You do, Mr. Abu. We would like to help you reach your goals as long as they are consistent with our interest…" Martha hesitated, pulling back before she spoke too bluntly. She began again. "Mr. Abu, we would like to believe your goals are consistent with our interest in the human condition in Eritrea. Take the refugee situation, for instance. My country is generous to immigrants, but from Eritrea we are seeing an influx of asylum seekers that is worrisome."
Emanuel waved away her concern.
"This is natural, madam. These are disgruntled people, unhappy with the break from Ethiopia. This is a cultural problem, a minor problem that my government has well under control. You should not worry about such things."
My ass, Martha thought.
The revolution was thirty years ago. If what he said was true, this would be the longest political shakeout in history. Before she could engage him further, Emanuel looked away and the conversation with the woman was over.
"So, my friend, Mr. Barry Shin, I would like very much if you will be in contact with Central Business, an Eritrean firm that will handle the quality control."
"Let me assure you, we have world class quality control—" Barry began but Emanuel kept talking.
"And, you shall speak with Mr. Smythe. Also, this is a trusted company. An Australian firm, Smythe and Associates. As a subcontractor, they will be responsible for no more than one percent of your total bid. Perhaps two. A small bit, but it is important for Eritrea that we sustain our relationships as well as build new ones."
"Yes, of course. I'm sure these companies will be very helpful," Barry said, fully understanding the art of this deal. "I am assuming that Smythe and Associates will explain how we will work together regarding, for instance, how to carry their services on our balance sheet."
"Yes, they are familiar with this," Emanuel said, happy to have the matter settled. "This is fine. And congresswoman, perhaps, you will take our good wishes to your government and ask them to reconsider the aid they have withdrawn from my country. Given that we will be allies once this strategic port is built, I believe our future is bright. Your government's help and recognition would mean a great deal. So, my friends, this is fine then. Now I must go."
As Barry stood up, Martha held her phone in her lap and typed in the names of the firms Abu had mentioned. She managed to add a short list of senators and congressmen who would be amenable to elevating relations with Eritrea. When all that was done, Martha gave the man her undivided attention.
"I'll take your good wishes back to Washington," Martha assured him. "Shall we follow up in say six months after I have had a chance to speak with my colleagues? Barry? Is that long enough to get some preliminary plans on paper?"
"Certainly," Barry answered.
Martha smiled at Emanuel. She smiled at Barry. The men smiled back at her. A lot could happen in six months. Barring any problems, Barry Shin was about to make the deal of a lifetime and Martha Runion would be positioned for a run at the Senate. As for Emanuel Dega Abu? He would get his port, his prestige and a shit load of money.
 



CHAPTER 17
Finn stood in the afternoon sunshine. The hour felt lazy to him, a breather between the hysteria of morning when people realize their lives are not going well and the fearful dark hours when they know for sure that they are not. Such was the life of a cop, seeing the worst of the worst. If there were any heart at all behind the badge, a cop felt the despair and pain and terror of the people they served. And yet there were those moments when the world felt manageable and for Finn this was one of them. Whatever or whoever was inside the garage did not concern him or even put him on his mark because the light was soft and the sun warm and the world quiet.
He put his hand up against the glass on the window, shading his eyes so that he might see through the glass, but the little curtain was pulled tight and he couldn't see anything. Finn nudged the platter with the toe of his boot. It was stained with the juices of meat. A few lentils remained and they were still plump, not dried out from the sun. From the size of the stains on that platter it appeared that whoever the old woman was feeding had a big appetite. Finn rapped on the door.
When no one came, he knocked once again. Still no one came so he did what any curious man would do: he twisted the knob, found it was not locked, opened the door and walked inside. A second later Finn knew he made a rookie mistake by assuming the garage was empty.
The big man came into the detective's orbit like an eclipse, blocking out the dim light that came through the door behind him. There was no noise: not a grunt, a breath of exertion, nor a cry of rage. It was an animal attack, natural and graceful, deadly and perfectly executed. The man had waited until Finn was too far in to retreat and yet not far enough to find protection.
Like prey, Finn reacted instinctively, twirling to face his attacker, defending himself as best he could. His head clicked to the side and he threw up his hands to ward off the knife flashing toward him. Finn bent his knees and went down onto the concrete. He slid to the middle of the room where he would have the greatest advantage to maneuver. None of it was quite fast enough. The knife came down, clipping his bandaged hand before it ripped into the leather of his jacket, missing the flesh but impressive enough for Finn to understand that the next blow could gut him.
He scooted back on his rear as the giant of a man adjusted again. This time he moved slowly, choosing his moment. Six feet and a half if he was an inch, his dark skin made him more a nightmare shadow than a human being in this dark, musty place. Finn reached for his weapon but never got his hand on it. The man lunged again and Finn rolled over, arms tight to create as small a target as possible, before he scrambled up and backed toward the far wall. He had heard the scrape of the knife on the concrete floor, he felt the pain in his hand and Finn knew he was in a bad way. Given the distance between the house and the garage and the old woman's cries, Cori wouldn't hear him if he called for her. On his own, he tried to direct the situation.
"Police. Police," Finn barked but his attacker was deaf in his focus and that meant his intent was to kill.
Afraid to take his eyes off the big man to look for an escape, Finn pushed back further against the wooden frame, his hands working, hoping to latch onto something that could be used as a weapon. Finding nothing, Finn resorted to the only thing he had left – his wits.
"Put the knife down, friend. Put it down now," Finn said. When the man hesitated, Finn took advantage. "Be smart, man. Think. What good will it do to hurt me?"
Finn inched over to his right but the man did the same, blocking out the weak light completely. Finn could only see the silhouette of his torso, arms out and knife in hand. He was a professional, a soldier, something that Finn had not encountered before in this city of his. Whatever made him pause, Finn was grateful for God's small favor.
"I'm here to help. I'm here about Takrit. Do you know Takrit? She—"
Finn never finished his sentence. The big man made his move. The hand with the knife swung back. Trapped, Finn braced for the attack. He crossed his arms again, fisted his hands and bent his knees, ready to move at the last moment in the hope of escaping a deathblow. But the knife did not slice through the air toward Finn's heart. Instead, the huge man stiffened and rose to the balls of his feet, arms thrown out, and head snapped back. He was suspended like a marionette for a second before his knees buckled and he was thrown forward, falling face first onto the hard cement.
Finn went for the knife, kicking it aside before drawing his weapon and training it on the man even though he was no longer a threat, jerking as he was with convulsions. Finn's breath came hard and fast, his mind was blank with relief for a moment. It was then he realized that there were three of them in the garage: him, the writhing man at his feet, and Thomas Lapinski grinning like the man of the hour. Thomas held up his hand and showed Finn what looked like a small flashlight.
"Diablo Tactical Flashlight and Stun Gun," he said. "Five million volts in this baby. Packs a huge punch."
"An understatement, Thomas," Finn said, unashamed that his voice shook.
"A first for me, don't you think?" Thomas said. "The understatement, I mean."
Finn smiled at the little man, holstered his gun and took a flex cuff out of his pocket. Straddling the man on the floor, Finn pulled his massive arms back and put on the plastic cuffs, all the time wondering if they would be strong enough to hold him.
"Come on, then. Help me get him on his back so he can breathe."
"My pleasure," Thomas said.
It took the two of them more than one try to get the man over given the convulsions and his weight, but when the finally did Finn was the first to react.
"Holy mother of God."
For his part, Thomas Lapinski was speechless.
 



CHAPTER 18
His name was Aman Jember Mambo and once he had been a handsome man as was evidenced by the shape of his head and the placement of his features. He was no longer handsome.
The man's right eye was missing and had been gone for some time because the lid was fused over the sunken space, thick and without symmetry, left to heal without benefit of a doctor or surgeon. Aman's nose was pulverized and lay flat against his cheekbones, the right side sitting higher than the left. But it was the web of scars radiating from each side of his mouth that made Finn sick. It was as though he had been bridled and cut by a cruel bit. Whatever horror had been visited on this man seemed only to have affected his face. His body was strong, broad shouldered and narrow at the waist. He was at least four inches taller than Finn and that made him tall, indeed. His hands were huge and the fingers on the right misshapen as if flattened by a hammer. He was dressed in dark pants and a pullover shirt made of a fabric light enough to show the ripple and mounds of muscle in his chest and arms. Finn could only marvel at his precise bearing and wonder if it spoke to a lifetime of discipline, anticipation of abuse or both.
As Finn looked through the small window of the interrogation room he pondered how it was that this man could have held a knife in that maimed hand much less use it to attack with such fierceness. It was further incredible that he had recovered so easily from the jolt Thomas had given him. Finn thought him more machine than human and the detective knew he was lucky that he was not Paul's next patient.
"Aman Jember Mambo. Traveled in on a legit Eritrean passport a little over two months ago." Captain Fowler came up on Finn quietly. Like everyone else who heard about the guy Finn had brought in, the captain couldn't resist a look through the window. "Supposedly he's here on business."
"What business do you think he might be in, Captain? Looking the way he does." It was a question to which Finn expected no answer and Fowler offered none.
"The only other thing I've got is what he's not. He's not on the no-fly list. There are no flags with Homeland Security. FBI's checking and so is immigration. I'll let you know as soon as I hear."
"Thanks, Captain." Finn put his hand on the doorknob. Before he went into the room he asked: "How's Cori doing with the woman?"
"We've got an interpreter coming from the South Bay to help talk to her. We want to make sure we get a clean statement."
"Sure, is there no one closer?" Finn asked.
"Not one that's on the books." Fowler held up his hand. "And don't start with me about grabbing someone from Little Ethiopia. The interpreters' union would have my head if I pulled someone off the street."
Finn smirked. Unions and associations and groups and movements made a workingman's life a trial.
"See how far you can get with this one, then," Fowler said. "Let's hope he'll know a few more words of English than the woman."
"Let's hope he'll speak them if he does," Finn answered back.
"We can hold him on assault on a police officer while you figure out if he's good for tossing that woman off the bridge."
"Let's do nothing formal yet," Finn murmured as he opened the door. Before he went in he called to Bob Fowler again and when the man turned around Finn said, "Appreciate the help, captain."
Fowler nodded and the two men went their separate ways.
The man in the chair didn't acknowledge Finn even though the detective stood right in front of him. For his part, Finn knew that whatever was going on here was much more complicated than the work of a common criminal – or a madman.
***
Oliver parked his rental on the street half a block down from the house, got out and ambled down the sidewalk as if he went that way every afternoon. Gone was the fancy jacket. In its place he wore grey sweatpants, sneakers and a black hoodie. When he got to the blue house, he walked right up to the front door and knocked but no one came. Oliver found that odd since the old woman never left the place at this time of day. He had watched the house before and knew that shopping was done in the morning, cleaning in the afternoon and then the house would be quiet until she started in again keeping her miserable little life in order. He knocked once more and still the door didn't open. Oliver was finding himself just a tad upset by the inconvenience. The last time he had called he had been so respectful. He had assured the old woman he was there to help Takrit if only he could find her. That got him nothing because the grandmother was a wily old thing; she hadn't told him spit. Now Takrit was dead, what she had smuggled out of Eritrea was still missing and Oliver had Emanuel's permission to be more direct in his inquiries. It would be a pleasure to tell the old lady that her beloved granddaughter was dead – unless someone from the restaurant had beaten him to it. That would be a pity for sure and he would have to have a little chat with the gossips if they had.
Oliver swung himself off the porch and strolled to the back, whistling a little tune as he went, noting the smell of dope wafting from the house next door. He veered off the driveway when he saw the side door of the garage was open. Oliver flipped a switch and the bare bulb glowed weakly. He walked inside, poking here and there. Some of the boxes had been moved to cordon off a corner of the garage. Behind those boxes there was a pallet, a pillow and a blanket. At the foot of the pallet was a duffle and inside were men's clothes. Big clothes. Oliver dug under the mattress, pulled out a leather pouch and looked inside. It held a passport.
"Ah, Aman, here the whole time," Oliver muttered, a tad miffed at himself that he had not thought to look under his nose for the fellow. He was even more miffed that the grandmother had been so cagey. Oliver tossed the duffle, kept the passport and left the garage. He went for the back door of the house and, when he found it open, let himself in.
"Grandma," he called. "Oh, grandma. Come out, come out wherever you are. It's the big bad wolf needing to have a word with you."
Oliver chuckled. She was so little, so pathetic and so easily gobbled up. Sadly, the grandmother had gotten herself off somewhere so there would be no fun today. He opened the first bedroom door and found it empty. There was nobody lurking in the bathroom. He opened the third door.
"Miss Takrit, let's take a look at what you've got here," Oliver mumbled and ripped the sheets off the bed.
From his back pocket he withdrew a knife that had been with him since Somalia, flipped it open and ripped through the mattress. He stuck his hands inside, pulled out the stuffing and came up empty. He looked under the bed and inside the drawers on the bedside table and in the desk, careless with the things that had belonged to Takrit. Just as Oliver opened the door to the small clothes closet, the doorbell rang. When the bell sounded again, he went to look down the hall.
The drapes over the front window were closed and the front door was solid. Oliver couldn't see outside which meant that no one could see in either, so he went back the same way he had come in. At the back of the house, Oliver kept still against the wall. When he chanced a glance into the drive, he saw a black Range Rover parked there. Oliver ducked back again and lay against the wall, committing the license plate to memory. One more glance and he determined that whoever the car belonged to was still engaged at the front of the house, so he dashed for the garage and the cover of the boxes surrounding Aman's pallet. Just as he settled, he heard women's voices coming up the drive.
"You check the back, I'll take the garage."
Oliver knew the one talking was a bitch by the way she gave her orders. He heard light footsteps on the cement patch and shrank back when the light came on.
"Aman? Aman, you bastard. You friggin' coward."
Oliver heard a step and a scrape and another step. She was coming right at him and he was ready for her. There was nothing Oliver liked better than the snap of a pretty neck or the crack of a delicate jaw. Sadly, the woman never got close enough for him to touch her. The second woman was at the door, younger and less sure of herself.
"No one's in the house. Takrit's room has been torn apart."
"Damn. I should have come last night." Oliver heard a hand hit the wall and the older woman swearing. "If you had friggin' been on time—."
"I had to help my father and I have to work tonight."
"Just tell them what you're doing, Hali. Pull up your big girl pants. Takrit did for God's sake."
"And she's dead." Hali was having none of the woman's shaming. "Go to the police Sharon. Tell them what we're doing. Please. Tell them before anyone else gets hurt."
"Don't be an idiot." The light went off. They were walking away so Oliver strained to hear. "They would shut us down so fast your head would spin. We've come too far, I've got too much invested in this now."
"But they know who she is. They might have her stuff. Maybe they don't even know what they have. I mean, it's possible they have it, right?"
"Oh yeah. I'll ask real nice and they'll hand it to me," the older woman drawled. "Besides, I don't think they have it. You said yourself they were only trying to identify her. If she was carrying it, they would have looked at it and they would know who she was. No, it's still around here somewhere. Look, we're down to the wire. I've got to make the final edits and coordinate with everyone because day after tomorrow is D-day. You close tonight so you've got all afternoon to make some calls, right? Here's what I want you to…"
The rest of the conversation was lost to Oliver. He heard the Range Rover's engine fire up and got to the doorway just in time to see the car reverse in the street before the women drove off.
When they were gone, he dusted himself off and went back to Aman's hovel. He picked up the duffle and dumped everything inside on the pallet once more. Then he rechecked all the pockets and felt to see if he had a lump in the duffel's lining. The thing he was looking for was so small it could have easily been sewn into the bag and just as easily overlooked. He turned to the boxes and baskets in the garage but after searching through a few and finding only old dishes and clothes, he gave up. For good measure, Oliver threw a hammer at one wall and kicked the boxes that had hidden Aman.
If Aman had what Emanuel wanted, he was too smart to keep it some place obvious. The woman named Sharon didn't have it and neither did the girl, Hali. So what had pretty Takrit done with it? Where, oh where, could she have hidden that thing and what, oh what, were those two going to do with it once they had it?
Since this place wasn't worth his time, and he didn't want the pitiful poverty to rub off on him, Oliver pulled up his hood and left the garage. He was walking down the driveway, considering his options, knowing he could easily trace the license plate and find out who the car was registered to, when he heard:
"The other two took the big guy. They took the old lady, too. Don't cops tell each other what they're doing? Hey! Hey! I'm trying to help you out here, man. Talk to the cop with the accent or the one with the boobs."
Oliver looked up at the man hanging over the fence, the one that was higher than a kite. He considered talking to him. He considered doing the world a favor by killing him. In the end Oliver just went on his way with a none-too-friendly.
"Bugger off."
"Hey, I pay your salary. You gotta talk to me," Toby called. "I'm going to report you. I'm a citizen. I'm…"
Oliver raised his hand and then his middle finger. He had no time for losers. He had things to do and people to see.
 



CHAPTER 19
Finn took a seat across the metal table from the man who only hours earlier had tried to kill him. He put the information Captain Fowler had given him and his note pad down, clasped his hands atop them and said:
"My name is Detective O'Brien. You are Aman Jember Mambo. You are a citizen of Eritrea according to your passport. I know when you entered this country, and I know you are legally here on a business visa. There are many things I don't know that I would like you to tell me. Are you feeling well enough to speak with me?"
The man did not move. He did not blink. Looking at his face made Finn want to touch his own scars simply to remind himself that they were nothing in the face of what had happened to this man.
"If you are not fully understanding me, you'll have to give me some sign and I will get you an interpreter."
Finn waited. He watched. The man didn't seem confused in the same way he didn't seem engaged, concerned or even curious about the situation in which he found himself.
"You are not under arrest," Finn went on. "However, should you wish counsel, I can arrange for it. You have a right to that. Do you understand any of what I'm saying?"
There was a beat before Aman answered:
"I understand you."
"Very good, then," Finn said, careful not to show both his relief and his surprise at the man's melodious voice. "We'll get right to it. Do you know a woman named Takrit?"
"Yes."
"And do you know that she is dead?"
"Yes," he answered, his gaze still on the wall behind Finn.
The detective leaned across the table, trying to catch his attention, hoping to see something to guide him: a flicker in that good eye, a twitch of those scared lips, a breath drawn through that destroyed nose.
"Did you hurt Takrit?" Finn asked.
Nothing.
Finn tried again.
"Listen to me, Aman. Hers was not a pretty death and it was not a suicide. Takrit was assaulted before someone picked her up like a piece of garbage and threw her to her death. That woman died in my arms, and if you did this thing there will be no help for you in any country. Nor in heaven or hell if it comes to that."
The man's gaze finally fell upon Finn. The scars at the side of his mouth pulled his lips into a ghastly grin but he was not laughing, he was searching for something in Finn's countenance.
"You were with her?" he asked.
"I was," Finn answered.
"Did she suffer?"
"Yes, she did," Finn answered.
"Did she speak?"
"About what, Aman?" Finn asked, recognizing that this was the opening he needed. Sadly, Aman fell silent again, closing the door before Finn had a foot inside.
"Alright. We will talk about that later," Finn said. "Where were you four days ago at five o'clock?"
"I was in my place." His head clicked an inch.
"You mean the house of Takrit's grandmother? The place where I found you?"
"Yes," Aman answered.
"But Takrit did not live there any longer, isn't that true?" Aman lowered his eye. "Can you tell me why that was, Aman? Was it because you were there?"
Still he was silent. Finn raised an arm and crooked it on the table, resting his cheek in his upturned palm as if he and Aman were having a casual chat.
"Why did you attack me?" Finn asked.
"I thought you were coming to kill me."
"And why would I do that?" Finn pressed.
"Because that is what police do," Aman said.
"I see." Finn dropped his hand and crossed his arms, eyes on the man. "Did you know we have witnesses who saw a tall man with Takrit on that bridge. They say he—"
Before Finn could finish, the door opened and Cori looked in. She crooked her finger. Finn went to join her, glancing at Aman who seemed not to care that he was being left alone, still cuffed. In the hall, Finn closed the door behind him.
"Did he talk about what happened to his face?" Cori asked.
"Not yet," Finn said.
"Well, I'm piecing it together but my best guess is that Aman fell afoul of your fat little friend, Abu, the same way Takrit did. It seems Takrit was a political activist rock star back in Eritrea. Her parents didn't support the regime and got themselves executed for it. Takrit took over the family business and punched it up a notch. Her popularity didn't protect her. Abu had her arrested and tortured her but for some reason he didn't execute her."
"How did she get out of prison much less here?" Finn asked.
"Smuggled. The grandmother doesn't know how it was accomplished. Takrit just showed up one day and never told her anything. I'm guessing the cloak and dagger stuff was for the grandmother's protection." Cori shook her head. "Between this and the circumcision, I don't know how that girl survived. I'd never get through all that."
"Ah, you would, Cori," Finn said quietly. "But I wouldn't let anyone hurt you. I'd die first."
"Yeah, well, then I'd have a guilty conscience." She smiled. "I'd rather you just ride to the rescue if I ever need it."
"Never a doubt on that score."
"Good to know but enough of the love fest, O'Brien," Cori said. "Emanuel wasn't the only one ticked off at her. Aman didn't like whatever was going on at Takrit's job. The boss's name is Sharon Stover. She and the grandmother had a few words and Takrit moved out about two months ago, right after Aman showed up. He tried to take Takrit back and Stover let him have it." Cori chuckled. "I'd like to see the filly that could stand up to him, wouldn't you?"
"Do we know what the problem was?" Finn asked.
Cori put her back up against the wall and ran a hand through her hair. It had been a long day and she was tired but she didn't miss a beat.
"Whatever Stover and Takrit were working on was going to take direct aim at Abu. That much the old lady knows."
"When was the last time the grandmother saw her?"
"About three on the day she died. Takrit came home, spent some time in her room, more time in the garage fighting with Aman. The grandmother didn't see either of them after that. All she knows is that she left food in the evening like she usually did, it was gone in the morning and she never saw her granddaughter again. She can't swear that Aman didn't go with Takrit and come back. Seriously, the grandmother is a dead end."
"How did Takrit leave?"
"In her car," Cori said. "Before you ask, she didn't know what the make or model was. It's small, red, old."
"If Aman was with her on that bridge, why didn't he drive the car back?"
"Because he's smart?" Cori suggested. "Maybe he dumped it somewhere near the bridge. He could have driven it back to the grandmother's neighborhood and left it somewhere. I'll put it out for patrol look-see after I check with the DMV on her registration."
"If she wasn't legal – which we don't know at the moment – then I doubt she took the time to register her car," Finn said.
Finn looked at Aman through the window, imagining him with Takrit. One blow and he could easily have snapped her neck but Paul had been so sure she had not been hit with a hand or fist. Finn could not think of anything he had seen in that garage that matched Paul's description of a weapon. What if Takrit had left that house and met up with Emanuel, the man who hated her enough to order the deaths of her parents and Takrit's torture? The little man's rings were like brass knuckles. Or maybe it would have been the Australian who did the dirty work. And Rada? Would Rada hurt Takrit if ordered to do so? And the big question: why would any of these people who didn't know the city take Takrit to that bridge? Finn had no answers. All he knew was that the can was too full of worms now for Bob Fowler not to give his blessing to this investigation.
Cori pushed off the wall.
"What do you want to do now? Grandma's getting a tad weary."
"Get her something to eat. I want another crack at Aman."
"You got it," Cori said. "Oh, just in case you're dying of curiosity, all the wailing that's been going on is definitely a cultural thing, along with shaving her head and putting on her weeds. She's supposed to carry on like that for three days.
"But here's the funny thing. She told the grocery lady about Takrit dying. That was supposed to start the grapevine going so the community would send over people to help with housework and the funeral and such. But nobody came."
"That's a whole lot of terror Abu has put into them, 'tisn't it?"
"Truer than true," Cori said.
"Cori," Finn asked, his hand on the handle of the door. "You said two women fought with the grandmother. One was the Stover woman. Does she know who the other one was?"
"Hali. The waitress. It looks like all roads lead back to The Mercato. " Cori flipped her hair, muttering as she walked away. "It would have saved us a bucketful of time if they'd just said the word last night."
Finn watched her leave and then went back to talk the man who had receded into himself, emptied his mind and shut off his soul while the detective had been away. They were back to square one. Finn ran a hand over his shaved head as if that might help massage his thoughts into an order that would appeal to Aman. Threats would not sway him, Finn was sure. Polite discourse had gotten him nowhere. There was only one thing left to try. He walked over to the table and put one fist upon it, gently knocking against the metal twice before giving it his best shot.
"So, Aman, this is not looking good for you."
The man did not twitch, so Finn put both his fists on the table and faced him squarely.
"Look, my friend, I do not want to see you suffer needlessly, but you have dug your own grave. We know you were angry with Takrit. We know you fought with her the day she died. Admit it now and it will go better. Tell me what you used to hit Takrit. " Finn paused to give Aman time to answer. When he didn't, Finn said, "If you will not speak I will say that it was you who hit her, who drove her to the bridge and you are the man who threw her to her death."
Aman stared through him so Finn leaned into the space between them and lowered his voice.
"It was a horrible death, Aman. It was a fiery death that tore her beautiful body apart and you sit there as if she were nothing. What you have done is a burden you will carry all your life, Aman, but I am giving you a chance to lift it."
Finn let the seconds pass. He was tired and he was frustrated. Finally, he stood upright, hooking his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans.
"Since you won't speak, I will tell you what I believe," Finn said. "I know that Takrit was a beautiful woman and you, my friend, are not a beautiful man. I believe that you wanted her, but she wouldn't have you. Not only wouldn't Takrit not have you, Aman, she was repulsed by you. Isn't that so? I believe you lay on that mat night after night thinking about her."
Finn came back to the table and this time he put his hands flat on it and got close to the man's hideous face.
"I believe Takrit couldn't bear the sight of you much less the idea of you touching her. I believe that you were shunned, Aman."
The man's jaw twitched and Finn almost smiled. He had found the nerve and now he would pluck at it until it was aflame. He tilted his head so that he could look into Aman's one good eye; he would look from every angle until Aman looked back.
"We men are animals are we not, Aman?" Finn whispered. "When we see a beautiful woman there is no helping our desire. Did it torture you that she was so close? Did you go to her room and take her there, in her bed, or did you lie in wait and drag her into that garage and beat her so that she would submit?
"Even then did she say no? The poor, sweet thing with her neck broken and you forcing yourself on her. Is that what you did, Aman? Did you take her like an animal and then, knowing what you had done was wrong, did you take her from her home to that bridge to kill her? "
Aman's jaw was clenched and his neck corded. That dark eye went bright with his fury. The scars radiating from his mouth were translucent against his dark skin. Finn gave him no quarter. The detective got closer, lowering his voice, his inflection harsh and lascivious.
"Was it you who drove off in her car with her dying in the seat next to you? Is that what you did? Strike that beautiful woman hard enough to break her neck, you ugly bastard?"
In the next moment Finn O'Brien knew the power of words. Aman shot to his feet with a roar that was inhuman. Hands still cuffed, he used his great chest to catch the edge of the table and throw it against Finn.
Caught off guard, the detective stumbled back against the wall, his spine hitting hard against the plaster as the heavy table crashed to the floor. Aman's shoulders hunched and his knees bent and in the next instant Aman Jember Mambo snapped the flex cuffs. He held his fists high and his head low as he stood his ground and grunted and cried.
Finn righted himself, sliding up the wall slowly. He heard the pounding of feet as fellow officers came to his aid. Cori was first in, but Finn knew there was no need of help.
Aman's arms had fallen to his side and his fists were unclenched. His chest heaved and his breath came ragged but it was with sobs not howls. When he raised his mutilated face it was to Finn. It was the detective who saw the tears wetting the man's cheek and the pain deep in his one eye.
"She was my wife," Aman whispered.
In the shocked silence that followed, Aman's gaze traveled over the officers in the room until it lingered on Cori.
"Do you know what they did to my wife? Do you know what Emanuel did to her?"
 



CHAPTER 20
Sharon Stover had done everything she could think to do.
She called every impound lot in the city, giving them a description of the car Takrit drove and the license plate number. She promised a reward if they came through for her. It would be tough to put her hands on that kind of cash, but she would make it happen if she had to. If that thumb drive was in the car then it would be worth every cent.
To hedge her bet, Sharon tore apart the bedroom in her house where Takrit had stayed for the last few months. There wasn't much there. Her clothes, some books and one of those crosses the woman had been so fond of. How that intelligent woman could still believe in God after everything that happened to her was unfathomable. Sharon smashed the wooden cross just in case that was where Takrit had hidden the drive. It wasn't.
Exhausted by the search, Sharon tried to channel Takrit. Maybe she had been subtler than Sharon gave her credit for. Maybe Takrit had transferred the video content to another format or simply hidden it in plain site among all the other thumb drives they had at the office. If that was the case, she was smarter than Sharon by half. The only thing Sharon could think to do was to have her assistant start looking at every thumb drive and DVD in the place. It would take hours and it was a long shot, but Sharon didn't have time to do it herself. She would leave that to the little people.
In a moment of madness, Sharon picked up the phone to call the cops only to come to her senses before she dialed. If she got the wrong person, if someone started asking questions, it could ruin everything. Two more days and they would have the eyes of the world on them and she had to make this spectacular with or without Takrit's footage.
Now she sat in the screening room of her Hollywood Hills home running the video for the third time. She listened to the narration, watched the footage and tried to ignore the emotional roil that came with each viewing. She paused the movie and made a note to have the editor take a second and a half out of the montage. Before Sharon could hit play again, a wedge of light cut through the dark room and Cordelia slipped in, balancing a dinner tray as she did.
It was easier for the maid now since Missus Sharon's friend, Miss Diane, was not there for dinner. That was sad. Cordelia thought Miss Diane was very lovely and Missus Sharon was nicer when she was around. Still, Cordelia didn't ask where the lady had gone. People came and went in this house and all seemed easily forgotten, so it did no good for Cordelia to care about them. The maid took the newspaper out of her apron pocket and lay it on the table next to Sharon's big chair and then put the small dinner tray on top of that. Cordelia snapped the cloth napkin open and handed it to her employer.
"I need to get the plumber, Missus Sharon. The kitchen sink isn't draining still," Cordelia said.
"Do what you have to," Sharon said absently, her eyes still on the screen, her finger hovering over the computer key that would start the film again.
"But he say he won't come until the last bill is paid," Cordelia answered.
"That sucks," Sharon muttered. "Okay. Tell him to come out, look at the kitchen sink and put it on the same bill. I'll give you a check and you can fill it in, but you tell him I know what it costs to snake a drain. You tell him he better not screw with me."
"Yes, Missus Sharon."
Cordelia sighed and wondered what Ms. Sharon did with all the money Mr. Frederick had left. Not that it was any of the maid's business unless, of course, it was her paycheck that couldn't be paid. She turned to leave, thinking maybe it was time to look for other work, when Sharon stopped her.
"Cordelia, have you seen Matt?"
"No, missus."
"Do you know where he is?" Sharon asked.
"No, Missus Sharon, " Cordelia answered. "I don't live here, so I don't see him so much."
Sharon bridled at the note of reproach in the maid's voice only to realize her reaction was ridiculous. The maid was a pro who kept her distance from the 'new wife' as Sharon was thought of. If Cordelia had any opinions at all they would be about Matt. She had a soft spot for the kid, which was understandable since she had pretty much raised him after his mother checked out.
The first Mrs. Stover was a stunning girl; a starlet who had talent but no luck and that included marrying Frederick. An A-list producer, he had given his waif-like bride a shot at the big time. True to form he had sabotaged the project from the start – bad script, bad director, bad everything – just to torture her. She was broken half way through filming and strung out long before Matt was born. At first Sharon thought the woman had been an idiot, but when she learned that wife number one had drown herself in Frederick's beloved pool she changed her mind. Hers had been a brilliant curtain call. Still, Sharon had little sympathy. There was always someone more beat up than you. Better to stand and fight because the alternative sucked.
"Is there anything else, Missus Sharon?"
Startled, Sharon started to say no but changed her mind.
"How did Matt seem the last time you saw him?" she asked.
"Missus Sharon?"
"I mean, he's been acting out some. Have you noticed anything in his room that I should worry about?" Sharon led her on but the maid clammed up.
"I don't know, Missus. I don't see nothing much."
"Just watch him, okay? He's been kind of pissy lately."
Sharon's foul mood got fouler thinking about that kid. He'd been living in the lap of luxury since he was born and if he was acting out now she could only imagine what would happen if this movie didn't hit its mark. She shook that thought away. If she was going to stay out of trouble she needed to stay focused. Cordelia hanging around wasn't helping.
"What, Cordelia?"
Sharon gave the maid the look that usually sent her running but she stayed put. Sharon picked up her dinner plate: protein, veggies, carbs all in the right proportions. It had taken the maid forever to get it right.
"Missus Sharon, maybe you have something planned?" Cordelia asked.
"For what?"
"Matthew," she said. "It's his birthday soon."
"Time flies," Sharon drawled.
"He'll be eighteen, Missus Sharon. You know, eighteen? When he can—"
"I know," Sharon snapped.
She picked up a piece of chicken and then pressed a button on the computer. The film started again. She didn't need to be reminded about Matthew's birthday. That day on the calendar was like a damn neon sign.
"You let me know if you want I should make a cake, Missus Sharon." Sharon nodded and kept eating. "And there are messages. I left them on your desk. One lady wouldn't leave her name but said it was very important."
"Was it Hali?"
"I don't think so," Cordelia answered, not knowing who Hali was. There were so many women calling this house that she couldn't keep them straight.
"If it's someone calling about Diane's car, come and get me. I seriously do not want to talk to anyone else. Oh, and lock all the doors when you go including the one to the back."
Sharon dismissed the maid with a wave of her fork. Cordelia felt so sad for Matt, being locked out of his father's house. Maybe her employer was making herself loco sitting in this dark room all the time, watching that movie all the time and that was why she was so mean to the boy. Then again, maybe Missus Sharon had always been a little loco, so what was a little bit more?
The maid was thinking about this when she made the mistake of looking at the screen. She looked away just as quickly and crossed herself as she hurried out of the room. Missus Sharon had to be a crazy person if she watched that movie all the time.
When she heard the door close, Sharon raised her fork but now the food looked as unappetizing as Kibble. She put it down and was going to take a break, stretch a little, when the newspaper caught her eye. There it was, a picture of Emanuel Dega Abu. The man who had turned a whole country upside down was doing the same to California. Partying at The California Club, meeting with the mayor, all those shakers and movers turning a blind eye to what he really was. And what was she doing? Sitting alone in the dark, dead broke, planning and scheming to unmask him. For a second she thought of getting dressed and going down to that little soiree to call him out. That would send all the snowflake politicians scurrying like cockroaches.
She made a sound that was half a laugh and half a snort of disgust. As delightful as that thought was, Sharon knew better. One crazy woman would mean nothing to those men and deviating from the plan now would ruin everything. After all, she didn't want to just call out Emanuel Dega Abu, she wanted to take him down. If she did that, the world would know how friggin' brilliant Sharon Stover really was.
 



CHAPTER 21
Before he came to Los Angeles, Emanuel Dega Abu had been in San Francisco where he checked out the Golden Gate Bridge, the city's impressive efforts to control their citizens' intake of fatty food, cigarettes and sugary drinks and, of course, their port facilities. From there he went to Sacramento where California's governor entertained him in the frugal manner for which the governor was personally known; a virtue that did not extend to his use of taxpayer's money. Emanuel was then sent on to Sanger, California where he toured one of the largest corporate farms in the world. But it was Los Angeles that pulled out all the stops for him, falling all over itself to show the man a good time.
A studio head gave him a personal tour of the lot, while they talked about the amazing cost savings that could be had by shooting movies in Eritrea.
Cha-ching.
Beverly Hills showed off the Beverly Wilshire and developers discussed opportunities for Eritrean investments in California real estate.
Cha-ching.
Now the mayor of Los Angeles was hosting an invitation-only-late-afternoon cocktail reception at The California Club to discuss God knew what. Still, no one in attendance had any doubt the pleasant afternoon would lead to awesome opportunities for everyone involved.
Cha-ching.
During all of this backslapping, boot licking and ass kissing no one was crass enough to mention the human rights atrocities being visited upon the people of Eritrea in Emanuel's name. That would be so inappropriate, so not good for business, so insensitive to their esteemed guest.
Finn had not planned on inserting himself into the fray, but this was where his work had led him. So instead of engaging a dartboard at Mick's and having a nice chat with Geoffrey over a pint, instead of asking Junko, his Japanese landlady, for a dip in her sento that evening, Finn was taking himself off to find Emanuel Dega Abu. He had no choice now that he had met the grandmother, had been attacked by Aman, and had heard stories that clearly linked Abu and Finn's dead girl.
Finn left the grandmother in Cori's hands and Aman to the captain who would see to it that he was booked and held if for no other reason than to keep him away from Abu until all this could be sorted out. Now Finn was heading to 538 Flower Street, a most impressive address and home to the iconic California Club.
Established in the late eighteen hundreds, the club became so popular and the membership grew so rapidly that a building was finally purchased to house it in 1929. Today the building was ancient and dowdy in a city that liked its architecture like its women: tall, blinged-out and young. Finn thought the five-story building of unassuming proportions, the one constructed of cinnamon colored brick, exquisite. The keystone above the glass entry door was grey and chiseled by a master stonemason. The windows at street level were tall and paned. Well-kept greenery on the third-floor decks softened the square lines. Perfectly trimmed privacy hedges didn't surround the building and hide it; rather they were strategically placed like sentries to keep those who didn't belong at an admiring arm's length. Everything about the place spoke of understated good taste.
According to the website this establishment was 'a welcome haven in the heart of downtown Los Angeles because of the quality of its membership and a shared desire for decorum, mutual respect and dignity for those who entered through their doors'. It seemed, however, that the dignity and mutual respect did not extend to the likes of Finn O'Brien.
When he entered the club and presented himself to a lovely young woman sitting at an exquisite art deco desk, the lady smiled. She also pushed a call button alerting security that something was not quite right. In hindsight, Finn understood her concern. His bandaged hand, the rip in his jacket that had been duct taped until he could get himself to a craftsperson who might be able to save it, the scars at his jaw and neck, his workingman's boots were, he was sure, unsettling upon first glance. Still, he was disappointed that his wide smile and his bright blue eyes counted for nothing in the receptionist's estimation.
As Finn opened his mouth to give her a hello, while he reached for his credential, security responded in the guise of Mr. Roth, a conservatively dressed gentleman of no outstanding physical proportions, a man who would give a troublemaker no pause. Still, Finn had no doubt that whatever action Mr. Roth took it would be swift and, if necessary, harmful to a living being if called for. The detective identified himself, the young lady relaxed and Mr. Roth invited Finn to his office for a chat.
"Sorry about that. Our members are important people who sometimes find themselves in delicate situations. The club prefers those situations to be handled privately and off-site," Mr. Roth explained.
"Sure, there's no problem, Mr. Roth." Finn refrained from pointing out that police business was a far cry from a situation. Instead, he enjoyed the walk through the club, admiring what little he could see of it.
The security man had led him down a hallway painted in colors of mole and mushroom with a tad bit of sand thrown in for good measure. Gold veined marble and gilt on the frames of seemingly important artwork brightened the space and moss green velvet chairs provided a bit of warmth. Finn glimpsed a small dining room that was decorated in white and pink just before they made a turn and passed through a plain doorway that led into the administrative heart of the club. Mr. Roth opened the door to his office marked by a tasteful brass plaque and walked in ahead of Finn.
"Here we go. Have a seat." He rounded his desk and managed to sit without the chair giving a shiver or a creak.
Finn took the chair across from him. It was a lovely thing with carved arms and claw feet. His grandmother would have had a chair like this but it would have been covered in flowered needlepoint instead of cool silk. The wall behind Roth was hung with water-mark satin that lent itself more to a gold color than yellow. There was a stately armoire against one wall. If Finn had to guess, that elegant piece of furniture had been converted to a weapons' cabinet by the look of the lock.
Next to the street level window, a lush fern exploded like Fourth of July fireworks out of a tightly woven wicker stand. The only thing out of place in this room was Roth's heavy, serviceable desk. A cell phone was within reach as was a landline with a host of buttons. Behind him was a printer and in front of him there was a double screen set up to keep an electronic eye on every well-appointed room, hallway, nook and cranny in the place save for the overnight accommodations on the upper floors. There were three cameras looking into the parking structure alone.
"Excellent security you have here. I assume you're not the only one about."
Roth's lips tipped, but it was not an expression of mirth. He said:
"I learned a long time ago never to confirm or deny, Detective O'Brien."
"As it should be," Finn replied.
"Again, I apologize for the inconvenience," Roth said, "but Meredith has strict instructions to alert me the instant something doesn't seem right. Frankly, you don't seem quite right."
"No worries," Finn responded easily. "I imagine you would have been given a second look if you wandered into my watering hole, Mr. Roth. I should have asked after you first in a place like this."
"You have to appreciate the club's uniqueness, don't you? We have stood strong for almost a hundred years in a city that tears down new buildings to put up something newer. We're quite proud of the club."
The detective smiled, amused by Roth's use of the royal 'we'. Finn doubted any member would consider the security man one of their own. It was not Finn's place to point out that he and Roth had more in common, them being men of little consequence in the greater scheme of things.
"'Tis a pity what the city planners are up to," Finn sighed. "Still, I think Los Angeles is turning around. I've been seeing efforts to reclaim some of the older buildings."
"As long as we persevere," Roth answered before tiring of the small talk. "What can we do for you today?"
"I would like to have a word with Emanuel Dega Abu."
This time Roth's smile was genuine because he was sincerely amused.
"And you will understand when I say that will be impossible. If the gentleman were here – which I cannot confirm – he would be a guest of one of our members. We don't disturb our members unless the matter is of some personal urgency."
"Perhaps you'd make an exception for police business, then?" Finn suggested.
"Is this official or an inquiry?" the man asked.
"All business I conduct is official, Mr. Roth," Finn answered.
"Are you implying an arrest?" Mr. Roth pressed.
"No, I am not," Finn said.
"Then is this a matter that speaks to his personal safety."
"No, it does not."
"A matter that threatens the security of this club?"
"No, Mr. Roth, it is a matter of a dead woman and this gentleman's knowledge of her. I will be brief and I will be respectful. Were I not up against a time constraint, I would be more considerate of the man's time. I'm sure you understand."
Finn smiled. Roth smiled back and it was clear he did understand; he understood he held all the cards.
"As sympathetic as I am to that, I can't breach protocol so that your investigation stays on track. I'm sorry, but I'm going to have to ask you to find a more appropriate place to contact the gentleman."
Roth made a move to stand. Finn made a move of his own, crossing his legs, showing he had no intention of leaving.
"And I'm sure that Mr. Abu wouldn't mind speaking to me here as we have already socialized together. If you would just deliver him the message, we can let him decide what he would like to do."
Roth's eyes darkened. Either he was annoyed with Finn's persistence or he was irritated by the detective's suggestion of familiarity with Abu.
"First, I don't know if this man is here—" Roth began only to have Finn interrupt.
"'Tis a bit strange that you don't know what everyone else in the city does, Mr. Roth. I read about this party in the newspaper; there was quite a big picture of Mr. Abu."
Roth colored. He did not like being challenged by a man in a torn leather jacket who, to him, looked like a thug. He smile was tight, his words clipped and his message clear when he spoke again.
"Be that as it may, unless you bring me a warrant I am not obligated to accommodate you."
Roth clasped his hands on the desk. Knowing he couldn't intimidate Finn O'Brien, he would at least put him in his place.
"This club is like a safe room for our members, Detective O'Brien. No one gets in who isn't supposed to and no one leaves unless they are assured they can go safely on their way. Not to mention a collared shirt and an intact jacket are required after four. On that score alone, detective, I'm going to have to ask you to leave."
Finn rubbed his jaw as he contemplated how fickle fortune was. In the course of two days he had been the dandy at Number Four's party on the bridge over the freeway and now he was a pauper at Mr. Roth's. There was no winning in the game of style. Finn considered his options and knew that they were not just limited, they were nonexistent. Making a fuss inside The California Club would certainly not endear him to Captain Fowler, nor would it get him anywhere near Emanuel Dega Abu.
"Perhaps you're right," Finn sighed. "I'm a bit disappointed if only because I won't be able to see more of your beautiful establishment. I'm thinking there's no chance you might give me a bit of servant's tour before you toss me out?"
"I would be happy to oblige when you are appropriately attired," Roth answered.
"Next time I'm in the neighborhood, then. Given that I call first, of course. Unless I have a warrant." Finn stood up. Roth did the same.
"Do you have a card, Detective O'Brien?"
Finn shrugged, "Sadly, I'm all out."
"Pity," Roth went to the door and this time he opened it for Finn to go first. "I always like to know how to get in touch with a colleague should the need arise."
Finn passed him without comment. He knew exactly what Mr. Roth wanted: Finn in his Rolodex filed under ne're-do-wells, troublemakers, people he hoped never to see again lest they disturb the social balance so well honed within these hallowed walls and halls. Not that Mr. Roth couldn't get all the information he wanted should the need arise; a card would only have simplified things.
The security man made small talk as he escorted Finn back the way they had come. The talk was so small, in fact, that Finn could remember nothing of it except the last words that were spoken to him.
"Good-bye, detective."
"It's been a pleasure, Mr. Roth," Finn said, hesitating before he actually took his leave. "Out of personal curiosity, Mr. Roth, I wonder if you would answer a question for me."
"If I can."
"Does it not concern you that one of your guests might be implicated in a murder investigation?" Finn asked.
"No," came the answer.
The front door closed. Roth went back to his duties, the young girl behind the elegant desk continued with her equally elegant chores, men and women drank and ate without disturbance, deals were made, peoples lives were changed and fortunes grew. Only Finn O'Brien was empty handed and hungry. But the day was far from over and there was still time to change all that.
Instead of turning left and heading to Fifth Street where his car was parked, the detective turned right on Flower and walked to the second driveway on the street that led to the parking garage attached to The California Club. It was there he spied the valet and, as fate would have it, the big black car he had seen in The Mercato's parking lot. Finn walked across the drive toward the car and the man leaning up against it, unnoticed until he said:
"'Tis Rada, isn't it?"
***
Cordelia should have gone home long ago, but it had taken her a while to see to the kitchen sink. It couldn't be left as it was and the plumber couldn't come on short notice so she found the clean out, opened it and did the dirty work herself. All the while she thought ill of Missus Sharon.
Now it was late and she was tired, but she couldn't leave without seeing to Matt's apartment. It was the least she could do since he had no one else to look in and see how he was faring. If a boy had no one to care about him things could go very wrong in his life. Cordelia did not want that for Matt.
She finished up in the main house and went back to the apartment that used to be hers, opened the door and shook her head at the mess. There were things everywhere: dishes, schoolbooks, soccer balls, clothes and computers. Men. They were always happy to live in chaos. She started to put things right as best she knew how, thinking it would have been so much better if Mr. Stover were still alive. As odd as the father was, the man had loved his son. Washing up the glasses in the sink, Cordelia decided she would bake Matt a cake whether Missus Sharon cared or not.
She hung up his jackets and took note of the broken glass on the sliding door. She picked up the trophy from where it still lay at the foot of the door, wiped it with her apron and put it back on the shelf. Cordelia made a mental note to have the glass replaced, but she wouldn't have it done until Missus Sharon said there was the money. It wasn't good to get a reputation with the people who fixed things.
In the corner of the room was a pile of clothes that Cordelia started to sort through. When she couldn't tell which were clean and which needed washing she started to put them all in the laundry basket, stopping when she picked up more than clothes. Rummaging through the sweat pants and jeans and t-shirts, Cordelia found a purse buried under the pile of clothes.
"Chicas. No bien," she muttered.
Her Matt was too young to have girls over for the night. If he got one in trouble there would be hell to pay from Missus Sharon. Just as she was about to open the purse, Cordelia realized that it didn't belong to a girl at all. She had seen this purse in Missus Sharon's room. She had also seen the price tag and Cordelia thought it a sin to spend so much; money for fancy purses but not for the plumbing.
Cordelia put the blue purse on top of Matt's laundry and took it all with her. In the main house, she put the clothes in the washer before taking the purse to Missus Sharon to let her know that she had found it. Half way to the theater, she changed her mind. She had, after all, found it in Matt's room and the thought occurred to her that he was stealing from his stepmother. She hoped that was not the case, but that was what Missus Sharon would say. That crazy woman was strong as a man and filthy mouthed and she would only be angrier if she thought Matt was taking her things. No, Cordelia would put it away, back in her big closet and—
Just then Sharon Stover ripped open the door of the theater. Cordelia threw her arms behind her, hoping her employer wouldn't see the purse and ask what she was doing with it. Sharon didn't notice Cordelia much less what she was holding. The woman just went to the bar, poured herself a drink and then went out onto the deck to watch the sun go down the way she did every evening.
Relieved, Cordelia hurried upstairs to the closet that was as big as a house with its fancy couch and a table and a television. There were specially built shelves for Sharon's clothes and shoes and purses – and the glass-faced closet for the accessory that was so unique to that woman. Cordelia did not look at that closet in the same way she did not look at the painting of Missus Sharon in the living room or the film Missus Sharon was making. None of it was right. Missus Sharon had no shame.
Unable to find where the purse fit, Cordelia took it back to the living room and put it in the guest closet in the big room. She would pretend to find it there when Missus Sharon was in a better mood. That way the woman would think she had misplaced it herself, Matt wouldn't be in trouble for taking it and Cordelia wouldn't be in trouble for protecting him.
Satisfied with what she had done, Cordelia left the house, humming a little tune as she did so. Leaving always made her feel happy and when she passed Matthew on the driveway she waved at him to make him happy too. Matthew, though, drove by as if he didn't even see her. She might as well be a ghost to Missus Sharon and now even to her Matthew.
Maybe she wouldn't make a cake after all.
 



CHAPTER 22
Rada was dressed as he had been only the night before: black suit and tie, polished shoes, and starched white shirt. Upon hearing his name, he rose, turned and watched Finn approach. His expression betrayed neither surprise nor curiosity. Rada, Finn knew, was ready for anything except maybe what the detective was bringing this day.
"Detective O'Brien," Finn said when he was only a few steps from the big man. "Do you remember? I met you and Mr. Abu last evening at The Mercato. Small world, it is."
Rada said nothing but his eyes spoke volumes. His gaze went past Finn's shoulder and toward the door of the club.
"Is Oliver with you?" Finn understood the man's caution and the warning that whatever Finn wanted there wasn't much time in which to get it.
"No," Rada said.
"Ah, he has the day off then?" Finn was pleased to have caught the bodyguard alone. "And I imagine Mr. Abu will be out soon so I won't be wasting your time, Rada."
Finn moved a step closer, making sure to appear casual since the valet had his eye on them and seemed uneasy. Finn couldn't blame him. He and Rada huddling together must look like the worst toughs in L.A. The last thing Finn needed was another visit from Mr. Roth, so he smiled and waved to the valet as he spoke to Rada.
"I know you're in a tight spot and I sympathize, but you recognized the woman in that picture that I showed you last night. You knew her name was Takrit and yet you said nothing."
Although he didn't speak it was clear he was listening, so Finn rolled on.
"Yes, we found out her name, we found her grandmother and we have spoken to Aman. Do you think we have found the person Mr. Abu is looking for, Rada?"
"I do not know," he answered.
"Ah, Rada, I think when your boss told me not to waste my time on one dead woman it was because he was glad she was dead. What I don't know is why would he be glad about that? More importantly, why are you and everyone in Little Ethiopia too scared to even admit you knew her?"
Rada looked at Finn and in the beat of silence there was a symphony of sorrow. When Rada spoke, Finn's heart bled for the man.
"I am Mr. Abu's servant."
"I am sorry for that, my friend. No human being should be a servant," Finn said. "But Takrit died badly, and your boss was good with that. Even all the way over here, the man had a beef with this woman. What was it, Rada?"
"You have spoken with Aman, so you know about Takrit."
Finn shook his head. "What Aman told me was not enough. I know Takrit had something Mr. Abu wanted, but I don't know what it is. Do you know what Mr. Abu wants?"
"I'm his servant. That is what I know."
"I can help you—"
Rada stopped Finn with a look and a reminder that their lives were very different.
"I have a wife. I have a mother and father in Eritrea. I will be a father soon. You cannot help me, policeman, but you can hurt me." Rada turned his eyes away and looked into a space he looked into everyday, a place where he did not exist. "I serve, Abu."
If Rada hoped the detective would go away, he was sorely mistaken. Much as he sympathized with a man so broken he was, Finn hoped, still a man with a conscience. The detective moved to Rada's side, keeping his eyes on the door of the club while he spoke.
"Do you serve him without question? Would you be the one to hurt Takrit if he ordered it?" Finn hurried on, pressing him, praying for a break. "I can find out everything you've done since you stepped foot in this country. I can know what time this car left your hotel. I can find out who was in the car and where it went. We have film from cameras that took pictures of Takrit on the day she died. We will know if you were with her. We will know if Mr. Abu was in the vicinity. We can get fingerprints from human flesh, did you know that, Rada? We will know who was the last person to hold onto that poor woman and that would be the person who killed her.
"If it was you who took her to the bridge to cover for your boss after he hurt her, I will find out. You know what Abu will do if we try to arrest him for this murder? He will say it was you. If we arrest you for Takrit's murder, he will leave you to rot and you will never see your child born or hold your wife or honor your parents."
Finn paused for breath, a pregnant pause meant to nudge Rada to the edge before he was given a final push. When he did, Finn lowered his voice and dared to touch the man's arm.
"It goes better in our country for those who tell the truth. If Mr. Abu ordered you to commit this crime it will go worse for him. So, I'm asking you, did you kill Takrit because Abu wanted it that way?"
Rada shook his head, "I did not."
"And what about Aman?"
The big man looked at Finn now.
"You have seen his face. That was done because he helped Takrit leave our country. He would not say how it was done even though they threatened him with death. You would want to kill the person who did that to you not the person who was also harmed."
"Alright. Okay," Finn said. "I know you cannot give him up, but do something for Takrit at least. Tell me what she had that Abu wants? Help me, please, Rada."
Rada raised his eyes and let them roam first to the door of the club and then to the entrance of the driveway. Finn could only imagine what this man had seen in the service of Emanuel Dega Abu, and none of what he imagined was good.
Rada said, "Takrit was going to tell the world about what happens in Eritrea."
"What truth could be so awful that she had to die for it?"
Rada shook his head. He had already said too much, but Finn put pressure on the man's arm as if this would squeeze the last bit of information out of him.
"Just tell Aman—" Rada began. Before he could finish, Finn grabbed the man's arm in earnest.
"Throw me off, man. Throw me off as if you mean it," he growled.
In the split second Rada saw what Finn had seen and his face was awash with fear. Rada jerked away, feigning anger. Finn stepped back, hands up in surrender as if they had argued. It was then that Finn pretended to see Emanuel for the first time even though he had seen him clearly through the glass door, coming down the hall that led from the club to the portico. Finn had seen his wide smile and heard his laugh when the door opened. Finn recited his phone number, his lips barely moving.
"If you need me, Rada. One call. I'll come to you."
With that Finn turned away and strode across the brick drive. He went past the valet. He ignored the two men who had come out the door with Emanuel Dega Abu, the ones who laughed along with the vile little man and danced attendance on him. Rada followed behind, making a show of trying to catch Finn as the detective held up his badge and called:
"Emanuel Dega Abu. A word with you, sir."
 



CHAPTER 23
It had not been a long conversation with Emanuel Dega Abu, nor had it been fruitful, but the exchange had given Finn O'Brien great satisfaction. He spoke politely, asking a stream of questions about Emanuel's association with the woman, Takrit, refreshing the man's memory by showing him – and the fine gentlemen who were trying to run interference – the picture from the morgue. While Emanuel made the proper sympathetic sounds about the dead woman, while he begged their pardon for his feeble mind that could not remember each of his beloved citizens, Finn kept talking. The detective noted that sources indicated Takrit was carrying something of interest to Mr. Abu and that this information had been corroborated by Aman Jember Mambo.
The mention of Aman's name was magic. When Finn's eyes locked with the president of Eritrea, Emanuel's smile faded. While the businessmen murmured and objected and apologized, unaware of the visual tug of war between the two men, Finn felt the momentum turn his way.
"Aman sends his regards, my friend," Finn said, knowing Emanuel's armor was pierced. Finn, after all, had done what Abu's men could not. He had found Aman.
The jolly glint in the man's eyes was replaced with such a deep anger that Finn prayed it would shake the ground beneath his feet, open it up and take him to hell. For all his power and his wealth, it was clear that Emanuel was afraid of Aman. It was good to know what a man was afraid of, but it was better to know why they were afraid. Certainly he wasn't fearful of Aman's strength since he had Oliver and Rada to protect him. It was what Aman knew that threatened Emanuel's standing, his wealth, his reputation, his power. Perhaps it was something worse that Emanuel had to lose. Maybe Aman wanted a pound of flesh for everything that Abu had taken from him: his life, his wife, his face.
Much to Finn's disappointment, Emanuel recovered quickly, turning away from Finn to put a hand on one man's arm and tell another that 'this was of no inconvenience and how he would be happy to speak to this workingman in a place better suited to discussion'. The last to come to the party was the mayor. He moved in smoothly, thanking Finn for his service, inquiring after Finn's captain as he cut the detective from the herd and handed him off to Mr. Roth who had magically appeared by the mayor's side.
At the same time, the black car swung into place, the door opened and Emanuel Dega Abu was deposited into the back seat. Finn pulled back against Mr. Roth's firm grip, wanting a minute more to look through the front window at Rada. In a split second before Finn was escorted away, the two men came to an understanding. Rada knew what Finn wanted; Finn understood that there were many lives at stake if Rada gave it to him.
As the black car drove on and the important men melted away, Mr. Roth escorted Finn to his city issue that was parked on Fifth Street. The man even helped Finn with the door. Before he closed it, Mr. Roth suggested that it would be best if the detective never darkened the doorstep of The California Club again unless he had a warrant. Even then, Finn might want to think twice. Finn then took the opportunity to remind him that when it came to police business he feared his badge trumped Roth's authority. Mr. Roth responded:
"Any time you want to play, detective, I'm your man."
Mr. Roth slammed the car door shut. Finn was sure that he saw a wisp of smoke coming out of the man's ears as he walked away. With a chuckle, he belted himself in and checked his phone. There was a message from Cori. The security camera tapes weren't giving her much to work with. Black/white, young/old, man/woman, she couldn't tell who it was that had their arms around Takrit, half carrying her across the bridge. The only thing she knew for sure was that the person had to be strong because the woman was in bad shape. The jacket that person wore was identifiable as a letterman's jacket, confirmed by the lab whose report indicated the fibers in Takrit's hair were consistent with wool used to make those jackets. It would be another couple of days before they could determine the exact age and color of those fibers. Wear and wool grade all played a part in color distortion.
It was red but there were approximately one hundred and twenty five colleges that claimed various shades of red as their school colors. Hot damn, it will be fun tracking that down. The matter under Takrit's nails was leather, consistent with that used in the sleeves of a letterman's jacket. There were skin cells, not her own. They were attempting to identify the manufacturer of Takrit's hair pomade. Her head was against the jacket sleeve and if they could find the jacket and identify the pomade residue, they could corroborate the jacket was the one worn by the person with her. Bingo. Cori signed off by saying she was going to take one more shot at Aman. Then she would take her work home and have a full report on all the security tapes in the morning after she took a look at the last three. On the way home she was going—
Finn had no idea where she was going on the way home because the recording had cut off. Since she hadn't called back, Finn let her be. If Cori needed him, he would hear from her. She was probably long gone anyway. It wasn't as if a visit to Aman was going to get her anything.
Finn considered the man's silence bothersome. His distrust of the police, his refusal to give them information that might solve Takrit's murder told Finn that he was waiting them out and had a plan of his own. Whatever that plan was, it would not come to a good end. Passion and righteousness were weapons that often backfired, didn't Finn know, and he didn't want this matter to get any messier than it was. That thought made him laugh. This was a mess and a half and Aman, Finn had no doubt, was in the thick of things. What bothered him most, though, was how this all came together on that particular bridge.
For a minute he thought to stop and see Number Four and Taylor – men with the kind of minds he needed to sort out this alternate reality of foreign folks and bridges and secret things – but the dark was coming on and there was no guarantee the men would have chosen that bridge to bed down on tonight. Instead, Finn turned the car toward the Hollywood Hills to pursue a more rational course of inquiry.
***
"Anderson?"
Cori looked up, annoyed to be interrupted just as she was getting the grandmother's statement in order. She was hungry and tired and in need of a Tucker baby hug, but she tamped down the attitude when she saw that it was Bob Fowler hailing her. He had his jacket on and his briefcase in hand, but he wasn't there to tell her to knock off after a good day's work.
"Aman Jember Mambo has lawyered up," Fowler said.
"Really, now," Cori said. "I just saw him. He didn't ask for a call."
"He didn't have to," Bob Fowler said. "It's the guy who came in with you. He bailed the guy."
"Lapinski? What a busy little bee." Cori tossed her pen and pushed back her chair. "Where is he?"
"In the lobby waiting for his client. He's got the older lady with him, too."
"Do you think she's okay with this?" Cori asked.
"Hard to tell." Fowler shrugged. "She's sort of in her own world. Lots of mumbling going on there."
"Yeah. I know. We didn't get much out of her even with the interpreter. If that guy spoke Ethiopian, then I'm channeling Marilyn Monroe." Cori stood up and flipped her collar. "I'll take it from here with Lapinski."
Fowler stepped aside for her. "He's a piece of work, that guy."
"Preachin' to the choir, captain," Cori answered.
They went down the hall together. Bob Fowler opened the door for her but they split off in the lobby: Fowler going home to his lovely wife, Cori to Thomas Lapinski, Attorney at Law, LLC who was sitting next to the grandmother on the wooden bench, patting her shoulder while she gently swayed and muttered.
"Lapinski." Cori summoned him with a crook of her finger. "Could I have a word?"
"Okay, okay. Absolutely, Detective Anderson."
He stood up, turned toward the grandmother. He held his hands out indicating she should stay put. When he looked back at Cori his smile was electric but she turned on her heel and walked away without returning one of her own. She waited by the memorial wall, her arms crossed, refusing to be charmed, cutting him off before a word came out of his mouth.
"What are you doing, Lapinski?" she asked.
"Helping?"
"And how, pray tell, are you helping exactly?" Cori asked. "This isn't a personal injury gig, so there's no money in it for you."
"I understand that. Yes, I do. I do, of course." Thomas nodded like a bobble head doll.
"And they are probably so poor their Sunday dinner is fried water, so there's no bucks for a defense if Aman goes down for Takrit's murder. You get that, right?"
"Yep, yep, yep. Yes, I do, indeed." Up and down that head went.
"Not to mention that Aman almost killed O'Brien—"
"Except?"
Thomas flashed her a devilish smile and wiggled his fingers to coax the truth out of her. Cori rolled her eyes. She didn't want to say it but she knew she had to give him his due.
"Except for you, Lapinski. You saved the day," Cori admitted.
"That is so correct, Detective Anderson. I was there just when Detective O'Brien needed me because that's what I do. I am the knight on the proverbial white horse; I am there when people need me. Nobody does it better, I kid you not. I have brought caring for my fellow man to a high art, and sometimes I don't even expect anything in return. A novel concept, but one I humbly own."
Thomas laughed a little. Cori bit the inside of her cheek so she didn't laugh, too. Then Thomas glanced over his shoulder at the lady in her black mourning garb. She looked small and lost and so out of place with her shaved head and her deep grief.
"They are pretty much alone, you know? Alone can be scarier than anything in the world, Detective Anderson. Even Aman is scared. I know this because I have known strong people in my life, and I have seen them crumble and I have watched them give up because they thought they were alone."
He turned back to Cori. All the Lapinski frenetic energy had been replaced with the calm of a good man saying good things.
"These two need someone. I'm someone. And I'm talking pro bono, here. No charge no matter what goes down."
"What if it's Aman who killed his wife? You're looking at an expensive trial, not to mention you're not a criminal defense attorney."
"Ah, don't listen to anyone who tells you what you're not," Thomas warned. "Besides, it doesn't matter because I don't think you're seriously looking at him for murder. If you are, I've got his back. I would want someone to do the same for me."
Cori had her eyes on him hard while he talked and she could see this guy wasn't putting her on, nor was he fooling himself. She appreciated the deep truth he spoke, more than he knew. Being alone was a bitch, and Cori wouldn't wish it on anyone. She let her eyes slide toward the desk and the glass door behind it.
Aman was being escorted down the hall. The officer with him looked like a Munchkin next to that big guy. Aman looked sad despite his scars and bearing. Cori took a gander at the old woman who was now standing, watching him through the window too. She wasn't afraid of him and that was something in Cori's book. Lapinski was right. Cori wasn't seriously looking at this guy for murder.
"You know what Lapinski?"
"What, Detective Anderson?"
"You got a double-backbone." Cori put her hand on his arm and gave him a pat.
"I'll take that as a compliment, Detective." Thomas put his hand over hers.
"You do that, Lapinski." Cori slipped her hand away. "But that's all it is, got it?"
"Absolutely, Detective. I would never presume."
"Glad we understand each other." She started to walk away but changed her mind and came back. As the door opened for Aman, she lowered her voice as she spoke to the lawyer.
"If either of those two tell you anything about Takrit or what Abu is looking for you call me, got it? I mean anything."
"I am sincerely at your disposal Detective Anderson. Day or night. No matter what the hour, I will be on your doorstep."
"Ah, Lapinski." Cori shook her head as she clamped a hand on each of his shoulders. "You're gonna hurt yourself fallin' off that heap of hope."
She left him in the lobby with his new clients and by the time she got back to her office to pack up her things, Cori Anderson was laughing out loud.
 



CHAPTER 24
Finn drove by the Stover estate twice. On the third pass he caught sight of the entrance that was nearly buried in the trees and brush. The black wrought iron gates were set at an angle and the call station was veiled with some sort of climbing vine resplendent with trumpet-like purple flowers. After Finn pulled into the drive, he pressed the call button and looked for a camera among the blooms so that he could identify himself when called upon. Instead, he heard:
"You're late, for God's sake."
The gates swung open and Finn hit the gas. The driveway was long, wide and winding, flanked by a veritable forest on either side. The place was lit with outdoor fixtures and there were concrete benches placed in the clearings. Surely it appeared to Finn that he had driven through heaven's gate, this place was so magical and peaceful. Then again, if this were heaven the police would have no interest in the woman who lived here.
Eventually, Finn pulled up to the edge of the roundabout, parked and took a moment to get the lay of the land. The house was sprawling. The long wall facing him was white and windowless which was not a surprise. Hillside property was built to take advantage of the city views not for curb appeal. What made this house unique was that it was land rich and instead of being built vertically on a patch of land it spread horizontally over the hill.
Finn got out of the car and closed the door. Had he worn a tie, he would have adjusted the knot before asking entrance to such a grand home. Instead, he gave the tape covering the gash in his jacket's sleeve a good rub so that he looked respectable. Somewhere among all the trees a breeze blew; it carried a bird's twilight song to him. Finn basked in the stillness, enjoying the sounds of nature, until he heard a sound even more beautiful to his ears – that of a soccer ball being kicked by someone who knew how to do it. Instead of going to the front door, Finn went toward the sound of the ball.
Off the drive, his boots sunk into a grass as soft as a down pillow; grass that looked like a cloud of tiny shamrocks. Turning a corner, he saw that the main house was connected to a mother-in-law unit by a narrow structure. The grass ran right up to the door of the back unit and upon it was a good looking boy – almost a man – kicking a soccer ball in front of a practice goal. Back and front, he went, twisting a knee, raising a foot.
Finn stopped to admire his form as he popped the ball on his back foot and then, knees bent and body low, executed a perfect step over. He went through his paces, picking up speed in a way that told Finn he was aware he had an audience. Finn couldn't fault him for showing off. If he had ever been that good looking or talented, sure wouldn't he have been arrogant as all get out? Finn was about to speak when the boy set himself up for a Rabona, wrapping his one leg around and going for a cross shot with the other; a fine move until he turned suddenly and caught the ball with his laces, and sent it flying like a bullet at Finn's head.
In that split second Finn saw the boy's expression. He was a mean little bastard who intended to do harm. While Finn hadn't a malicious heart, he was quick to respond and no less expert. He caught the ball, dropped it and sent it back at the boy's knees so fast the surprise took him down as much as the force of the kick.
"Goddamn. Shit," the boy howled. "You bastard, you could have broken my knee."
His reaction was a bit much but Finn let him go on. When he decided his foul words were in danger of offending Mother Nature herself, Finn walked across the soft grass and stood over him.
"If I'd wanted to break your knee I would have, boy. Next time, look at your opponents face before you go after him. That will tell you if you're up against it. Come on now."
Finn put out his hand, offering his help. The boy fumed but finally let Finn haul him to his feet.
"No harm, then," Finn said, even though the observation was unnecessary.
This boy was a strong buck. Not as old as the detective first thought, but even more handsome up close. His blond hair was bright and shining, his face clean-shaven and square jawed. He must cut a fine figure on the field and have a passel of beauties waiting for him when the game was done.
"I'm looking for Sharon Stover—" Finn began only to be interrupted before he got the words fully out.
"I'm Sharon Stover, who in the hell are you?"
Finn turned around, a smile on his face, an introduction on his lips. His smile faltered and faded, the introduction was never made. Behind him the boy gave a short cruel laugh and went to collect his ball. It wasn't often that Finn was at a loss for words or that embarrassment tripped him up, but this was one of those times.
Standing in front of him was a beautiful and unusual woman. Her hair was short and as blonde as the boy's. Hers was long on the top and swept back from her forehead in a high wave but the sides were shaved like a soldier's. Her cheekbones cut across a perfectly oval face. Her mouth was generous and her eyes narrow and cat-like. Sharon Stover's shoulders were broad, her breasts heavy, her stomach flat and her hips narrow. She had the physique of an athlete but an athlete as flawed as the young man behind Finn was perfect. This woman stood squarely on one foot, her long leg muscled and slim, but her other leg was gone. Strapped to her upper thigh was a golden blade, curved and strangely sexy.
"Detective O'Brien." Finn said. "LAPD."
"Oh, crap."
Without another word she turned around and walked away. There was nothing for Finn to do but follow.
***
While Emanuel was at his dinner with the Mayor of Los Angeles feasting on lobster and steak, while Rada waited beside the car for him doing without supper, while Finn was in the Hollywood Hills, Oliver was in Little Ethiopia. Ten minutes earlier he had been in front of The Mercato, his hoodie up as he lingered at the curb. Oliver noted the time when he had seen the cook leave. He checked the time again when he saw the owner leave. The restaurant was closing up early but that didn't surprise him. Oliver doubted they had much business since Emanuel showed up. Once the two men were gone, Oliver strolled down the block and around to the back.
Now he was in the pitiful excuse for a parking lot behind the strip of pathetic stores and restaurants. He lounged in the shadows, shoulder against the dumpster, softly humming a little tune of no particular melody. He kept his eye on the backdoor of the restaurant, waiting patiently for the girl to come out as he knew she would. She was such a dutiful little thing, working for her parents, the last to lock up, looking so innocent. She was also a fine liar. He would bet a year's pay the parents didn't know who their daughter ran with and the trouble they were stirring up. Then he reprimanded himself for thinking ill of those women. If there weren't people who made trouble in this world, there would be no need for him to keep them in line. Supply and demand. That's how the world worked. And tonight the lovely Hali was going to be both his work and his pleasure.
Just as Oliver's imagination kicked in, the door opened and she appeared as if on cue. He melted into the deep dark of the bushes and bin. She was in such a hurry that she let the screen door close before the big plastic bag she carried cleared it. He heard her swear, saw the trash fall out of the bag and Hali bend to gather it all up. When it was set right, she held the trash bag high, watching her step as she went down the stairs and across the parking lot. At the dumpster, she swung the bag and let it fly over the top. Using her arm to push a stray hair away from her face, she turned toward the restaurant only to pull up short when Oliver stepped from his hiding place.
"Hello, Hali, my love."
He eased back his hood and gave her a good look at him. That was all it took for the girl to understand the trouble she was in. She broke left and Oliver blocked her. She went right, but he was too fast. His arms went out to corral her. Left. Right. Desperately she tried to evade him. Oliver chuckled. When she opened her mouth to scream, Oliver lunged. He caught her around her middle and pulled her into him. He clamped his other hand over her mouth.
"Better if you just relax, girlie."
Oliver pulled up hard under her rib cage and knocked the breath out of her. Still she fought, trying to slow him down by dragging her feet as he pulled her across the parking lot and up the stairs. Oliver ripped open the screen door so hard that the cheap frame cracked. He kicked the inside door open with his foot, swung her into the small hallway and turned her around.
"Lock it," he whispered.
Hali twisted and turned but Oliver's playful mood was gone. He bit her hard on the ear, his teeth going through skin and cartridge. She screamed against his hand and he loved the sound of it almost as much as he loved the taste of her blood on his lips.
"Shut up and lock the door," he hissed into her mangled ear. He took his hand away from her mouth and shoved her forward. "Lock it and then we're going to have a little chat about your friend Sharon."
A tremor shot through Hali's body. Too frightened to cry, her hands shaking as she took hold of the door, she pushed it and simultaneously threw the deadbolt.
"Good girl," Oliver cooed and turned her around. When he did, he saw that Hali was looking past him.
Pulling her closer, Oliver used her as a shield when he turned to see what she was looking at. All he saw was the curtain moving. Dragging the girl with him he ran down the hall and burst into the dining room, furious to find out they were not alone. But when he saw who had been keeping the girl company, Oliver smiled. Now he was sure to get the information he wanted.
It was almost too easy.
 



CHAPTER 25
"Want a drink?" Sharon Stover was behind the bar pouring herself a bourbon on the rocks. She added a splash. Finn shook his head.
"No, but thank you."
"Got it." She twisted her lips as if she found his refusal amusing. "You're on duty. I always thought that was something you only heard in the movies. Good to know Hollywood gets something right."
"We do our best to live up to the hype, don't you know," Finn answered.
"The accent's a nice touch."
She swung out from behind the bar, pausing for Finn to get a good look at her. Sharon knew everyone needed at least one good look and it cost her nothing to oblige. When she figured he was done, she raised her drink.
"It's easier to think out there on the deck."
Sharon pressed something on the wall behind the bar. They stood side-by-side – a good ten feet between them – as the wall of glass facing the city slowly retracted. From where he stood, Finn could see the headlights on the cars snaking through downtown but they were so far away he couldn't hear the sound of the traffic. While they waited for the mechanics of the wall to finish working, Sharon gave him a rundown he had not asked for but found fascinating nonetheless.
"I used to be a stuntwoman. Pretty damn good one if I do say so myself. I was supposed to run across a railroad track, fall down and the train runs over me. Easy, peasy. Lots of dough. Once the train is gone they cut and put the big money actress back down. She gets up and runs off. A miracle!"
Sharon Stover snorted at the ridiculousness of make believe.
"The director was behind schedule so he wanted it in one take. The stunt coordinator was afraid to tell him he hadn't double-checked the depth of the channel where my leg was supposed to be. He didn't tell me either. I fell on cue, the train comes and the goddamn thing shears my leg off. I knew it wasn't right the minute I fell. I should have got up. I didn't.
"So that's the leg story. The really sad thing is, the picture sucked. And then there's that."
This time she gestured to the far wall with her cocktail and the huge painting that hung upon it.
"A living color reminder of the day I was the friggin' star of my own horror movie."
She didn't look at what she was referring to, but Finn did. It was a portrait of the woman herself. The artist had captured every nuance of her beauty and every detail of what was left of her leg: the puckered, discolored skin, the incision scar, the imbalance of her body. There was a fascinating and gruesome beauty about the painting that Finn could appreciate; at the same time he was appalled. Should he suffer an injury like hers he would keep it locked away, disguised. He would grieve in private. Sharon headed for the deck, not caring what Finn was thinking and fully engaged in her narrative.
"My late husband was one of the best producers in the business. He had a great eye for things that horrified people – emotional stuff, physical horror, spiritual misery – the ghastlier the better.
"I thought he had an amazing talent until I found out that it wasn't a talent at all, he was just born that way. I was the big prize, the piece de resistance, the crowning glory of his sick obsession. I was better than any movie because he woke up with me every morning.
"Sick bastard couldn't sleep unless he had a hold of my stump. He would lick it and make me roll up my pants at dinner parties to show people how my prosthetic worked. He bought me a truckload of blades in a rainbow of colors, prosthetics with feet molded in all configurations so that I could wear shoes. I could show you, but you don't look like the kind of guy who would find that fun."
"'Tisn't on my bucket list, missus," Finn answered. "Still, it takes two to tango and it seems to me you were willing to dance to his tune."
Sharon was walking round the great pool but Finn had paused to watch her. The underwater lights cast a soft glow that bounced off the golden blade and illuminated her skin. She was wearing bike shorts that cupped her incredible bum, and a long, loose wife beater that showed off her perfect, braless breasts.
"Choice is a great concept but it doesn't have much of an application in the real world. It was live like this and let him have his way or get tossed out on my ear. You know how much call there is for a one legged stuntwoman in Hollywood?"
"Not much I imagine," Finn answered.
She pointed to a lounge. Finn sat on the edge of it. She took up a lookout post with her back to a railing that ran around the deck. The pool was between them.
"Some men get their rocks off when their women dress up like schoolgirls or cheerleaders. Frederick preferred his women to be like broken toys. His first wife was messed up, too. I'm not sure that made him bad, but it sure made him different."
"So which Mrs. Stover were you?" Finn asked.
"Number two." She shrugged as if to say she appreciated her husband's restraint. "The first Mrs. Stover killed herself right there in that pool. She was a pretty little thing; perfect on the outside and maimed on the inside. By the time Frederick got to me he didn't make any bones about how fascinating he found physical flaws. The whole psychological stuff had started to bore him."
Sharon took a solid drink, put the glass on the railing and spread her arms wide.
"So, what has Matthew got himself into and should I be calling the lawyer before I talk to you?"
"Matthew?" Finn tilted his head.
"My stepson. I figured since you headed straight for him that's why you were here."
Finn shook his head. "I heard him kicking the ball and thought the family might be in back. I can't resist the sound of a ball being kicked about."
"A cop and a jock. Aren't you just right out of central casting." Her tease was nasty but Finn knew it was made out of habit because she didn't wait to see if he was hurt before she went on. "We're not that kind of family."
"What kind of family are you?" Finn asked.
"Normal for Hollywood," Sharon said. "My husband's dead. I got the house and the kid. I'm trustee until he turns eighteen."
"Then what?"
"What do you mean, then what?"
"I mean will he be moving on or you? Or is his birthday the day you call the lawyers?" Finn asked.
"Screw you." Sharon took a drink and this time it slammed so hard on the railing an ice cube popped out and fell into the canyon. She kept her eyes on him. "Since that's none of your business, and I'm busy, why don't you tell me what you want."
"I've come about one of your employees. A woman named Takrit. I am told she used the name Diane at work."
"And?"
"And she is dead," Finn said.
Even though the light was flattering to Sharon Stover, softening edges that were indeed sharp, Finn could still see two things: First, she already knew Takrit was dead and second, her instinct was to lie about it. She changed her mind about the lie.
"I heard."
"Who was it that told you?" he asked.
"A friend who knew both of us. Is there anything else?"
"Did this friend tell you how she died?"
"I think she jumped off a bridge," Sharon said.
Finn responded, "I believe someone threw her over that bridge."
"That doesn't surprise me," Sharon answered. "But I'm not the one you should be talking to. You should have a little chat with a guy named Emanuel Dega Abu. Ever heard of him?"
"Actually, I have," Finn answered.
"Figures. LAPD is probably falling all over themselves giving that bastard the royal treatment. Well, the LAPD doesn't know shit. You should be arresting him for crimes against the people. You shouldn't let him out of the country because if you do a lot of people are going to suffer. People like Takrit who suffered more than…"
To Finn's great surprise, the woman who looked like the goddess of war with her strong shoulders and her hard mouth and the shining curve of metal strapped to her thigh, could not tell him about Takrit's suffering. She turned her head and she swallowed whatever weakness had come upon her. She picked up her glass and walked past Finn.
"I need another drink."
He heard the sound her blade made against the wood as she walked toward the house. When he didn't move, she called to him.
"Come on. There's something you need to see."
***
Cori was singing along with Garth Brooks' Friends in Low Places, so she felt pretty good when she hit Fairfax. But even Garth couldn't keep the good vibes going when she saw that someone had parked by the hydrant in front of The Mercato.
"Damn civilians," she muttered. Parking control was stretched thin so they would probably get away with it and that just peeved her all the more.
She glanced at the restaurant as she drove past. The place look perpetually closed because of the blackout film on the glass door but Cori knew she still had a few minutes before they finished for the night. She swung the car left and then left again into the alley behind the building. One more left and she pulled into the parking lot behind the restaurant and parked between the lines just in case three more Angelinos had a hankering for Ethiopian food in the next ten minutes.
She got out and looked around at the property. This stretch of Fairfax hadn't seen the renaissance some of the other areas of the city had, but whoever owned this row of buildings hadn't bothered to spruce anything up in the last thirty years. The landlord should at least put new bulbs in the fixtures over the shops' back doors. The one over The Mercato's pulsed with a dim, greenish glow that was nauseating. If Cori owned this prime piece of real estate, she would pop to trim the overgrowth near the trash bin and repave the parking lot, too. They should let her have a crack at it. She would whip this place into shape for pennies on the dollar.
She laughed at her grandiose thoughts and swung her purse as she walked across the lot. It was almost nine and the adjacent stores were locked up tight. Hoping she hadn't made the trip for nothing, knowing she should have called first, but in such a good mood that she didn't really care if her detour was for nothing, Cori took the first step up to the backdoor of The Mercato.
Her good mood disappeared as she took the next two steps and saw the backdoor hanging loose. She put out her hand and touched the sharp splinters; she could see the contrast between the weather beaten frame and the yellow/orange inside wood. Cori breathed in and the scent told her the split was fresh. She put her fingertips on the inside door. Whoever had closed it threw the deadbolt before it actually shut and that meant it only looked secure. Licking her lips, Cori put her shoulder into it and pushed until she had cleared enough room to look into the hall.
The doors to the bathrooms were open, but the highchair that had been stored at the end of the hallway was toppled and one of the stacks of boxes listed as if someone had bumped into them. She listened but heard nothing. That could mean she wasn't close enough to hear whatever might be going on or the owners had just forgotten to lock the door when everyone went home. Cori didn't come close to believing the latter. She had been a cop long enough to know when to pay attention to a hinky feeling, and she had a mother of a hinky feeling.
Embracing the hink, Cori let her heart drum against her chest and took a second to think about Amber and Tucker and Finn. After that she let it all go – the fear, her family and Finn – because distractions were dangerous.
Weapon in hand, Cori stepped inside and eased the door shut so that the deadbolt once again rested against the frame. She inched down the hall and slid her purse inside the first bathroom. Thumb held straight, support hand tight, she gripped her pistol and kept going. She stepped around the highchair, freezing when she heard the crunch of glass underfoot. The framed picture of Hailesa Lassie had fallen and the glass was shattered.
Cori lifted the ball of her foot and swiveled on her heel as she tried to find a path through the shards. When she put her foot down again it was in a clear space. One step. Two steps. Gun steady, hands cool and dry, she took the next three steps and stopped in front of the curtain that separated the hall from the dining room. She peered through the ripple where the fabric didn't hang plumb.
The dining room was empty and clean. The velvet picture with the embedded lights still twinkled, the African masks and paintings looked ominous in the semi dark. Light was coming from the second room where Emanuel and Finn had their coffee but it wasn't direct. Cori knew the kitchen was behind the coffee bar so that must be where the light was on. Both those rooms made her nervous. There were too many places to hide in the coffee bar and too many things that could be used as weapons in the kitchen not to mention those rooms were both dead ends.
Cori reassessed the dining room. The length was greater than the width and that meant someone coming out of the coffee bar unexpectedly had her at a disadvantage. The burlap draping was high and tight to the walls giving her no place to hide. The hostess desk was the only place that would give her solid cover. It was a very long way to go and small comfort when she didn't know what was waiting for her.
Disliking what she was seeing, Cori was about to take a step back and call for assistance when she heard a scream.
 



CHAPTER 26
Finn sat in a very deep, very big, very comfortable chair in front of a very, very big screen in the home theatre where Sharon Stover had sent him. There were twelve of these chairs, but he was willing to bet that she sat in this place alone more often than not.
He had seen women like Sharon Stover; he remembered them from his boyhood village. Widows and abandoned women and angry spinsters who believed that the world men created had treated them poorly. There were the women mistreated by their fathers, brothers and intendeds; women whose chances were missed or who had taken a chance and failed. Perhaps they all had good reason to be angry, but in Finn's village no one dare incur their wrath by asking about their pain. He could already count a number of things that drove Sharon Stover's anger, but the core of it, the bitterness, was a thing long rising in the heated oven of her heart and it was not about her leg or her husband.
"It's late so don't give me the crap about being on duty." Sharon put a beer on the table beside him. "All I've got is Tecate."
She dropped a shot next to it.
"You're going to need that, too."
She went around him and took the chair on his right. She had a bottle of Woodford Bourbon for herself and a glass of fresh ice. The splash, it seemed, could be done without. Sharon talked while she settled herself: pouring the bourbon, raising the leg-rest on the chair, pulling a computer onto the table at her side.
"I'll give you a quick rundown, we'll watch a little and then you can ask whatever you want. Just don't do anything stupid like trying to trick me into saying something I shouldn't. I've seen all the movies and actors are better at that stuff than cops. Plus, I don't like to waste time. You do that and you're out of here. Got it?"
Finn lifted his glass, "Lovely to know the ground rules."
Sharon gave him a curt nod and tapped out a few codes on the computer. She took a drink.
"So, I was pretty jammed after my accident. I mean I lost everything – my livelihood, a lot of my so-called friends, the guy I thought I was in love with, my sexuality. It's damn tough to have part of you gone. It's like you're always looking for that one piece. You think that if you find it, you can put yourself back together and everything will be like it was before. I'm here to tell you, that's not the way it works.
She licked her lips. Did one more thing on the computer and then spoke directly to him, her cat eyes shining through the low light.
"Just when I was at my worst, Tinsel Town got politically correct. Producers decided that they wanted to show how sensitive they were and how diverse they could be. They didn't just want people of color; they were looking for everyone who didn't fit the normal starlet bill. Ugly chicks, fat guys, you name it they had a part for the misfits. Did you ever see the movie Grindhouse, detective?"
"I favor Barry Fitzgerald myself. Bells of Saint Mary's."
Sharon snorted.
"Bet you're a stitch on the beat," she drawled. "Anyway, I auditioned for that roll because it called for this amputee chick to strap a machine gun on her leg and take everyone out. I was just furious enough at that point to think I might go out in a blaze of glory. You know, get the part and everyone would remember me as the one legged broad who made this great movie and then offed herself."
"Not a very good plan."
"Are you kidding? It was a great plan. It would have gone down in Hollywood history." Sharon smiled for the first time. It wasn't the warmest one Finn had ever seen but it was a start. "I didn't get the part. Too old. They green screened the whole leg thing with a name actress. I thought about killing myself anyway, but I wasn't as brave as I thought. Do you know what really saved me?"
Finn shook his head. He didn't speak because she didn't seem to be expecting an answer.
"An actress, and she wasn't even a friend of mine. She had auditioned for another part in Grindhouse and had seen me at the call. She got the part but got cut when they found out she had breast cancer. The doctors were going to take off both her boobs.
"Now she could get surgery and get her boobs back, but she understood that the real part of her was gone forever. She could accept that, what she couldn't accept was that if she tried to get back in the game she would be dishonest. She figured I had some wisdom to help her get to a good place. I don't know why I agreed to see her. I really don't."
Sharon went quiet. Finn heard the ice cubes tinkle against the glass every time she took a drink. He drank with her, knowing well enough how a body could think she might learn to live without the thing that had been ripped away only to find it an impossible task. Whatever is lost defines a life ever after. Where would he start to tell this woman of his wounds and, if he did, would his hurt come close to hers?
Probably not.
Who really cared?
Hurt was hurt and only the person carrying it knew how deep it truly ran.
Finn took his shot. He drank his beer. He would wait only so long. This was not a therapy session after all; it was an investigation. Before he could guide her back to Takrit, Sharon Stover resumed her story.
"So I saw her, and I talked to her and it turns out that I've got a real talent for this kind of stuff – helping women get through some really rough times. So I…" Sharon paused, thought about something and then changed her mind. "Forget it. Let me show you what I'm doing and then we'll talk about Emanuel and Takrit."
She pushed a button. The houselights went off and the room went black. The first thing Finn saw on the screen was the image of a wall constructed from the mutilated bodies of women and the words A Women's Wall Production.
***
The first person Cori came upon was the mother. Her long green and yellow dress was twisted around her legs. She lay in a puddle of her own blood. Cori hunkered down, released one hand and touched the woman's neck. No pulse, but she was still warm. Cori put her butt against the wall and used it as leverage to push herself up until she was flat against it, standing near the table where she and Finn had eaten the spongy bread and drunk honey wine. Cori listened to the sounds of an assault in progress coming from the adjacent room.
A man grunted. Feet shuffled. The man said things but Cori couldn't make out the words. A woman whimpered and cried. Cori heard the flat wet sound of flesh being beaten and the sharp crack of bones breaking. Whatever was hitting the woman it wasn't the man's fist and that meant time was of the essence. One woman was already dead; she didn't want another gone that night.
Cori closed her eyes, slowed her breathing and counted herself to a Zen place where her weapon was an extension of her body and her body a servant of her training and survival instinct. On the count of three, when she distinctly heard the word 'bitch' uttered as the man put his weight behind a blow, Cori swung around the corner. Legs apart, elbows locked, she pointed her gun at the blond haired man's back. He was standing over a woman who had pulled herself into a fetal position on the floor at the end of the bar. A marble rolling pin was raised over his head, ready for the next strike.
"Drop it now or you ain't gonna see the sun come up, cowboy."
The man paused and straightened. He took a step back and lowered his arms but he didn't let loose of the rolling pin. Cori took it upon herself to remind him that he didn't have any options.
"I don't mind putting some lead in your back if I have to, so I would suggest you step away now. Two steps back, drop the pin, turn to the right and face me."
The man hung his head but Cori wasn't reassured. Knowing she couldn't lose her focus, she fought the urge to see to the woman on the floor until this man was secured. She moved a step forward, keeping the gun level, reaching out with one hand intending to turn the sucker since he didn't seem to want to do it on his own. Before she touched him, though, he started to laugh. At first Cori wasn't sure she heard him but when the chortle turned to a belly laugh her blood ran cold and everything changed.
The attack was peremptory and skilled. He swung his arms in an arc, holding the piece of marble in both hands, swinging it at her skull like a sledgehammer. In that instant, the faces of her child and grandchild flashed in Cori's mind and she dropped and rolled toward the bar. The pin smashed into the floor beside her. On the first turn, Cori raised her weapon. Praying that her assailant was the only one standing, she fired wildly at the same time the rolling pin crashed into her leg. The pain was blinding. Reflexively, her hand opened but Cori managed to get the gun back in her palm. She clasped it in one last-ditch effort to save herself, but in the next instant that marble cylinder crashed into her head. The last thing she saw was a flash and the last thing she heard was an explosion.
 



CHAPTER 27
Finn O'Brien was grateful for the shot and the beer. More than a little fortification was needed to watch what Sharon Stover was showing him. He was admiring of her eye for storytelling and her passion for her subject and her cast iron stomach. Finn also applauded the logo. The Women's Wall was a symbol for all the suffering and abuse women endured in this modern age and, given what he was seeing, it was more than apt.
From clips of unattended childbirth to stoning and child marriages to men old enough to be their grandfathers, the documentary of crimes against women was bad enough but then it took a turn that even Finn, a man who had seen bodies and blood and bloodshed, could hardly stomach.
There was film of women being gang raped and of acid attacks recorded in such detail he could swear he heard the sizzle of flesh. He watched an honor killing and its aftermath: a father and brother rejoicing over their daughter and sister's body. Almost more sadistic than the acts themselves was the fact that these things had been recorded. It would be a long while before he could unsee and unhear it all. Sharon paused the film on the face of a young woman, a girl really, who had lost her nose and ears as punishment for the mortal sin of wanting to go home to her mother rather than be the fifth wife of an old goat herder.
"Buckle up buddy, the next one is kind of hard to take," Sharon said.
"Missus, they are all hard to take," he answered.
"True, but this one is the Al Khansa."
Sharon made a rueful little sound that indicated he should heed her warning and prepare himself.
"Al Khansa is a troop of female Islamic state religious police and they are really a piece of work. They're named after a woman poet who wrote elegies for her dead brothers way back when Mohammed was around. I don't get the connection between these bitches and poetry, but that's beside the point. Watch what they do when they find a woman hiding out in the bus station trying to breast feed her kid."
The film began again and it wasn't long before Finn turned his head away. The female 'police' – burka clad, AK47s in hand – had clamped spiked metal jaws around the woman's naked chest, humiliating and torturing her. All this was shown in eloquent silence: the woman's agony, the torturers' delight, the cowardice of those who witnessed the event. The clip played for forty-five seconds and then cut to interviews of women who had suffered even greater horrors at the hands of this aberrant group.
Finn barely heard a word of those testimonies because he was thinking of Cori. What if this was Cori? What if it was Amber? What if it was Bev, his soon to be ex? What if it was his mother or sisters? Finn would kill anyone who dared harm any of them and he would do it with his bare hands. He was thinking this when Sharon turned the lights up a click. She picked up her bottle and poured Finn another shot. He didn't object.
"So Takrit was part of this? A film maker?" he asked.
Sharon shook her head. She twisted in her chair so that her leg was tucked beneath her and the blade still stretched out on the footrest.
"Takrit was my star, or she was going to be," Sharon said. "I heard about her a long time ago, but it was a process getting her involved. We both knew what we were doing was dangerous. That's why I made her an employee of my company. I told everyone her name was Diane, so she could fly under the radar. We were on track for a Christmas release when we heard Emanuel was headed this way. That's why we stepped up the release date. I moved her in here for her own safety and her grandmother's. The old lady didn't know what had been done to her granddaughter or that Takrit had smuggled out spectacular footage of torture in Eritrean prisons. We've been releasing that initial footage on social media for the last few months as a run up to the premier. Literally, every single post has gone viral."
"Not to be disrespecting your work," Finn said, "But quite a few people have called attention to atrocities like these."
"But Takrit had film of her own torture, her circumcision. Can you imagine how impactful that would have been? Her facing down Emanuel in the flesh when this film was shown?"
"If you could get him to the theater," Finn said.
"Oh, he'll be there," Sharon said. "What we've got set up isn't illegal, but I know the reach Emanuel has so it's better if I don't tell you."
"How does Aman fit into this? I suppose you know about him. Takrit's husband?"
"I know Aman. He showed up a few months ago and demanded that Takrit walk away from the project. He told her they had a chance to be safe and happy because they were in America. Look how that turned out," Sharon said. "Did Aman tell you they brought him in to watch when they cut her? Did he tell you they did it in front of male guards? Did he tell you they did it in a prison so filthy that it would have been better done in a cave with a rock?"
"No, he didn't tell me about that," Finn said, not wanting to tell her that Aman had been all but mute.
"Well they did all that and more. He should have been sitting beside Takrit in this film, he should have been showing that face of his to the world, not trying to silence her," Sharon said. "But she was going against Aman. She knew how important this was."
"How did she get here, much less bring that film with her," Finn asked. "Certainly Emanuel didn't just wish her well and send her on her way."
"Hardly," Sharon laughed. "I got her out."
"You run in influential crowds, then, missus."
"Not really, but if you do this kind of work you meet the folk who know how to do that stuff. Believe me, they don't do it out of the goodness of their hearts. I sent a shit load of money over there; Aman worked the escape route to the border. He bribed people in country and then the people I paid took it from there. Takrit never talked about how it really went down and I didn't ask for details. It took her more than a year to make her way to the U.S. Aman was supposed to follow, but Emanuel's men got him first."
"They weren't kind," Finn said.
"To say the least," she agreed. "His face kind of makes my leg look like a scratch."
"I'm surprised they didn't simply kill him," Finn said.
"We think they let Aman go because they knew that Takrit wasn't going to stop speaking out and killing him would just give her more fodder. Once we started releasing the YouTube stuff, Abu knew that we had him in our sights. We think Abu figured Aman would head straight for Takrit. If he did that, they could kill two birds with one stone literally. All Abu wanted was to find Takrit and silence her. She had no idea what they had done to Aman until she saw him. God it was hard to watch them together."
"And she chose you over her husband or him over you?"
Sharon's lips pulled up at one side and she chuckled. "If I say she pulled out of my project you're going to think I offed her; if I say she went against Aman, you're going to be looking at him for killing her. After what all of us have been through for Takrit, I seriously don't think we deserve the hassle."
"But even you will admit that both are possibilities," Finn said.
"I'm not admitting anything. It wasn't me. If we were taking about someone other than Takrit, I might give you Aman. His rage is really something else – and he is filled with it, believe me – but he would die before he would hurt her. I'd bet my life on it."
Sharon fell silent and while Finn waited for her to speak again, he considered that he might have found a reason for Aman's silence. Maybe the man was waiting for a chance to kill Sharon Stover as revenge for Takrit. Before Finn could suggest it, Sharon said:
"They didn't even give her anesthesia."
"Why would men agree to do such things?" Finn mused, respecting that Sharon's thoughts kept returning to the injustice visited upon Takrit.
"I don't know. Sick people are put in power or power makes them sick. You choose. Bottom line, Abu can honestly say he never lifted a finger to hurt anyone, but there's a lot of blood on his hands. Nothing happens in Eritrea unless he orders it."
"As you say, a powerful man. So powerful that I would think your movie would only be an annoyance to him," Finn pointed out. "There's a lot of lip service in our country to issues such as this, missus, but very little gets done about them."
Sharon dropped the chair's footrest, unwound her good leg and stood up. When her blade hit the floor, it gave a bit and Finn thought that cushion might be the softest thing about the woman.
"I've been living in this room for a year. I need a breather."
They went back to the great room and sat on the white sofas and looked across the deck to the glittering city beyond.
"Here's the thing," Sharon said. "Abu's been all over the U.S. trying to drum up business for Eritrea which really is just a front for him lining his own pockets. The more money he gets, the more control he exerts, the more people in his country suffer. Takrit has always been a thorn in his side."
"Do you think it was Emanuel who had her killed?"
"Yep," she said without hesitation. "His sidekick, Oliver, would do it for fun, and Rada, his manservant, would do it because he's programmed and afraid. But I don't care who did it, I want that thumb drive and if you have it then give it to me. I paid for her to get out and that means I paid for the video."
"Why didn't she already give it to you?" Finn asked, dodging the question of possession. "Why not when she moved in here?"
"Because she was smart enough not to trust me," Sharon said. "In case you haven't noticed, I have a bit of an edge."
"I wouldn't have mentioned it," Finn said.
"Yeah, well, here's the thing. Takrit was an intellectual and a patriot, but she was also a woman. The intellectual in her wanted to address all the injustices in her country, but I was asking her to show the world something intimate and shameful. There's a fine line between honesty and exploitation. It's one thing to talk about circumcision; it's another for a grown woman to allow us to watch it happening to her. What was taken from her is so much more than what I lost. Do you understand?"
"It was explained to me by a woman I know," Finn said.
"Good for you for listening, but I know you'll never be able to get what it really means. Men aren't wired that way." Sharon leaned forward and put her arms on her knees. She clasped her hands and stared into the night. "Look, I needed Takrit precisely because she wasn't an illiterate from a dusty, no-name village. We were down to the wire, and she had made her decision. She said she had the thumb drive hidden. If I had to guess, I'd bet it was at her grandmother's place. Wherever it was, she was supposed to pick it up and bring it back here the day she died."
"Are you saying she never came back here?" Finn asked.
"I never saw her after that morning. I got caught up at the studio. I tried to call, but when she didn't answer I figured she didn't feel like talking. It never occurred to me that she wouldn't be here waiting for me. Anyway, I got home and you know the rest."
"Were you with anyone at your studio?"
"Yes," Sharon answered.
"Takrit's neck was broken. Someone hit her before she died. Do you think Aman could have done that?"
Sharon thought about it. "Yeah, I could see that. He wouldn't hurt her intentionally but reactively maybe. We had a good knock down drag out at the grandmother's house a while back. I'll admit I was scared of him, just not scared enough to quit."
"You're quite the crusader, missus," Finn said.
"Don't patronize me. I'm not a Westside do-gooder playing around with social justice," Sharon shot back. "I have spent every last dime I could get my hands on and years of my life on this project. I have women in sixteen countries working to stage demonstrations where this film is set to premier. I have the international press lined up to break this story and the finale was supposed to be the unmasking of Emanuel Dega Abu live and in person. The next sound you hear, detective, will be the world running away from Abu like he has the plague. He is going down because of what I created, so don't tell me this is just another run-of-the-mill outrage flick."
Sharon stood up and began to pace, gliding through patches of moonlight that sparked off her blade on the way north and left it dull when she walked south.
"This is how we take back our lives – this is how I take back my life. This film is academy award caliber. It will make back every penny I put into it and a hell of a lot more. If you're offended by that, too bad."
She paused and stared at Finn; her fists were clenched, her voice dropped an octave.
"I will do anything to get that thumb drive, detective. It was promised to me. Tell Aman you're going to throw him in jail for stealing what's mine. Then roust Emanuel and his men and charge them with murder. Do anything you have to but don't let them out of the country until this premier. Get me that video and I will make sure that little bastard is ruined."
"And Takrit?" Finn asked.
"What about her?"
"Don't you want to know the truth of what happened to her?"
"Takrit's dead. It's the film that's important. If I can't pull this off there are a couple of people who will want to kill me."
"Is that a figure of speech?" Finn asked.
"No," she snapped. "And if I do pull it off, there will be one who will definitely want to. We both know who that is. Now drink up, detective. I have work to do."
"One last thing, missus." Sharon stopped midstride, giving him a minute. "We found no identification on Takrit, no cell phone. We need a number to get phone records and track her whereabouts. Can you help me with that?"
Without another word, Sharon walked away and when she came back she handed Finn a piece of paper with a number written on it.
"It's a company phone. Her name won't be on the records," Sharon said. "If you find it, I'd like it back. Her ring tone was some old Ethiopian song. It was pretty; very unusual. I miss hearing it. It reminded me of what we were fighting for."
"And her car?"
"I told you, she never came back here so I don't know where it is. It's a Honda Civic. Red. I think the license plate is 6GRZ702. It's registered to me. That's all I got. Really, it is."
It appeared to Finn that the woman was going to say something more, something personal. Maybe she was going to admit that her heart ached for her friend who had been lost. She admitted nothing.
"See yourself out when you're ready. Just press on the big mermaid. The one without any arms."
Sharon Stover left Finn and went back to the room where she would watch her gruesome film and plot her golden future.
Finn sat on the long white sofa. His eyes roamed over the furniture and the larger-than-life paintings: a perfect nude on one wall and the picture of maimed Sharon Stover on the facing wall. Finn didn't look at the leg or her nudity. Instead, he looked at her face and saw her sadness. She would deny it was there but Finn had seen enough sadness in the women in his life to know that Sharon had no more or less than they. Anger? That woman had enough anger in her to fill the canyon below but she saw it as righteousness. Then he wondered if it ever occurred to her that she and Emanuel had a lot in common. They both stood to lose a fortune depending on who found that thumb drive first. The question was, had one of them murdered to get it.
Finn sighed and got up. For one minute more he stood in the moonlight listening to the silence only to have it broken when his phone rang. Reluctantly, he answered it. As he listened to the voice on the other end, thoughts of Sharon Stover, Takrit and the sad women of the world vanished from his mind. There was only one woman he was thinking of as he ran from the house and that was Cori.
***
Matthew Stover was getting more nervous the longer the cop was with Sharon, so he lit up a joint to calm himself. When that didn't help, he took some Ativan. That was a bust, too. Every time he lay down, his mind started going a mile a minute. He dug into his backpack and found the Adderell that one of the guys on the team had given him. After that, Matthew smoked another joint.
He thought he heard Sharon calling for him twice and twice he went to the door, opened it and listened but heard nothing. That probably meant she was still giving the cop an earful about him. Well, he had a few things to tell that guy, too. He was going to tell him as soon as he came out of the house. So Matthew went outside and he waited and waited and worked out what he would say in his head. But when the cop came out, he was running hard and got in his car before Matthew could react.
"Hey! Hey!"
Matt called but the cop didn't hear him, or maybe he did and just didn't stop. He put the car into gear and did a one eighty in the roundabout. Matt threw himself at the car. He managed to put his hand on the back end. He swore the Irish dude looked in the mirror and saw him, but the shithead accelerated and Matt lost his footing, falling onto the hard ground.
He didn't know how long he sat in the driveway but it didn't matter. The cop was gone. Sharon was working. Cordelia was gone. The main house was locked up tight. Matt let his head fall back and he howled; howled like a wolf; howled like a wolf that was hurt and ready to bite off any hand that reached out to him. When he was done, he hung his head. His chin rested on his chest. Nobody could hear him and even if they could it wouldn't matter. No one would come to help him; they never had.
Matt got up off the hard ground and stumbled a little going back to his apartment, but he made it. He stamped his foot. It was weird. He couldn't feel his foot and his fingers were tingling. He shook his head. He'd taken too much shit. He'd sleep it off. First though, he got a beer out of his fridge.
In the bedroom, Matthew put his beer on the side table and popped the snap on his jeans. Before he unzipped them, before he fell into the bed that Cordelia had made up for him like she was his mom, Matthew noticed something. Dangling his beer between his fingers, he walked over to the door, narrowing his eyes, wondering if he was really seeing what he thought he was seeing. He put his beer on the dresser, opened the cracked sliding glass door and walked across the patch of patio outside his bedroom to check it out.
"Oh, ho."
He laughed a little when he saw that his eyes weren't playing tricks on him. He couldn't believe it. Sharon had left the glass wall open. If he wanted, he could walk right into the house. He could walk right in there and touch stuff just like he used to when his dad was alive. The bitch thought she was so smart, so perfect, and now look what she had done. She had made a mistake; a big one.
Smirking Matthew walked past the pool and right into the living room. He looked at the paintings on the walls. When he turned eighteen he was going to burn the one of her because it would belong to him. Everything would belong to him. But tonight he just wanted to have a little fun.
"Sharon?" he called as he sauntered toward the theater. He raised his voice and sing-songed, "Sharon Stover…"
He stumbled and steadied himself, putting a hand on a pedestal made of Plexiglas. The vase on top of it teetered, fell and shattered at his feet. He went on, stepping over the glass that Cordelia would clean up. That was her job. Sharon's job was to watch out for him until he grew up. She was his trustee and that meant he should be able to trust her. Since she forgot how to do all this, it was his job to remind her. But when Matt got to the theater and tried to open the door he couldn't. Sharon had left the whole side of the house opened but this one, friggin' door was locked.
"Sharon?" Matthew jiggled the door handle. "We need to talk, Sharon. Come on. Open the door."
Sharon didn't come to the door. She didn't even have the decency to answer him. Matthew put his head against it. Suddenly exhausted, he closed his eyes and rested. Pushing himself away, he turned back toward his apartment and just as suddenly whirled around, raised his fist and crashed it against the door to the theatre.
"Sharon! I want to talk to you! I know what you did! Sharon! Do you hear me? I know what you did! I'm going to tell that cop if you don't open this door right now."
Inside the theater, Sharon Stover watched her film and made notes. If Matthew came through that door it was all over – all of it – because he was going to kill her.
 



CHAPTER 28
Rada opened the door to Emanuel's suite. He turned on the entry light, looked inside and then stepped back to let Emanuel pass.
Emanuel was tired but the evening had been fruitful. This Rada knew because Emanuel commented on how easy it was to please these men of politics and industry. Americans, he said, were greedy people but they were also short sighted. They wished for fortunes that could be put on paper to impress their stockholders, their voters, and their investors. He, Emanuel, would never think to account to anyone for his wealth. Emanuel spoke to Rada as if he were made of stone and had no feelings and did not wish for riches himself. What Emanuel didn't know was that Rada heard every word and saved them all in his mind and weighed the importance of them. Emanuel would be surprised to know how truly angry Rada was. After that, Emanuel would be amused at Rada's anger. After that, Rada would be dead.
"I am tired. I will go to bed," Emanuel said now that he was safely delivered to his suite. "Come back at ten in the morning. I don't wish to be disturbed until then."
Rada needed no urging. He would go to his room and call his wife. He would speak to her about coming home, he would ask after the baby and he would pretend that he was a free man. Rada wished Emanuel goodnight and knew that the man thought no more of his servant the moment the door was closed.
Inside the suite, Emanuel took off his jacket and put it over a dining room chair very neatly. He loosened his tie and walked to the bedroom, longing for a good night's sleep, longing, even, to go home. Though many would find it hard to believe, Emanuel Dega Abu did love Eritrea. Perhaps the only reason he did was because it belonged to him, but that did not diminish the feeling he had for his country.
He passed through the doorway, reached for the wall switch and flipped on the light. It was a moment before he fully understood that there was someone else in the spacious room. All his life Emanuel assumed his end would come unexpectedly as the end often came for men who dared to be great. Because of this understanding, he was prepared to appreciate the way in which he would come to this end. Emanuel knew it would be violent, he hoped it would be elegant, and he prayed it would be quick. This is what he thought was about to happen until he looked at the man in his bed. It was then that Emanuel knew he would not be the one to die that evening; Oliver was another matter.
The Aussie was spread eagle on the bed, having no regard for the linens. The white satin bed cover was dirty from his boots, the pillowcases bloody. His right arm was propped on a pillow and three others were behind his head. His arm was wrapped in a towel soaked through with blood and his face was ashen.
"I believe you have had an interesting evening, Oliver," Emanuel commented.
"I've had worse, mate," Oliver answered.
"You are in my bed and you have soiled it."
Oliver pushed himself to a sitting position with some difficulty, rearranging the pillow that cradled his arm.
"Sorry about that, but there was no choice. I would have had to take two elevators and walk through the lobby to get to my room. Yours was a straight shot in that private lift."
"You are efficient, Oliver."
Emanuel went to the man's side and raised the bloodied towel. Oliver winced. His upper arm was a mess.
"You are shot. This is not good for my business. People know you are my man." Emanuel tossed the towel back on Oliver's arm. "Shall I expect the police?"
"Eventually," Oliver said. "Probably not tonight. It was the Sheila, the one who was with that cop at the restaurant? She did it. She's a cop too. Pretty good one to get a shot off after what I did to her."
"And what did you do to her, Oliver?"
Emanuel asked this almost absentmindedly as he wandered to the great expanse of windows and pulled back the sheer curtains. He looked at the yin and yang of the freeway so far below him: red brake lights on one side and bright white headlights on the other. The people in this country drove side by side in different directions and each believed it was they who were going forward. Was it not true that they might be going backward? Who was to know in life what was forward and what was not?
"I gave it my best shot, Abu, but I don't think she's dead. I would have finished her except I heard a key in the door, and I was in no shape to take on a real fight. She'll know it was me if I didn't rattle her brain good enough."
Emanuel smiled. He had almost forgotten Oliver. The man's head was cradled among the pillows, his eyes were trained on the ceiling. When he spoke, he spoke like a man with a fever.
"Not a day goes by that I don't appreciate the old SASR. They trained me well, didn't they? I was slick back then, wasn't I, Emanuel? All spit and polish when we met. Followed the code to the letter, I did. Who Dares to Win!" Oliver chuckled as he called out the Australian Special Forces' motto. He let his head roll so that he could look at Emanuel, perhaps hoping to see some encouragement. "I used to think that was a fockin' oath for good and right. 'Till Somalia. 'Till Afghanistan." Oliver sniffed back his pain and his eyes narrowed in his beautiful, hard face. "But we dared to win, didn't we, mate?"
Emanuel hated historical revision and he truly despised men of lesser worth raising themselves up to stand with him.
"I dared, Oliver. I won. You are not necessary to me. You can be replaced," Emanuel said.
"Hah! With who? Rada? With one of your citizens who all hate your guts?" Oliver rolled his head this way and that. "Naw, mate, we're tied together like an old married couple. You can't trust anyone in Eritrea the way you can trust me. I know what you want before you do, and I make it happen. This time there was just a little more fuss than I expected. My bad. The women got the drop on me over there at the old lady's place. It should have been so simple."
"Women?" Emanuel echoed.
Oliver put his hand on his forehead and closed his eyes.
"The young one at the restaurant? Remember Hali? She and the woman who's making the film went looking for Aman at the grandmother's while I was there. Aman was at the old woman's house the whole time. Right under our noses."
"And did you find the video, Oliver? Did you get the thumb drive?" Emanuel asked.
"It wasn't at the house far as I could tell. That's why I went to have a private talk with Hali. I figured a little persuasion and she'd tell me where it was."
"And did she, Oliver? Did she know where it was?"
"No, but it doesn't matter. She told me other stuff, Abu. Oh, yes she did. And you know what? She's got courage – not as much as Takrit, you understand – but she's strong. Nobody knows where that damn drive is. You're safe on that count. But you have more trouble than you know…"
Oliver's words drifted off with his breath and then he pulled another back in through his clenched teeth. He opened his eyes. They were glittering with pain. He licked his lips. His mouth was dry.
"Look, mate, I need you to find me a doctor to patch me up. Get me a little something to ease the pain."
Emanuel seemed not to have heard Oliver's request. He had heard, of course, but he was thinking about the game of chess and how men of importance often referred to it when speaking of business and war and life itself. Emanuel was thinking about his man, Oliver, his knight who had moved one space too many. Now it was Emanuel's move and he must decide whether to protect him or sacrifice him.
"You've become soft, Oliver," Emanuel said quietly. "It is only a wound in your arm. Takrit and her parents bore worse as did Aman. They were true soldiers. Their courage was admirable."
Oliver snorted. "You may have admired them but you don't want the world to see what you did to Takrit and that's what's going to happen, Emanuel."
"Not if the video is lost," Emanuel countered.
"That producer got Takrit on tape telling the whole damn story. She has a picture of the damage. It may not be the video, but it's still bad. And here's the worst. That broad is going to simulcast the movie all over the world. They have demonstrations planned, social media blitzes. That woman is waging war against you, my friend."
Oliver groaned. He put a hand to the towel on his arm. His color had gone from white to blue and Emanuel thought he looked as if he were made of porcelain. Oliver's head rolled back and his bleary eyes held Emanuel Dega Abu's gaze.
"A damn army of women, Emanuel. That's what's coming your way, mate. Paris, London, New York, Beijing, Dubai. The bitch behind it all is waiting 'till the last minute to see if that footage shows up and so is Aman. The producer wants to show it to the world; Aman wants it destroyed. Not that it matters, really. Hali says that woman isn't going to change her plans. You're screwed one way or the other unless someone stops her."
"And do we know who this person is? The woman in charge of all this?"
"I do," Oliver said as his eyes began to close again, "but that little bit of information will cost you extra, my friend."
 



CHAPTER 29
Finn stood in the doorway of room four-twenty where Cori lay. Her long blonde hair was spread out on the pillow, knotted and messed, the tease deflated. Her make-up had been wiped away. The hospital gown was shrugged off one shoulder to allow for the monitoring of her heart and pulled away from the cast on her right leg. Amber sat beside the bed, Tucker in her arms, both fast asleep.
Finn stepped lightly in his heavy boots until he stood beside the raised bed. It was then that he could see the true damage done to his partner: a line of stitches snaked across the base of her skull, one eye was black like tar and swollen shut, her arms and hands were purple with bruises. Her leg, while broken badly, would have no permanent damage according to the hospital staff, but it was encased in plaster from ankle to knee.
Finn's eyes flickered to the monitor; her vitals strong and steady. She moved in her sleep and moaned a little. Finn put his hand on her head, smoothing it over her hair. He leaned over her and whispered:
"Shhh, now. Rest, my girl."
Finn put one arm on the railing and with his free hand he picked up a strand of hair and put it behind her shoulder before resting the back of his hand against her cheek. From the hall he heard the sound of a wheeled trolley; from inside Cori's room he heard:
"I know you love her."
Finn's lips tipped. He raised his eyes and looked at Amber. In the dark room her hair glistened gold, her eyes glittered and Finn could feel her animosity. He could also feel her fear and her hope. He was powerless to calm her fear, feed her hope or temper her anger because how he felt about Cori was not open for discussion. He was still married and he needed to settle his own heart before he could give it to anyone. Finn couldn't explain that to a girl who had never come to terms with love herself.
"She's my friend and my partner." Finn straightened up and stood away from the bed.
"I hate it when old people say stuff like that."
Amber shifted her arms so that Tucker lay against her breast. She didn't notice Finn's smile. Old people was how the girl saw the two of them. It was good that Cori wasn't awake or Amber would not be hearing the last of it.
"Sure, I'm only telling you the truth," Finn said.
"Yeah, well the truth sucks."
Amber sat up, moving her son to her shoulder. Tucker didn't stir, as well he shouldn't. He was a baby, safe in his mother's arms, the last safe place he would ever be.
"I'm thinking that questions about our relationship is something best kept between your mother and me," Finn said.
"I guess. But it seems like after all this time you guys would have figured it out. I mean, it would have been nice for her to hear you say you love her before something like this happened."
Finn stayed silent. He had heard a lot about the fairer sex that evening and he was none the wiser. He did not understand the cruelty men visited upon them, or the savagery that women inflicted on one another. But he was not cruel or savage; he was honest and he would not say something because Amber wanted to hear it. That was the difference between mother and daughter. Cori would not want him to speak those words unless they were the deepest truth.
"Did they tell you what happened?" he asked.
"They think she walked in on a robbery," Amber said. "The owner of the restaurant forgot something so he came back and scared the guy off. I'm so glad he came back."
Finn listened to the girl's story. He was pleased that whoever had caught this call gave her the basics. There was no need for her to know that one other woman was dead and a girl only a few years older than she might not survive her injuries.
Amber got up and stood on the opposite side of the bed.
"They gave me a whole list of stuff to watch for. If she does something weird like throwing up a lot then she may have to come back. They wanted to send her home tonight, but Captain Fowler made them keep her here."
"The captain is a wise man," Finn said, knowing this was the safest place for Cori if whoever did this wanted to finish the job.
"I'll come get her in the morning then," Finn said.
"I've got it covered," Amber said. "She's my mom."
"Sure, that's good, Amber."
Finn knew it was a fine line he walked in this situation. He and Amber hadn't had much to do with one another over the years and he had heard too much worry from Cori to have the best opinion of her. Still, he admired that she was willing to step up.
"You should be getting home to rest. You'll have a lot to do in the next few weeks."
"I just don't want her to be alone tonight, you know?"
"I won't leave. I'll call you if she takes a turn," Finn assured her, but Amber didn't move, torn as she was between being a good mother, a good daughter and a scared little girl. Finn encouraged her. "It's fine, Amber. Truly. You need to get the wee one to his bed. Do you need me to call a ride for you?"
"A friend brought me and one of the officers brought Mom’s car here. I'll take that home. I'm okay. We're okay."
Amber rocked her child while she watched her mother and thought out loud.
"I don't know why she does it. I mean she could do other stuff. She's really smart." She looked at Finn. "Do you know why she wants to be a cop?"
"Because she can and few others will," Finn answered. "Because she has the heart and the strength."
"But she could have been anything," Amber insisted.
"Sometimes people make choices that aren't their dream but their responsibility."
"It was because she had me," Amber said. "She didn't have any choices after she had me. She told me once that if she was a cop she would have a job for life and we'd have security. What good is that if someone kills you? What good is that if my mom is dead?"
It was then Amber began to cry. Finn was around the bed, taking the little boy from her, trying to put an arm around the girl. She let Tucker go but wanted no comfort from him. For all they knew about one another, they were still strangers, so he stood away while she wept. When the little boy stirred, Finn put his cheek against Tucker's soft hair and patted his back. He thought sadly of his marriage that had ended too quickly and left him with no child of his own. When Amber sniffled and wiped at her eyes, Finn put a hand on her shoulder.
"She does what she does for love of you and Tucker. Come on now. Go home. Get some sleep."
Amber nodded, worn out from the shock of what happened. In the hall, she shrugged off his hand and took the baby from him.
"I'm fine. I just don't know what would happen to us if she died. I'm not like her. I wouldn't know what to do, that's all."
"Yes, you would. You are your mother's daughter, Amber." Finn gave the little boy a kiss and that was that.
"See you," Amber said.
"You will," Finn answered but he was speaking to her back.
As soon as she stepped into the elevator, Finn went and checked in with the nurse on duty. She assured him that Cori would sleep through the night and would, indeed, be discharged in the morning. Back in her room, he took off his jacket, pulled out his phone and put a chair next to the bed.
Finn took his partner's hand in both of his and bowed his head. Much as he would have liked to rest, his mind was filled up and not to be settled. Sharon Stover and her angry stepson fought for space in his brain along with a foreign strong man and a silent bodyguard, spineless politicians and greedy businessmen. Strangely, though, all those voices melted away, drown out by memories of the cradlesong his mum sang to all her babies.
God is here, you'll not be lonely,
All through the night
'Tis not I who guards thee only,
All through the night
Night's dark shades will soon be over,
Still my watchful care shall hover,
God with me His watch is keeping,
All through the night
Finn closed his eyes and let the moment be: the silence in the room, Cori's hand in his, the peace that came with a mother's prayer. He had faith that God and Takrit watched over him and Cori both. With their help Finn would bring Emanuel Dega Abu to justice for all the people he hurt but especially for this one whose hand he held.
***
The doctor worked quietly, speaking only to recommend that Oliver seek out a surgeon as soon as possible. The doctor was the sort Emanuel liked. He accepted that Oliver had fallen upon a fence rail that went through his upper arm even though the wound was clearly made by a bullet. Rada had been summoned to help and listened to the lie. As always, he was amazed how money could make men see things that were not there, or blind them to things that were. Even doctors who, it was said, must report a gunshot wound to the authorities in this country became dumb and blind when enough money was given to them.
While the doctor tended his patient and Oliver joked that the 'fence' had fared worse than he, while Emanuel watched from his seat in the chair by the desk, Rada gathered up the bloody clothing. He put them in a bag, took them to Oliver's room and got fresh clothing. When he returned to the suite, the doctor was gone and Oliver was drinking from a bottle of whiskey. Emanuel still sat in the same chair. He raised a finger toward the Aussie.
Rada needed no other direction. He helped dress Oliver. In his drunkenness and under the influence of the pills the doctor had given him, the wounded man was ugly in his behavior. He hit Rada in the face when Rada raised him to put the shirt over his dressings. He spoke in a vile manner about the women he had hurt.
Rada accepted the blow and did not answer when Oliver asked if he wouldn't have liked to have got a bit of the girl, Hali. Rada got Oliver up and back to his room, enduring the man's babble about their friendship, and Rada's own goodness and Rada's luck at having scored a woman who Oliver had seen and lusted after.
Rada put the man to his bed. He put water and the bottle of painkillers on the side table. He also put a bottle of Oliver's favorite whiskey on the bed stand. Should the man take too many of the pills and drink too much whiskey and kill himself, it certainly would not be Rada's fault. But Oliver did not let Rada go easily. He took Rada's tie and pulled on it so that the black man's face was close to his:
"That film was in a bag or envelope or something, Rada. That's because the thumb drive is so small Takrit was afraid to lose it. That's what the girl told me. I think someone on that bridge took it. You tell Emanuel. I was going to make him pay a bit, but I really like the little bugger. You tell him, okay? She had it with her. That's what Hali said. If it isn't there, maybe Stover's got it. Maybe she already bought it from the people on the bridge."
Rada took Oliver's good hand and removed it from his tie and left the room. When Rada entered the presidential suite once more, Emanuel put down the phone he was holding.
"I have arranged for Oliver to fly out late tomorrow night. I will have him met."
Rada almost smiled. Eritrea was not where the Australian expected to recuperate he was sure, and to be met at the airport on Emanuel's orders was never a good thing. What Oliver had done here was a problem both for Emanuel's personal fortunes and the country's. For Rada, what Oliver had done here to the girl and her mother was a sin. But he was happy that it was a woman who put a bullet in the man. It was a small victory, but a victory nonetheless.
"Did he speak to you?" Emanuel asked.
Rada told him what Oliver said.
"Well then, Rada, I believe there is work to do. It is time Takrit is buried."
***
When your husband's workplace is the world, times zones don't count so Barry Shin's wife had learned to sleep through middle of the night calls. If it was good news, Barry would wake her up; if it was bad news – a bridge collapsing or an airport bombed – she preferred to have her coffee before hearing the grisly details. So Barry's wife slept on when he caught the phone before the first ring had finished.
"Shin," he said without a trace of sleep in his voice. There was also no hint of surprise when he followed up with, "Emanuel, you are up late."
Emanuel Dega Abu offered the usual Eritrean pleasantries but no apologies for the hour. Barry responded to the pleasantries as he was expected to do and waited patiently to hear what the man wanted. While Emanuel hated to bother Barry with such a trivial thing – more an annoyance, really – he felt it necessary to seek advice on how to proceed. This annoyance, Emanuel explained, would have a negative impact on the plans he had to partner with the American government and a firm as prestigious as RDN. Did Mr. Barry Shin perhaps have some ideas regarding what could be done to stop this annoyance so that their business might proceed?
Barry assured Emanuel that his greatest wish was for their business to proceed smoothly and then he asked what this annoyance might be. When he heard Emanuel out, Barry said that yes, he did have an idea how to solve this problem.
"Splendid," Emanuel responded.
Emanuel hung up and changed into his nightclothes. As he got into the bed and pulled the fresh sheets up to his chin, as he turned and placed his folded hands beneath his cheek, Emanuel Dega Abu knew that at least part of his problem would be solved. Tomorrow Rada would explore how to take care of the other part. If Rada were not successful, they would have to do what Oliver could not do. They would have to take the head off the snake that was hissing at him.
Emanuel's last thought before he drifted off to sleep was that whoever had deemed women the weaker sex had never done battle with them.
***
Barry Shin rose from his warm bed and walked through his very large home to his well-appointed den. He woke up his computer, located the number he wanted and picked up his phone. Across the country another phone was answered on the second ring.
"Martha? Barry Shin. Yes, I know what time it is in Washington, but I just got a call from Abu. He needs a favor."
***
While Emanuel slept and Barry Shin tried to get back to it, while Martha Runion sat up sipping tea and weighing her options, Finn O'Brien slept with his head resting on Cori Anderson's mattress. He slept deeply because he was tired, because worry had exhausted him, because he needed his strength for the next day and the day after that if he were to get justice for Takrit and now for Cori.
It was three in the morning when he was disturbed by a touch so soft he thought that he was dreaming. But it was not a dream; it was Cori, half awake, needing him to be awake with her. He took her hand and rose from his chair. Finn put his face close to hers and whispered:
"I'm here, Cori. I'm here."
She tried to smile but she was too hurt and too weak to make it right. She opened her lips only to close them again. She swallowed hard and her eyes searched Finn's. He let go of her and got the water glass. He held the straw to her lips and when she was done drinking, he took her hand again. For a moment Finn thought she slept but she had only closed her eyes.
"So afraid," she said.
"I know. I know. I'm sorry. I should have been with you."
"Amber?"
"Fine. She and Tucker are home."
He pressed her hand to his heart and kissed her forehead. When he looked at her again, he saw the tears squeezing from beneath her lashes and his heart broke. Without thinking, Finn lowered the side of her bed and, careful not to hurt her, took her in his arms lightly and lay beside her as best he could.
"Sleep now," he said. "I'll find whoever did this. I promise."
Cori turned her head so that it rested against his shoulder. Finn murmured and whispered to her and knew that soon she would sleep again. In the morning she would remember nothing of this, but morning was hours away and before the drugs took her away again there was something Cori wanted him to know.
"It was the Australian."
 



CHAPTER 30
DAY 3
Rada was parked on the street at the end of the bridge where Takrit died. He did not like to follow in the footsteps of the dead but Emanuel wished it, so here he was.
It was so early in the morning that no one worked in the buildings. It was so early there were only a few cars on the freeway. It was so early the sky was still grey and, in the distance, it was tinged pink. It was so early that, when Rada got out of the car, he shivered at the chill in the air.
He walked to the head of the bridge, but paused before he went among the people who were beginning to stir. He saw a man rise from a pile of rags, stand near the railing and relieve himself upon the freeway below. Another was already folding the big box that was his shelter. These would wake the others and soon they would all be gone. Rada was thinking about all these people living on a bridge when a woman looked his way. He caught her eye, but she had no interest in him. Rada twisted his neck, uncomfortable to be dressed like a person who might live in this place.
He looked back at the car, only a half a block away. He had been wrong to drive it. Then again, who would see? There was no one in these buildings with their dark corners and no one walking the stretches of crumbling sidewalks. This, Rada felt, was a very lonely place as well as an unlucky one. Not even the poor in his own country lived like this: people huddled together, clinging to a blanket, hoarding a scrap of food. For what, Rada wondered, did they want to live? In his country they lived because they had family; these people had no one. He shook his head, thinking it would have been better had Takrit died in prison or been shot down in the street or hung beside Aman for all to see. That would have befitted her courage. Here she was just a dead woman who everyone wanted forgotten; everyone except the policeman and Aman.
Not wishing to stay longer than necessary, Rada walked down the middle of the bridge. Eyes opened as he passed. People sat up to watch. Rada looked back. He nodded. He wanted to take care when deciding who he would speak with. Finally he stopped in front of a woman dressed in many layers of clothing. She had slept under newspaper that she was now putting into her great basket. She stopped folding the papers, squatted down and put her arms out to protect what was hers when Rada stood in front of her.
Keeping some distance between them, Rada bent his knees and steadied himself with his fingers pressed to the concrete. He looked her in the eyes and saw that she was neither sad nor was she happy. He took money from the pocket on his sweatshirt and held it out to her. She eyed it warily, as if expecting some trick. He spoke in a voice that was very low and kind. His wife believed when people heard his voice they would know he was a good man.
"Mother," Rada said. "I wish you to have something to eat."
He raised the bills so that she could look and see that they were real. When her eyes were locked upon them, Rada lay them on the ground. She snatched them up. When he had her attention again – for surely she understood he wanted something – Rada spoke.
"I am looking for something lost. It is a very small thing: plastic, with metal on the end. It is so small the woman who carried it put it in an envelope or a bag I think. She would have kept it safe. I am told it belonged to the woman who fell off the bridge. Do you remember the woman who fell off the bridge? Did you see such an envelope or, perhaps, a bag in which she kept her things? Did you find a bag? Did you pick up an envelope with this small thing in it?"
The woman shook her head with every question. With the last shake a strand of hair escaped from the cap she had pulled low to her eyes. He saw that her hair was yellow and that she was not an old woman as he thought. Her lips were cracked and lined, though, and she was missing a tooth. When she spoke it sounded as if she had not used her voice in a long time.
"I have her shoe. How much for the shoe?"
"No, mother," Rada said. "An envelope. Perhaps she carried a woman's bag. Perhaps the envelope was in that. Inside the envelope or wrapping would be a small thing made of plastic. Perhaps so big."
Rada held his fingers apart an inch or so. The woman shook her head.
"I have her shoe. That's all I got. Do you want the shoe to bury her proper? Be nice to have two shoes. I'll sell you that shoe."
Rada said no and went to another person and another. Slowly he walked the length of the bridge. He looked at each basket trying to see something that might have belonged to a woman of Takrit's standing. Sometimes he took his phone and used the flashlight to look better at the carts and bags. When one man said he would call the police, Rada turned off his light.
When he had walked the length of the bridge twice, when the grey of the early morning had gone away and the sky was white/blue, Rada stopped at the place where Takrit died. Here, high above the freeway he was free to think and feel and breathe.
He had known Takrit a little in Eritrea. He had read the words she wrote about what happened in their country. He had been with Emanuel when he ordered her imprisoned, when he ordered the deaths of her parents and when he ordered her circumcision. Rada thought nothing of it at the time because he had long ago made his choice to remove himself from such things. He was not a coward; he simply would not fight for those who were not his. He had, after all, no choice when Emanuel took him as a guard, but he could choose to step carefully through life and protect his joys, small as they were. But now Rada saw the policeman fighting for Takrit like she was his own. He had wanted such a small thing from Rada – just a word – and Rada had stayed silent.
No, he was not a brave man but Rada was thinking there might be time for him to become one. While his thoughts were free, Rada made a decision to do what was right if he found the thumb drive. And then he smiled and thought of his wife. Perhaps he would not be that brave, but the only way to know what he would do was to find that small thing. It wasn't on this bridge. If it were, money would have been enough to get it.
Rada walked back across the bridge once more and as he drew close to the end, a bearded man looked out from a small tent and then crawled out from it. Rada was surprised that such a tall man could get into such a small shelter. He thought to ask the old man about a bag or an envelope, but he did not. That man kept his eyes on Rada, falling in step as soon as the black man passed his tent. The man stayed with him, following him paces behind all the way off the bridge.
Rada did not turn even though he was bothered by the man's attention. It frightened him to be noticed because he had always been invisible. He hurried on, but the old man went with him all the way to the street and watched as Rada got in the car. The bearded man came close as Rada fumbled with his keys. He danced and touched his ears, but Rada pretended not to see him.
Rada started the engine and drove away. Looking into the mirror, he saw that the old man was trotting behind him, waving his arms and his fists and calling out to him. Rada turned down the first street he came to. He did not want to see the crazy man. Rada drove on, shivering a little because he felt as if something bad had happened even though nothing had. When he looked again, the man had not reappeared but that did not make him feel better. He felt nothing would ever be better, he would never choose anything and neither would his child. That thought made Rada heartsick. But when he looked at the people driving the cars next to him and behind him and in front of him, Rada thought differently. In this country everyone had a choice and was he not in this country? Perhaps, for this small time, he could choose.
And so he did.
He turned and drove in a different direction. He did not think of consequences when he parked the car in front of the small blue house; he did not think of all he had to lose when he stood in front of the door.
Rada knocked before he lost his nerve. Just when he thought no one would come, maybe when he hoped no one would come, the door opened and there stood the grandmother still dressed in her weeds.
"Will you kill us?" she asked, unafraid and accepting of what he would say.
"No, mother," Rada answered. "It is Aman I wish to speak with."
The grandmother hesitated, but she could not protect Aman anymore than Aman could have protected Takrit. She opened her door wide enough for Rada to come in and no wider. When the door closed behind him Rada saw Aman was there, his knife in hand. The two men looked at one another. The grandmother watched them both. Finally, Rada said:
"Hello, my brother."
***
Number Four sighed.
He squinted into the sky and pulled on his beard.
He looked at Taylor and wondered if the man was dead or just sleepin' in. Either way, it would be a good thing for poor old Taylor, bastard that he was. Dead would put him out of his misery; asleep he wouldn't know he was miserable.
Number Four never had no misery. He lived a fine and good life, making his contribution to society in too many ways to count. Without him all those fools working their butts off wouldn't realize how lucky they were. He was sort of a spiritual counselor that way, if one wanted to put an actual label on his position in this world. And he was a keeper of the peace, he was. Everyone on his bridge slept easy. Yes, he was that and more. He was a mayor of sorts.
He had planned to take a day off from this important work and pass the hours lolling about in the park, but responsibility reared its majestic head and the call of civic duty was as sweet as a siren song. Homeless he may be, a bit off his rocker perhaps, but by God he was still a citizen.
After a chat with Marie, Number Four bid her good day, stepped over Taylor – accidentally giving him the boot as he did so – and began to pack his tent. It appeared that Taylor had not died in the night by the way he cursed at Number Four for kickin' him in the ribs. That was a good thing. Number Four would have surely missed Taylor if he had gone stiff. By the time the old man left the bridge almost everyone was gone, striking out to tackle the day, doin' what they could to keep on keepin' on.
Number Four had his tent slung over his back, and his pack with the rope strap cross-bodied. He had on his shoes and carried a song in his heart. He went east, giving his best to the man with the dog who had staked his place on the city side of the bridge border and was, therefore, in neutral territory.
Number Four walked down one street and then another, whistling as he went, delighted to be useful in this goddamn friggin'-messed-up-world. Cars were everywhere but no matter. When Number Four stepped in the street the people driving was polite enough to stop so that he could make his way. They even honked a little how-de-do at him and he could see their lips moving fast, probably to wish him a good day.
Number Four made his way to the corner of Grand and Temple, a place where the city's heart beat. That was where you'd be in the thick of things if you wanted to get noticed in La La Land.
By nine o'clock he was standing on the magic spot. Lawyers and secretaries, clerks and cops were all walkin' around in their important way. Number Four had never seen so many friggin' dark suits, and the suits looked like they'd never seen so swell a figure of a man in a pink shirt and green jacket carryin' a fine tent all wrapped up nice and neat. He stopped one or two of them, askin' just to borrow a phone. A quick call of the utmost importance, Number Four assured those he asked. When they didn't seem to want to part with them fancy little things even for a minute, Number Four then requested a dime for the pay phone. Those suits looked at him like he was daft – and perhaps he was. He truly couldn't remember the last time he'd seen a pay phone. Lord how he missed those booths. He used to live in one on Alameda Street; a fine piece of real estate it was. When he was done with his chore, he might mosey over there to see if it was still standin'.
Since no one appeared interested in either sayin' hello or offerin' the use of a phone as he so politely requested, and since Number Four didn't have all the time in the world as the day was gettin' on, he decided to execute plan B.
He set his bag down next to the street light post. He spit on his hands and rubbed 'em together for good measure. He did his chicken dance to loosen up his limbs and then picked up his little tent. Holding it close to his body like a lance, Number Four took one last look around and chose his target. On the other side of the wide street, a horde of folks waited to cross, all stacked up together polite like.
Bein' a law abiding man himself, Number Four also waited for the little green walking man to light up. When the signal changed, when all the guys and gals with their little cases full of papers started walkin', Number Four went ahead too. When he calculated he was close enough, he let loose with a war whoop and charged the folks. Screaming and hollering and swinging that tent of his around, Number Four attacked. He made more noise than anything because his intent was surely not to hurt anyone. He kept it up until traffic stopped, pedestrians scattered and the cops came to corral him for bein' slightly crazy in public.
When three boys in blue had Number Four face-planted on the asphalt, the old man smiled. When they cuffed him, yanked him to his feet and carted him off to the hoosegow Number Four congratulated himself on being one smart cookie.
 



CHAPTER 31
Finn's office felt odd, like a sweater knitted from poor wool. It was itchy and he wanted to be out of it into something more comfortable. The only thing that would make it comfortable, though, was Cori coming back.
Her desk was clean because she'd taken her work home the night before. Her chair was pushed tight to the table making it look as if she would never return. Finn had two cups of coffee and no one to share with. Before he could add to his list of woes, Finn laughed. Maudlin he was getting, as his mother would say. Cori would only be MIA for a few weeks and until she was back he would do the work for both of them. Before he could start the day, though, he had a visitor.
"Detective O'Brien?"
Finn looked up to see a slight man of medium height standing in the doorway; a man he did not recognize but was curious about on first look and second. The poor soul's choice of clothing was unfortunate: a short-sleeved shirt the color of gutter water, a muddy hued tie and pants of a deep green that surely could never be found in forest or jungle. On his feet were heavy-soled, putty-colored, lace up shoes that had the look of orthopedic wear. His hair was sparse and combed neatly to the side but did nothing to enhance his narrow features. He was not gaunt in the strict sense of the word, but Finn had an overwhelming desire to feed him. Instead, he said:
"You've found him."
The man's measured step brought him close enough that he needn't bend and Finn needn't rise to shake hands. The man's grasp was as feeble as his appearance was fragile so Finn took care with that handshake.
"Detective Morrow, here. May I?"
He indicated Cori's chair. When Finn nodded, the detective pulled it away from the table, turned it precisely and sat squarely in the seat. He kept his feet flat on the floor and his back straight.
"Can I offer you coffee? I have an extra." Finn nudged a cup his way.
"No, thank you," he answered and spent no more time on socializing. "I'm the investigating officer on The Mercato murder and assault in which your partner was injured. I understand she has already left the hospital."
"She has." Finn smiled. "I'm grateful that you stopped in. I was going to be seeking you out, so you saved me a trip."
"I know you're anxious about Detective Anderson, but I think we can all be proud of the fine job she did."
"Sure, I wouldn't have expected less from her."
"I hear she is a rather proactive person." Detective Morrow relaxed a little. He crossed his long, skinny legs showing Finn a glimpse of smooth white skin and thick black socks. "We have a great deal of evidence from the scene, much of it thanks to her. I'll share it with you as it comes in. Hopefully you'll be able to cross reference something useful to your own investigation."
"Thank you, Detective Morrow. If I have anything that can be useful to you, let me know. Have you spoken to the owner of the restaurant?"
"I have. The man is grieving for his wife and worried about his daughter naturally. There were marks on the girl's body that indicate she endured some torture…"
Finn listened closely, trying to pick out a change in intonation as Detective Morrow spoke about the attack on Hali, but there was none. If this man was a priest in the confessional, listening to him speak would be penance enough to wipe away any sin.
"…there will be extensive therapy, of course. Physical and psychological. "
Detective Morrow paused and Finn took that to mean it was his turn to engage in the conversation. He told the man about Sharon Stover and her film and the thumb drive, about Eritrea and Little Ethiopia, and the roads leading back to Emanuel Dega Abu and his thugs. Finn told him about Hali and her family that first night at the restaurant and the terror Abu brought with him. He told him that Cori had roused herself enough in the wee hours of the morning to finger Abu's Australian.
"I appreciate that information, especially the latter when taken in context of the father's testimony. He insists this was a robbery," Detective Morrow said.
"You won't be getting him to speak of Abu, I promise. The best thing is to talk to Detective Anderson when she's able."
"And do you know when that might be?"
"Later today. I'll be stopping by her home this evening if you'd like to come with me. Or, if you prefer, I'll be happy to take her formal statement," Finn answered.
"I believe I should speak with her myself," Detective Morrow said. "I'll keep my schedule fluid if you would call when you think she is ready. The sooner the better, naturally."
"Not a problem. In the meantime, I'm thinking you should be checking in on that Australian gentleman named Oliver. You'll find him at the Ritz Carlton. I don't have a last name but he travels with Abu. More than likely he'll be under the weather, thanks to Cori."
Finn also gave Morrow the grandmother's address and Aman's name.
"With those last two you should go through their lawyer. It is a delicate situation and the lawyer is a decent sort. I'll set it up if you wish."
"That will be fine," Detective Morrow said as he put his palms on his knees. "I think that does it. Thank you for your time and the courtesy. I hope to have this wrapped up soon."
Detective Morrow rose. Finn went round the desk and walked the man into the hall.
"I've not seen you before," Finn said.
"I prefer to be do my work quietly."
Finn smiled. The man did his work so quietly as to go completely unnoticed.
"I'll let Detective Anderson know you'll be around to see—" Finn began only to be cut off when a uniformed officer called to him.
"O'Brien. Central Community just dropped a guy off who says he wants to talk to you about the bridge. Room five."
Finn gave a nod and then turned to Morrow.
"Would you like to be coming with me?"
"Very kind of you."
The two men walked toward room five but before Finn opened the door, Detective Morrow pulled him up short.
"Detective O'Brien," he said. "I want you to know how much I admire what you did before you came to work here."
"I beg your pardon?"
"The incident you were involved in before you came to Wilshire Division. My admiration is not for the fact that you killed a fellow officer – that was a tragedy – but that you acted honorably," Detective Morrow said. "I admire that. Very selfless."
"I'll be thanking you for that, sir."
Finn dipped his chin, more grateful for the man's kindness than Morrow would ever know. For his part, Morrow had said his peace and was ready to move on. He gestured toward the door to room number five, not wishing to dwell on his statement.
"Shall we?" he said.
Finn opened the door. There was the man of the hour sitting at the table, a cup of coffee and six donuts in front of him.
"Well, if it 'tisn't Number Four," Finn said.
"Yes, sir, in the flesh, askin' after you particular. Yes, sir indeed. Coffee? Donut?"
"I've had my coffee, but thank you." Finn took a chair and Morrow did the same. "May I introduce you to Detective Morrow. Detective Morrow, this is Number Four and he is the man to see on the bridge where the incident occurred day before last."
"You need some sun, boy." Number Four cocked his head one way then the other to get a good look at the man. Deciding Morrow wasn't worth parting with a whole donut, Number Four broke off a piece and offered it to Morrow. "Maybe some sugar'll put the color in your cheeks."
To Finn's surprise, Detective Morrow took it with a gracious thank you.
"To what do we owe the pleasure, Number Four?" Finn asked.
"Well, sir, I've come to offer you some information. I am, sir, your eyes and ears in the wider world and I have seen something this morning that I believe you should know about."
"And that would be?"
"A dark man. Yes, he was dark. Tall and not very comely." Number Four shot out of his chair and held a hand above his head and then he took his seat again. "He gave Marie money, sir; money for information on the whereabouts of the woman's things. You know the one who flew off the bridge."
Number Four turned to Morrow.
"There was a tragedy, sir, a terrible tragedy on the bridge on which I and my compatriots live. A woman took a nosedive, you know. Never seen anything like it. Fire and brimstone, pissed off people and cars all parked on the freeway. Never in my life. Well, maybe once when—"
"Number Four," Finn interrupted. "What things was the man looking for?"
"Ah, sir, he was looking for a purse or an envelope with a small piece of plastic in it. He implied we had taken it. We do not steal, sir." Number Four tugged on his beard. "But if it was left in my possession then you know what the law says. Possession is four tenths of the law, sir. So if it were to be in the possession of one of my people, it would—"
"Did your friend have it?" Finn interrupted again. Number Four blinked and changed lanes on the freeway in his head.
"No, sir, she did not. She had the woman's shoe and offered to sell that to the man for a small amount more."
"Did he want the shoe?"
Number Four shook his head hard and put his fingers behind his giant tuba ears. He pushed them out.
"Did you not hear me?" He tooted a little tune. "A bag or an envelope or such with a plastic stick in it. That is what he wanted. A plastic thingee with metal in the end. He paid her twenty dollars even though she didn't have it. Nor did she know the whereabouts of it, sir one and sir two."
He looked at Finn and Detective Morrow in turn and then let his ears go. They flapped back into place. He picked up the chocolate donut and took a huge bite as Finn scooted up in his chair and crossed his arms on the table.
"Number Four, as much as Detective Morrow and I would like to be having a picnic with you this morning, I'm fearing this is not the time. Can you tell me what this man looked like specifically?"
"Can I? Can I!" Number Four's chest puffed up and out, his fingers fluttered at his beard. "I can tell you more than that. I can tell you things, sir, that will make you sit up and take notice."
"Perhaps we could start with what this man looked like." Morrow suggested as he picked up his nugget of donut and took a nibble.
"You, sir, are civilized." Number Four shot Finn a look that told him he could learn a thing or two from the man. "I will tell you this. This I will tell you first. He was one ugly cuss. Beady eyes and broad of face. And he came drivin' to our home in a big, black car. Big, sirs."
Finn nodded. It was not Aman on the bridge but Rada. He dug into his pocket and came out with a ten-dollar bill.
"Are you needing help getting yourself back to the bridge, Number Four?"
"No, sir, I do not. I do not, indeed. However, I will take you up on your hospitality and finish my breakfast."
"A little something for your undercover work." Finn put the bill in the man's hand.
Number Four looked at it and his face fell. "Marie got twenty for doin' nothin'."
Finn rolled his eyes, reached into his pocket and took out his last bill. "Five more. 'Tis all I have. Take it or leave it."
"Better than a kick in the head," Number Four cackled. Finn tossed the bill on the table and motioned to Morrow.
The detectives left the old man talking to himself about all the ways he could work for the LAPD. They stopped to ask the desk officer to see Number Four out in five minutes and then went on to Captain Fowler's office where Finn requested a bit of the captain's time.
"He's on the phone. You can wait or I can call when he's done," Tina answered. "Take your pick."
"You good to wait?" Finn asked Morrow.
"A waste of manpower, I believe," Morrow answered. "You stay. I would like to gather my information in anticipation of warrants for Mr. Abu's man."
Finn promised to catch up. He could barely contain his good humor given how well things were going: Morrow's unsolicited outreach, Number Four's news and Cori's ID of Emanuel's Australian were all good news. He had Sharon Stover's movie providing motive to place Takrit's death squarely on Emanuel's doorstep. This was going to be a very good day.
"Detective O'Brien? You can go in now." Tina said at the same time she was tearing a sheet of paper from her pad. She handed it to him before he went to see the captain. "That's the number for the best leather guy in L.A. He'll fix up your jacket."
"'Tis a fine morning, indeed, Tina. Many thanks."
She went back to her work and Finn went to see Bob Fowler with a heart so light he was sure it floated into the office ahead of him. Before he could get a top of the morning out to his captain, Fowler said:
"Shut the door."
With that, Finn O'Brien's great morning turned to crap.
 



CHAPTER 32
"One more. Come on. Seriously, Mom, one more. Just lean up a little so I can get this pillow behind your neck.
"No."
Cori batted at her daughter's hand until Amber backed off. Pillow clutched to her chest, her jaw clenched, Amber seethed. Tucker had never been this miserable. Then again, Tucker couldn't really talk while Cori had no problem running her mouth.
Amber wanted to put her mother in bed; Cori wanted to be on the couch. Cori didn't want to take the pills the doctor said she had to take at exactly the same time everyday; Amber had them all set out with water. Cori thought she was fine and wanted her briefcase and her computer and her work; Amber heard the slurred speech and saw the droop in her good eye and knew if her mom tried to do anything official she would probably screw up and send someone to the electric chair. Cori thought Amber was a pain; Amber thought, what else was new?
"They said to keep you up and awake 'till at least noon, and if you lie down flat you'll go to sleep. So you're going to sit up with these pillows behind you and stay awake, Mom. I'm going to make sure you do that even if it kills me."
"Or makes me crazy as a bullbat."
Cori turned awkwardly, tugging at the last pillow Amber had put behind her, grunting in frustration because nothing about her body worked right. Hobbled by the cast on her leg, exhausted from the trauma, weakened by her injuries Cori couldn't even lift herself up far enough to pull that last pillow out from behind her. Still she tugged and pulled and muttered until Amber couldn't take it anymore.
"Mom! God damn it!"
The girl tossed the pillow she was holding aside and pulled Cori's hand away from the other ones. That hand was dry and her fingers curled over Amber's own to stop her but Cori's grasp was weak so Amber won the tug-o'-war. In his playpen, Tucker stopped playing and watched the women.
"Don't tell me what to do," Cori snapped.
"I will tell you and you will do it because I'm all you've got." Amber took her mother by the shoulders and sat her up properly, talking all the while. "And FYI, I know you think I'm just a brainless idiot."
She pulled the afghan up over Cori's legs.
"I know you're scared, but so am I."
Amber shook the pills out of the bottle and picked up the water glass. She shoved both toward her mother.
"I know you are sorry you ever had me. I know you don't want to be dependent but, news flash, neither do I."
Amber sniffed and went quiet. Her mother was looking at her – not like she was mad but like she was confused. Amber gestured with the water and the pills. When Cori took them, Amber put her hands on her hips and let her head fall back. She took a deep breath to compose herself and then went at it.
"Whether you like it or not there's no one else but me, your worthless, brainless, man-crazy, daughter who got herself knocked up and disappointed the hell out of you. Do you understand that?"
Without realizing it, Amber's voice had risen to a shriek and Tucker began to cry.
"Oh, Christ." The girl muttered.
She went to the playpen and gathered him up. Holding him close, walking the floor of the small living room, she spoke to Cori on each pass.
"Finn will be here tonight while I go to work. I know you'd rather have him around more than me, but please, just pretend a little that you are okay with this. I won't hurt you. I won't do anything crazy. I just want you to give it up a little, okay? Seriously, okay?"
Amber had run out of things to say. She had never spoken to her mother like that in her life but there was no going back now. Tucker pulled at her bottom lip as she chanced a glance at her mom. Cori was sitting with her mouth clamped shut, staring straight ahead.
Let her sit there, Amber thought. Let her have a stroke. Let her see how it feels to be so beholden to someone that you would rather rip out your heart than live one more day under their roof or one more hour being so grateful you thought you'd puke. Maybe if Cori had sat and had a good cry when she found out Amber was pregnant things would have been different. But no, her mom just got on with things. Now two years of frustration and shame were coming to a head and Amber couldn't help herself.
"I know you're hurt and I know you're going to be sick for a while, but I can do this, Mom. I know when you're supposed to see the doctor and take your medicine. I know how to check the stitches. I'll even help you with your hair when they say you can wash it. I'd just like for you to cooperate and not make it so hard. I changed my work schedule to nights so Tucker won't bother you."
Amber started walking circles around the couch. Tucker giggled, pleased with the ride, but Amber was on a roll and paid him no mind.
"And here's the other thing, Mom. I like my job. I'm no detective. I'm not as smart as you, but you know what? People like me and I make them happy when I serve them, so I am good at something.
"And I have friends. You think I don't, but I do. I don't want to bring them here and have you look at me like I could do better. "
Amber hung a right and another. She bent down and moved the box of Kleenex and the magazines and the hand lotion she bought with her tip money especially for her mom. She put the TV remote on top of the magazines and when that was done she sat down on top of the table. Tucker was in her lap and her knees were close to the couch.
"And here's the other thing, Mom. I know you'd die for me and for Tucker, but you almost got yourself killed and it wasn't for us. It was for someone you didn't even know. I'm always scared you might not come home. I'm tired of you acting like me being scared is stupid. I mean it just takes one time, right? Like now. Like this. "
Amber leaned away from her mother and watched a second longer. Cori's eyes were closed and her head was resting on the pile of pillows. Amber could see the stitches and the swelling and bruising around them. Cori's big black eye gave her the creeps, but it was her silence that was really freaky.
Amber was too young and too frightened to understand that Cori had been trying to outrun her fears so long that she couldn't stop long enough to tell her daughter how much she loved her – like more than life itself. Before Cori could find a good place to start that conversation, the doorbell rang and the moment they could have had was gone.
"Forget it, Mom," Amber muttered as she went to answer it. "Seriously. Just take your pills and try to stay awake for another couple of hours."
Cori took the pills, ashamed of herself and determined to have a real heart-to-heart when Amber came back. That conversation never happened because the next thing Cori heard was her daughter's giggle.
"Mom? There's someone here to see you."
Cori looked at the door expecting to see Finn. Instead, she saw a cloud of daffodils and roses, daisies and lilies billowing out of a wicker basket so big that it looked like an altarpiece for her funeral. A second later the whole thing landed on the coffee table and the man carrying it stepped into the open.
"Lapinski at your service, Detective Anderson."
***
"Sit down, O'Brien. Please." Fowler pointed to the chair in front of his desk.
"This isn't sounding like a chat I'm wanting to have, captain," Finn said as he sat down. "Though I can't imagine how I've gotten on the bad side of you."
"Nothing like that." Fowler picked up a pen and tapped the end of it on his desk. "Look, there's no other way to say this except straight. You'll be standing down from the investigation into what happened on the bridge. That file is closed as of now."
Finn inclined his head as if he hadn't heard correctly and then tilted it the other way because he had. There was nothing to do but try to salvage something out of what he already knew to be a losing proposition.
"Are you saying we'll be folding this in with Morrow's investigation? I've no problem with that. He's a good man and we can be working together until Anderson is back."
"You are choosing not to hear me," Fowler said. "That jacket is closed and sealed. Tell the lab to stop processing and have the coroner release the body. You had my permission to look into the matter, you did that and now it's over."
"But it's not fully three days and already I have enough to take it to the D.A." Finn said. "You saw the man we brought in. The woman's husband? Aman? He points the finger directly at Emanuel Dega Abu. The dead woman smuggled out video of her own torture. Torture ordered by Abu. I've got the producer of a film that is going to blow the lid off what's happening in Eritrea. She tells me that Abu would have stopped at nothing to silence the victim. I've just found out that one of his men, Rada, was at the bridge just this morning, flashing around a good bit of money and asking after the thumb drive Abu wants. Detective Anderson says Abu's other man was the one who assaulted her and—"
"That's enough, O'Brien," Fowler said. "I read the report from last night. Anderson stated the man didn't speak, that it was dark and that she didn't get a great look at him."
"She said that while she was being loaded into an ambulance," Finn said. "But this morning she was clear—"
"Let Morrow do his job before you go accusing one of Abu's employees, O'Brien."
"Ah, by the blessed mother, sir, those are no employees." Finn threw up his hands and shot out of his chair. "The one is a slave and the other is a mercenary. Rada wasn't down at that bridge at four this morning to be charitable.
"I'll put it all together for you in a report if that's what you're needing, captain, but we have to move now, before Abu leaves this country. Sharon Stover, is going to premier that movie tomorrow night all over the world. Emanuel leaves the day after. If we don't at least put him on notice now, we might be putting that woman in harm's way. This isn't some jealous husband, this is a man who can order a hit any time on anybody…"
Finn paused. He wasn't seeing the spark of interest he had hoped for in his captain's eyes. Instead, Finn saw the sublime patience of a man who knows the future and must bide his time before sharing such a burden with those who see only the mud they are mired in.
"Captain?"
"It's a done deal. I'm sorry."
"And will you be telling me why?" Finn asked.
"Because your investigation interferes with an international relationship that is important to this country," Fowler answered.
"Politics is it, then? The mayor? He has no balls. Everyone knows that. Groveling to Abu is as low as a man can get." Finn grasped the back of his chair. "I thought you were better than that, captain."
"I would like to pretend I didn't hear that, O'Brien."
Fowler threw his pen on the desk, got up but didn't go far. He crossed his arms over his chest and put one foot over the other as he leaned back against the credenza.
"The problem is that I did hear what you said, so let's have a little chat about how disappointed you are in the way this is going down.
"You would prefer to keep investigating and take a case to the D.A. that implicates a foreign dignitary even though there isn't a snowball's chance in hell of indicting him on anything. The D.A. would hand it to the feds, Abu would claim diplomatic immunity, and he would be out of town before you could say the word coward. We would have thrown money at an investigation that went nowhere, caused a lot of political trouble and garnered press that would have every civil rights group hollering for our heads because we didn't do enough in a situation where every card was stacked against us."
"Sure you lay out a challenging—"
"I'm not done, detective," Fowler snapped. "You've impugned my personal integrity twice now, and I don't want to let that pass without comment. I have a responsibility to this division, the LAPD and the city of Los Angeles to delegate the resources at my disposal in a manner that will most benefit the citizens we serve. To throw those resources – including you, I might add – down a rabbit hole is not responsible. I looked at this incident closely. I cannot sanction it. That woman was not a citizen, the problems she had in her own country and the ones her very presence here posed to our government are well above my pay grade to understand much less address.
"So, Detective O'Brien, you now have the same choice I did. You can pursue this matter against the wishes of some very powerful people – one of whom is a Congressional representative for our state – and you will find yourself blocked at every turn. It will begin here. I will ask you to hand me your badge because in pursuing this you will be insubordinate, and that is dangerous to all the men and women under my command.
"Or, you can do your job, put your energy into your other work and know that there is often no justice in the world."
"Is that all, then, Captain?" Finn asked.
"I think that covers it." Fowler put the heels of his hands against the credenza.
Finn's tongue found its way to his cheek as a reminder to watch the words he spoke next. The seconds ticked by while he considered his captain's desk. Finn would drown in so much paper. He would hate being pulled this way and that. He could never walk the fine line Bob Fowler did. But Finn was not the captain and he had a decision to make. He threw back his shoulders and stood tall.
"Thank you, Captain. I'm appreciating the honesty," he said, and took his leave.
"O'Brien," Fowler called just as Finn's hand grasped the doorknob. Finn looked over his shoulder. Fowler asked, "What are you going to do?"
"I think I'll be going to see after Detective Anderson."
 



CHAPTER 33
Matt jumped and his heart nearly stopped when a car horn blasted behind him. He twirled around, dropping his backpack, as Jason's muscle car pulled into the parking space next to him. Jason was laughing when he got out of his car; he was still laughing while he watched Matt pick up his pack.
"Got you good, Stover."
"You're an asshole," Matt muttered.
"You must not have got enough sleep last night, buddy. Want to tell me who was keeping you up?" Jason asked but then changed the subject. "Where's your car?"
"What?"
"Your car, man. Did you have an accident? Your insurance should have given you a better loaner than this."
Jason ran his hand over the trunk of the little red car and then looked at his fingers as if he were worried he had caught something.
Matt looked at the little car and shook his head. "It's not mine. I don't know anything about it."
"That's good because if that was a loaner, I'd make you change insurance companies," Jason laughed as he and Matt fell in step. "Where are you going?"
"To study with Gordon," Matt said. "There's a physics test today."
"I swear, man, you are going to be done with college before you ever get accepted," Jason laughed. "Don't let it go to your head though. They just want you to get the basics out of the way so you can play soccer fulltime when you are official."
Jason talked on while they walked single file through the door and out of the garage. Suddenly he stopped and Matt had to sidestep to keep from running into him.
"Don't you think, Stover?"
"What?"
"Those people. I can't believe they let them live there." Jason was glaring at the people on the bridge. "They're supposed to be gone by now. The cops are such friggin' wimps. I swear, we should bring the team down here and clean them out. Once we had at them, they'd never come back."
"Yeah. Maybe. I don't know."
Matt turned toward the campus. He didn't want to look at the overpass. He didn't want to step foot on it. Jason allowed himself one more hateful look and then he followed Matt.
"You're right. They'll be out of there sooner than later anyway. That's what my dad says."
Matt glanced at Jason. "How does he know?"
"He was at his club and a cop came down to harass some bigwig about the woman who got tossed off the bridge. Yeah, can you believe it? She didn't jump, man, she got tossed," Jason said. "Anyway, my dad couldn't figure out why that cop was hassling this important dude because they've got the whole thing on security tapes and it wasn't him. That guy is too short. My dad says once they identify the guy, all those slackers will get run out of town so why bother the other guy? That's what my dad wants to know. He's going to talk to the mayor about it."
"If they've got video then wouldn't they have arrested the guy already?" Matt asked.
"They're probably looking for more stuff. You have to have a ton of evidence to make anything stick these days," Jason said. "You put one of those homeless guys in court, clean him up, tell a hard luck story and the stupid jury starts thinking about reasonable doubt. Jury's are made up of saps; that's what my dad says. That's why they need hard evidence. Me? I'd say screw the warrants. I'd sweep that bridge and go through every shopping cart and bag 'till I found something that they couldn't explain away."
"Like what?"
"What do I look like? CSI? Evidence. Hey, there's Monica." Jason saw his girlfriend and gave Matt a slap on the shoulder. "Gotta go, buddy. Have a good one, Stover."
He and Matt parted ways at Alumni Park. It was mid-afternoon by the time Matthew finished his study group and took the physics test. He hurried back to the parking garage. Jason's car was gone and so was the little red one that Matthew knew was registered to Sharon Stover.
***
The door opened when Finn was halfway up the walk. He slowed his step and took off his sunglasses.
"Thomas? What are you doing here?" Finn asked.
"Babysitting." Thomas opened the door wider. "Amber went to work since I was here. She picked up a short shift. Tucker's in his room sleeping and Detective Anderson finally went to bed to rest."
"Amber trusted you with that little one?"
"Detective Anderson vouched for me."
"Then surely we need to get her back to the doctor to check her head once more," Finn laughed. He gave Thomas a slap on the shoulder. "'Tis a joke. I am duly impressed."
"Finally," Thomas said as he closed the door.
Once inside, Finn laughed again. "And the flowers. You've outdone yourself and made me look the villain."
"Go big or go home is my motto, in case you haven't noticed."
"Well done."
Finn shrugged out of his jacket, feeling bad that he hadn't stopped for flowers. His only excuse was that he had a lot on his mind, not the least of which was how to tell his partner that they were shutting down the bridge investigation. The man who was responsible for Takrit's death, and now Cori's injuries, would get off Scott free because of politics. No posies would make that news better. Their only hope was that Morrow could put his hands on the Aussie for murder and assault. That wouldn't be as satisfying as getting Abut, but it was something.
Finn put his jacket on the back of the easy chair and asked.
"How is she?"
"I won't lie. It's very hard seeing her this way. She's lucky to be alive."
"That she is." Finn looked around. The house was neat as a pin. He could smell something cooking.
"Chicken soup," Thomas said. "My grandmother's recipe."
"Sure you've made a lovely home here, missus," Finn said. "You're just missing the apron."
"Don't you start, Detective O'Brien," Thomas wagged his finger. "I'm almost sure I'm getting a few brownie points here. Do you want something to drink?"
"If there's a beer in the fridge I won't be saying no." Finn tossed his jacket over the back of the easy chair. He looked at the coffee table, neatly laid out with all the things meant for a sick room. On the dining room table there was an open computer and Cori's briefcase. The computer was not Cori's.
"Drinking in the middle of the day, Detective O'Brien?" Thomas called.
"I've found myself with time on my hands," Finn called.
Thomas was back with a beer in one hand and the baby monitor in the other. He gave Finn the beer and switched the monitor for a glass of ice tea that he had left on the table.
"Sláinte." Finn leaned forward and touched the lip of his bottle to Thomas's glass before he took a long drink.
Thomas drank a bit of his tea, put it on the table, sat back and rested his arms on the back of the sofa. "So, what's with the time on your hands?"
Finn needed no other urging. He told Thomas everything: the details of Takrit's association with Sharon Stover, the movie, the worldwide premier of a hideous documentary that had been years in the planning and was targeting Emanuel Dega Abu. He told Thomas about Oliver who he knew had attacked Cori and Hali. He spoke of Rada who, Finn was sure, could be turned if given enough time. Finn talked about what he had learned about Emanuel and, for a moment, lost his objectivity because there was nothing Finn hated more in this world than the strong preying on the weak.
He spoke bitterly of Emanuel's friends in high places and how they were able to stop the wheels of justice turning with one phone call. A snap of their fingers, Finn said, had disappeared Takrit. And for what? Money? Power? What of Hali's injuries and Cori's and the poor dead mother?
"Disgusting, it is," Finn muttered and saw that his beer was gone. He set aside the empty bottle.
"Yes. Yes, it is," Thomas agreed. "But such is the way of the world, isn't it? You have been swimming fast, my friend, but you have been gobbled up by a very much bigger fish that's been swimming behind you."
"And who is the fish bigger than Emanuel? Who will gobble him up and spit out his carcass?" Finn groused.
"Ah, isn't that always the question?"
Thomas dropped one arm to the sofa cushion. He touched the afghan that was now neatly folded. With his other he touched the pillows he had fluffed in anticipation of Cori's return.
"Detective O'Brien, I'm going to tell you the truth," Thomas said. "The truth is this: sometimes you just can't win."
Finn's stomach jumped with the laugh that never quite made it out of his mouth.
"That is it, Thomas? That's all you have for me when we are looking at a man as vile as Abu? When we know he ordered those atrocities that are being shown in that movie, not to mention the trail of misery he has brought here."
Thomas shrugged and said, "Pretty much”.
"And I am telling you, Thomas, that is just wrong. Emanuel has a double dose of original sin, my man, and I could have handed him to my captain on a silver platter to be crucified. We could have sent him to hell in a hand basket."
Thomas pulled his brows together. "I'm not sure you have all your metaphors in order, but I catch your drift. The problem is this: you're not that good."
"So you say," Finn laughed.
"So I know. You would need a whole lot more than to just connect dots to make people sit up and take notice. Abu is a very uncommon criminal and that makes your job nearly impossible. While I have a great deal of respect for you, Detective O'Brien, you are a common man. I'll give you the high end of the spectrum, but you do not have the stone that will slay Goliath," Thomas assured him. "All you have is a ton of people who hate Abu, but hate is not illegal nor is it actionable. That is point number one."
He made a checkmark in the air.
"Point number two. You have evidence that at least two people have had a very tough time in this world because of Abu: Aman's face and Takrit's, well, Takrit. What happened to them means nothing to the U.S. justice system. Frankly, I'm not even sure the world court would care. They like bigger problems like genocide, so that evidence of crime won't be acted upon. And, may I remind you, female genital mutilations is not even considered a crime in some countries."
Thomas paused when he heard Tucker fuss. He listened and then went back to his checklist when the baby settled.
"The thumb drive? Has anybody ever seen that? No. If you had the thumb drive I'd say wow, good job, detective, you've got an honest to god piece of evidence." Thomas opened his palms to show he sympathized but was also unimpressed. "All I hear is a lot of hysteria about something no one has seen. Ask yourself this: if Takrit had that DVD or thumb drive or whatever it is, and she was committed to this movie project, why didn't she give it to this Sharon woman two months ago, two years ago? What was she waiting for?"
"Stover says Takrit was overly cautious. She wanted to see the film before handing over that drive. She didn't want it to be an exploitation piece. Then Aman came along and lobbied for her to pull out altogether. They both knew there could be consequences to what she was going to do and Aman didn't want to continue fighting a losing battle. Takrit was waffling about giving it up."
"Says who?" Thomas scoffed. "Certainly not Aman. He's not talking."
"Says Sharon Stover and I believe her. She has a lot of money riding on this and Takrit's video was to be the showcase."
"And maybe the woman's an actress, my friend." Thomas scooted up on the sofa, excited to make his case. "Maybe all of this is just a publicity stunt to get Stover's movie noticed. Great story, great drama, great tragic ending: sexually tortured dead girl, dictator being wined and dined from the west coast to the east, hearsay on the video of Takrit's actual circumcision, a horribly mutilated husband pursuing his wife halfway across the world." Thomas raised an eyebrow. "I'd see that movie, wouldn't you?"
"No, Thomas." Finn shook his head. "A woman would not use another woman that way for her own gain. I've seen the film. I've listened to Sharon Stover. She's not passionate in the way one might expect, but she is outraged and driven."
"You, my friend, have a heart too big for your badge to protect," Thomas sighed as he sat back again. "People use people any way they can when money and fame are on the line. I know from whence I speak. That's my job. I tell a tale, I convince people that my tale is the absolute truth and I get money."
"I hear what you're saying, but it will be a cold day in hell before I accept that. There must be some way to bring that man to account."
Surprisingly, Thomas didn't answer. Instead, he got up and walked to the window where he looked out onto the very ordinary street outside Cori's house.
"I don't know, detective," he sighed. "Sometimes you just have to let things go."
"I know I've been ranting, Thomas, but I can't help myself," Finn said. "'Tis not pleasant to feel so hamstrung. I've never known a situation where there isn't a backdoor but for the life of me, I can't find it."
"Backdoor," Thomas muttered. He turned around. He tilted his head and looked at Finn. "I think you've hit on something."
"I'm delighted for my own brilliance," Finn said, not having a clue what the lawyer was talking about.
"Do you care if you don't exactly get a pound of flesh from Abu?" Thomas asked.
"Sure, I'm not a picky man," Finn assured him.
"Then how about we see what's in Lady Justice's change purse? What if we bring a civil suit against the bastard for Takrit's death and drain Eritrea's coffers?" Thomas said.
"I didn't say he killed Takrit," Finn answered. "Only that he was responsible for it."
"Exactly!" Thomas threw up his hands in delight. "The burden of proof in a civil action is a fraction of that in criminal court. All we have to do is prove it was probable that Takrit died because of Emanuel Dega Abu. The plaintiffs are the grandmother, Aman and Detective Anderson. So, what do you say? Are you with me?"
Before Finn could weigh in, they heard:
"I'm in."
Thomas and Finn looked toward the bedroom. Cori stood in the doorway balanced on crutches, pale as a ghost, hair flat as a pancake, one eye closed with bruising but, true to form, Cori was not done in. Her lipstick was in place. Before Finn could rise to help her, before Thomas could tell her that she should be back in bed, Cori took a deep breath and clomped her way to the couch. She fell upon it, grabbed the afghan and said:
"Let's raise some hell and put a chunk under it boys."
 



CHAPTER 34
Detective Morrow sat in the bullpen, oblivious to the comings and goings of his fellow detectives. He had just come from a short meeting with Captain Fowler where it was explained that he should pursue The Mercato case with all due diligence, but that Detective O'Brien would be closing his investigation regarding the incident on the bridge. Morrow thanked the captain, clarified a few minor points and went back to work.
He made three phone calls. The first was to check on the status of the girl beaten at The Mercato. The doctor advised that the earliest Detective Morrow might possibly interview her would be the next day, but he would have to secure her father's permission. The second call the detective made was to the girl's father. To this man, he once again expressed his condolences over the loss of his wife and then, for the second time, requested permission to speak with his daughter. He assured the man that he would be sensitive with his questioning. The father assured him that he would be at the hospital to make sure Detective Morrow did not come within fifty feet of Hali. Morrow took no offense when the man blamed the police for his wife's death and his daughter's injuries. Morrow said thank you and then said that he would check back at a later time.
The third call Morrow made was to his proctologist to cancel his yearly exam. This was distressing because Detective Morrow liked to maintain an orderly, scheduled life. Luckily the doctor had a late opening at the end of the week. Since the detective was sure that he would have his ducks in a row by then, he agreed to the appointed time.
He spent the next hour meticulously going over the crime scene diagrams, writing up reports, touching base with the lab to politely request that they expedite the blood samples that had been collected in anticipation of identifying the fourth person injured inside the restaurant.
When that was done. Detective Morrow rose, opened the drawer to his right, retrieved a tastefully lettered sign that read 'Lunch' and put it atop his desk. He then went down the hall, stopped at Detective O'Brien's office, looked about, determined that no one was paying a bit of attention to him as usual, and let himself inside. Having great respect for Captain Fowler, Morrow nonetheless felt a kinship with Detective O'Brien as well as a desire to somehow see that justice was done for his victim.
Detective Morrow was pleased to see that Finn O'Brien was efficient. On the desk was information about Emanuel Dega Abu, known associates traveling with him to the United States, points and time of entry, contacts since arriving in Los Angeles, information about anticipated departure times from the airlines, Takrit's autopsy report, evidence inventory and such. Detective Morrow looked over everything briefly and then put all the files in his very unfashionable satchel.
At the table where Detective Anderson worked, he noted that the space was tidy. From the picture of a young woman with a baby he deduced that Detective Anderson must be quite attractive if this were her progeny. The other thing of interest on her table was a receipt for six security videos. Since those videos were not in evidence, Morrow further deduced that Detective Anderson or Detective O'Brien must have them.
Satisfied that he had gleaned all he could from Finn O'Brien's office, Detective Morrow left the division and walked a block and a half to the coffee shop where he had lunched for the past five years since being assigned to Wilshire Division. Once there the waitress who had served him for five years asked him for his order even though he had ordered the same thing for lunch every day for five years. Morrow enjoyed lunch exactly as much as he had enjoyed it each day – for the last five years.
When Detective Morrow finished his lunch, he called Detective O'Brien.
***
Rada left the car with the valet and went to his room where he changed into the clothes that Emanuel preferred him to wear. When he was dressed properly, Rada checked the written schedule even though he knew it by heart. Emanuel was to have three meetings and a formal dinner that evening. There was one meeting the next day before the final gala event that would end their time in Los Angeles.
Rada was very tired. He had been up most of the night with Oliver and then on the bridge very early. The visit with Aman, who he had not seen in many years and whose face was a testament to the cruelty of Emanuel Dega Abu, made Rada's soul tired also. Still, there was work to do and he must not let Emanuel see this.
When he was ready Rada went to the Presidential Suite, knocked on the door once to announce himself and then went in. It was dark inside the apartment. The curtains were closed and it was silent, as if no one had been there for a long while. Rada closed the door softly and pulled his gun from the holster under his arm. He held the muzzle up and put his finger on the trigger. Rada looked into the guest bathroom, he checked behind the bar and then he pushed open the door to the bedroom. There sat Emanuel Dega Abu, his elbows on the desk, his head in his hands, a bottle of liquor at his side. The man had not put on his fine clothes and when he looked up at Rada it was with eyes that were bloodshot as if he, too, had not slept.
"Why do you have a weapon?" Emanuel sat up and dropped his hands to the desk.
"I thought someone might be here who shouldn't be," Rada said and for a long moment the two men looked at one another.
Rada did not lower his gun immediately and Emanuel did not rest his gaze upon it but both of them were thinking about the weapon. Both wondered if Rada had the desire or the courage to use it. When it appeared that Rada did not, Emanuel's eyes narrowed. He put on his glasses and he stood up. Raising his chin, he shook his head a little and a smile came to his lips.
"You have been a long time, Rada. Do you have it?"
Rada shook his head. "No."
"Then you must go to the next place. Oliver cannot do it now, so you must. There is no choice, Rada. Do you understand what I am saying to you?"
Rada lowered his gun but he did not put it away. He was suddenly too exhausted to lift it and too tired to answer. Emanuel took this to mean that Rada, his servant, was ready to do whatever was asked of him.
"That is fine then, my friend. I will reward you, Rada, even though I know a reward is not necessary. Is that not so? You serve me because you serve the country. Is that not so Rada?"
Rada nodded. Once again, Emanuel was the master and Rada the man who served. Rada would go to a house in the Hollywood Hills and use his gun on a woman named Sharon Stover or, perhaps, not his gun. Perhaps there would be a better way that would not draw attention, for certainly Oliver had been very careless that way.
Yes. Yes. Emanuel would have his last meeting and be ready for the formal dinner when Rada returned to pick him up. It was, Emanuel said, a very good plan. Was it not fine that this trouble would be over when Rada did this?
Was it not, Rada?
 



CHAPTER 35
Finn and Thomas exchanged a look and when they finished their silent conversation it fell to Finn to point out that Cori wasn't making a whole lot of sense.
"Come on, Cori," Finn said. "I think it's time I put you back to bed. Sure, won't Amber be having our heads if we make you sicker."
"I'm not sick, I'm hurt and I know the bastard who did it was that Australian ass. I just want some info on him, and I'll go. I promise. Come on, Lapinski. You've been pounding those keys for an hour. You've got to have found something by now."
Thomas breathed in and then blew out through his pursed lips.
"I've got people who usually do this for me. They can drill down a whole lot faster than I can. Let me call one of them. Please," Thomas begged.
Finn shook his head, "I say, no, Thomas. Not that I don't trust your staff, but there's risk if the circle gets too wide."
"Okay, okay, okay. This is what I've got. The images of Emanuel I grabbed with no problem, and I've got a couple where he's got the Australian at his elbow. I isolated his image and cross-referenced including the name Oliver, Emanuel Dega Abu, and Eritrea. I also found a ton of information on the Ethiopian civil war that resulted in the break off of Eritrea and the rise of Emanuel."
"Skip the history lesson." Cori's shoulders slumped under a robe that had seen better days. "What about the Oliver dude?"
"The earliest history I can find is that he was in the service, SARS, Australia's equivalent of our special forces. He served with some distinction in Somalia and Afghanistan," Thomas said. "But then I found a news story about his unit being under suspicion of murdering women and children in a Somali village. It doesn't look like the matter was prosecuted, but something must have gone down because he dropped off the radar."
"Is there mention of Emanuel in Somalia, or of him having anything to do with the SARS at that time?" Finn asked.
"Not that I could find," Thomas answered "but this is pretty quick and dirty. Oliver seems to have resurfaced in the year two thousand. That's the date on the picture where he's with Emanuel. He's referenced as a trainer for the new Eritrean army."
"Looks like he got promoted if he's the president's buddy now," Finn noted.
"He's definitely more than a pretty face," Thomas said.
With a few keystrokes he brought up a new screen and turned his computer around so the three of them could look at it.
"On the left of the screen are companies doing business in Eritrea. These here are Eritrean." He pointed to the listings. "They are all owned by the government and that basically means Emanuel owns them because he is the government. Down here," Thomas scrolled a bit. "Down here are international firms doing business in the country."
"This doesn't exactly look like a hot bed of high finance," Cori said, her voice weary and her attention waning.
"Compared to Ethiopia, this country has little to offer at the moment except its ports and those are woefully out of date. But the port of Assab is at the entrance to the Red Sea. That is critical to trade in the area, to the Saudis and Yemen and Sudan. But look over here."
Thomas pointed to the right of the split screen.
"I noticed that there were a couple of Australian firms doing business in Eritrea. Mining contracts, infrastructure services, Internet. From the little I found out about the place, this isn't too surprising since they don't have a lot of home grown talent. Quite a few countries are looking for a piece of the Eritrean pie. Given that we are interested in Oliver, and him being Australian, I took a quick look at three companies that have had the longest relationships with the government. This is what I came up with." Thomas moved the cursor in a circle, highlighting a specific area on the screen. He chuckled. He waited. Finally, he nudged them. "Do you get it? Cool, huh?"
"My, my," Cori breathed.
"Sure, 'tisn't that just a tidy little arrangement," Finn agreed.
"Oh yes, yes, indeed. I would say pockets are deep all around no matter who it is we name in our lawsuit. You, Detective Anderson, and Takrit's family all have a lot to gain if we prevail in a civil suit."
Thomas Lapinski sat back and grinned while Cori Anderson and Finn O'Brien took note of all the businesses Oliver Smythe 'owned' in Australia that did business exclusively with the government of Eritrea.
Oliver Smythe, one time soldier, companion to a brutal dictator, enforcer, murderer, straw man and huckster appeared to have added one more profession to his resume: laundryman. He was taking dirty money, cleaning it up and sending it to Emanuel Dega Abu through shell corporations and all in the name of Eritrean progress. None of them doubted that any contracts that ran through Smythe's business included millions of dollars in kickbacks for Emanuel.
If Finn O'Brien needed yet another motive for Emanuel ordering the murder of a woman who wanted world eyes on Eritrea, this was it. But it also gave Captain Fowler's decision to close the jacket all the credibility it needed. Federal law criminalized bribery to a foreign entity as a part of doing business. Few corporations were reckless enough to go down that road without a wink and a nod from the U.S. government. Now Finn knew that someone had received that wink from a congressperson powerful enough to shut down a police investigation. While Thomas happily explained the interconnections of the companies, the doorbell rang and Finn went to answer it.
"Detective Morrow," Finn said, surprised but pleased to see the man. "You're just in time for an interesting discussion."
"Detective O'Brien. I hear that we won't be working together," the man said.
"It appears not," Finn answered. "Still, there are other avenues open to citizens concerned about the matter."
"I assumed as much." Detective Morrow opened his briefcase and withdrew a plain, hefty manila envelope and handed it to Finn. "I took the liberty of bringing you your files. I thought you might like to read through them before you put them in the archives."
"Well thank you, Detective Morrow."
"You're very welcome, Detective O'Brien."
Finn opened the door a little wider. Detective Morrow was introduced all around and he was happy to see that he had been correct: Detective Anderson was a beautiful woman.
***
It was four o'clock when Amber returned home bearing pizzas.
She had called to check on her mother and found out that her home had been turned into a rogue division of the LAPD. Hearing that her son was in his playpen after being fed by Thomas Lapinski and that Finn and Morrow were tending to Cori, she decided that feeding everyone was the least she could do.
Amber changed out of her off-off-the-shoulder, short skirted uniform that was supposed to make her look like an Italian peasant girl and into low-slung jeans, a tight t-shirt and flip-flops. She took over Tucker duty, made sure Morrow, O'Brien and Lapinski ate something, kept glasses filled and gave her mother her medicine. It was five when Morrow caught Amber's eye, he looked at Cori who was on the couch.
"I believe all this might have been a bit much for your mother. "
Amber smiled at him. She actually smiled at all of them: Morrow of the kind but boring heart, Lapinski of the selfless heart, and Finn her mother's heart's desire. She couldn't remember a time when the house was filled with people and it felt good and warm; it felt like she and her mom weren't alone.
"I got her, Mr. Morrow." Amber went round the couch and got Cori's crutches. "Mom, come on. Let's get you to bed."
"Are you needing help, Amber?" Finn asked. She shook her head.
"I got it."
The men fell silent, pretending to be engrossed in their work but all listening to Cori insist that she was fine and Amber insist that she wasn't until the bedroom door closed.
"Thomas?" Finn said.
Lapinski's fingers hovered over the keyboard, but he was looking at the baby. He smiled and said, "Tucker is a lucky little boy."
Finn and Morrow looked at the handsome man, shirtsleeves rolled up, the baby's bottle at his elbow. Thomas felt their attention and looked back at them.
"What?"
"Nothing," Finn said. Morrow shook his head and got on with his work.
"What can I say? I'm a sucker for family because I never had much of one." He held up his hands, and turned his head away. "I know. You're wondering how did I ever grow into the fine, caring man you see before you?"
Finn snorted. Morrow chuckled without smiling and Lapinski put aside the computer and rested his chin on an upturned hand.
"My grandmother raised me. She's long gone and I miss her. What about you Morrow?"
Finn could swear he saw Morrow blush. "I have a rather large family locally."
Knowing that was all he was going to get out of him, Lapinski raised a brow at Finn who stretched his legs and welcomed the break.
"Six siblings and myself makes seven children," he said, always counting Alexander though he had been gone many years. "Those here are thriving, I'm happy to say, and our parents hale and hearty."
"A fine Irish-Catholic family, it seems," Detective Morrow noted.
"Sure, aren't we advertising for his holiness in the Vatican. Marriage is all about procreation."
"And have you children, Morrow?" Finn asked.
He shook his head, "I've never married."
Lapinski needed no prodding. "Before you ask, none that I know of."
It was an old joke but they laughed anyway.
"Then I suppose we shall all have to sign on as uncles to Tucker," Finn said and pushed himself back up to sitting position. "And if we're going to be out of here at a reasonable hour, we should get back to work. Are you ready to get your warrant, Morrow?"
"Judge Merill will be looking at the request. I've left Detective Anderson's fax number so he can send it along."
"If no one from Washington gets to him first," Finn said.
"Only your investigation has garnered interest, Detective O'Brien. I have a solid ID from Detective Anderson now. I'm asking for an order to take a swab from Oliver Smythe as well as searching his possessions. Detective Anderson was very specific as to clothing. Hopefully, I'll bring the gentleman back with me to Wilshire."
"Will you have someone go with you?"
"I think not," Morrow said. "Given what you've told me, I assume his arrogance will keep him from taking his arrest seriously. He will probably find this all very amusing."
"Whatever works for you," Finn said. "And Thomas, have you—"
Before Finn could ask his question, the bedroom door opened.
"Finn." Amber called to him. "Mom wants to see you."
Finn nodded and pushed his chair away from the table. He was about to tell Lapinski to go on without him but then he saw that Thomas was typing away, looking perplexed and intent.
"Back in a minute," Finn said.
Thomas gave a small nod and hit one more keystroke before he leaned close to the screen. Morrow looked between the two men and thanked his lucky stars that Cori Anderson – while a lovely woman – was not his type.
 



CHAPTER 36
"Cori? What are you needing?" Finn asked when he went into her room.
When the only answer he got to his question was the sound of Cori crying, he understood what she needed. Facing death and coming out the other side was enough to bring anyone low, didn't he know. When he had seen the light calling to him, Bev hadn't known what to do. She hovered near him, afraid to touch him, having no words to comfort him. It was hard seeing a strong man cry; it was no easier seeing a strong woman do the same. Finn went to the bed and gathered her up in his arms.
"It's about time you had a good cry woman. Sure wouldn't you be a strange one if you didn't." Finn patted her back. "It will all be fine. I'm promising you that. Sure it will."
Cori pulled away and ran the back of her hands across her eyes and then one across her nose for good measure. She pointed to the Kleenex box and Finn obliged with a handful of tissue.
"Don't tell me I'm ridin' a cow when I know I'm sittin' on a bull," Cori said before she blew her nose. When she was done, she shook her head back. She looked pitiful with her black egg of an eye and her bruising but she wanted no delicate treatment. That didn't mean she didn't want something. "Listen up, O'Brien, this is serious. I need you to promise me something."
"No. I'm not promising anything when you're in a state," he said.
"Promise me or I'll get Lapinski in here and make him promise."
Cori sniffled. Tears still squeezed from her eyes. She was a hair from a breakdown but her chin was set and she would fight it off as long as she could. Finn smoothed her hair back with one hand and put the palm of his other against her cheek but when she shook him off and crossed her arms he gave in.
"Alright. I don't know what you're wanting, but if you're desperate enough to threaten Thomas then I best listen. What is it you're needing me to promise?"
"Promise me that you'll take care of Amber and Tucker if anything—"
"Nothing will—"
"Promise me," Cori insisted, taking his arm in both her hands and shaking it. "I'm not regretting what I did. Hali would be dead if I hadn't gone in there, but this was a wake-up call. The next time I might not be so lucky and I don't want Amber drifting. I don't want Tucker growing up with a bunch of guys who were born sorry.
"All this time I thought I was showing Amber how to be strong but I was just falling up a tree. She thinks I hate her."
"No, Cori, she doesn't. I know this. Trust me," Finn said. Amber had said as much in the hospital. No one who hated a parent could be as worried as she had been.
"If I die, I don't want her remembering me as a bad mother. I want someone there to tell her I was a good mom and remind her how much I love her and Tucker."
"Do you want me to talk to her now?" Finn asked.
"No, I want you to be there for her and that little man when I'm buzzard bait. I swear, O'Brien, I can't rest until you promise you'll do this if anything happens to me." When Finn didn't promise right off, Cori's face fell. She lowered her voice. "I will haunt you forever if you don't do this for me. Please, O'Brien."
Finn took her hand. He shook his head. Any other woman would be moaning with her pain and her fear but not Cori. She was wanting to wrangle an Irishman into her personal rodeo.
"I promise, Cori, that nothing will happen to you. And I promise, should I be wrong about that, I will…"
Before he could promise to do his best by Amber and Tucker should the good lord call Cori home before she bedeviled the bad guys here on earth, there was knock on the door. Thomas Lapinski poked his head in to the room a second later.
"Sorry to bother you two, but could you come look at something Detective O'Brien?"
"Be right there, Thomas."
Finn stood up and then leaned down to kiss Cori's brow. He cupped her face in his hands. "Nothing will happen to you. That's my promise."
Cori, put her hands atop his. "Promise the rest of it, O'Brien."
"I promise to do as much as Amber is willing, and that will have to do. Give her her due, Cori. She is a fine girl." Finn took her shoulders and gently pushed her back onto the pillows. "Sleep, now. We've work to do."
Worn out, she closed her eyes without calling him on the carpet for his dodge. When she was feeling better he would take her to Micks and they would talk about anything she wanted, but tonight Amber and Tucker were safe and Cori along with them.
"What is it, Thomas?" he asked as soon as the door to the bedroom was closed.
"A match popped up on the facial recognition software I've had running. It's pointed to a frame I captured from one of the security videos. I only have two points of recognition right now – between the collar of the jacket and the bottom of the hat so I know it's not much. It's pretty much the jaw area and I know it might be wrong. And remember this isn't my thing, but take a look at what popped up."
Having given all the qualifiers he could think of, Thomas turned his computer for Finn to look. There on the screen was a picture of Sharon and Matt Stover at a memorial for the long dead Frederick. The two points on the bridge video pointed to a match on Sharon Stover's jaw and chin.
 



CHAPTER 37
Cordelia was late for work because of her car but Missus Sharon didn't want to hear an excuse. Missus Sharon wanted what she wanted and that was to get the house ready for
the party the next day, the one to celebrate her movie. Cordelia would have to work until midnight to get everything done and it upset the maid so much that she thought of quitting even if it would be expensive to fix her car.
Cordelia was scrubbing the kitchen when she realized that she had forgotten to change the linens on Sharon's bed. If that wasn't done before the woman got home, there would be trouble. Cordelia hated it when Missus Sharon used bad words at her so she went through the house, stopped at the linen cabinet, got Sharon's favorite sheets and headed for the stairs.
She hurried on, feeling upset and not just because Sharon Stover was expecting two days work in one, but because of Matthew. She had brought a cake and wished him happy birthday, but he had admonished her that it wasn't his birthday yet. She tried reminiscing about the cakes she had made for him when he was little, but he ignored her. She asked him what he was planning as a celebration for becoming a man. When he told her that was none of her business, she decided Matthew was lost to her.
In the bedroom, she worked quickly, stripping the sheets, putting on the new ones before going to freshen the towels in the bathroom. But when she went to fold the toilette paper the way Missus Sharon liked it, the maid heard something that wasn't right. It was a strange sound: hurried and soft, like an animal rooting with a snuffle, a push and a rustle. Listening for any change in the sound, trying to decide where it was coming from, Cordelia picked the heavy mirror up off the vanity and held it at her shoulder. She moved out of the bathroom and into the big bedroom. The door that led out of the bedroom to the stairs was to her left, and to get out of it she would have to pass by the huge closet where Missus Sharon kept her clothes and purses and fake legs. It was also where the safe was and the burglar must know that because that's where the sound was coming from.
But how could a burglar get into the house without the security company knowing? Every window and door was wired to sound an alarm. Then Cordelia remembered she hadn't locked the front door when she came in. Tightening her grip on the mirror, she peeked through the half open door and saw that it was not a burglar at all. Matthew was standing on the stool that Sharon used to reach the top shelves. He was taking down her purses, looking in each one before putting them back.
Her Matthew was stealing. She knew Missus Sharon wasn't a nice woman but this was not right. Still, it was between them and Cordelia wanted nothing to do with it. Before she could sneak away unnoticed, something caught Matthew's attention. Perhaps it was her breathing, perhaps the light reflected itself in the mirror, but whatever it was there was no escape. He jumped off the stool and ripped open the door.
"Where is it you bitch! Where is it?" Matthew screamed.
"Querido Dios Ayúdame!" Cordelia screamed for God's help as she threw her arms up and fell back.
Matthew's fists were raised, his eyes were bloodshot from the drugs and his anger was white hot. When he didn't hit her, when all she heard was his heavy breathing, Cordelia lowered her arms a little and looked at him. He blinked at her and swallowed and shook his head hard.
"Oh my God, Cordelia. I am so sorry."
When he fell into her arms, Cordelia let loose of the heavy mirror. It fell to the floor with a thud. When he heard that, Matthew pushed her back but he didn't let her go. He shook her. He smelled like beer and smoke and whispered like a madman.
"Cordelia, you've got to help me."
"Matthew, you are hurting me. Matthew stop." She squirmed and tried to wiggle away but he was too strong for her. "Matt, please. Let me go. Then you tell me what—"
"You know Diane? Cordelia, do you remember Diane?"
Cordelia nodded, hesitant, unsure of how to answer him.
"Okay. Okay. Well, you know she's dead, right?" Matthew's words tripped over each other. "Right? You know that, right?"
"Muerto?" Cordelia's eyes widened. She could hardly believe what she was hearing. Matt didn't notice her surprise. He just kept staring at her and shaking her.
"Diane left something here, and I need it. I need it really bad, and I can't find it. So you have to help me, okay? Okay?" He dragged her into the closet. "You know where Sharon keeps all her stuff. I think she's got it. And if she's got it then I know she's going to make it seem like I did it and that's not the way it was…"
"Matthew, you talking crazy. Matthew, I don't know the way anything is. Please, let's go out of here."
"No, I need it." He took her by one arm and dragged her further into the closet.
"What Matthew. What has she got? You mean Missus Sharon?"
"Yes, Sharon," he spat out her name. "Do you know what she did to me, Cordelia? Her and Diane? Do you know what they did to me?"
Cordelia shook her head again, afraid to say anything.
"Well, it's bad, Cordelia. You're the only one I can trust. I need to find it. You go through the drawers. It's a purse. I can't remember what it looks like, but I know it's a purse and there's…inside is her…Oh, shit, Cordelia, you've got to help or…"
Cordelia had enough. This wasn't sad anymore, it was dangerous so she dug in her heels and pulled back as Matt pulled forward. She wanted to get out of the house and away from him.
"No, Matthew. You let me go now," she begged. "We should go out of here. Missus Sharon will—"
Matt swung the maid in front of him and threw her against the wall of shelves. Her arms went up as the heavy purses rained down on her. Matt swung at them, screaming and cursing as Cordelia cringed.
"I don't give a shit what Sharon wants. Don't you get it? She's going to get rid of us one at a time, Cordelia. She's—"
Terrified, sobbing and shaking, the maid sank to the floor. She turned her face to the wall sure that Matthew had taken so many drugs that he had lost his mind. Just when she thought even God couldn't help her, she heard:
"Cordelia! Goddamn it, the tables aren't set."
Matt's head snapped toward the sound of Sharon's voice. Cordelia got to her knees and started to crawl to the door.
"Missus Sharon! Help me, Missus Sharon," she screamed, but it did no good. She was old and carried too much weight to move quickly. Matthew had her before she went far.
"Shut up. Shut up, Cordelia."
"Missus Sharon."
Cordelia screamed even louder but Sharon's angry voice collided with the terrified voice of the maid. Matt threw his hands over his ears and howled.
"Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!"
As Cordelia opened her mouth to scream again, Matt brought the back of his hand down hard against her cheek. Stunned, Cordelia fell onto the floor of the closet just as Sharon Stover started up the stairs – and Matthew Stover started down.
***
Aman and Rada sat in the grandmother's small backyard. Even though it was not the end of her mourning for Takrit, she stayed quiet in the house. The old woman brought them food and wine and they spoke to one another in low voices about all the years lost to them, the people they loved who were gone and the way life was not what they had expected it to be.
It had been many years since Rada and Aman had seen one another. The last time was when they had been taken into the army, no more than children. Eventually, Emanuel took Rada to serve him and Aman to train as a minister. Rada had served well, Aman had not. He had married Takrit and they had made much trouble in Eritrea.
Rada, to his shame, became deaf and dumb. He had not begged Emanuel for mercy for his friend; he had not tried to bribe anyone to save either Aman or Takrit. Rada had not run away from Emanuel's service to work with those who fought against the government. He had been afraid for his own life and the lives of his family until now. Now, after he had tended to Oliver, after he had heard what been done to Hali, after Emanuel had told him to go to the hills and kill the movie woman, Rada was changed. He did not go to kill the woman in Hollywood. Instead he came to the grandmother's house. He came to Aman – the friend he had loved like a brother – with the hope that there would still be caring between them. They talked a long while about the woman, Sharon Stover, who Aman hated but for different reasons than Emanuel did. Aman's hatred was for the woman's desire to shame Takrit; Emanuel's hatred for Sharon Stover was selfish. Rada, though, wondered if that woman deserved to be killed for the things she was. He thought not, but when they had finished talking Rada knew what must happen.
"I cannot do this alone, Aman."
To which Aman answered, "I will be with you."
In the house Aman held the grandmother close and then Rada took her hands. He told the old woman the name of his wife and parents in Eritrea. Neither man told her where they were going, but she understood wherever it was they would go the place would not be good. They knew she understood this because, as they left the house, the woman began to keen for them. Aman and Rada stayed silent as they drove into the city and then into the special parking garage in the hotel that was reserved for people of importance.
Aman had raised the hood of his shirt so as not to draw attention. That was not necessary because no one saw them when they got into the special elevator. When they reached the penthouse, Rada did not knock on the door of Emanuel's suite. He opened it and walked in. Light shined beneath the door of the bedroom. Rada motioned for Aman to wait quietly while he went ahead.
Inside the room, Emanuel Dega Abu stood in front of a large mirror adjusting his bow tie. Across the jacket of his tuxedo was a sash of red and blue and green, the colors of the Eritrean flag. It was fastened with a golden starburst. This was a medal given to him by a grateful government. Since he was the government it was Emanuel who had honored himself.
"Where have you been—" Emanuel began only to stop talking when he saw Rada reflected in the mirror, still dressed in the clothes of a poor person. His fingers froze on the edges of his perfect tie and he looked more closely into the mirror at the reflection of his servant. When Rada did not speak, the president for life dropped his hands and turned to face the tall man.
"Rada, have you done as I asked?"
"No," Rada answered.
Emanuel's eyes flicked away from Rada to the hooded man who now stood behind his servant. Emanuel looked at him with curiosity and caution. When the man slid back his hood the little man smiled a bit.
"Aman. We have been looking for you and now here you are." When Aman remained silent, Emanuel went to his desk. "You have come to give me what Takrit took from our country, have you? I will pay you, of course. I will make everything right for you."
Aman's gaze never left Emanuel's face and Emanuel did not look away from Aman even though he spoke to his servant.
"Rada? You have a wife, do you not? You have parents in Eritrea, do you not?"
Rada looked at the little man, resplendent in his tuxedo and his false medal that honored nothing. He was sad that he would probably never see his wife, his child or his parents. He hoped they would not suffer. He was even sad for what he was about to do, but he knew it had to be done.
"I am no longer your servant, Emanuel Dega Abu," Rada said. Emanuel looked at Rada just as he unzipped his hooded sweatshirt and withdrew his gun from the holster.
The light went out of Emanuel's eyes. He looked back to Aman. It was this way with those who are desperate; they look for salvation even from their enemies.
"Aman?" Emanuel said.
"I want the Australian," Aman said, as he showed his knife. "I want the man who threw my wife from a bridge, and I want you because you made it so."
***
Finn pushed the call button on the gate in front of Sharon Stover's estate. He had not drawn any conclusions about Sharon's involvement in Takrit's death, for certainly Thomas's identification program was not something that would hold up in court. Finn also had no standing since the jacket on Takrit was officially closed. Still, he reasoned, there was no harm in asking a few questions. The case he would make to the captain for identifying Sharon Stover a person of interest in the death of Takrit would be this:
Sharon Stover's fortunes were dependent on the success of her movie. Takrit had threatened those fortunes. When Takrit held back the thumb drive, Stover assaulted her and—
Finn had not quite figured out about the bridge and why Sharon Stover would take Takrit there to kill her, but he did know there was no better scapegoat than pointing a finger at Abu, a foreign villain standing in her own backyard. If Finn could convince Fowler that a U.S. citizen might be responsible for the murder, the political roadblock would be cleared and justice might still be served.
Still, acknowledging that Thomas had also been persuasive in his argument that this whole thing might be a fiction, Finn decided to reserve judgment until he heard from the woman herself. Either way, Sharon Stover was at the heart of whatever had happened to Takrit and Finn was determined to get answers.
He pushed the call button once more. Receiving no response from the house, seeing the glow of the lights through the trees led him to believe that someone was home, Finn's patience ran short. He pushed the button once again; trying to decide what he would do if his call wasn't answered. But it was answered. Just not in the way he expected.
"Madres Dios. Help us."
 



CHAPTER 38
Detective Morrow had notified the airports to detain Mr. Oliver Smythe should he attempt to board a commercial airliner. He had disseminated a picture of Mr. Smythe – though it was a few years old – to all the hospitals and emergency care units in the greater Los Angeles area. Having Cori's sworn statement, his own notes from the crime scene, two eyewitnesses who had seen a blond man in a black hoodie lingering near the entrance of The Mercato, plus an eyewitness from one of the other stores who had seen him by the trash bin, Detective Morrow had easily been granted a warrant to search Oliver Smythe's hotel room, the suite of Emanuel Dega Abu and the room of a man named Rada.
Before he bid Thomas Lapinski goodbye, he listened to the lawyer's frustration at the mixed signals he was receiving from his software. Thomas had a pinpoint match on hair color, skin tone on the jaw and chin area and the height of the person with Takrit. He also had a match on the shadows made by the letters on the jacket that person was wearing. It was a USC letterman's jacket, but not a new one. Lapinski, though, had little confidence in the recognition program that seemed to change every five minutes. Thomas asked if Morrow thought he should call Detective O'Brien and have him stand down until he had more to go on.
Detective Morrow said he saw no reason that Detective O'Brien should not talk to Sharon Stover, thanked Amber for the pizza and asked her to wish her mother well. Amber shook his hand and thanked him back. He was quite pleased by that since few people remembered to thank him for anything.
Detective Morrow's first stop was at the Ritz Carlton's front desk where he discreetly showed his badge and explained his chore. He was immediately escorted to the manager's office.
Once there, he explained what he was about to do once again, reassured the manager that this would be accomplished with minimal intrusion and requested that he be shown the best route by which to extract Mr. Smythe from the hotel. He allowed the manager a good long look at his warrant and then requested a security detail and the manager's presence to make sure everything was above board. This was acceptable to the manager who assembled his team. Soon they were on their way.
The first stop was Mr. Smythe's room. He was not in residence so Morrow looked through the room carefully. He found bloody clothes in a hotel laundry bag. He saw the medicine at the bedside and a passport issued to Oliver Smythe who was blond, six feet tall and weighed in at one hundred and ninety pounds. He noted that Thomas Lapinski's computer could just as easily have matched this man's square jaw and honey toned skin to the image taken off the security tapes as well as it matched Sharon Stover. Morrow saw a boarding pass for a commercial flight later that very evening. When Morrow was finished, he requested that the room be sealed and the current key card disabled.
They went on to the Presidential Suite: Detective Morrow, the manager and the two security officers. From the coded private elevator, to the cameras so tastefully mounted near the ceiling, and the heavy doors to the suite that he had no doubt were bulletproof, it was all a perfect environment for a man in Abu's position. Still, someone had been careless and the door to the suite stood ajar.
Detective Morrow called out and received only resounding silence in return. He asked the manager and his staff to remain alert in the hall, drew a gun from his well-worn plaid jacket, gave one nod of farewell, and went into the suite.
***
Finn made a call for back up but did not wait for it to arrive. Instead, he left the headlights on and ran for the trees and underbrush. He was relieved to find that the gates provided only the illusion of a great wall surrounding the property. In reality, they were mounted on a manageable six-foot tall cinderblock wall all but hidden by foliage.
Gun drawn, he went over that wall with ease and kept to the grounds, staying low as he made his way up the hill toward the house, keeping parallel to the drive. When Finn reached the top where the pavers fanned out onto the great roundabout he saw two cars: a black Range Rover with personalized plates that read STNTWMN and another that was so old the grey paint had oxidized. He moved into the drive, thinking that Rada's long black car must be around somewhere but all he saw was a Jeep parked close to the back unit.
Finn worked his way to Matt's apartment. The door was open, the lights were on but the apartment was empty. Finn opened the sliding glass door and went across the deck to the wall of glass. Quickly, he searched for a mechanism that would open it from the outside. Finding none, he went to the front of the house knowing he would have to break the glass on the front door to get in. That wasn't a prospect that excited him given the noise it would make. Still, it was the best he could come up with on short notice.
When he got to the entrance, Finn went down the path on hands and knees, cursing the person who thought to put so much glass in this house. He raised a hand and pushed on the armless mermaid. Surprised when the door swung open, he blessed the last person who had entered and not locked it.
Finn stopped first near the statue of the man sitting on the steel ball. He listened. When he heard nothing, Finn moved catty corner into the main room, put his back up against a solid wall and ran over the layout of the bottom floor in his head: long, wide bar, white couches facing the huge deck, beyond that the pool, beyond that the canyon, and beyond that the city. To his left he remembered that there was a staircase. To the right of the couches was the theater: sound proof, dark, filled with chairs big enough to hide a person with ill intent.
Tonight though, the door to the theater was open because Finn could hear the raised voices of a man and woman as they argued. Though he couldn't make out the words, he knew the sound of fury and hatred when he heard it. The two people were moving from one side of the theater to the other, their voices waxing and waning. Knowing the heat of their exchange would keep them occupied, Finn dashed for the bar in the great room only to detour, diving through an open closet door when he heard the voices get louder. In the dark, a woman yelped and he felt her scramble away toward the back of the little room. Finn pushed aside a coat and moved to her side, gun down, his free hand out to calm her.
"I'm the police," he whispered. "Do you understand me?"
"Si. Si."
"Who are you?" Finn asked.
"Cordelia. The maid," she whispered.
"Fine. Okay." Finn got on his haunches. He peered around the open door and then went back to her. "Are you hurt?"
"No, sir," she answered only to add, "a little maybe."
"We'll see to you," Finn promised. "Can you tell me how many are in the house?"
"Me only. Missus Sharon is in the movie room with—"
There was a crash and Cordelia jumped, pulling into a fetal position as she cowered. Finn put a hand on her back.
"Please, look at me now, missus. Look," Finn kept his voice low and his hand steady until the woman looked at him. "Can you get to the place where you can talk through the gate intercom again like you did for me?"
"Si. Si."
"Alright then. That's good. Take this." Finn handed her his phone. "You call nine-one-one and you say that you are calling for Detective O'Brien who has called for backup. You tell the officers who are coming not to push the intercom button when they arrive but to have the dispatcher tell you when they are here. Tell them you'll open the gates and that you'll be outside. Good. Good. Then you tell them who the three of us are in here. After you open the gate, you go out that front door and run. You hide behind the black car."
"Yes, mister." Cordelia took the phone but jumped when there was another crash in the theater. Finn pushed the phone into her hand.
"You'll be fine. I'll have them looking at me. Go now."
Finn gave her hand a squeeze and inched out from the closet. The door of the theater stood wide open and Finn could see the shadows of two people moving about. He pulled his lips together and tightened his hand on his weapon praying he would not have to use it. But the time for praying was over. Sharon Stover sprinted across the living room as a man gave chase. Finn stepped fully into the room and raised his gun:
"Stop or you're a dead man."
Behind him, the maid said, 'no' but Finn could not be distracted. The man paused, confused by the sound of Finn's voice. Sharon Stover threw herself against the wall, arms out against it.
"Turn on the lights, missus," Finn directed. "Do it now!"
Sharon inched across the wall, her hands searching for and finding the dimmer. In the next second the lights came up just bright enough for Finn to see that he had his gun trained on Matthew Stover. He also saw that the boy didn't care. He was in the moment, consumed with rage. Unable to stop himself, he started for Sharon with a murderous cry. Finn aimed above his head and pulled the trigger. The bullet smashed into the wall of glass. Matthew swung toward Finn who adjusted his aim.
"Please do not make me shoot you, Matthew," he said. "Please, boy."
Before Matthew could make his decision, before Sharon Stover could get out of harm's way or Cordelia could run, while they were frozen waiting to see what Matthew would do, that cavernous, cold house was suddenly filled with the sweet sound of music. It was a foreign tune; it was an Ethiopian folk song.
Someone was calling a woman who was long dead.
***
While Detective Morrow was very sure that he would not need his gun, he did proceed through the Presidential suite with the utmost caution and by the book. When he found nothing untoward in the living area, he went to the bedroom. It was there he found two men. On the floor next to the window lay the man he knew to be Oliver Smythe. He had a bullet through his head. On the bed lay Emanuel Dega Abu, also deceased.
Detective Morrow checked Mr. Smythe first and confirmed that he was very completely dead. Being careful where he stepped, Morrow checked for a pulse on Mr. Abu and, as expected, found none. The detective lifted one of the man's eyelids and noted the petechial hemorrhaging that accompanies death by asphyxiation. Detective Morrow also noticed other things.
Abu was well turned out in black tie and his shirt collar had not been disturbed but there was a pillow out of place. This led Morrow to assume – pending corroboration – that Abu had not been garroted or strangled but rather done in by extreme force being exerted on the man's face with the pillow. Given the status of the victim and the fact that he was in fancy dress, Morrow would call Captain Fowler to suggest that he get in touch with the LAPD Communications Director so that he could prepare for press inquiries. It was a certainty that someone of importance would be missing Mr. Abu soon.
Detective Morrow saw a gun on the floor but it was not beside Mr. Smythe and that meant this could not be a murder suicide. If Smythe killed Abu and shot himself, the gun would be much closer to Smythe's body. Yet, if Abu shot Mr. Smythe, how did Abu die? One cannot, after all, strangle oneself.
As he thought about this, Detective Morrow saw that the thick, down comforter was caught up under Abu's hand exposing the bottom sheet and box spring, both of which appeared to be bloody.
Curious about the blood when the victim had been smothered, Detective Morrow secured his weapon and used the tips of his fingers to lift the comforter. Indeed, the linens were bloody – extremely so – and that truly piqued his curiosity. He continued to lift that comforter up and up until he saw that the man had another injury that obviously could not be self-inflicted. It appeared that someone had relieved Emanuel Dega Abu of his genitalia and placed those organs neatly beside the body.
Detective Morrow replaced the comforter, retraced his steps precisely and went to call for a crime scene team and notified the coroner's assistants. Before he did that, he informed the manager that it would be a while before the Presidential Suite was ready for another president.
***
Finn held the blue purse as he stood aside and let every one do their work. The paramedics tended to Sharon Stover while one police officer took a statement from the maid, Cordelia, and another sealed the guesthouse where Matthew lived in anticipation of the arrival of a forensic team. Matthew sat on the thick lawn with his hands cuffed behind him, his knees up and his head hanging. The only bright spot in this sad evening was that Matthew had crumbled before Finn had to take him down. Seeing that the paramedics were almost done patching up Sharon Stover, Finn started for her but stopped when his phone rang.
"O'Brien," he said.
"It's Thomas."
"Thomas, I'm a bit—"
"Just listen. Before you go into that house, I need to tell you I was wrong. The last tape I looked at that came from USC's garage? Takrit's red car went in. Guess who came out with her? The kid in the picture with Sharon Stover. He was dragging Takrit with him and he looked right at the camera. The kid. Can you believe it?"
Finn put his fingers to his eyes and rubbed. He sighed deeply and said:
"Yes, I can believe it. Thank you, Thomas. Thank you."
Finn closed his phone and went to talk to the woman with one leg. Her head was bandaged and her clothes torn. She was leaning against the back of the emergency van, looking at him defiantly.
"Don't expect me to say I'm sorry for anything."
"I'm expecting nothing, missus." Finn held up the blue purse. "Who does this belong to?"
"Takrit. I bought it for her. It was a gift."
"And the phone? That is hers?"
Sharon nodded. "Yes."
"How did it get in the house?" Finn asked.
"I don't know. I swear, I don't," she said but when Finn kept looking at her she flared. "Give me a break. You think because that was in my house it proves that I killed her?"
"I know you didn't kill her, but I'm wondering if you sent the boy out to do it. Was it you who hit Takrit when she wouldn't give you the drive? When she was hurt so badly, did you tell that boy to take her away?"
"That's rich," she snorted. "He wouldn't lift a finger for me. I don't know how the purse got in the house. Takrit had it the morning she left the house and I never saw her again. I don't care what you think. I don't care what it looks like. I'm done."
She pushed herself off the van and then looked over her shoulder at Matthew.
"You are going to arrest him for attacking me, right? You should charge him with attempted murder, the little shit."
Sharon looked back at Finn and he could hardly believe the hardness of this woman's heart for a boy she had been entrusted with.
"I'm going to book him for murdering Takrit," Finn said. Sharon looked back at him, those cat eyes of hers narrowing.
"Why would he? He never said more than two words to her."
"I don't know," he said. "But I intend to find out."
Finn started to walk away but Sharon Stover wasn't done with him yet.
"O'Brien."
He turned around. She nodded at the purse.
"I have to know. Is it in there? Did she come back here to give me that drive?"
Finn shook his head in disbelief. This woman's movie, her fortune, it all came before the boy sitting on the grass. Finn waited a second more and then opened the purse. Inside was Takrit's phone along with a wallet, a lipstick and a sealed envelope. Finn took it out. Both of them could see the outline of something small and hard. He shook it and the thumb drive bounced around inside.
"It's mine," Sharon said.
"It's evidence," Finn answered.
Before she could argue, one of the uniformed officers called him over to Cordelia. Finn passed the man the purse and asked him to bag it. He smiled at the maid who wrung her hands at his approach. Her cheek was swelling and her eyes had not lost the look of fear.
"How are you feeling?" Finn asked.
"Bueno," she said, but Finn knew it to be a lie. "I want to tell you. The purse. It was in Matthew's room. I thought he was stealing from Missus Sharon, so when I found it I put it in the house. I didn't know it was Miss Diane's. I didn't want him to get in trouble." She looked at Matthew. "He will go to jail now, si?"
"He will." Finn patted her shoulder when she began to cry. "You go on home. You go to your family. I'll be with him."
Cordelia nodded but she knew it didn't matter who was with Matthew. His troubles were his alone.
Finn walked over to the grass. It was darker there because the landscape lighting had not been wasted on the back of the house. He stood near the boy for a second before he said:
"You don't need to talk with me, but the more I know the more I can help." When Matthew remained silent, Finn asked, "Why would you do such a thing to that woman? Why would you want to hurt your stepmother?"
Matthew's head swung this way and then that. He snorted as if he found his situation annoying in the extreme. His was the arrogance of youth and wealth, of a generation brought up to believe nothing they did should have consequences. Knowing this, Finn understood there was only a small window through which he might glimpse the truth of what happened to Takrit. When Matthew Stover lawyered up it would be a high priced mouthpiece twisting and turning the facts. That Finn could not abide, not when Takrit's spirit sat on his shoulder asking him to put it to rest. Finn hunkered down beside Matthew.
"I don't believe you've the black heart of a killer, Matthew, so there must be a reason for what you've done," he said. "Did she come after you? Did you have to defend yourself for some reason?"
"You bet I did. I was defending what was mine." Matthew sat up straighter. He pulled at the restraints on his hands and spoke through clenched teeth. "That bitch stole everything that was mine."
"Diane? Takrit?" Finn asked. "What did she take?"
"Sharon for one. She was supposed to be my mother and watch out for me but she put me back there…" he kicked his feet and threw his shoulders sideways toward the guesthouse. "She put me in the friggin' maid's house and Diane in the big house. She treated Diane like she was her kid and treated me like I was shit. My father said she was supposed to look out for me."
Matthew took a deep breath, not to be mistaken for a sob of regret. It was a guard against his fury.
"And then that bitch, Sharon, stole all the money my dad left me. She took it to make her damn movie. You know what's left? Nothing. She threw me away like trash and all because of Diane."
"I'm sorry for that, Matthew," Finn said as he sat himself down on the soft grass next to the boy.
Finn knew that a man turned out is a desperate man, indeed. But if there were sympathy to be spent, his would be for Takrit. Her life was done in by greed and privilege, first by Emanuel Dega Abu and now by Matthew Stover.
Across the way the paramedics were leaving. Cordelia was getting in her car, unable to look at Matthew. Sharon Stover glided past on her gilded blade, back into the house of shattered glass, casting a hard eye on both the boy and Finn. Only the uniformed cops remained, waiting for Finn to finish so they could transport Matthew Stover.
"And did you mean to kill her?" Finn asked.
"I don't know. No. No, I don't. Not in my brain." Matt said this as if it were the first time he had thought about it. "She came looking for Sharon and I told her to get out of my house. She started talking in that weird way she had, like she was so educated and I was an idiot. I just remember getting mad and hitting her with that trophy and…oh, shit, it was just bad. But there wasn't any blood or anything like that. She just kind of went down. She was all strange, like awake but not, like moving but not."
"Why didn't you call a doctor?"
"Yeah, right," he sneered. "I'm high, I just whacked a black chick and I want some doctor coming over? Or what if Sharon saw what I did to her little star? She would have killed me. And she could do it, too. I swear, she could."
Matthew was shaking his head again as if trying to convince Finn that he was the wronged party. Finn needed no convincing. Everyone in this house was wronged but like children they had no way of righting themselves without hurting someone else.
"I just wanted to get her away. I figured if we walked around where nobody would notice much that I could talk her into keeping her mouth shut. I told her I would give her money so she would just go away but she didn't hear me. She didn't understand and she didn't get any better."
"But why the bridge?" Finn asked.
"Because I go there every day. Because everyone on that bridge looks weird so Diane would fit right in. I put her up against the wall because she was getting heavy and then she just wasn't there. I mean it was like some weird trip. This old guy was coming at us, and all those people watching. When I figured out what happened, I was like 'shit'. Everybody was running to see what happened so I ran the other way. I stayed in the car until the coast was clear and then took Uber back to the house. Sharon never asked me if I saw her. Cordelia didn't say anything. It was like it never happened. Diane was just gone."
Matt paused. He looked up to the sky and for one moment Finn thought he was going to hear the boy's sincere remorse for the loss of Takrit's life. Instead he heard:
"All those skanky people. I just didn't want them to touch me, you know what I'm saying?"
"Yes," Finn said. "I know exactly what you're saying."
Finn pushed himself up and then lifted Matthew to his feet. He walked the boy to the black and white and eased him into the car, hand atop his head. Matthew looked up at Finn.
"She should have just stayed where she was, don't you think?" Matthew asked Finn. "It would have been better for everybody if she just never come here."
Finn closed the door without answering. Where Takrit came from was a place filled with horrors and where she had ended up was just as horrific. She had been tortured by a selfish, entitled man and she was dead because of a selfish, entitled boy. Finn tapped the top of the car, stepped back and watched it go.
When he was alone, he put his hands in his pockets and walked back through the forest of trees and brush. When he came upon a bench, he sat in the dark for a bit and wondered if God hadn't made a dreadful mistake when he left such an angry, cruel lad as Matthew Stover on this earth and took a good boy like Alexander to heaven.
When, in the stillness and dark, Finn got his answer, it wasn't God's voice speaking to him but Captain Fowler's. That question, the good captain said, was above Finn O'Brien's pay grade.
 



CHAPTER 39
Cori sat at Finn's desk and Finn at her table because it was easier for her to get in and out of the office on crutches if they sat that way. It had been three weeks since The Mercato incident and her eye was no longer swollen, the skin around it was a lovely shade of yellow that was barely visible under her make-up. Her hair was curled and teased as she liked it. The stitches at the base of her skull were out and, in between taking the Lord's name in vain as she lamented Amber's hovering, Cori sang her daughter's praises. She still wasn't happy with the way the girl partied or the pizza parlor career, but there was a softening that Finn hoped would last. She did not bring up the promise she had asked of Finn and he was more than grateful for that. He was also grateful that they were back to work, sifting through the paperwork on Takrit's case to get it in order for the District Attorney.
"Well let's halleluiah the county," Cori said as she handed Finn a six-page lab report. "The stuff in Takrit's shoe? It's that weird grass from the Stover house. It's called Diacondra. And the matter under her nails? Confirmed, it is Matthew Stover's DNA. The leather flakes are from the sleeve of his jacket and no other. Not to mention we have her hair in his room and on the jacket and his hair and prints in her car."
"Remind me where we found the car?" Finn asked.
"USC had it towed to Brect Impound the day Lapinski sent you over to the Stover place," Cori said. "Sharon Stover had offered a reward for anyone who would help her find it, but Brect saw our hold and called us first." Cori took a sip of her coffee and scratched her leg where the cast bothered her. "Do you think that kid made a conscious decision to take Takrit's car instead of his own? It was a smart move if he did. That made it seem like Takrit disappeared of her own volition."
"I think he did what was easiest. Besides, she couldn't have stood on the running board of his car after he hit her. Hers was a sedan so he could just drop her inside. Finn said as he looked over the paperwork. He knew she left the keys in it when she was behind the gate, so it was a no brainer."
"That kid sure got off on the wrong trail, didn't he?" Cori said. "Not that I'm saying I have any sympathy. I get that he had choices and all, but still can you imagine how weird his life was? His dad was a sicko, his mom a suicide and he lived with a bitch on a blade."
Finn raised a brow. Cori chuckled.
"Let me know when she's fitted with wheels and I'll revise that," she said. "Anyway, the boy must have had a cow when he went back for that hat and jacket and the car was gone."
"That is the truth. And not being able to find Takrit's phone, that really set him off." Finn said. "Seems one of his friends put the idea in his head to plant the jacket and the purse on one of the bridge folks so we would think one of them killed her."
"And how would he explain all the evidence once we got our hands on it? Or the fact that once we identified the jacket we would know it belonged to him? Only a million people have seen him in it."
"He's seventeen, Cori," Finn reminded her. "He didn't think when he attacked Takrit nor after. He was making it up as he went along."
"He got the short stick all around."
"My heart won't be bleeding for him. The boy had more privilege than anyone I've ever seen. Still, I'll grant you that it must have been a lonely life growing up at he did." Finn sat forward and flicked a finger on the last page of the lab report. "I'll have to tell Paul that Takrit's hair pomade was found on the broken door in Matthew's room. When he hit her with that trophy she must have fallen against it. Paul said it might be worth analyzing that and he was right."
Cori sat back in the chair and ran her fingers under her hair, thinking aloud.
"One more nail in Matthew Stover's coffin. I hope he pleads."
"Sure, it would save the heartache of a trial. Funny, isn't it, how the smallest thing turns around something like this?" Finn chatted as he put aside the lab report for the district attorney. "If he had bundled up that purse when he took her to the bridge we never would have known that she had been back to the house, or what she had decided to do with the thumb drive. I must admit, I was as curious about that as anything else."
"You didn't watch it did you?" Cori asked. Finn shook his head.
"It was enough that it was found. It won't play a roll in Matthew's prosecution. I'm hoping no one will ever see it."
The phone on Finn's desk rang and Cori picked it up. She listened and then her brow knit. She held the receiver out to Finn.
"For you. "
"This is Detective O'Brien," he said, turning away from Cori as he listened. When he hung up he said: "I have to be going out for a bit. Can you wrap up here?"
"Sure," Cori said. "Anything I can help with?"
"'Tis a personal matter, but thank you," Finn said. There was no reason to put her in a bind should anyone find out about his chore. He put on his jacket. "Will Amber be picking you up?"
"Lapinski's coming to get me," Cori muttered, dipping her head, looking busy.
"Really. Thomas, is it?" Finn said.
"Don't be snapping my garters, O'Brien. It's a ride, that's all." Cori shooed him away. "Git. Go."
"See you in the morning, then. I hope you'll be giving Thomas my best." He turned away, still chuckling at the lawyer's persistence and Cori's willingness to put up with it.
"Hey, O'Brien," Cori called before he got far. Finn turned in the hall, took a step back and put his hand on the doorjamb to balance himself and attended to her. She said, "It's been driving me nuts and I keep forgetting to ask. Who called Takrit's phone that night?"
"It was an automated reminder about the premier," Finn said.
Cori shook her head. Coincidence, technology, fate, all those things were as much a part of a cop's job as street smarts and real evidence.
"'Nite to you, Cori."
With a wave Finn headed to the parking lot, considering all the things he needed to do before the day was over. As he pushed on the door that would lead him to the parking lot, someone pulled from the other side. This time, it was Detective Morrow Finn was squaring off with.
"I've been looking for you," Finn said, happy to see the man.
"I've had some very busy days," Morrow answered. "How is Detective Anderson?"
"She'll have her cast off in a few more weeks. I wanted to thank you for everything you did."
"I only brought you some of your things," Detective Morrow said. "I didn't think you'd be giving up quite as easily as the captain thought."
"I would have meant no disrespect," Finn laughed. "But you are right."
"Very good, then. Goodbye, Detective O'Brien."
Finn stepped aside so the man could pass. He was part way down the hall when Finn called to him.
"Detective Morrow, might Cori and I be taking you to lunch one day?"
"I think not," he answered. "I lunch at Canter's each day."
Finn nodded. He thought he had made a friend, but it seemed he presumed too much. He put his hand on the door but before he got it all the way open Detective Morrow called back to him.
"However, if you eat lunch precisely at twelve, noon, that is when I lunch. You and Detective Anderson may join me."
"Perhaps we will, Detective Morrow." Finn smiled and went on his way at the same time Morrow went his.
Finn's first stop was a small blue house just west of Little Ethiopia. The grandmother opened the door when he knocked. She was dressed in yellow pants, white tennis shoes and a flowered shirt.
"Good afternoon, missus." Finn gave her a smile and she gave one back. Her hair was fuzzy and grey as it grew out from her mourning and she looked beautiful. "I had a call from a friend. He said you have something for me."
The woman may not have understood Finn's words, but she knew what he wanted. She left the door open as she went to her room. When she returned, she handed Finn an envelope. He looked inside at the handwritten list of names and birthdates.
"Thank you, missus," he said.
When she closed the door Finn started back down the walk intending to be on his way, but curiosity got the best of him. He detoured to the long cracked driveway, walked past the locked door and went to the side of the garage. There was no food platter waiting to be collected and the little patch of concrete had not been swept. The curtain was still drawn. He knocked and then opened the door. The boxes were still there and the old tools, but Aman's mat and duffle were gone as Finn expected.
Finn closed the door, keeping his hand on the knob for a moment, remembering that he had almost lost his life in this building; remembering that he had gazed upon a visage such as he hoped never to see again in this life. But he hadn't died and life went on. When Finn walked back down the drive, he didn't walk alone.
"Hey. Hey, you're back."
Finn looked at the top of the fence but Toby was down low, staring through the slats that didn't quite fit together.
"They're gone you know. Both of 'em."
"I know, Toby," Finn said.
"Want me to call you if see them again? Those dudes are scary. I can call you, like a deputy or something."
"Don't be putting yourself out," Finn said. "They won't be coming back."
Finn started walking and Toby jogged along with him on the other side of the fence, promising to keep in touch just in case. Finn walked on, knowing that there was no sense wasting his breath explaining that Aman and Rada were gone for good. They were gathered up and protected by the people of Little Ethiopia in gratitude for what they had done to Emanuel Dega Abu. And, though he was an officer of the law, Finn O'Brien was fine with that. As far as he was concerned, justice had been done.
Finn got back in his car and drove to his final destination: the Stover estate. The place was a beehive of activity with a moving van parked on the roundabout and men scurrying back and forth with boxes and furniture.
Finn found Sharon Stover in the theater, talking on the phone. She signaled to him to wait for her on the deck, something he did with pleasure for it was a beautiful place. Instead of looking toward the city, though, Finn watched the movers wrap the white couches in plastic and take them away. The paintings on the wall were already gone but when Sharon joined him, Finn didn't ask what she had done with her portrait.
"I'd offer you a drink but the booze is packed up."
"I'm surprised to see you leaving. I read about your success. It seems you are an international sensation."
"I can't complain. It would have been cool though if we sprang it on good old Emanuel the way we planned. I gave the event planner a pretty penny to swap our film for the crap they were scheduled to show."
Finn shook his head. The woman must have crossed every palm in Hollywood to get what she wanted. She turned around and placed her hands on the railings around the deck and looked at the city. "As for the house? I'll buy my own when it's time. Besides, Matt is going to need this money from the sale. He's got a pretty high-priced lawyer."
"Sure, I'm glad you'll be looking after him," Finn said.
"His house, his money. He's eighteen now, so I'm looking after no one but me and my women." She leaned into Finn a little as if conspiring with him. "I thought I could pull it off, you know. I thought I could put the money back in the trust before his birthday." She leaned away and stretched back for a minute. Today her blade was red, finished to a high gloss like the finish on a fine sports car. "I really screwed up, didn't I? If Matthew hadn't seen the trust statement, he never would have known what I'd done. If Takrit hadn't gone to his place looking for me and if I hadn't got caught at the studio, she would still be alive and I would have had that drive. It was pretty fabulous without that footage, but can you imagine how amazing my movie would have been with it?"
"Sure look it," Finn said, and the sadness in his voice escaped Sharon Stover's notice, as did the many truths of this tragedy. As long as she lived the woman would never understand that her work was nothing if she hadn't the heart to feel for the victims of it.
"Anyway, the house is sold, I've had offers for distribution and I'm drowning in funding for new films. Matthew will get his money back and then some."
Finn listened and thought to tell Sharon Stover this was not about money, but trying to explain that to her would be whistling in the wind. She could no more understand Matthew's attachment to her as a mother figure or this house as his home than she could stand on her own two feet again.
"So, what brings you all the way out here?" Sharon asked. "Or did you decide you couldn't live without me?"
"I'd fear giving my heart over to you, missus," Finn laughed.
"I knew I liked you. Still, there's got to be a reason you're here. If it's about Matt, I'm doing what I can. That's honest."
"'Tis not about Matthew." Finn handed her the envelope. "I have two friends. They did you and the world a great service. They would like a favor in return."
"Really?" Sharon took the envelope but she kept her eyes on Finn. "According to the papers good old Emanuel died of a sudden heart attack on a private flight back to Eritrea after his triumphant visit to America. What did those two do, scare him to death?"
"Something like that," Finn said. "No matter how it went down, these friends need the same help you gave Takrit. I assured them that you were honorable."
"That must have been some fast talking you did with Aman. I would have figured I was next on his list to 'scare to death'."
"You might be if you don't agree to this favor," Finn said.
"That's something to think about." Sharon muttered as she opened the envelope and perused the note inside. Her eyes flicked up. "It will be expensive with four. Four is a lot."
"Perhaps easier now that Mr. Abu has gone to his reward and easier if you act quickly before another takes his place."
"And how do I get a hold of your friends when all this is taken care of?" Sharon asked.
Finn hadn't thought that far ahead. He looked at the envelope that held the name of Rada's parents, his wife and his newly born child. He thought of Rada's voice when he asked for help; his kind voice that had a new quality about it. It had taken a while for Finn to figure out what was different, but when he did it gave him great joy. Rada sounded free. It seemed an eternity ago that Finn had hurriedly given his phone number to the man in the parking lot of the California Club; an eternity ago that Rada had believed himself a servant. He no longer was and he was asking only for what he was owed.
Out of all this mess, after all the bodies, Rada was asking for a good thing: freedom for his family and peace for Aman. It would be complicated to get them here, but Finn had no doubt Sharon Stover could and would make it happen. After that, who knew? Perhaps Finn could help them navigate immigration; perhaps they would live in the shadows forever. Finn could not see into the future, he only knew that a life here would be better than the one they would have had in Eritrea.
"Well?" Sharon Stover had no time to waste. "What do you want me to do? Call you?"
Finn shook his head. He thought of someone she could tell; a courageous woman who was neither here nor there, who walked a road between two continents, one full of promise and one of despair.
"Tell Hali, missus. Tell Hali when it's done."
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Prologue
“Girlfriend, it is time to go!”
She talked to herself, gripped the edge of her chair and looked around the empty office. Deserted desks, silent phones, blinds closed in front and something going on behind the emergency exit to the alley were making her jumpy. Outside wasn’t going to be much better than in, but outside, in front, she’d see that boyfriend of hers coming. She would jump in that car and they would high tail it out of downtown before he had time to stop. If he ever came.
She looked at her watch, the sixth time since she’d heard the last skittery noises in that alley, twice since she first heard voices. Barely ten minutes had passed, and now the urgent whispers were starting again. That’s when she decided; outside was where she wanted to go.
Quietly she eased her desk drawer out and got her purse. Keeping her eye on the closed, locked and bolted back door she hunkered down and checked the wall clock. Eight-thirteen. Slowly she raised her wrist. Eight-fifteen by her watch. On alert under the overhead lights that made everyone feel sickly, she froze and listened hard. Suddenly there was silence. Oh, Lord above.
Holding her purse close, she sidestepped across the floor and pushed through the little gate that separated the IRS workers from a generally crazed public. How a little swinging gate was going to protect any of them was beyond her. But now that gate was her ticket to freedom. She backed through it, bumped up against the door, groped with her free hand and pushed the lever. It opened only to slam shut and lock behind her as she stumbled out into the surprisingly cool night.
“Hey. Hey.”
She shrieked, spun around and dropped her purse. Oh, God! A drunken bum had touched her. She shivered and snatched up her purse. Shaking, she clutched it to her breast, never taking her eyes off his milky right eye and the left that looked everywhere except at her. When he shuffled on, her shoulders slumped. Her looks-like-silk rayon dress was damp under the arms. It had been a bum, back there behind the building. A stupid bum scaring the living daylights out of her. How goddamn stupid could she be? Now she was stuck out here in the dark, alone on an all-but-deserted street. A sitting duck. She was beginning to hate her boyfriend, her job and Los Angeles in that order. She was starting to cry as she prayed in her head. Sweet Jesus please let it be eight-thirty. She cocked her wrist to check the time once more but, to her amazement, her watch was gone.
In that split second of surprise, she heard the deafening explosion behind her and felt the hot-cold sear of flame at her back. Her looks-like-silk-rayon dress melted against skin that was already curling away from the bone. In a blink she was caught in a maelstrom of wood and glass; suddenly she was starring in a heavy-metal music video, a big budget disaster movie without benefit of lights and cameras. And, in that seemingly endless second before a shard of glass pierced her throat and another took off half her scalp, there was time to consider something else. Her watch wasn’t the only thing that was missing—so was her hand.
~ ~ ~
Someone pushed him, kind of slapped him on the back. He turned all the way around when that happened. He heard the roar of the explosion at the same time and half lost his balance because the earth bucked beneath him. He held his hands up against the wave of junk that rolled his way and squinted at the blaze of fire leaping out of the building a block behind. When he could, he looked to see who had tried to get his attention—like anyone needed to tell him that all hell had broken loose—but no one was there.
At his feet there was a hand with nobody attached. Lord above, this was it. Fire, brimstone and body parts. The dead were rising; the world was ending. Falling to his knees, clasping his hands over his chest, the drunken bum raised his face and waited for the ground to open and spew forth wrathful spirits from its evil molten bowels. Lord in heaven. When none of that happened he focused his milky white eye on a Chevy Camaro blowing down the street, the driver at the wheel looking damned surprised. That’s when he heard the squeal of tires behind him and looked to see a pickup cutting through the night like a bat out of hell.
Damn right.
Hell.
~ ~ ~
Officer Readmore belched and reached inside his car for the radio. Half the restaurant had followed him to check out what was happening.
He looked cool, so no one could tell, but Jimmy Readmore was thrilled at the sight of the fire a mile away. He was sick of this beat. L.A. downtown from two to midnight was shit work. Readmore wished he knew what he’d done, or who he’d ticked off, to pull this kind of duty. Whoever it was still wanted him punished because the dispatcher was telling him to stay put even though half the city’s fire units were on the scene.
Frustrated, he chased everyone back to their cold meals, got in his car and convinced himself that he really had better things to do anyway. Still, as he patrolled the streets, he thought about the fire. Could be a gas explosion or a bum’s fire crackling out of control. Messy stuff that. There’d be bodies. Nothing worse than a burned bum. So, a bored Jimmy Readmore was chuckling about his alliteration when he noticed a blue pickup heading for the 405. Jimmy wouldn’t normally have given the truck a second look, but something had run afoul of his antennae. Nothing major. Just enough to make him do a double take on the truck that was so conscientiously following the speed limit even though there wasn’t another car in sight and half a city block was on fire not more than a mile away.
He turned on the lights and gave the siren a once-over. The truck picked up speed for an instant, and then pulled over before Readmore could get too excited. He took inventory as he rolled up politely behind it.
Blue Chevy pickup.
California plates. Riverside dealership.
A bumper sticker: Take Back America. The guy was a Republican. Otherwise the truck was real, real clean. His eyes flickered to the back window. This big boy had been to the Grand Canyon. There was a gun rack in the cab but no gun. The bed was covered.
Holding his flashlight high as he approached, Officer Jimmy Readmore’s boredom blew away with the cool breeze. He shined his mighty light on the driver and smiled at the handsome blond boy behind the wheel. The kid couldn’t meet his eye. Jimmy bent down and scoped the passenger sitting on the other side. Same hair and eyes only this guy was fleshier. Had to be the kid’s dad. He didn’t have any problem focusing. Dad looked Jimmy Readmore right in the eye.
“Evening, sir. Son. Think I could get you to step out here?”
Jimmy smiled his best public-servant smile. He stepped away as the older man opened the passenger door and got out of the truck.
Officer Readmore moved back toward the truck bed, letting his eyes flicker away long enough to check it out. He lifted a corner of the bed cover.
That was his second mistake.
His first was stopping them at all.
~ ~ ~
“Turn it off.”
“No.” She breathed the word out along with a cloud of smoke.
“You’re a pain in the ass.”
“Even if I am, you need me.” She never took her eyes off the television set.
“Yeah? What do I need you for?” His voice was clear as a young boy’s still thrilled by the possibility of seduction rather than the inevitability of sex.
Edie was glad her back was to him so he wouldn’t see how much she adored the sound of his laugh. She swiveled her head when he stopped, her jaw slicing dark hair swinging over one eye. The other one was black as coal; the look she gave him cold as ice. She’d practiced it because he liked it. Allan grinned at her, proving her point. Edie, he believed, was an equal-opportunity woman. Equal satisfaction, equal cravings, equally decisive and independent. That was his Edie. Edie, on the other hand, knew the truth.
While Allan Lassiter would never love her, he often wanted her and that meant something to Edie Williams. She pushed the left side of her hair behind her ear, holding her cigarette away so that it wouldn’t singe, but close enough so that her squint looked almost nasty. He unwound one arm from behind his head and touched her breast: small for a tall woman, naked, excellent.
“Oh, you need me to fill in when the darling of the day bores you.” She took another drag and shook back her hair. She exhaled leisurely, thinking of all the nubile young things that had probably been in this bed before her. None had lasted as long as she. “You need me to convince you it isn’t your fault when you can’t get the one you want.”
“Never happens.” He laughed again and this time she was looking right at him.
Generous to a fault, Lassiter reserved his affection for himself—and maybe the old man. There had never been another man made like him: one who physically lacked for nothing yet needed so much. It was a need she understood.
“Lauren hasn’t got the time of day for you,” Edie reminded him flatly. He colored. Edie lowered her eyes. She hadn’t meant to hit so hard, but sometimes hitting below the belt was the only way she knew how to get his attention. She covered her discomfort with something typical, a comment he would expect from her. “Lassiter, your lust is as transparent as your ambition.”
“And your ambition is as unfulfilled as your libido,” he shot back. That was the kind of relationship they had. That wasn’t the kind Edie wanted, but there was the rub.
“I’d rather you help me take care of the ambition, Allan.” She took another drag of her cigarette. This time tears came to her eyes. It was probably from the smoke. “I can always handle the libido on my own. Most women can, you know.”
The bantering was tiring, so Edie turned away. The flickering images on television held more allure for her at the moment than even Allan. Channel Two had their cameras trained on an IRS annex that was burning downtown. It was a wonderful fire that threatened the entire shabby block. But there was even something more intriguing. Edie recognized Mark Jackson and two of his FBI cohorts, before the cameras closed in on a beautiful Asian newsreader obliterating the rest of the scene.
“...Just eight-thirty when the explosion occurred. One woman is confirmed dead, a man is severely injured and in critical condition at USC Medical Center. Fire units were on the scene within minutes and it appears that they have the fire under control; A fire department spokesperson refused to comment on how long it will take to determine the cause of the explosion, but speculation is running high that this might, indeed, be linked to the rash of bombings that have plagued government offices across the country in the last eighteen months. Witnesses say…”
The set went black. Edie’s prayers had been answered. Here was the key to her quite modest ambition. She tried not to think that this opportunity would lead to any spectacular change in her position, for to do so would be to tempt fate. She’d learned a long time ago you only fooled with Fate when it was a sure thing she would take the bait.
Edie tossed the remote on the bedside table and leaned after it. Her cigarette was stubbed in a crystal ashtray she liked to think Allan kept there for her. The brass lamp was switched off. She climbed atop Allan Lassiter. The room was warm and her imagination on fire. He was ready and she lowered herself carefully before angling her body over his.
In the dark of Allan Lassiter’s immense condominium high above Century City, Edie Williams, Chief of Special Prosecutions for the U.S. Attorney’s Office of Los Angeles, whispered.
“You know what I want?” She lowered her head toward his chest, lips parted. Allan sighed beneath her, his hands roaming over her back. He didn’t bother to ask what it was she wanted. Edie answered anyway.
“I want just a little more than I’ve got.”
~ ~ ~
Lauren Kingsley was foaming at the mouth. She brushed her teeth the same way she talked: with vitality, style and a great sense that she knew exactly what she was doing. Tonight she walked and talked while she brushed her teeth so that the words were garbled and the toothpaste foamed into big, blue gel bubbles. She went back and forth between her bedroom and bathroom practicing her closing arguments.
“Forgery is the altering ...” a quick up-and-down on those two front teeth, “... legally significant instrument...” to the back teeth, “... intent to defraud ... no one disputes ... the defendant must ...” a final flourish along the gums, “Your Honor!”
She paused in the bathroom doorway, her toothbrush resting on a molar as she considered the intent, content and inflection of the argument. All of it was passable, but passable wasn’t good enough. Her argument needed to be perfect. Perfect. Up and down that brush went as she envisioned the word perfection in her mind. And while Lauren was considering just how to reach such a goal she couldn’t help but notice the news on the television. In the dark bedroom it flickered like a nickelodeon. Fire, cops and more fire. The sound was down but she knew there weren’t many script choices. The anchor was either lamenting the fact that they didn’t have any details, was trying to make up details, or was speculating that a downtown fire was just a prelude to a riot that would tear the city apart. Of course, everyone would find out in the morning that the fire was nothing more than a faulty electrical connection. A drop of blue foamy gel falling at her feet reminded Lauren that she had bigger things to worry about.
She rushed to the bathroom and turned on the water. Bending over the sink, she rinsed her mouth. Lauren had a cup but couldn’t quite remember where she’d put it— probably in the dishwasher waiting until there were enough dishes to actually run a load. She was too busy to find it, too busy to cook, too busy doing what she’d been called to do. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t named this wondrous goal. It was personal, it was out there, it was waiting for her and she’d know what to do when the time came.
Raising her head, Lauren looked at herself just long enough to see that everything that needed to be done was done. She turned off the bathroom light, cleaned the toothpaste off the carpet, slipped off her watch and put it on the bedside table as she climbed under the down comforter and turned on her side. The television still flickered, so one of Lauren’s arms snaked out, grabbed the remote and shut it off. She missed the shot that Edie had seen. Lauren didn’t know that the FBI was on the scene or that the destroyed building was an IRS annex. That would have given her pause. But now it was dark, and the apartment was silent save for the sound of Lauren Kingsley’s voice. She practiced her closing arguments over again not knowing that what she was really doing was talking herself to sleep, finding elusive comfort in the sound of her own voice.
 



Chapter One
They had descended like locusts on the places George and Henry Stewart were taken after their arrest. They went to the police station where the duo were booked and then to the Federal Detention Center where they were held by the authorities. During the long months of investigation, the tedious weeks of jury selection, they had disappeared, losing interest in equal proportion to the attention of the press. Now the Stewarts’ trial was about to begin in the courtroom of Judge Jonathan Lee, and they were back at the foot of the steps of the Federal Courthouse.
They were guys the likes of which Los Angeles had never seen. Guys with guts. Guys with beards. Gaunt guys made up of sinewy muscle. Guys in jeans and T-shirts with slogans about guns and liquor screen-printed back and front. They were guys who looked as if they came from a gene pool nobody should swim in. They wanted meat on their women and had disgusting pet names for the female anatomy. They condemned the government, blacks, Hispanics. They were guys who didn’t play by the rules because they couldn’t read them.
But these were definitely not members of the militia, Independent or otherwise. They were pretenders with nothing better to do than cause a ruckus and they were having the time of their life.
“Are the mountain men still out there?” Abram Schuster talked to Edie from the doorway. She glanced at him. Abram was top dog, Edie second in command. He had rewarded her with position for her service, she responded in kind with her loyalty. It was a fine line they had been walking for years. They weren’t friends they were excellent colleagues.
“Yes, they’re out there. I just love the media; they’ll buy into anything. Those guys are no more militia than I am.” Edie cocked her head. “It’s sort of the difference between reading a Stephen King novel and finding the Night Stalker in your bedroom. Half those reporters would pee in their pants if they spent ten minutes alone with George Stewart. He’s the real thing. He’s worth writing about, not those people down there.”
“And what about you, Edie? I’d venture to guess George Stewart doesn’t scare you at all.” Abram chuckled as he came into her office. She made room by the window.
“No, he doesn’t scare me. He’s my brass ring. Besides, men are predictable, Abram. It’s women who aren’t.” She tapped her finger against the windowpane, focusing on the woman who walked past the cameras without notice. “She’s the one who’s frightening. Have you seen her up close?” Edie raised her chin, indicating the woman in yellow.
Abram was by her side now, having stepped over boxes of files that comprised the investigation which would build Edie’s case against George and Henry Stewart, the men accused of killing two people in the course of a domestic act of terrorism. They were charged with blowing up an IRS outpost with 500 pounds of high explosives. Conspiracy charges made the whole package heavy with possibilities and so damn politically correct. Abram focused on the woman below.
“Yes, I have. I assumed you’d already seen her, too. Perhaps you even talked to her. Falling down a bit aren’t we?”
“I’ve been busy. Or maybe you haven’t noticed?” She leaned against the sill, arms crossed.
“Oh, I have noticed. I’ve noticed many things. Lauren Kingsley, for example. Your second seat has been putting in long and tedious hours while you’ve been showing up more regularly on the news, Edie. I thought, given the task of prosecuting two members of the elusive Independent Militia, you would have been burying yourself in strategy rather than tying yourself up with television cable.”
Edie’s smile was now small and tight. He was testing her. She was up to it.
“Lauren’s been with this office for three years. She needs to burn the midnight oil. When I’m the U.S. Attorney, and she’s been here fifteen like I have, then you can worry about her.”
“I do hope you won’t have to wait that long to take my place, Edie,” Abram laughed outright.
“So do I.” She gave him a lazy, honest look that hid her sudden attentiveness. “Any chance the job will be opening up soon?”
“I’m ready, Edie.” Interrupted suddenly, they looked toward the doorway before Abram could answer.
Lauren was there, wound tight and ready to spring into action the minute Jonathan Lee gave the go ahead. Edie eyed Lauren’s charcoal pantsuit, the silk blouse, the flawlessness of the younger woman’s personal presentation, then she disregarded it. Style was not a level playing field. You either had it, or you didn’t.
“Fine, I’ll meet you downstairs,” Edie answered.
“Abram, it’s going to be a great trial.” Lauren reassured him with a nod and then she was gone. Edie half expected to find the space filled with flashbulb pops of light, residuals of Lauren’s momentary, and blazing, appearance.
“I would say she looks none the worse for wear, Edie,” Abram chuckled.
“I would say you’re right.” Edie reached for her briefcase and whipped it up atop the desk. Obviously he hadn’t come in to announce that his position was about to be vacated. She fiddled with the latches and asked woodenly, “Has Lauren complained about the way I’m handling things? Is that why you’re worried about her hours?”
“Our Lauren? She doesn’t complain. She states facts and spouts her opinion, which she somehow manages to make sound like fact.” Abram dismissed Edie’s concerns with a cursory wave. “Just don’t make her a lackey because she threatens you. Use her because she knows what she’s doing. Remember, Lauren clerked with Wilson Caufeld. That’s about as good as the federal bench gets.”
“That’s probably where she learned that every call is black and white,” Edie smirked as the gold locks clicked on her briefcase. She turned back to look out the window and then at him. “But, Abram, let’s be honest. Threatening is the last thing I find Lauren. I’m just practical. She’s won six cases to my fifty. If you’re worried about the hours she’s putting in, take her off the case, otherwise we’ll do what needs to be done.”
Abram smiled and peered at the crowd of cretins below. He was pleased with Edie’s sovereignty. Lauren Kingsley should count herself lucky to work under such a woman. Still, there was a danger in not recognizing the more human aspect of the work they did. Emotions and desires, rather than the simple intellect, needed to be considered, if outcomes were to be more easily predicted and objectives achieved. Edie, he feared, would never learn that
“It was only an observation, Edie. I’m a voyeur at heart. I never like to get involved in the fray if I don’t have to.” They were face to face now.
“Why don’t you observe how I work instead of how often you see Lauren hunched over her desk,” Edie said, companionably cool.
Abram’s nod was the only sign that he’d heard her. She raised her hand self-consciously to her head. Her dark hair was parted on one side as always and it lay against her head like a helmet. When she spoke, the slight curl of the cut moved as her wide lips did, like a punctuation mark calling attention to the fact that she meant every word she said. “I’ll make you proud, Abram. I promised you that when you hired me and when you promoted me. I’m not going to let you down now.”
Abram reacted charmingly with that sort of Ronald Reagan “there you go again” chuckle the broadcast media loved. He looked good in print, too. Abram was an Alistair Cooke clone of sorts, a gentleman’s gentleman unless you looked too closely. Then you saw his skull was a bit too large for his body, his silver hair was slicked down too tightly against his almost-patrician head. His suits, of superb quality, weren’t quite tailored properly. That twinkle in his eyes was not one of delight but a trick of his chemistry. But no one ever looked that closely because Abram moved on before they could find his flaws. Edie saw them and understood them. She didn’t have to like Abram to appreciate what he had, and probably would, do for her.
“Quite right, Edie. You run this case as you see fit.” He ended the administrative talk and pointed casually out the window. “So what do you think about the mother?”
“I think she’s as scary as her husband. She won’t walk ten paces behind bringing up the rear with a rifle, I’ll tell you.”
“Do you think she’s calling the shots?”
“Who knows?” Edie shrugged, more comfortable now that they were back to the business at hand. “This is supposedly an offshoot of the Guardians, but none of the big groups are acknowledging the Stewart boys. They haven’t denounced them either, so I guess it’s a wash. The case agents interviewed the mother and said she’s a tough nut.” Edie smiled. Abram did, too, knowing Edie felt a certain kinship with that kind of woman. “Mrs. Stewart is proud of her men, Abram. She didn’t even try to alibi them. She’d probably hand over George without blinking. They’d both love to be martyrs. She may think twice about the boy, though. I’m not sure he’s really with the program.
“That’s nice to know, but I’m not handing over either of them.” Abram moved away from the window and slid onto her desk, letting one leg hang over the side.
“Don’t you mean ‘we,’ Abram?” Edie said, emphasizing the partnership.
He raised only his eyes toward her and smiled. “Of course, Edie. In for a penny in for a pound. But the sad fact remains that I am where the buck stops. You’re simply not the boss—yet.”
He laughed and Edie colored. One day she probably would be, but the job was his until the Federal administration changed. Even with that, though, Abram Schuster felt rather secure having survived two presidents. There was no reason to think he wouldn’t outlast a third. Black robes and a lifetime appointment to the federal bench, or a presidential housecleaning, were the only two things that would send him packing. Edie could have her dream when he had his. He had thought that moment was close at hand until he took a good look at the Stewart case. This terrorist act wasn’t quite a national disaster with only two dead but it had its merits. It also had its problems.
“Officer Readmore’s stop wasn’t good, you know. It was a bad mistake that could ruin you before you get started, Edie.”
“We’ve got it covered. There are precedents,” Edie shot back, annoyed that he should think she hadn’t covered such basic ground. If the stop was flawed then the defendants could walk. Luckily, judges were human. They weighed the law against public perception, and then seasoned the whole stew with their own prejudices and beliefs to come up with their unique recipe for justice. “Judge Lee is a good man. He’s ruled favorably for the police every time there’s been a fine line of admissibility. We couldn’t have drawn a better judge on this one.”
“I hope you’re right. It isn’t just your lovely ass, Edie. It’s this office’s reputation that’s on the line. The national eye has turned upon us once again.” He sighed. Menedez and O.J. were both disasters so they had to make this one good. Few people understood the distinction between the D.A. and the U.S. Attorney. To them, lawyers were lawyers and when they worked for the government incompetence was assumed. “People want someone to be punished. You better be definitive on the issue of Officer Readmore’s stop or the defense will be all over you and the judge. Unless, of course, you can make a case without the physical evidence from that truck.”
“I don’t intend to try.” Edie felt worn out, and the day hadn’t started. Abram, half politician, half attorney, had that effect on her. He might not be able to pontificate so easily if he were to step back into the courtroom for a minute. Sometimes she simply didn’t have the energy to be the hard-driving, hard-working, hard-edged professional everyone expected her to be. Sometimes Edie wondered when the rug would be pulled out from under her.
She looked for a way around Abram, found none and moved past him to put on her jacket. Edie was transformed. She stood taller, her eyes were sharper, and she became an even more powerful-looking woman. Sometimes juries and judges didn’t like that.
“They’re waiting. I’ve got to go. You want to come watch?”
Abram looked at the clock on the wall and slid off her desk. “Thank you for the invitation, but I’m sending my best. Go defend the People against the evil men who would dismantle our government, rape and pillage.” Abram chuckled, thoroughly amused with himself for just a moment. “I think I’ll let you ride off to battle on your own.”
Edie was skeptical. “You’re turning down a chance to see and be seen?”
“It’s your party, Edie. I assume you’ll tell me when you think my presence might be beneficial. I’ll show up after we hear how Judge Lee rules on the arrest of our anarchists, but only if he rules in our favor.”
Edie swung her briefcase off the desk. When she looked back at him her eyes were filled with amusement.
“Thanks for the lesson in deportment, or was that a vote of confidence?” She stepped past him. Before she had cleared his path Edie hesitated. Though she would hate to admit it, she did need Abram’s approval. Without it she felt too alone despite Lauren Kingsley by her side or, perhaps, because of it. “I’ve got Lauren handling the motions this morning. There isn’t a man on earth who can resist a strawberry blonde standing at his feet pleading for him to do right by her. What do you think?”
“A wise decision, Edie. I admire a woman who knows how to work effectively with those of her own sex.” Or use them to the best advantage. He sent her on her way with another smidgen of self-assurance. Edie thought a pinch was all she craved. Abram had a feeling bushels wouldn’t be enough.
In her wake Abram sniffed, but Edie hadn’t left a trail of burning doubt behind her. That was good. Prosecution was nothing more than guts and the desire for glory. Outgunned, out-financed, a prosecutor needed to be focused by a desire for right to triumph in the face of evil, or an equally strong need to triumph for the sake of proving oneself superior in the face of such odds. Edie, he thought, was the latter.
She was a funny, personally secretive woman. He would like to be around when that incredible passion of hers couldn’t be contained one more minute. No matter how she tried to hide it, Abram was sure the passion was there. But that was for another day. Edie and Lauren had worked their tails off for this day. All in all, they had each done what they could to insure the success. Now the battle had begun and the troops had been sent forth.
Looking about, his practiced eye saw nothing intriguing in Edie William’s office. At the very least he didn’t have that sense of despair that often precedes disaster so Abram Schuster went to attend to his own important business. Mark Jackson was waiting in his office.
~ ~ ~
“Your Honor,” Lauren said firmly. Judge Lee gave her just a bit more of his attention for her effort. “There is no question but that the restraint of Henry Stewart was lawful. As the driver in the car in which his father, George Stewart, was riding, Henry’s presence was inclusive in the officer’s detention. Now, I admit that the driver can challenge the detention, but, Your Honor, I can point to numerous cases which override the challenge. For example, United States v. United States District Court, both of which uphold the notion that if the vehicle in which the passenger was riding is lawfully stopped the driver himself is lawfully stopped and can be detained.”
Lauren raised a hand and pointed to the judge as if she had just called the eight ball and popped it in. Joe Knapp, young Henry’s counsel, rolled his eyes. It must be nice to still get revved by your own arguments. The kid talked like she knew everything. He chanced a glance toward the end of the defense table. Eric Weitman, George’s attorney was honed in on Lauren like a laser. The man was a barracuda. When this thing got going in earnest, and Edie hopped into bed with them, Joe knew he was going to have to fight for poor old Henry’s share of the covers. If, of course, they ever got into bed. With a sigh he noted the time. If Lauren Kingsley were as smart as everyone said she was, she’d wrap it up. Not that it looked like she was in any danger of losing judge Lee’s attention. The man was giving her more than her due.
“If the courts did not recognize such lawful detention of the driver of a vehicle, Your Honor, we would have criminals—” she cast a stony look toward the defendants, “—murderers—hiring lawful citizens to sit in the passenger seat while the bad guys drove. Criminals would all be set free based on the theory that a driver cannot be detained because of a reasonable expectation of privacy.”
Edie, sitting at the prosecution table, rose slightly and handed Lauren a note. The younger woman didn’t miss a beat, nor did she read the note. Edie sat back and picked up a pencil to cover her annoyance. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Lauren. Sometimes Lauren simply annoyed her. She never seemed to stay still long enough to learn what Edie had to teach. She would remind Lauren who ran this case and whose experience would guide them through the trial, if Lauren ever stopped talking.
“You, Your Honor, would be providing the criminals with the means to their end. That would result in anarchy, Your Honor, something I’m sure these two gentlemen would relish.
“Behind the lectern, Ms. Kingsley. And, may I remind you we are hearing motions, not closing arguments.”
Jonathan Lee looked over his bifocals and motioned her back. His smile was so slight she almost missed it. Her impassioned contention still ringing in her own ears, Lauren sidestepped back to the lectern lamenting the lack of drama in Federal Court. She must remember to ask Wilson if her mother had been as cool in the courtroom as Judge Lee. She took a deep breath and centered herself. Her mother always said that an attorney who was centered was the one who moved the quickest. Her mother...
“Ms. Kingsley? Is there anything more?”
“No, Judge.” Startled and ashamed to find she had stood silently before the bench, Lauren walked back to her table.
“Counsel?” Jonathan Lee looked toward the defense. Joe came to attention and took his place, ready to go through the motions. There wasn’t much that would influence the judge at this stage since Jonathan Lee wanted to go to trial. The best bet would be to get every possible argument on the record for an appeal.
Lauren watched Henry’s attorney. She paid attention the way her mother had taught her, and forgot her mother simultaneously. It was getting easier all the time. Joe Knapp was standing in the proper place.
“Ms. Kingsley makes up for her youth with her enthusiasm, Judge. United States v. Gonzales disagrees with anything she can throw out to this court. The point of this whole exercise is moot. I will let Mr. Weitman speak for his client, of course, but in regard to mine, Henry Stewart should never have been detained. There was no reason to stop the vehicle he was driving in the first place ...”
“That’s not true, Your Honor,” Lauren muttered. She stuck her pen in the weave of her braided chignon before raising her voice. “A half a city block had just exploded. That’s reason enough to stop anything moving within a five-mile radius.”
Lee was hiding a grin when his clerk, moving more quickly than was appropriate, came into view. She reached toward Judge Lee. He wiggled his fingers, signaling her to put whatever it was on the desk in front of him. The clerk persisted, shoving the piece of paper at him while she leaned down and whispered loud enough for Lauren to know it was urgent. Judge Lee screwed his face into a look of displeasure, and it was in that moment Lauren became aware of everything: George Stewart jotted a note, a reporter cursed her inkless pen, Edie was reaching into her briefcase, Joe Knapp kept right on talking and Jonathan Lee was suddenly engrossed in what his clerk had to say.
“The officer should have been on that block then, offering assistance to those who were injured instead of stopping an innocent citizen, a young man -” Joe was still talking.
The clerk had her hand on Jonathan Lee’s shoulder.
He was reading the note and then he stood straight up. An anguished “oh, my God,” was heard over Joe Knapp’s arguments.
Everyone was stunned. Even Joe, who found it impossible to stop his discourse, and rolled on like a car with bad brakes, “... A citizen who, by Officer Readmore’s own admission, had not violated any law, whose vehicle was in good working order. Officer Readmore was bored...”
“Shut up, Mr. Knapp.”
Joe faltered and with a last sputter fell silent.
Judge Lee towered above them all, white with fury. The muscles in his neck and jaw constricted. His eyes were red with the sudden madness that gripped him. There was a rustle. People squirmed. Comments passed from stranger to stranger. Henry moved in his seat George remained still. Confused, Lauren tried to nudge the proceedings back on track.
“Officer Readmore,” she said quickly, “was explicitly told he wasn’t needed at the site of the explosion...”
“Did you not hear me, Counsel?” Judge Lee swung his head Lauren’s way as he growled. “Shut your mouth. Don’t say another word.”
“Your Honor,” Edie cried, on her feet, “I object...”
“And I object to all of this, Ms. Williams. I object to the drivel that you and your associate have presented here when you should be pointing the finger at these monsters, all monsters, who roam our streets taking innocent lives.”
“My Lord!” Eric Weitman exclaimed.
“Don’t even think about saying anything, Mr. Weitman. You’re no better. Look at you. Look at all of you.” Lee glared at the prosecutors. “You’re arguing about the minutiae of stops and standing.” He threw his head to the other side and pegged the defense. “This side is defending sociopaths, idiots who believe they have enough brain cells to think their way through the ills of the world when all they’re doing is creating them. People like that should be...”
“Your Honor! We’re still in session. We’re on the record!” This time it was the court reporter that found her courage.
“She’s right, Your Honor. Call a recess,” Joe Knapp urged. Instead of listening, Jonathan Lee ended his career.
“You’re right, Mr. Knapp, I should call a recess, but I won’t. In fact, I’d like to speak to Henry and George Stewart—for the record. They are slime. They are the worst our world has to offer. I sit here and listen to these ridiculous motions and arguments using conflicting case law when what we should be doing is sitting the jury and showing them pictures of the maimed bodies of the two people these men ...”
Everyone looked toward the Stewarts as Lee pointed a finger. Lauren caught Joe’s eye then flicked her gaze over to Edie who stayed still. Lauren moved forward without a clear idea of what it was she could do to stop this. Edie turned toward the marshals to assist when all hell broke loose.
“This is unacceptable!”
Hearts stopped, barks of surprise peppered the air and George Stewart rose phoenix-like from his chair. He pushed Joe Knapp’s neatly stacked papers, his briefcase and a cup of coffee off the defense table and onto the floor. In the next blink he slammed his fist atop his own attorney’s portfolio. So calm, so disciplined for the last hour, the elder defendant was suddenly active and angry.
“The man who claims to be a judge in this court is nothing more than a vigilante able to abuse my son and myself publicly. He can use his words, and the power this so-called government gives him, and he can make us disappear. Until he does we are guaranteed a speedy trial under the constitution and a trial by our peers. You are a crazy man and you are not my peer...” George bellowed at Jonathan Lee. His eyes blazed as he threw himself across the table. Both his hands came down with an awesome sound that made the courtroom itself shiver. It was an explosion of outrage. Instantly they all remembered what this man was accused of doing.
A hysterical scream pierced the air.
Other observers scrambled to their feet only to realize there was nowhere to go.
Eric Weitman lunged at his client, but George was quick and evaded him.
There was a cacophony of exclamations and half-formed questions. A camera flashed. The photographer scurried out the door. There was money in that exposed frame. Later, someone would try to figure out how a camera had been smuggled past security. Now they wondered what else might have been smuggled in. A bomb, perhaps? George would have sacrificed all of them, even...
“Dad!” Henry Stewart called to his father like a child terrified to be left behind. The back door of the court flew open. The woman in yellow made it three steps into the room before raising her voice.
“Henry!”
Henry reacted instantly. A look of disappointment passed between them. He wasn’t beside his father in this fight. Then there was a softening, a hope, perhaps, that Henry would be smart and stay where he was. Henry looked back at his father. Mrs. Stewart advanced and Jonathan Lee did the same. He leaned over the bench, screaming at George Stewart who hollered back. George Stewart was ready for a fight but he hesitated. The face he turned to those behind him was twisted with hatred and cold with disgust. The woman in yellow looked directly at him with beautiful blue eyes and that gave him purpose. George offered her a ghost of a smile before whipping ’round to the bench. He vaulted around the table that stood between him, his son and the judge.
“What the fu-...” Edie yelled but before she could finish, Lauren threw herself in the path of the angry defendant. Edie called for her, pandemonium reigned, and the marshals finally got legs.
Two of them tackled George, hitting him hard, pushing him to the floor. His political protests turned to grunts of pain as they whipped his arms behind and cuffed him. They pulled at him like a wishbone. Lauren dashed back to the table just as Henry made a move to help his father, but fear kept him tap dancing where he stood until another marshal got him in a headlock. He looked like he was going to cry.
One marshal hollered and another moved past the bar to the rear of the court. Carolyn Stewart was on the inside of the closed doors. Everyone chattered, a few moaned and George Stewart was held tight against the broad khaki-clothed chest of a marshal who would break his neck if he weren't wearing a badge. In the front of the courtroom, another deputy had his hands on Jonathan Lee, restraining him, too. The judge didn’t struggle. One look forced the big man to release him. When Jonathan Lee spoke again it was quietly, with a coldness and conviction that sent shivers up Lauren’s spine.
“You people are wrong.” He glared at the Stewarts. “This government is valid but it sure as hell is weak. If it were strong, my hands wouldn’t be tied by technicalities. There are times I long for the days when the only voice in a courtroom would be mine and the hanging tree was just outside of town. You would have been swinging from it...”
“Your Honor, I demand a mistrial. Your Honor!” Joe Knapp had sufficiently recovered his wits to realize he had an opportunity here.
“Your Honor. A recess is in order...” Lauren cut him off fast.
“You’re right. You’re both right.” Jonathan Lee threw up his hands. “Talk yourself blue in the face. I can’t tell who’s honest. Everybody does what they want anyway, and we’re killing each other. Go ahead. Kill each other. I’ve been so dumb to think that I could do anything about any of this. I’m the fool. I’m the biggest fool of all.”
The judge crumpled the note that started the mayhem. There would be no explanation. He looked at the ball of paper then at the uniformed men in the room. Finally he took a look over his shoulder at the great seal of the land that hung above him. He tossed the paper onto the floor. He took off his robes. Snaps popped. Spectators jumped. He threw the robes on the floor behind the bench and then Jonathan Lee addressed everyone in the courtroom.
“Do whatever you want with these two. It won’t make a difference. One way or another we’re all dead.”
 



Chapter Two
Edie stood in the antechamber of Abram’s office and looked at him. She was stiff as a board; her eyes darted from one side of the room to the other. She looked at Abram. When she spotted Mark Jackson, Edie turned on her heel and disappeared as quickly as she had materialized. Abram stood up and walked across the great expanse of his government-chic office and through the outer office where the secretary sat. He looked down the small hall, unable to see the reception room from where he stopped. Curious, Abram followed. He didn’t bother glancing at the artistically challenged photos of his predecessors lining the walls. Instead, he looked into the reception area to see if his number two was, perhaps, waiting for him. She wasn’t. The oasis of green carpeting that supposedly designated this rarefied space, separate and apart from the concrete gray motif of the rest of the U.S. Attorney’s Office, was empty save for the wing chairs, couch and table that were of the same mold as those gracing a thousand motor inns across the country.
Much as Abram would have liked to find out what had brought Edie back so suddenly and fiercely from the hearing, that’s where he stopped. There was other business, so Abram retraced his steps, noting that his secretary, Monique, didn’t look up for fear Edie had come back with him. Gently he closed the door to his office and briefly wondered where Edie had left Lauren Kingsley. If anyone were bloodied, it would be her.
“I’m sorry, Mark.” Abram took his seat behind the desk. Mark Jackson, FBI Special Agent in Charge, sat in the chair opposite him resting his elbows on his knees. He was quite a man, carrying satisfaction and disappointment alike with a macho flair that was anything but off putting. Honest, trustworthy and dedicated, he was the kind of man Boy Scouts and Marines dreamed of being. Add to those exceptional qualities a right to carry a gun, listen in on conversations and raid the bad guy’s lairs and you had quite a combination. Abram smiled.
“Now, where were we?”
Mark shifted and referred to the third manila folder on his side of Abram’s desk. It was weekly update time for the two. This week the update was fairly pleasant. The mental scale of screw-ups each man kept in his head was tipped slightly in favor of the U.S. Attorney’s office. All in all, though, Abram and Mark Jackson were on fairly even footing.
“The Mexican Mafia.” Mark cleared his throat to give Abram time to find the folder. “We’ve got a slight problem with Little Joey.”
“He doesn’t want to testify?” Abram jotted a note on his file while he spoke.
“No, nothing like that,” Mark answered. “He’ll still talk, but he wants to take his girlfriend along into the Witness Protection Program. Normally that wouldn’t be a problem, except he wants us to pay for the wife and kids, too. The cocky little bastard wants us to support a harem.”
“Shall we?” Abram asked.
“Naw. I talked to Jamison—good guy by the way—and he says as far as the prosecution is concerned, Little Joey’s got some interesting stuff but nothing we can’t piece together on our own if we have to. I say we offer one or the other but not both.”
“Done. Anything else?”
“The good news is we don’t have to worry about the press getting hold of the videotape of our surveillance. Judge Ferguson doesn’t admit exhibits into evidence until the end of the trial to save his clerk a little trouble. It’s a fine line, but public domain access doesn’t kick in until the evidence is actually booked. This way the media can’t get their hands on any of it. We can still keep this out of the limelight for a while.” Mark chuckled thinking of the reporter’s frustration with the black out. “They call every day looking for something. They’ve even hit up the mail clerk. Can you believe it? The media can’t move without a visual.”
Abram pulled himself out of the reverie he had fallen into.
“Yes, yes, of course I can believe it. The ladies and gentleman of the press are nothing, if not tenacious. I’m quite proud of how this has all been handled. It’s nice to be in control of the information for once.”
“So, what’s bothering you?”
Mark sat back, not terribly worried about Abram personally, but if his counterpart was preoccupied; the FBI should be, too. And, if it affected the FBI then it affected him, his reputation and his pride as an agent of the United States Government. In this jurisdiction Mark Jackson was the man and he didn’t want to just cover his bases, he wanted to know what was growing underneath them.
Privately Mark thought Abram prissy. The U.S. Attorney was a man with a mediocre mind who lacked a certain character. That made Abram politically correct rather than public-spirited. The difference between them really boiled down to the fact that Mark felt privileged to work for the U.S. government. Abram, he suspected, just felt privileged.
“Edie’s bothering me. She and Lauren were arguing motions this morning in front of Jonathan Lee. They should still be there, yet here she is, back already.” Abram looked out the window toward the California mountains. On this gloriously sunny day they were snow topped. The beauty didn't impress him, so he swung his head back toward Mark. “I can’t imagine why, can you?”
Mark became wide-eyed, a “duh” gesture. “They got it done. Lee probably ruled, the Stewarts are back under lock and key, and everyone’s ready for lunch. I wouldn’t sweat it, Abram. Everything is set on that one. It’s been top priority with my office since the blast. We’re not only taking down the Independent Militia, we’re taking down GOAL, Abram. The Guardians of American Liberties.”
“That would be so very nice, Mark. Quite an ambition.” Abram sighed. “But, I’d feel better if you were focused on getting this conviction.”
“No problem. We’ll do both. I’m going to turn the boy. He’s scared and I’m betting he’s going to roll over. Don’t forget, Nick’s still undercover. With his information we’ll be able to indict a bunch of folks who will wish they never even heard of George and Henry Stewart. Put these guys away. Make a public spectacle. Really work the press and we will have renewed the public’s faith in the Bureau. Your office, too, of course.”
Abram stiffened at the slight. There had, naturally, been setbacks in the last months. Abram could point to juries, judges and poor evidentiary work on the investigator’s part to explain the few problems his office experienced. But they were hardly at a critical turning point.
“A conviction isn’t as easy to get as it seems, Mark. Readmore’s a hero now but he walked a fine line with that stop. If the stop was bad, then we won’t be able to use the hardware in the back of the truck. Without it there’s no comparison to what you picked up on post blast. Without it, your confidential informant better be good as gold.”
“Judge Lee won’t toss the evidence. I’d bet you even the Supreme Court wouldn’t screw up this one.” Mark stood up and put his folders in a pile before wandering to the window. He ignored the view of the mountains and focused on the street below.
“What’s happened to Los Angeles, Abram? What’s happened to this country? We’re overrun by foreigners who don’t want to jump into the melting pot anymore. All those damned leaders—minority, community, whatever— they’re loudmouths trying to make a buck or get their faces on TV. Human megaphones, that’s all they are, and they’re tearing this country apart. The more they scream about their rights, the more the good old boys holler back about theirs.”
Mark took a step left to the low table on which Abram had lovingly laid an intricate battle scene full of little metal soldiers. They must have cost a fortune. Mark picked up an infantryman. It was an apt choice. That’s the way he thought of himself even though he was a general in his own, very real world.
“I’m not saying I agree with the militia, you understand, I’m simply saying I understand how they’ve been pushed. Their kids have been pushed out of schools; they’ve been pushed out of jobs and its government mandates that are pushing them. Heck, half the television stations are foreign language and they need translators at McDonalds.” He was smiling when he looked over his shoulder.
“I’ll tell you Abram, we wouldn’t be having these problems if there was more assimilation. I know it’s not politically correct, but it’s common sense. We’ve got a lot of organized groups from the Mexican Mafia to the Independent Militia, and it’s the militia that scares everybody because they’re our own. They’re the ones pushing back big time now, Abram, and we’ve gotta do the same before we lose control completely. Judge Lee knows that”
“You’re right, in theory.” Abram was polite but not convinced. “But things happen, Mark. We can’t speak this plainly to the judge. At the very last, the decision is beyond our control.”
“I’ve controlled this one from my end, Abram. I’ll leave my confidential informant in place until the last minute. He’s the best and with the physical evidence in that truck, the eyewitnesses...”
“How many witnesses again?”
“Three. Homeless guys, but they all saw the truck and one swears he got a real good look at the Stewarts.” Mark waved the little tin solder and shot down Abram’s concerns. “We can’t miss on this one. We’re heroes. We acted so fast getting them indicted the afterglow alone is enough to see us through. The L.A. Times has had Readmore on the cover of their Sunday Magazine for Christ’s sake. It’s just like the movies.” Mark warmed to his favorite subject.
“Ever see The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance? The guy who got the credit didn’t really shoot Liberty Valance but he never tells. So Readmore made the stop because he was bored, because he’d been dissed by his captain, but he’s not going to tell anyone that. He’s going to be the dragon slayer.”
“And if Lee won’t allow the evidence?”
“Have a little faith in the man.” Mark’s fist tightened. The little soldier’s bayonet plugged him in the palm. He looked at it, as if surprised to find it there. Carefully, he put it exactly where he found it. “We got them. All that matters now is that we keep them, and the judge knows that.”
Mark walked around the office, feeling invigorated by his sense of righteousness. He checked out the framed citations on the wall. Abram was lauded more than any man Mark knew but the reasons eluded him. The U.S. Attorney was full of affectations; well versed in the law, but hardly well practiced. He had few friends, yet a great many people were willing to go to bat for him. Funny thing, he never seemed to reciprocate. Mark never saw Abram Schuster reach down to give a leg up. He was a curiosity, this small man with the great view of himself as the general of the battle. Abram was no more a leader than half the men and women who had sat in that chair. They were political appointees. It was his office, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, that brought the cases and initiated the action. His agents put their lives on the line; Abram’s assistants only put their reputations there.
“My confidential informant is good, Abram. The best. I trained him and he’d do anything for me.” He almost added that he loved Nick Cheshire like a son but decided Abram would never understand what that really meant. “We’ll put the Stewarts away for a couple of lifetimes and the country will applaud. This case will be the banner that will show how effective we government men can be in Los Angeles. You, me and Judge Lee. We’re on trial, too. I’m sure it’s dawned on you that this is important to us individually.”
“How long has your informant been in place?” Abram asked, not willing to comment on the last. One never knew who was really listening, after all.
“Three years. He lives just like any other guy in the neighborhood. He goes to a job, comes home, dates. His story is that he’s divorced and the system screwed him out of a fortune, by the way.” Mark sat again, excited about the quality of his work and willing to share it. “See, that’s what makes this particular cell so frightening. They’re patient. They look like any other middle-class guys, living in middle class neighborhoods. They have wives and kids and pets. It took a solid year for Nick just to get himself into a meeting. There hasn’t been a traffic ticket since our man went in, but there’s been lots of talk. When we found out what kind of talk was going down, we decided we didn’t want them for conspiracy to commit, we wanted them for something a little more dramatic. Nick’s committed to that.”
“So you let them blow up half a city block? Mark, that’s going a bit far even for you.” Abram looked absolutely shocked and that was a first.
“They were supposed to blow an IRS storage facility in Ventura. There’s no guard on the weekends, which meant no one would get hurt. These people really believe they can generate some sympathy with the general public by attacking the process, not the people who work it. Anyway, Nick steered them to that target because the building was scheduled for demolition next year. We had them move up the schedule and empty the place. Nick confirmed that target twenty-four hours before the downtown blast. Same crime, different location. We’ve got enough, Abram, as long as we don’t lose Nick’s information, eyewitness testimony and the post blast evidence.”
“Somehow, Mark, all this isn’t that comforting considering the fact that this is a government building. Even you spend your day in one. I’d hate for anyone from the Independent Militia to decide to blow up this building, for instance, and not have an informed heads up.” Abram chuckled. It was a droll sound.
“I’ll put you on speed dial.” Mark laughed, but he was amused. It would be fun to see Abram in a real emergency.
The test of a man’s mettle was what he did when he was cornered. Looks, words, big talk, it could all be deceiving. Abram would probably crawl over a woman who was down to get out of harm’s way, but Mark knew he could be wrong. “Look, Abram, Edie’s been on top of this since day one. She’s got her act together.”
“And Lauren, too,” Abram muttered, only to find his casual comment ringing like a bell in his ears when Mark fell silent. “You have a problem with Lauren Kingsley?”
“Not really.” Mark fingered another soldier as he confessed. “She has an attitude.”
“Don’t we all have a bit of that,” Abram commented as his sense of dread lifted. “Don’t forget to deal with her fairly, though. The young lady has some rather high-profile gentlemen championing her,” Abram reminded him.
“Actually, I figured her history would have kept her out of the running for a position like this. Ms. Kingsley’s professional cloth is full of holes and that means one of these days, when it counts, her work won’t hold water. Right now, every move counts.”
“She’s aware of that, Mark. Lauren has such a need to wipe her mother’s slate clean that her own work is always above board. She is ethical, meticulous, and righteous to a fault. The fact that the FBI isn’t her favorite agency has never inhibited her performance. Her only vice seems to be that she loves the sound of her own voice, but who didn’t at her age?”
“I guess you’re right. Still, I wish you’d assigned Remillard or Jensen. Those two have some real time behind them. Then there’s the thing about women prosecuting.”
“Sexist are we, Mark?” Abram laughed. The gloom was gone.
“No. No, of course not.” He colored just above his collar. Abram took note, looking for a weak link in the man’s rather strong chain. Just for his own edification, naturally. “I’m thinking about a jury. I think a man would have helped the situation, subliminally.”
“The first one dead in the blast was a woman. Women should prosecute when home and hearth are threatened.”
Mark threw back his head. The gray at his temples glinted under the overhead lights and his eyes actually twinkled. He laughed long and hard. Winding down, he smoothed his well-trimmed mustache as if that would put him back in the proper frame of mind. “You think female jurors will relate to Edie or Lauren? The men might, but I’m telling you it won’t be because they think those two can whip up an apple pie and stitch a flag at the same time.” He stood up, shaking his head. “You’ve got to get out more, Abram.”
Abram stood up while Mark was talking. Mark did the same, shaking his head, chuckles still bubbling up. They walked to the door but didn’t shake hands and that was odd for both of them. Abram usually offered his as a matter of course, Mark to those he considered his equal. Perhaps Mark Jackson made Abram think just a little deeper about his political ways, and Abram made Mark wonder just where it was he stood in the pecking order. Surprisingly, though, Mark put his hand on Abram’s shoulder and smiled a white, bright, agent smile beneath his more-silver-than-gold mustache.
“I’m pulling your chain, Abram. Edie will be great. Lauren’s good at what she does. A little too much baggage for my taste, but good. We’ve got this knocked. If anything gets in the way I promise, I will personally make it go away no matter what it takes. You’ve got my word on that.”
Mark gave Abram thumbs up as he left the office, case folders under his arm. Abram didn’t see that optimistic gesture. There was a tickling in the back of his mind as he closed his office door and mentally spread the hand he’d been dealt. It looked good. A full house: evidence, attorney power, witnesses, a sympathetic judge, a jaded public who would heap accolades on those who saved them from home-grown terrorists. Still, something wasn’t quite right. Two cards were stuck together and hard as he tried to separate them in his imaginary game, he couldn’t.
Feeling ridiculous, Abram left his office and went to see Edie. But Edie was gone, out for a late lunch—or an early drink. He found Lauren in her office tossing paper balls at her trashcan. She colored when he found her like that but didn’t stop her last toss, or apologize for taking it.
She never apologized. The kind of surety wasn’t good in someone so young.
“You’re done early, Lauren.” He pulled out a chair, noting she missed the trashcan more often than she’d hit it.
“We’re done for the day. Maybe the year. Maybe for life,” Lauren muttered.
“Really?” Abram said.
That’s all the encouragement Lauren needed. She started talking and kept it up until she’d told him everything, exhausting every possible ramification and permutation of what had gone on in Jonathan Lee’s courtroom. By the time Abram left her office he had it all in perspective. Mark Jackson might have to work a little harder than he anticipated when it came to making the Independent Militia go away, and Abram was glad he hadn’t assigned himself front line duty.
~ ~ ~
“I can’t believe it. Poor Judge Lee. What a way to tell him. They left a message with his clerk. That is so tacky.”
Lauren Kingsley’s feet were propped on Judge Wilson Caufeld’s coffee table. Her shoes were off, her hands laced behind the back of her head and her head was tilted up to stare at his ceiling. She looked as if she lived there, and in a way she did. A judge’s chambers had been her second home since she was ten and nothing about the trappings of that office surprised, scared or intimidated her. The world at large sometimes did, but when that happened, Lauren Kingsley just talked louder and moved quicker until the boogiemen went away. What happened today didn’t scare her. It just made her feel terribly sad. She swiveled her head, watching Judge Caufeld go about his business.
“It’s a horrible thing. Horrible. I don’t think there would have been any other way of doing it,” Caufeld intoned. “Frieda Lee was hurt so badly they couldn’t have waited for a recess. I still can’t believe it. That poor woman. Car-jacked right in Santa Monica. What is this world coming to? Someone had to tell Jonathan that he was needed at the hospital and his clerk wanted to be the one to do it. Better her than having the LAPD disrupt the courtroom, or a reporter.” He shook his head like an old bull elephant. “What I feel so badly about is that Jonathan reacted so poorly. Given his outburst, I’m not sure he’ll be able to return to the bench. I understand his distress, but public opinion, the system, neither will be forgiving of something like this. Despair is not allowed for a judge of his caliber. His emotions should be private. The law demands that we look with a knowledgeable eye, not an emotional one, at the business at hand.”
Wilson Caufeld shook his head again as he thought of Jonathan Lee’s situation, but a glance at Lauren made him sorry he had voiced his thoughts. He hoped Lauren hadn’t connected his comments with her memories, but one look was enough to know she had.
Lauren’s eyes were closed, her body just a tad more rigid than it had been a moment earlier. She looked beautiful though she would have preferred a more generic adjective like polished or handsome. Her mother, Lauren was quick to point out, had been beautiful. To Wilson, the two women were identical. Fair of hair and coloring, chiseled face except for that nose. A Kingsley nose, just a tad pug, charming enough to soften that jaw of hers that was now clenched so tightly. The fair hair that nature curled was still caught in braids wound in a figure eight at the back of her neck the way she had worn it for more years than Wilson could count. Her color was heightened, not through make-up, but by hurtful memories of another judge who had kept silent during a time of despair. That silence led to disastrous results.
“No long face, Lauren.” He scolded himself for his insensitivity rather than her reaction. “This is a special lunch, and I won’t have anyone ruining it. Not Jonathan Lee or the sad circumstances in which his wife has found herself. Not you. Not me. Not even Allan. I told him to be here exactly at noon and now it’s twelve-thirty. Sit down and eat. We won’t wait. That young man can never be counted on. I shouldn’t put even the smallest bit of faith in him.”
Wilson Caufeld motioned Lauren to the far end of chambers. She swung her legs off the table, put her shoes back on and stood up. Her trousers were beautifully cut, pleated, full and breaking just so on top of her Italian loafers. Wilson hadn’t seen her legs since she was sixteen. Pity. He waved her to lunch again and she laughed. All was well.
“You better not let anyone hear you say that about Allan. Last I heard he had a client list that looked like the Who’s Who of corporate America. If you slander him, he’ll have your head on a plate.”
Lauren shrugged out of her double-breasted, dusk colored blazer and put it carefully over the back of her chair. Beneath it was a blouse made of ivory silk that fell beautifully over small breasts and covered her thin, strong arms. Another inch shorter, a less refined profile, fewer absolutes and ultimatums falling from her lips and she would have seemed almost childlike.
“I was the one who recommended Allan as counsel to half those corporations. I’ve seen his press, Lauren. The greatest defense attorney of the century, indeed. Silliness. Greatest con artist. Most glib lawyer to hold a bar ticket,” Wilson protested affectionately as always. “He’s forgotten where he came from. I gave him his first job. I’ll tell anyone who will listen that Allan Lassiter can’t be trusted if he can’t even honor his luncheon dates. Allan is no gentleman, Lauren.”
“Oh stop grumbling. You adore him, and you know it. Besides, he adores you back.”
Lauren swiped an olive from a platter as the judge turned it to a more pleasing angle. He gave her a paternal slap on the wrist and she smiled. She kissed him on the cheek, pulled out her chair and waited while Wilson bustled about complaining about a man for whom they both forgave everything. She watched Wilson Caufeld with her chin on her upturned hand.
A black man so light he could have passed for white, but would never think of it, Wilson Caufeld was Lauren’s friend, her substitute father and mother, her mentor. Her mother had told Lauren about Wilson Caufeld instead of reading her to sleep with fairy tales.
Wilson Caufeld began the practice of law when it was almost impossible for an attorney of color to make his mark in the mainstream. He was proud to call himself a Negro rather than hide behind his light complexion to forward his career. Decades later, to the horror of the politically correct, he still referred to himself that way. A private man who longed for a family, he had suffered the loss of a beloved wife before being blessed with children. He never found someone special enough to replace Victoria in all the years of being a widower. Wilson Caufeld was a funny man, but shy of his own wit. In public, his intelligence and single-mindedness overshadowed his kindness. Few knew exactly how endearing he was. In his entire career he had taken only two people under his wing and into his heart: Allan Lassiter and Lauren Kingsley. They had grown up with Wilson, while Wilson had grown older and wiser.
Wilson had taught Allan Lassiter to be an excellent attorney, but he’d taught Lauren so much more. She learned how to function through hurt, keep her chin up, win by throwing small punches, and protect herself even though there were chinks in her armor. Sometimes he told her she was beautiful, but she knew that couldn’t be true because an essential part of her was missing. All Lauren saw was the masculine cut of her jaw, the broadness of brow. Her mirror didn’t register the fullness of her lips, the softening curl of her hair, only the pain-filled eyes that looked back when she wasn’t on her guard. He said she was smart, but Lauren knew that, when it was critical, she had been too stupid to see tragedy looming ahead in her life. No matter that she was hardly more than a child at the time. She had still been blind to her mother’s despair.
Wilson Caufeld clapped his hands, “We’re ready. If Allan hasn’t the decency to join us at the proper time on such an important day then—”
On that cue the door opened and Allan, in all his glory, stood on the threshold ready to be admired. Though the act was old, and they knew the scene well, they admired him anyway. Allan Lassiter was a breath of fresh air, a crystalline wave breaking over a snow-white beach, an expanse of sky so blue it brought tears to the eyes. In short, Allan ranked right up there with every breathtakingly beautiful thing God had ever made. If Lauren Kingsley was the daughter Wilson Caufeld never had, then Allan was the son and just that much more adored. It was a narrow margin and one Lauren didn’t begrudge him. Allan kissed the top of her head while he took the spotlight and adjusted it on himself.
“I know you were talking about me. I hope you were saying good things.” He placed his hands on Lauren’s shoulders. “Judge, when are you going to convince this woman she’ll do better in the courtroom if she doesn’t dress like Dick Tracy? Show a little leg, Lauren.”
“No jurist in his right mind would be swayed by such a blatant bid for attention,” Wilson sniffed, trying to hide his pleasure that Allan had finally arrived to fill out his family. “And we were only talking about you to lament your shortcomings.”
“I have none, and you know it,” Allan laughed. He put his arm around Wilson Caufeld and squeezed, grinning the whole while. Lauren swore the old man blushed. “Must be big news if you’ve got the table cloth on.” He slipped out of his jacket and tossed it onto the couch without thought for its fine quality. Sliding onto a chair he gave Lauren a smile as his voice dropped, the way it did when seduction was on his mind. “You look good, Lauren.” This part of the act she’d stopped taking seriously years ago. He cleared his throat and broadened that grin. There were more interesting things to talk about. “Considering the morning you had, I’d say you look stunning. Drove old Jonathan Lee right off the bench, did you? Better work on your oral skills, Laurie. You can’t win if you let the judge lose control before he hears what you have to say.”
“Boy, good news travels fast. And don’t call me that.”
Lauren rolled her eyes until they landed on him. Allan folded his hands and propped his elbows on the table. His cuffs were monogrammed white-on-white, the initials repeated on the pocket of his shirt to catch the eye no matter where it roamed over him. Sometimes she hated him because he was cold to the core; sometimes frightening warmth toward him enveloped her completely. But that frigidity kept her from him and him from being lovable. Sometimes it kept Allan from being likable. That coolness, though, was always interesting to other women who couldn’t resist trying to melt his icy charm. What a waste of time.
“It’s just gossip, Lauren.” He pronounced each syllable of her name, chastened but unrepentant. “A nervous breakdown on the bench is kind of exciting. I heard Judge Lee actually took one of the marshal’s guns and tried to use it on George Stewart.”
“That’s stupid rotten gossip, Allan, and it wasn’t a breakdown. Lee was in shock. He was outraged. He just reacted.” Lauren looked away. Allan’s hand rested on the back of her chair. Lauren reached for the water. He touched her neck and she brushed his fingers away. “Don’t tease. And stop looking at me like that,” she said. “It was awful. Why is it you think everything is just a lark? What happened to Judge Lee isn’t funny. His wife’s in critical condition at St John’s Hospital. Shot in the head and for what? Her car. That’s disgusting. And it wasn’t exciting when George Stewart started in either. He’s scary, Allan, and if you don’t start acknowledging that there are real people involved in everything that happens around here then I think you are one very sick puppy.”
“Wilson, Wilson, what have you done to our little Lauren? She’s beginning to sound like you. Right, wrong; black, white. You’ll never survive in this business.” He nudged her and dipped his head. She turned hers away. He lowered his head further until she almost smiled. “Lighten up, Lauren. I was just kidding. I feel for Lee but you have to admit hysteria doesn’t do much for the resume.”
“People don’t think about their resume when someone they love is endangered or hurt. You don’t know what it feels like to lose control or to have something horrible happen because you couldn’t do anything, or didn’t do anything, or did the wrong thing. Your problem is there’s no one more important to you, than you.”
Lauren’s voice caught. Surprised at herself for becoming so emotional, a wide-eyed Lauren pulled her head back. In the silence that followed she bore Wilson Caufeld’s wordless empathy, Allan Lassiter’s pitying look. Finally, Wilson ran interference.
“Stop baiting her, Allan. No more bickering, Lauren. We all feel for Judge Lee. If we don’t, then we are not fit for our work. Knowing the history between us, I suggest we are ever careful of what we say, especially to one another. Today I want you both to be wonderful and attentive. I want to look at you and be proud.” From the credenza he took a bottle of champagne that had been chilling in a bucket. “We have more festive things to discuss.”
With that the cork went flying. Allan reached up and tried to catch it, but missed. Lauren squealed and pounded the table, face bright, her expression animated.
“Judge, are you getting married?”
“Absurd. I’ll have no romantic talk in my chambers.”
“He’s retiring,” Allan hooted, raising the glass Wilson had just filled and taking a drink as soon as his guess was made. “You’re retiring, aren’t you Wilson? Come work for me. My talent, your name, we’ll make a triple fortune. It will be like old times.”
“Put that glass down,” Wilson admonished, hiding his delight. “I have something to say. There’s a toast. Show some manners.”
“Okay. If I can’t have you, I want your secretary when you retire.” Allan laughed. Wilson cracked a smile.
“A fate worse than death for any woman. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. Besides, Barbara’s coming with me, hopefully.”
“Oh, my lord,” Lauren howled again. “He’s marrying Barbara!”
“Enough. You’re both children, teasing about things like that. I’m just happy Barbara’s gone to lunch, so she can’t hear what you’re saying.” He pulled back his chair then changed his mind. He cleared his throat. “I suppose something like this is better said standing. If I thought it would help, I’d put my robes on and hold you both in contempt. That would put you in the proper mood. Now, glasses at the ready.”
Dutifully, Lauren and Allan did as he instructed, giggling until the portly man in the light gray suit lowered his eyes. Wilson Caufeld was choosing just the right words to match the moment. His every utterance changed a future. In his career he had sentenced men to death and men to life, he exonerated and condemned. Seldom were his thoughts directed inward nor did he speak of loneliness, or confusion or how heavily his judgments weighed on his heart. Allan and Lauren remained still. When Wilson spoke, it was with regard for them before a word about himself.
“I don’t often tell you how proud I am of the both of you. I assume you know that I hold you dear.” He looked at each of them in turn then let his gaze rest on Allan. “Allan, for many years I wasn’t sure if I would find you on the right, or the wrong, side of the law. You are a talented young man who can make anyone believe anything. Your charm could have been your undoing; instead it was the key to your fortune. Thankfully, you have a good mind to go along with the rest of your nonsense. Your clients pay you handsomely for it. When I first saw you during that moot court session in your law school years, I thought you were a boy who would be disbarred soon after you passed it—if, indeed, you passed it. But then, when it was all over, you thanked me for teaching you a bit of humility. It took a man of character to do that. You have done well and you have turned tides that I know often felt overwhelming. I am proud to know you, Allan, prouder still to have had a hand in growing you to such an excellent attorney.”
Allan raised his glass in gratitude. Lauren looked to see if that lovely speech had brought tears to his eyes. Before she could decide if it had, Wilson was talking to her.
“Lauren, I have known you even longer than Allan. You are as dear to me as if you were my own daughter. I watched you grow up. After your mother’s death, I was honored to be the one you turned to, not just for professional advice, but for solace and friendship. I was terrified when a young girl looked to me for guidance. Thankfully, I seemed to have found a few meager words that helped you become the lady—or should I say, woman—you are today. In all honesty, though, I believe you have become what you are through your own will and fortitude and intelligence. Your future is as bright as Allan’s. You will never get rich representing the People as I have, but you will always make a difference. That dedication to seek out what is right is in your blood. You have the determination to overcome all obstacles. I only wish that there will be no more in your life that must be faced with the courage you’ve already shown.”
Wilson Caufeld ran a hand over his gray hair, tightly waved and slicked down with pomade against his head. The color of his eyes had faded over the years, yet the passion he felt for his young friends shined bright through, of all things, tears. Lauren steeled herself. In her heart of hearts there was no sense of foreboding. But perhaps this wasn’t good news at all. He was speaking of their singular futures. He was speaking as if he was saying goodbye and Lauren wasn’t sure she could bear that. Not again. Especially not him.
“And so, because you are the children of my heart, the apple of my professional eye, my family, I want to share with you the news I received this morning before you read it in the paper. Allan,” he raised his glass, “Lauren,” he tipped it her way. “I have been nominated to the Supreme Court. With God’s help I will be confirmed, in due course, to sit on the highest court of this great land.”
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