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            Prologue

         

         February 21, 1950

         An abandoned auto court in the San Berdoo foothills; Buzz Meeks checked in with ninety-four thousand dollars, eighteen pounds of high-grade heroin, a 10-gauge pump, a .38 special, a .45 automatic and a switchblade he’d bought off a pachuco at the border—right before he spotted the car parked across the line: Mickey Cohen goons in an LAPD unmarked, Tijuana cops standing by to bootjack a piece of his goodies, dump his body in the San Ysidro River.

         He’d been running a week; he’d spent fifty-six grand staying alive: cars, hideouts at four and five thousand a night—risk rates—the innkeepers knew Mickey C. was after him for heisting his dope summit and his woman, the L.A. Police wanted him for killing one of their own. The Cohen contract kiboshed an outright dope sale—nobody could move the shit for fear of reprisals; the best he could do was lay it off with Doc Englekling’s sons—Doc would freeze it, package it, sell it later and get him his percentage. Doc used to work with Mickey and had the smarts to be afraid of the prick; the brothers, charging fifteen grand, sent him to the El Serrano Motel and were setting up his escape. Tonight at dusk, two men—wetback runners—would drive him to a beanfield, shoot him to Guatemala City via white powder airlines. He’d have twenty-odd pounds of Big H working for him stateside—if he could trust Doc’s boys and they could trust the runners.
         

         Meeks ditched his car in a pine grove, hauled his suitcase out, scoped the set-up:

         The motel was horseshoe-shaped, a dozen rooms, foothills against the back of them—no rear approach possible.

         The courtyard was loose gravel covered with twigs, paper debris, empty wine bottles—footsteps would crunch, tires would crack wood and glass.

         There was only one access—the road he drove in on—reconnoiterers would have to trek thick timber to take a potshot.

         Or they could be waiting in one of the rooms.

         Meeks grabbed the 10-gauge, started kicking in doors. One, two, three, four—cobwebs, rats, bathrooms with plugged-up toilets, rotted food, magazines in Spanish—the runners probably used the place to house their spics en route to the slave farms up in Kern County. Five, six, seven, bingo on that—Mex families huddled on mattresses, scared of a white man with a gun, “There, there” to keep them pacified. The last string of rooms stood empty; Meeks got his satchel, plopped it down just inside unit 12: front/courtyard view, a mattress on box springs spilling kapok, not bad for a last American flop.

         A cheesecake calendar tacked to the wall; Meeks turned to April and looked for his birthday. A Thursday—the model had bad teeth, looked good anyway, made him think of Audrey: ex-stripper, ex–Mickey inamorata; the reason he killed a cop, took down the Cohen/Dragna “H” deal. He flipped through to December, cut odds on whether he’d survive the year and got scared: gut flutters, a vein on his forehead going tap, tap, tap, making him sweat.

         It got worse—the heebie-jeebies. Meeks laid his arsenal on a window ledge, stuffed his pockets with ammo: shells for the .38, spare clips for the automatic. He tucked the switchblade into his belt, covered the back window with the mattress, cracked the front window for air. A breeze cooled his sweat; he looked out at spic kids chucking a baseball.

         He stuck there. Wetbacks congregated outside: pointing at the sun like they were telling time by it, hot for the truck to arrive—stoop labor for three hots and a cot. Dusk came on; the beaners started jabbering; Meeks saw two white men—one fat, one skinny—walk into the courtyard. They waved glad-hander style; the spics waved back. They didn’t look like cops or Cohen goons. Meeks stepped outside, his 10-gauge right behind him.

         The men waved: big smiles, no harm meant. Meeks checked the road—a green sedan parked crossways, blocking something light blue, too shiny to be sky through fir trees. He caught light off a metallic paint job, snapped: Bakersfield, the meet with the guys who needed time to get the money. The robin’s-egg coupe that tried to broadside him a minute later.
         

         Meeks smiled: friendly guy, no harm meant. A finger on the trigger; a make on the skinny guy: Mal Lunceford, a Hollywood Station harness bull—he used to ogle the carhops at Scrivener’s Drive-in, puff out his chest to show off his pistol medals. The fat man, closer, said, “We got that airplane waiting.”

         Meeks swung the shotgun around, triggered a spread. Fat Man caught buckshot and flew, covering Lunceford—knocking him backward. The wetbacks tore helter-skelter; Meeks ran into the room, heard the back window breaking, yanked the mattress. Sitting ducks: two men, three triple-aught rounds close in.

         The two blew up; glass and blood covered three more men inching along the wall. Meeks leaped, hit the ground, fired at three sets of legs pressed together; his free hand flailed, caught a revolver off a dead man’s waistband.

         Shrieks from the courtyard; running feet on gravel. Meeks dropped the shotgun, stumbled to the wall. Over to the men, tasting blood—point-blank head shots.

         Thumps in the room; two rifles in grabbing range. Meeks yelled, “We got him!,” heard answering whoops, saw arms and legs coming out the window. He picked up the closest piece and let fly, full automatic: trapped targets, plaster chips exploding, dry wood igniting.

         Over the bodies, into the room. The front door stood open; his pistols were still on the ledge. A strange thump sounded; Meeks saw a man spread prone—aiming from behind the mattress box.

         He threw himself to the floor, kicked, missed. The man got off a shot—close; Meeks grabbed his switchblade, leaped, stabbed: the neck, the face, the man screaming, shooting—wide ricochets. Meeks slit his throat, crawled over and toed the door shut, grabbed the pistols and just plain breathed.

         The fire spreading: cooking up bodies, fir pines; the front door his only way out. How many more men standing trigger?
         

         Shots.

         From the courtyard: heavy rounds knocking out wall chunks. Meeks caught one in the leg; a shot grazed his back. He hit the floor, the shots kept coming, the door went down—he was smack in the crossfire.

         No more shots.

         Meeks tucked his guns under his chest, spread himself deadman style. Seconds dragged; four men walked in holding rifles. Whispers: “Dead meat”—“Let’s be reeel careful”—“Crazy Okie fuck.” Through the doorway, Mal Lunceford not one of them, footsteps.

         Kicks in his side, hard breathing, sneers. A foot went under him. A voice said, “Fat fucker.”

         Meeks jerked the foot; the foot man tripped backward. Meeks spun around shooting—close range, all hits. Four men went down; Meeks got a topsy-turvy view: the courtyard, Mal Lunceford turning tail. Then, behind him, “Hello, lad.”

         Dudley Smith stepped through flames, dressed in a fire department greatcoat. Meeks saw his suitcase—ninety-four grand, dope—over by the mattress. “Dud, you came prepared.”

         “Like the Boy Scouts, lad. And have you a valediction?”

         Suicide: heisting a deal Dudley S. watchdogged. Meeks raised his guns; Smith shot first. Meeks died—thinking the El Serrano Motel looked just like the Alamo.

      


    

  
    
      
         
            Part One

            Bloody Christmas

         

      


    

  

    

      

         

            Chapter One


         


         Bud White in an unmarked, watching the “1951” on the City Hall Christmas tree blink. The back seat was packed with liquor for the station party; he’d scrounged merchants all day, avoiding Parker’s dictate: married men had the 24th and Christmas off, all duty rosters were bachelors only, the Central detective squad was detached to round up vagrants: the chief wanted local stumblebums chilled so they wouldn’t crash Mayor Bowron’s lawn party for underprivileged kids and snarf up all the cookies. Last Christmas, some crazy nigger whipped out his wang, pissed in a pitcher of lemonade earmarked for some orphanage brats and ordered Mrs. Bowron to “Strap on, bitch.” William H. Parker’s first yuletide as chief of the Los Angeles Police Department was spent transporting the mayor’s wife to Central Receiving for sedation, and now, a year later, he was paying the price.

         


         The back seat, booze-packed, had his spine jammed to Jell-O. Ed Exley, the assistant watch commander, was a straight arrow who might get uppity over a hundred cops juicing in the muster room. And Johnny Stompanato was twenty minutes late.


         Bud turned on his two-way. A hum settled: shopliftings, a liquor store heist in Chinatown. The passenger door opened; Johnny Stompanato slid in.


         Bud turned on the dash light. Stompanato said, “Holiday cheers. And where’s Stensland? I’ve got stuff for both of you.”


         Bud sized him up. Mickey Cohen’s bodyguard was a month out of work—Mickey went up on a tax beef, Fed time, three to seven at McNeil Island. Johnny Stomp was back to home manicures and pressing his own pants. “It’s Sergeant Stensland. He’s rousting vags and the payoff’s the same anyway.”

         


         “Too bad. I like Dick’s style. You know that, Wendell.”

         


         Cute Johnny: guinea handsome, curls in a tight pompadour. Bud heard he was hung like a horse and padded his basket on top of it. “Spill what you got.”


         “Dick’s better at the amenities than you, Officer White.”

         


         “You got a hard-on for me, or you just want small talk?”


         “I’ve got a hard-on for Lana Turner, you’ve got a hard-on for wife beaters. I also heard you’re a real sweetheart with the ladies and your’re not too selective as far as looks are concerned.”


         Bud cracked his knuckles. “And you fuck people up for a living, and all the money Mickey gives to charity won’t make him no better than a dope pusher and a pimp. So my fucking complaints for hardnosing wife beaters don’t make me you. Capisce, shitbird?”

         


         Stompanato smiled—nervous; Bud looked out the window. A Salvation Army Santa palmed coins from his kettle, an eye on the liquor store across the street. Stomp said, “Look, you want information and I need money. Mickey and Davey Goldman are doing time, and Mo Jahelka’s looking after things while they’re gone. Mo’s diving for scraps, and he’s got no work for me. Jack Whalen wouldn’t hire me on a bet and there was no goddamn envelope from Mickey.”


         “No envelope? Mickey went up flush. I heard he got back the junk that got clouted off his deal with Jack D.”


         Stompanato shook his head. “You heard wrong. Mickey got the heister, but that junk is nowhere and the guy got away with a hundred and fifty grand of Mickey’s money. So, Officer White, I need money. And if your snitch fund’s still green, I’ll get you some fucking-A collars.”

         


         “Go legit, Johnny. Be a white man like me and Dick Stensland.”


         Stomp snickered—it came off weak. “A key thief for twenty or a shoplifter who beats his wife for thirty. Go for the quick thrill, I saw the guy boosting Ohrbach’s on the way over.”


         Bud took out a twenty and a ten; Stompanato grabbed them. “Ralphie Kinnard. He’s blond and fat, about forty. He’s wearing a suede loafer jacket and gray flannels. I heard he’s been beating up his wife and pimping her to cover his poker losses.”


         Bud wrote it down. Stompanato said, “Yuletide cheer, Wendell.”


         Bud grabbed necktie and yanked; Stomp banged his head on the dashboard.


         “Happy New Year, greaseball.”


         

            *  *  *


         


         Ohrbach’s was packed—shoppers swarmed counters and garment racks. Bud elbowed up to floor 3, prime shoplifter turf: jewelry, decanter liquor.


         Countertops strewn with watches; cash register lines thirty deep. Bud trawled for blond males, got sideswiped by housewives and kids. Then—a flash view—a blond guy in a suede loafer ducking into the men’s room.


         Bud shoved over and in. Two geezers stood at urinals; gray flannels hit the toilet stall floor. Bud squatted, looked in—bingo on hands fondling jewelry. The oldsters zipped up and walked out; Bud rapped on the stall. “Come on, it’s St. Nick.”


         The door flew open; a fist flew out. Bud caught it flush, hit a sink, tripped. Cufflinks in his face, Kinnard speedballing. Bud got up and chased.


         Through the door, shoppers blocking him; Kinnard ducking out a side exit. Bud chased—over, down the fire escape. The lot was clean: no cars hauling, no Ralphie. Bud ran to his prowler, hit the two-way. “4A31 to dispatcher, requesting.”


         Static, then: “Roger, 4A31.”


         “Last known address. White male, first name Ralph, last name Kinnard. I guess that’s K-I-N-N-A-R-D. Move it, huh?”


         The man rogered; Bud threw jabs: bam-bam-bam-bam-bam. The radio crackled: “4A31, roger your request.”


         “4A31, roger.”


         “Positive on Kinnard, Ralph Thomas, white male, DOB—”


         “Just the goddamn address, I told you—”


         The dispatcher blew a raspberry. “For your Christmas stocking, shitbird. The address is 1486 Evergreen, and I hope you—”


         Bud flipped off the box, headed east to City Terrace. Up to forty, hard on the horn, Evergreen in five minutes flat. The 12, 1300 blocks whizzed by; 1400—vet’s prefabs—leaped out.


         He parked, followed curb plates to 1486—a stucco job with a neon Santa sled on the roof. Lights inside; a prewar Ford in the driveway. Through a plate-glass window: Ralphie Kinnard browbeating a woman in a bathrobe.


         The woman was puff-faced, thirty-fivish. She backed away from Kinnard; her robe fell open. Her breasts were bruised, her ribs lacerated.


         Bud walked back for his cuffs, saw the two-way light blinking and rogered. “4A31 responding.”


         “Roger, 4A31, on an APO. Two partrolmen assaulted outside a tavern at 1990 Riverside, six suspects at large. They’ve been ID’d from their license plates and other units have been alerted.”


         Bud got tingles. “Bad for ours?”


         “That’s a roger. Go to 5314 Avenue 53, Lincoln Heights. Apprehend Dinardo, D-I-N-A-R-D-O, Sanchez, age twenty-one, male Mexican.”


         “Roger, and you send a prowler to 1486 Evergreen. White male suspect in custody. I won’t be there, but they’ll see him. Tell them I’ll write it up.”


         “Book at Hollenbeck Station?”


         Bud rogered, grabbed his cuffs. Back to the house and an outside circuit box—switches tapped until the lights popped off. Santa’s sled stayed lit; Bud grabbed an outlet cord and yanked. The display hit the ground: exploding reindeer.


         Kinnard ran out, tripped over Rudolph. Bud cuffed his wrists, bounced his face on the pavement. Ralphie yelped and chewed gravel; Bud launched his wife beater spiel. “You’ll be out in a year and a half, and I’ll know when. I’ll find out who your parole officer is and get cozy with him, I’ll visit you and say hi. You touch her again I’m gonna know, and I’m gonna get you violated on a kiddie raper beef. You know what they do to kiddie rapers up at Quentin? Huh? The Pope a fuckin’ guinea?”


         Lights went on—Kinnard’s wife was futzing with the fuse box. She said, “Can I go to my mother’s?”


         Bud emptied Ralphie’s pockets—keys, a cash roll. “Take the car and get yourself fixed up.”


         Kinnard spat teeth. Mrs. Ralphie grabbed the keys and peeled a ten-spot. Bud said, “Merry Christmas, huh?”


         Mrs. Ralphie blew a kiss and backed the car out, wheels over blinking reindeer.


         

            *  *  *


         


         Avenue 53—Code 2 no siren. A black-and-white just beat him; two blues and Dick Stensland got out and huddled.


         Bud tapped his horn; Stensland came over. “Who’s there, partner?”


         Stensland pointed to a shack. “The one guy on the air, maybe more. It was maybe four spics, two white guys did our guys in. Brownell and Helenowski. Brownell’s maybe got brain damage, Helenowski maybe lost an eye.”


         “Big maybes.”


         Stens reeked: Listerine, gin. “You want to quibble?”


         Bud got out of the car. “No quibble. How many in custody?”


         “Goose. We get the first collar.”


         “Then tell the blues to stay put.”


         Stens shook his head. “They’re pals with Brownell. They want a piece.”


         “Nix, this is ours. We get them booked, we write it up and make the party by watch change. I got three cases: Walker Black, Jim Beam and Cutty.”


         “Exley’s assistant watch commander. He’s a nosebleed, and you can bet he don’t approve of on-duty imbibing.”


         “Yeah, and Frieling’s the watch boss, and he’s a fucking drunk like you. So don’t worry about Exley. And I got a report to write up first–so let’s just do it.”

         


         Stens laughed. “Aggravated assault on a woman? What’s that—six twenty-three point one in the California Penal Code? So I’m a fucking drunk and you’re a fucking do-gooder.”


         “Yeah, and you’re ranking. So now?”


         Stens winked; Bud walked flank—up to the porch, gun out. The shack was curtained dark; Bud caught a radio ad: Felix the Cat Chevrolet. Dick kicked the door in.


         Yells, a Mex man and woman hauling. Stens aimed head high; Bud blocked his shot. Down a hallway, Bud close in, Stens wheezing, knocking over furniture. The kitchen—the spics deadended at a window.


         They turned, raised their hands: a pachuco punk, a pretty girl maybe six months pregnant.


         The boy kissed the wall—a pro friskee. Bud searched him: Dinardo Sanchez ID, chump change. The girl boo-hooed; sirens scree’s outside. Bud turned Sanchez around, kicked him in the balls. “For ours, Pancho. And you got off easy.”


         Stens grabbed the girl. Bud said, “Go somewhere, sweetheart. Before my friend checks your green card.”


         “Green card” spooked her—madre mia! Madre mia! Stens shoved her to the door; Sanchez moaned. Bud saw blues swarm the driveway. “We’ll let them take Pancho in.”

         


         Stens caught some breath. “We’ll give him to Brownell’s pals.”


         Two rookie types walked in—Bud saw his out. “Cuff him and book him. APO and resisting arrest.”


         The rookies dragged Sanchez out. Stens said, “You and women. What’s next? Kids and dogs?”


         Mrs. Ralphie—all bruised up for Christmas. “I’m working on it. Come on, let’s move that booze. Be nice and I’ll let you have your own bottle.”


      




    


  
    
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Preston Exley yanked the dropcloth. His guests oohed and ahhed; a city councilman clapped, spilled eggnog on a society matron. Ed Exley thought: this is not a typical policeman’s Christmas Eve.

         He checked his watch—8:46—he had to be at the station by midnight. Preston Exley pointed to the model.

         It took up half his den: an amusement park filled with papier-mâché mountains, rocket ships, Wild West towns. Cartoon creatures at the gate: Moochie Mouse, Scooter Squirrel, Danny Duck—Raymond Dieterling’s brood—featured in the Dream-a-Dream Hour and scores of cartoons.
         

         “Ladies and gentlemen, presenting Dream-a-Dreamland. Exley Construction will build it, in Pomona, California, and the opening date will be April 1953. It will be the most sophisticated amusement park in history, a self-contained universe where children of all ages can enjoy the message of fun and goodwill that is the hallmark of Raymond Dieterling, the father of modern animation. Dream-a-Dreamland will feature all your favorite Dieterling characters, and it will be a haven for the young and young at heart.”

         Ed stared at his father: fifty-seven coming off forty-five, a cop from a long line of cops holding forth in a Hancock Park mansion, politicos giving up their Christmas Eve at a snap of his fingers. The guests applauded; Preston pointed to a snow-capped mountain. “Paul’s World, ladies and gentlemen. An exact-scale replica of a mountain in the Sierra Nevada. Paul’s World will feature a thrilling toboggan ride and a ski lodge where Moochie, Scooter and Danny will perform skits for the whole family. And who is the Paul of Paul’s World? Paul was Raymond Dieterling’s son, lost tragically as a teenager in 1936, lost in an avalanche on a camping trip—lost on a mountain just like this one here. So, out of tragedy, an affirmation of innocence. And, ladies and gentlemen, every nickel out of every dollar spent at Paul’s World will go to the Children’s Polio Foundation.”

         Wild applause. Preston nodded at Timmy Valburn—the actor who played Moochie Mouse on the Dream-a-Dream Hour—always nibbling cheese with his big buck teeth. Valburn nudged the man beside him; the man nudged back.
         

         Art De Spain caught Ed’s eye; Valburn kicked off a Moochie routine. Ed steered De Spain to the hallway. “This is a hell of a surprise, Art.”

         “Dieterling’s announcing it on the Dream Hour. Didn’t your dad tell you?”
         

         “No, and I didn’t know he knew Dieterling. Did he meet him back during the Atherton case? Wasn’t Wee Willie Wennerholm one of Dieterling’s kid stars?”

         De Spain smiled. “I was your dad’s lowly adjutant then, and I don’t think the two great men ever crossed paths. Preston just knows people. And by the way, did you spot the mouse man and his pal?”
         

         Ed nodded. “Who is he?”

         Laughter from the den; De Spain steered Ed to the study. “He’s Billy Dieterling, Ray’s son. He’s a cameraman on Badge of Honor, which lauds our beloved LAPD to millions of television viewers each week. Maybe Timmy spreads some cheese on his whatsis before he blows him.”
         

         Ed laughed. “Art, you’re a pisser.”

         De Spain sprawled in a chair. “Eddie, ex-cop to cop, you say words like ‘pisser’ and you sound like a college professor. And you’re not really an ‘Eddie,’ you’re an ‘Edmund.’ ”

         Ed squared his glasses. “I see avuncular advice coming. Stick in Patrol, because Parker made chief that way. Administrate my way up because I have no command presence.”

         “You’ve got no sense of humor. And can’t you get rid of those specs? Squint or something. Outside of Thad Green, I can’t think of one Bureau guy who wears glasses.”

         “God, you miss the Department. I think that if you could give up Exley Construction and fifty thousand a year for a spot as an LAPD rookie, you would.”

         De Spain lit a cigar. “Only if your dad came with me.”

         “Just like that?”

         “Just like that. I was a lieutenant to Preston’s inspector, and I’m still a number two man. It’d be nice to be even with him.”

         “If you didn’t know lumber, Exley Construction wouldn’t exist.”

         “Thanks. And get rid of those glasses.”

         Ed picked up a framed photo: his brother Thomas in uniform—taken the day before he died. “If you were a rookie, I’d break you for insubordination.”

         “You would, too. What did you place on the lieutenant’s exam?”

         “First out of twenty-three applicants. I was the youngest applicant by eight years, with the shortest time in grade as a sergeant and the shortest amount of time on the Department.”

         “And you want the Detective Bureau.”

         Ed put the photo down. “Yes.”

         “Then, first you have to figure a year minimum for an opening to come up, then you have to realize that it will probably be a Patrol opening, then you have to realize that a transfer to the Bureau will take years and lots of ass kissing. You’re twenty-nine now?”

         “Yes.”

         “Then you’ll be a lieutenant at thirty or thirty-one. Brass that young create resentment. Ed, all kidding aside. You’re not one of the guys. You’re not a strongarm type. You’re not Bureau. And Parker as Chief has set a precedent for Patrol officers to go all the way. Think about that.”
         

         Ed said, “Art, I want to work cases. I’m connected and I won the Distinguished Service Cross, which some people might construe as strongarm. And I will have a Bureau appointment.”
         

         De Spain brushed ash off his cummerbund. “Can we talk turkey, Sunny Jim?”

         The endearment rankled. “Of course.”

         “Well…you’re good, and in time you might be really good. And I don’t doubt your killer instinct for a second. But your father was ruthless and likable. And you’re not, so…”

         Ed made fists. “So, Uncle Arthur? Cop who left the Department for money to cop who never would—what’s your advice?”

         De Spain flinched. “So be a sycophant and suck up to the right men. Kiss William H. Parker’s ass and pray to be in the right place at the right time.”

         “Like you and my father?”

         “Touché, Sunny Jim.”
         

         Ed looked at his uniform: custom blues on a hanger. Razor-creased, sergeant’s stripes, a single hashmark. De Spain said, “Gold bars soon, Eddie. And braid on your cap. And I wouldn’t jerk your chain if I didn’t care.”

         “I know.”

         “And you are a goddamned war hero.”
         

         Ed changed the subject. “It’s Christmas. You’re thinking about Thomas.”

         “I keep thinking I could have told him something. He didn’t even have his holster flap open.”

         “A purse snatcher with a gun? He couldn’t have known.”

         De Spain put out his cigar. “Thomas was a natural, and I always thought he should be telling me things. That’s why I tend to spell things out for you.”

         “He’s twelve years dead and I’ll bury him as a policeman.”

         “I’ll forget you said that.”

         “No, remember it. Remember it when I make the Bureau. And when Father offers toasts to Thomas and Mother, don’t get maudlin. It ruins him for days.”

         De Spain stood up, flushing; Preston Exley walked in with snifters and a bottle.

         Ed said, “Merry Christmas, Father. And congratulations.”

         Preston poured drinks. “Thank you. Exley Construction tops the Arroyo Seco Freeway job with a kingdom for a glorified rodent, and I’ll never eat another piece of cheese. A toast, gentlemen. To the eternal rest of my son Thomas and my wife Marguerite, to the three of us assembled here.”

         The men drank; De Spain fixed refills. Ed offered his father’s favorite toast: “To the solving of crimes that require absolute justice.”

         Three more shots downed. Ed said, “Father, I didn’t know you knew Raymond Dieterling.”

         Preston smiled. “I’ve known him in a business sense for years. Art and I have kept the contract secret at Raymond’s request—he wants to announce it on that infantile television program of his.”

         “Did you meet him during the Atherton case?”

         “No, and of course I wasn’t in the construction business then. Arthur, do you have a toast to propose?”

         De Spain poured short ones. “To a Bureau assignment for our soon-to-be lieutenant.”

         Laughter, hear-hears. Preston said, “Joan Morrow was inquiring about your love life, Edmund. I think she’s smitten.”

         “Do you see a debutante as a cop’s wife?”

         “No, but I could picture her married to a ranking policeman.”

         “Chief of Detectives?”

         “No, I was thinking more along the lines of commander of the Patrol Division.”

         “Father, Thomas was going to be your chief of detectives, but he’s dead. Don’t deny me my opportunity. Don’t make me live an old dream of yours.”

         Preston stared at his son. “Point taken, and I commend you for speaking up. And granted, that was my original dream. But the truth is that I don’t think you have the eye for human weakness that makes a good detective.”

         His brother: a math brain crazed for pretty girls. “And Thomas did?”

         “Yes.”

         “Father, I would have shot that purse snatcher the second he went for his pocket.”

         De Spain said, “Goddammit”; Preston shushed him. “That’s all right. Edmund, a few questions before I return to my guests. One, would you be willing to plant corroborative evidence on a suspect you knew was guilty in order to ensure an indictment?”

         “I’d have to—”

         “Answer yes or no.”

         “I…no.”

         “Would you be willing to shoot hardened armed robbers in the back to offset the chance that they might utilize flaws in the legal system and go free?”

         “I…”

         “Yes or no, Edmund.”

         “No.”

         “And would you be willing to beat confessions out of suspects you knew to be guilty?”

         “No.”

         “Would you be willing to rig crime scene evidence to support a prosecuting attorney’s working hypothesis?”

         “No.”

         Preston sighed. “Then for God’s sake, stick to assignments where you won’t have to make those choices. Use the superior intelligence the good Lord gave you.”

         Ed looked at his uniform. “I’ll use that intelligence as a detective.”

         Preston smiled. “Detective or not, you have qualities of persistence that Thomas lacked. You’ll excel, my war hero.”

         The phone rang; De Spain picked it up. Ed thought of rigged Jap trenches—and couldn’t meet Preston’s eyes. De Spain said, “It’s Lieutenant Frieling at the station. He said the jail’s almost full, and two officers were assaulted earlier in the evening. Two suspects are in custody, with four more outstanding. He said you should clock in early.”

         Ed turned back to his father. Preston was down the hall, swapping jokes with Mayor Bowron in a Moochie Mouse hat.

      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Press clippings on his corkboard: “Dope Crusader Wounded in Shootout”; “Actor Mitchum Seized in Marijuana Shack Raid.” Hush-Hush articles, framed on his desk: “Hopheads Quake When Dope Scourge Cop Walks Tall”; “Actors Agree: Badge of Honor Owes Authenticity to Hard-hitting Technical Advisor.” The Badge piece featured a photo: Sergeant Jack Vincennes with the show’s star, Brett Chase. The piece did not feature dirt from the editor’s private file: Brett Chase as a pedophile with three quashed sodomy beefs.
         

         Jack Vincennes glanced around the Narco pen—deserted, dark—just the light in his cubicle. Ten minutes short of midnight; he’d promised Dudley Smith he’d type up an organized crime report for Intelligence Division; he’d promised Lieutenant Frieling a case of booze for the station party—Hush-Hush Sid Hudgens was supposed to come across with rum but hadn’t called. Dudley’s report: a favor shot his way because he typed a hundred words a minute; a favor returned tomorrow: a meet with Dud and Ellis Loew, Pacific Dining Car lunch—work on the line, work to earn him juice with the D.A.’s Office. Jack lit a cigarette, read.

         Some report: eleven pages long, very verbal, very Dudley. The topic: L.A. mob activity with Mickey Cohen in stir. Jack edited, typed.

         Cohen was at McNeil Island Federal Prison: three to seven, income tax evasion. Davey Goldman, Mickey’s money man, was there: three to seven, down on six counts of federal tax fraud. Smith predicted possible skirmishing between Cohen minion Morris Jahelka and Jack “The Enforcer” Whalen; with Mafia overlord Jack Dragna deported, they loomed as the two men most likely to control loansharking, bookmaking, prostitution and the race wire racket. Smith stated that Jahelka was too ineffectual to require police surveillance; that John Stompanato and Abe Teitlebaum, key Cohen strongarms, seemed to have gone legitimate. Lee Vachss, contract trigger employed by Cohen, was working a religious racket—selling patent medicines guaranteed to induce mystical experiences.

         Jack kept typing. Dud’s take hit wrong: Johnny Stomp and Kikey Teitlebaum were pure bent—they could never go pure straight. He fed in a fresh sheet.

         A new topic: the February ’50 Cohen/Dragna truce meeting—twenty-five pounds of heroin and a hundred and fifty grand allegedly stolen. Jack heard rumors: an ex-cop named Buzz Meeks heisted the summit, took off and was gunned down near San Bernardino—Cohen goons and rogue L.A. cops killed him, a Mickey contract: Meeks stole the Mick blind and fucked his woman. The horse was supposedly long gone unfound. Dudley’s theory: Meeks buried the money and shit someplace unknown and was later killed by “person or persons unknown”—probably a Cohen gunman. Jack smiled: if LAPD was in on a Meeks hit, Dud would never implicate the Department—even in an interdepartmental report.

         Next, Smith’s summary: with Mickey C. gone, mob action was at a lull; the LAPD should stay alert for new faces looking to crash Cohen’s old rackets; prostitution was sticking over the county line—with Sheriff’s Department sanction. Jack signed the last page “Respectfully, Lieutenant D. L. Smith.”

         The phone rang. “Narcotics, Vincennes.”

         “It’s me. You hungry?”

         Jack kiboshed a temper fit—easy—what Hudgens just might have on him. “Sid, you’re late. And the party’s already on.”

         “I got better than booze, I got cash.”

         “Talk.”

         “Talk this: Tammy Reynolds, Co-star of Hope’s Harvest, opens tomorrow citywide. A guy I know just sold her some reefer, a guaranteed felony pinch. She’s tripping the light fantastic at 2245 Maravilla, Hollywood Hills. You pinch, I do you up feature in the next issue. Because it’s Christmas, I leak my notes to Morty Bendish at the Mirror, so you make the dailies, too. Plus fifty cash and your rum. Am I fucking Santa Claus?”
         

         “Pictures?”

         “In spades. Wear the blue blazer, it goes with your eyes.”

         “A hundred, Sid. I need two patrolmen at twenty apiece and a dime for the watch commander at Hollywood Station. And you set it up.”
         

         “Jack! It’s Christmas!”

         “No, it’s felony possession of marijuana.”

         “Shit. Half an hour?”

         “Twenty-five minutes.”

         “I’m there, you fucking extortionist.”

         Jack hung up, made an X mark on his calendar. Another day, no booze, no hop—four years, two months running.

         
            *  *  *

         

         His stage was waiting—Maravilla cordoned off, two bluesuits by Sid Hudgens’ Packard, their black-and-white up on the sidewalk. The street was dark and still; Sid had an arclight set up. They had a view of the Boulevard—Grauman’s Chinese included—great for an establishing shot. Jack parked, walked over.

         Sid greeted him with cash. “She’s sitting in the dark, goofing on the Christmas tree. The door looks flimsy.”

         Jack drew his .38. “Have the boys put the booze in my trunk. You want Grauman’s in the background?”

         “I like it! Jackie, you’re the best in the West!”

         Jack scoped him: scarecrow skinny, somewhere between thirty-five and fifty—keeper of inside dirt supreme. He either knew about 10/24/47 or he didn’t; if he did, their arrangement was lifetime stuff. “Sid, when I bring her out the door, I do not want that goddamned baby spot in my eyes. Tell your camera guy that.”
         

         “Consider him told.”

         “Good, now count twenty on down.”

         Hudgens ticked numbers; Jack walked up and kicked the door in. The arclight snapped on, a living room caught flush: Christmas tree, two kids necking in their undies. Jack shouted “Police!”; the lovebirds froze; light on a fat bag of weed on the couch.

         The girl started bawling; the boy reached for his trousers. Jack put a foot on his chest. “The hands, slow.”

         The boy pressed his wrists together; Jack cuffed him one-handed. The blues stormed in and gathered up evidence; Jack matched a name to the punk: Rock Rockwell, RKO ingenue. The girl ran; Jack grabbed her. Two suspects by the neck—out the door, down the steps.

         Hudgens yelled, “Grauman’s while we’ve still got the light!”

         Jack framed them: half-naked pretties in their BVDs. Flashbulbs popped; Hudgens yelled, “Cut! Wrap it!”

         The blues took over: Rockwell and the girl hauled bawling to their prowler. Window lights popped on; rubberneckers opened doors. Jack went back to the house.

         A maryjane haze—four years later the shit still smelled good. Hudgens was opening drawers, pulling out dildoes, spiked dog collars. Jack found the phone, checked the address book for pushers—goose egg. A calling card fell out: “Fleur-de-Lis. Twenty-four Hours a Day—Whatever You Desire.”

         Sid started muttering. Jack put the card back. “Let’s hear how it sounds.”

         Hudgens cleared his throat. “It’s Christmas morning in the City of the Angels, and while decent citizens sleep the sleep of the righteous, hopheads prowl for marijuana, the weed with roots in Hell. Tammy Reynolds and Rock Rockwell, movie stars with one foot in Hades, toke sweet tea in Tammy’s swank Hollywood digs, not knowing they are playing with fire without asbestos gloves, not knowing that a man is coming to put out that fire: the free-wheeling, big-time Big V, celebrity crimestopper Jack Vincennes, the scourge of grasshoppers and junk fiends everywhere. Acting on the tip of an unnamed informant, Sergeant Vincennes, blah, blah, blah. You like it, Jackie?”

         “Yeah, it’s subtle.”

         “No, it’s circulation nine hundred thousand and climbing. I think I’ll work in you’re divorced twice ’cause your wives couldn’t stand your crusade and you got your name from an orphanage in Vincennes, Indiana. The Biggg Veeeee.”

         His Narco tag: Trashcan Jack—a nod to the time he popped Charlie “Yardbird” Parker and tossed him into a garbage bin outside the Klub Zamboanga. “You should beat the drum on Badge of Honor. Miller Stanton’s my buddy, how I taught Brett Chase to play a cop. Technical advisor kingpin, that kind of thing.”
         

         Hudgens laughed. “Brett still like them prepubescent?”

         “Can niggers dance?”

         “South of Jefferson Boulevard only. Thanks for the story, Jack.”

         “Sure.”

         “I mean it. It’s always nice seeing you.”

         You fucking cockroach, you’re going to wink because you know you can nail me to that moralistic shitbird William H. Parker anytime you want—cash rousts going back to ’48, you’ve probably got documentation worked around to let you off clean and crucify me—

         Hudgens winked.

         Jack wondered if he had it all down on paper.
         

      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         The party in full swing, the muster room SRO.

         An open bar: scotch, bourbon, a case of rum Trashcan Jack Vincennes brought in. Dick Stensland’s brew in the water cooler: Old Crow, eggnog mix. A phonograph spewed dirty Christmas carols: Santa and his reindeer fucking and sucking. The floor was packed: nightwatch blues, the Central squad—thirsty from chasing vagrants.

         Bud watched the crowd. Fred Turentine tossed darts at Wanted posters; Mike Krugman and Walt Dukeshearer played “Name That Nigger,” trying to ID Negro mugshots at a quarter a bet. Jack Vincennes was drinking club soda; Lieutenant Frieling was passed out at his desk. Ed Exley tried to quiet the men down, gave up, stuck to the lock-up: logging in prisoners, filing arrest reports.

         Almost every man was drunk or working on it.

         Almost every man was talking up Helenowski and Brownell, the cop beaters in custody, the two still at large.

         Bud stood by the window. Garbled rumors tweaked him: Brownie Brownell had his lip split up through his nose, one of the taco benders chewed off Helenowski’s left ear. Dick Stens grabbed a shotgun, went spic hunting. He credited that one: he’d seen Dick carrying an Ithaca pump out to the parking lot.

         The noise was getting brutal—Bud walked out to the lot, lounged against a prowler.

         A drizzle started up. A ruckus by the jail door—Dick Stens shoving two men inside. A scream; Bud cut odds on Stens finishing out his twenty: with him watchdogging, even money; without him, two to one against. From the muster room: Frank Doherty’s tenor, a weepy “Silver Bells.”

         Bud moved away from the music—it made him think of his mother. He lit a cigarette, thought of her anyway.

         He’d seen the killing: sixteen years old, helpless to stop it. The old man came home; he must have believed his son’s warning: you touch Mother again and I will kill you. Asleep—cuffs on his wrists and ankles, awake—he saw the fuck beat Mother dead with a tire iron. He screamed his throat raw; he stayed cuffed in the room with the body: a week, no water, delirious—he watched his mother rot. A truant officer found him; the L.A. Sheriff’s found the old man. The trial, a diminished capacity defense, a plea bargain down to Manslaughter Two. Life imprisonment, the old man paroled in twelve years. His son—Officer Wendell White, LAPD—decided to kill him.

         The old man was nowhere.

         He’d jumped parole; prowling his L.A. haunts turned up nothing. Bud kept looking, kept waking to the sound of women screaming. He always investigated; it was always just wisps of noise. Once he kicked in a door and found a woman who’d burned her hand. Once he crashed in on a husband and wife making love.

         The old man was nowhere.

         He made the Bureau, partnered up with Dick Stens. Dick showed him the ropes, heard out his story, told him to pick his shots to get even. Pops would stay nowhere, but thumping wife beaters might drive the nightmares out of his system. Bud picked a great first shot: a domestic squawk, the complainant a longtime punching bag, the arrestee a three-time loser. He detoured on the way to the station, asked the guy if he’d like to tango with a man for a change: no cuffs, a walk on the charge if he won. The guy agreed; Bud broke his nose, his jaw, ruptured his spleen with a dropkick. Dick was right: his bad dreams stopped.

         His rep as the toughest man in the LAPD grew.
         

         He kept it up; he followed up: intimidation calls if the fuckers got acquitted, welcome home strongarms if they did time and got parole. He forced himself not to take gratitude lays and found women elsewhere. He kept a list of court and parole dates and sent the fuckers postcards at the honor farm; he got hit with excessive-force complaints and toughed them out. Dick Stens made him a decent detective; now he played nursemaid to his teacher: keeping him half sober on duty, holding him back when he got a hard-on to shoot for kicks. He’d learned to keep himself in check; Stens was now all bad habits: scrounging at bars, letting stick-up men slide for snitch dope.

         The music inside went off key—wrong, not really music. Bud caught screeches—screams from the jail.

         The noise doubled, tripled. Bud saw a stampede: muster room to cellblock. A flash: Stens going crazy, booze, a jamboree—bash the cop bashers. He ran over, hit the door at a sprint.

         The catwalk packed tight, cell doors open, lines forming. Exley shouting for order, pressing into the swarm, getting nowhere. Bud found the prisoner list; checkmarks after “Sanchez, Dinardo,” “Carbijal, Juan,” “Garcia, Ezekiel,” “Chasco, Reyes,” “Rice, Dennis,” “Valupeyk, Clinton”—all six cop beaters in custody.

         The bums in the drunk cage egged the men on.

         Stens hit the #4 cell—waving brass knucks.

         Willie Tristano pinned Exley to the wall; Crum Crumley grabbed his keys.

         Cops shoved cell to cell. Elmer Lentz, blood splattered, grinning. Jack Vincennes by the watch commander’s office—Lieutenant Frieling snoring at his desk.

         Bud stormed into it.

         He caught elbows going in; the men saw who it was and cleared a path. Stens slid into 3; Bud pushed in. Dick was working a skinny pachuco—head saps—the kid on his knees, catching teeth. Bud grabbed Stensland; the Mex spat blood. “Heey, Mister White. I Knowww you, puto. You beat up my frien’ Caldo ’cause he whipped his puto wife. She was a fuckin’ hooer, pendejo. Ain’ you got no fuckin’ brains?”
         

         Bud let Stens go; the Mex gave him the finger. Bud kicked him prone, picked him up by the neck. Cheers, attaboys, holy fucks. Bud banged the punk’s head on the ceiling; a bluesuit moved in hard. Ed Exley’s rich-kid voice: “Stop it, Officer—that’s an order!”

         The Mex kicked him in the balls—a dangling shot. Bud keeled into the bars; the kid stumbled out of the cell, smack into Vincennes. Trashcan, aghast—blood on his cashmere blazer. He put the punk down with a left-right; Exley ran out of the cellblock.

         Yells, shouts, shrieks: louder than a thousand Code 3 sirens.

         Stens whipped out a pint of gin. Bud saw every man there skunked to niggertown forever. Up on his tiptoes, a prime view—Exley dumping booze in the storeroom.

         Voices: attaboy, Big Bud. Faces to the voices—skewed, wrong. Exley still dumping, Mr. Teetotaler Witness. Bud ran down the catwalk, locked him in tight.

      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Shut into a room eight feet square. No windows, no telephone, no intercom. Shelves spilling forms, mops, brooms, a clogged-up sink filled with vodka and rum. The door was steel-reinforced; the liquor stew smelled like vomit. Shouts and thudding sounds boomed through a heat vent.

         Ed banged on the door—no response. He yelled into the vent—hot air hit his face. He saw himself pinioned and pick-pocketed, Bureau guys who figured he’d never squeal. He wondered what his father would do.

         Time dragged; the jail noise stopped, fired up, stopped, started. Ed banged on the door—no luck. The room went hot; booze stench smothered the air. Ed felt Guadalcanal: hiding from the Japs, bodies piled over him. His uniform was sopping wet; if he shot the lock the bullets could ricochet off the plating and kill him. The beatings had to go wide: an I.A. investigation, civil suits, the grand jury. Police brutality charges; careers flushed down the toilet. Sergeant Edmund J. Exley crucified because he could not maintain order. Ed made a decision: fight back with his brains.

         He wrote on the back of official departmental forms—version one, the truth:

         A rumor started it: John Helenowski lost an eye. Sergeant Richard Stensland logged in Rice, Dennis, and Valupeyk, Clinton—he spread the word. It ignited all at once; Lieutenant Frieling, the watch commander, was asleep, unconscious from drinking alcohol on duty in violation of interdeparmental regulation 4319. Now in charge, Sergeant E. J. Exley found his office keys misplaced. The bulk of the men attending the station Christmas party stormed the cellblock. The cells containing the six alleged assaulters were opened with the misplaced keys. Sergeant Exley attempted to relock those cells, but the beatings had already commenced and Sergeant Willis Tristano held Sergeant Exley while Sergeant Walter Crumley stole the spare keys attached to his belt.

         Sergeant Exley did not use force to get the spare keys back.

         More details:

         Stensland going crazy, policemen beating helpless prisoners. Bud White: lifting a squirming man, one hand on his neck.

         Sergeant Exley ordering Officer White to stop; Officer White ignoring the order; Sergeant Exley relieved when the prisoner freed himself and eliminated the need for a further confrontation.

         Ed winced, kept writing—12/25/51, the Central Jail assaults in detail. Probable grand jury indictments, interdepartmental trial boards—Chief Parker’s prestige ruined. Fresh paper, thoughts of inmate witnesses—mostly drunks—and the fact that virtually every officer had been drinking heavily. They were compromised witnesses; he was sober, uncompromised, and had made attempts to control the situation. He needed a graceful out: the Department needed to save face; the high brass would be grateful to a man who tried to circumvent bad press—who had the foresight to see it coming and plan ahead. He wrote down version two.
         

         A digression on number one, the action shifted to limit the blame to fewer officers: Stensland, Johnny Brownell, Bud White and a handful of other men who’d already earned or were close to their pensions—Krugman, Tucker, Heineke, Huff, Disbrow, Doherty—older fish to throw the D.A.’s Office if indictment fever ran high. A subjective viewpoint, tailored to fit what the drunk tank prisoners saw, the assaulters trying to flee the cellblock and liberate other inmates. The truth twisted a few turns—impossible for other witnesses to disprove. Ed signed it, listened through the vent for version three.

         It came slowly. Voices urged “Stens” to “wake up for a piece”; White left the cellblock, muttering what a waste it all was. Krugman and Tucker yelled insults; whimpers answered them. No further sound of White or Johnny Brownell; Lentz, Huff, Doherty prowling the catwalk. Sobs, Madre mia over and over.
         

         6:14 A.M.

         Ed wrote out number three: no whimpers, no madre mia, the cop beaters inciting other inmates. He wondered how his father would rate the crimes: brother officers assaulted, the assaulters ravaged. Which required absolute justice?
         

         The vent noise dwindled; Ed tried to sleep and couldn’t; a key went in the door.

         Lieutenant Frieling—pale, trembling. Ed nudged him aside, walked down the corridor.

         Six cells wide open—the walls slick with blood. Juan Carbijal on his bunk, a shirt under his head soaked red. Clinton Valupeyk washing blood off his face with toilet water. Reyes Chasco one giant contusion; Dennis Rice working his fingers—swollen blue, broken. Dinardo Sanchez and Ezekiel Garcia curled up together by the drunk cage.

         Ed called for ambulances. The words “Prison Ward, County General” almost made him retch.

      


    

  

    

      

         

            Chapter Six


         


         Dudley Smith said, “You’re not eating, lad. Did a late night with your chums spoil your appetite?”


         Jack looked at his plate: T-bone, baked potato, asparagus. “I always order large when the D.A.’s Office picks up the tab. Where’s Loew? I want him to see what he’s buying.”


         Smith laughed; Jack eyed the cut of his suit: baggy, good camouflage—make me a stage Irishman, cover my .45 automatic, knuckle dusters and sap. “What’s Loew have in mind?”


         Dudley checked his watch. “Yes, thirty-odd minutes of amenities should be a sufficient prelude to business on our grand savior’s birthday. Lad, what Ellis wants is to be district attorney of our fair city, then governor of California. He’s been a deputy D.A. for eight years, he ran for D.A. in ’48 and lost, there’s an off-year election coming up in March of ’53, and Ellis thinks he can win. He’s a vigorous prosecutor of criminal scum, he’s a grand friend to the Department, and despite his Hebraic genealogy I’m fond of him and think he’ll make a splendid district attorney. And, lad, you can help elect him. And make yourself a very valuable friend.”


         The Mex he’d duked out—the whole deal might go wide. “I might need a favor pretty soon.”


         “One which he’ll supply willingly, lad.”


         “He wants me to run bag?”


         “ ‘Bagman’ is a colloquialism I find offensive, lad. ‘Reciprocity of friendship’ is a more suitable phrase, especially given the splendid connections you have. But money is at the root of Mr. Loew’s request, and I’d be remiss in not stating that at the outset.”


         Jack pushed his plate aside. “Loew wants me to shake down the Badge of Honor guys. Campaign contributions.”

         


         “Yes, and to keep that damnable Hush-Hush scandal rag off his back. And since reciprocity is our watchword here, he has specific favors to grant in return.”

         


         “Such as?”


         Smith lit a cigarette. “Max Peltz, the producer of the show, has had tax trouble for years, and Loew will see to it that he never stands another audit. Brett Chase, whom you have so brilliantly taught to portray a policeman, is a degenerate pederast, and Loew will never prosecute him. Loew will contribute D.A. ’s Bureau files to the show’s story editor and you will be rewarded thusly: Sergeant Bob Gallaudet, the D.A.’s Bureau whip, is going to law school, doing well and will be joining the D.A.’s Office as a prosecutor once he passes the bar. You will then be given the chance to assume his old position—along with a lieutenancy. Lad, does my proposal impress you?”


         Jack took a smoke from Dudley’s pack. “Boss, you know I’d never leave Narco and you know I’m gonna say yes. And I just figured out that Loew’s gonna show up, give me a thank-you and not stay for dessert. So yes.”


         Dudley winked; Ellis Loew slid into the booth. “Gentlemen, I’m sorry I’m so late.”


         Jack said, “I’ll do it.”


         “Oh? Lieutenant Smith has explained the situation to you?”


         Dudley said, “Some lads don’t require detailed explanations.”


         Loew fingered his Phi Beta chain. “Thank you then, Sergeant. And if I can help you in any way, any way at all, don’t hesitate to call me.”

         


         “I won’t. Dessert, sir?”


         “I would like to stay, but I have depositions waiting for me. We’ll break another time, I’m sure.”


         “Whatever you need, Mr. Loew.”


         Loew dropped a twenty on the table. “Again, thank you. Lieutenant, I’ll talk to you soon. And gentlemen—Merry Christmas.”


         Jack nodded; Loew walked off. Dudley said, “There’s more, lad.”


         “More work?”


         “Of sorts. Are you providing security at Welton Morrow’s Christmas party this year?”


         His annual gig—a C-note to mingle. “Yeah, it’s tonight. Does Loew want an invitation?”


         “Not quite. You did a large favor for Mr. Morrow once, did you not?”


         October ’47—too large. “Yeah, I did.”


         “And you’re still friendly with the Morrows?”


         “In a hired-hand sort of way, sure. Why?”


         Dudley laughed. “Lad, Ellis Loew wants a wife. Preferably a Gentile with a social pedigree. He’s seen Joan Morrow at various civic functions and fancies her. Will you play Cupid and ask fair Joan what she thinks of the idea?”


         “Dud, are you asking me to get the future LA DA a fucking date?”


         “I am indeed. Do you think Miss Morrow will be amenable?”


         “It’s worth a try. She’s social climber and she’s always wanted to marry well. I don’t know about a hebe, though.”


         “Yes, lad, there is that. But you’ll broach the subject?”


         “Sure.”


         “Then it’s out of our hands. And along those lines—was it bad at the station last night?”


         Now he gets to it. “It was very bad.”


         “Do you think it will blow over?”


         “I don’t know. What about Brownell and Helenowski? How bad did they get it?”


         “Superficial contusions, lad. I’d say the payback went a bit further. Did you partake?”


         “I got hit, hit back and got out. Is Loew afraid of prosecuting?”


         “Only of losing friends if he does.”


         “He made a friend today. Tell him he’s ahead of the game.”


         

            *  *  *


         


         Jack drove home, fell asleep on the couch. He slept through the afternoon, woke up to the Mirror on his porch. On page four: “Yuletide Surprise for Hope’s Harvest co-stars.”

         


         No pix, but Morty Bendish got in the “Big V” shtick; “One of his many informants” made it sound like Jack Vincennes had minions prowling, their pockets stuffed with his money—it was well known that the Big V financed his dope crusade with his own salary. Jack clipped the article, thumbed the rest of the paper for Helenowski, Brownell and the cop beaters.

         


         Nothing.


         Predictable: two cops with minor contusions was small potatoes, the punks hadn’t had time to glom a shyster. Jack got out his ledger.


         Pages divided into three columns: date, cashier’s check number, amount of money. The amounts ranged from a C-note to two grand; the checks were made out to Donald and Marsha Scoggins of Cedar Rapids, Iowa. The bottom of the third column held a running total: $32,350. Jack got out his bankbook, checked the balance, decided his next payment would be five hundred flat. Five yards for Christmas. Big money until your Uncle Jack drops dead—and it’ll never be enough.


         Every Christmas he ran it through—it started with the Morrows and he saw them at Christmastime; he was an orphan, he’d made the Scoggins kids orphans, Christmas was a notoriously shitty time for orphans. He forced himself through the story.


         Late September 1947.


         Old Chief Worton called him in. Welton Morrow’s daughter Karen was running with a high school crowd experimenting with dope—they got the shit from a sax player named Les Weiskopf. Morrow was a filthy-rich lawyer, a heavy contributor to LAPD fund drives; he wanted Weiskopf leaned on—with no publicity.


         Jack knew Weiskopf: he sold Dilaudid, wore his hair in a jig conk, liked young gash. Worton told him a sergeantcy came with the job.


         He found Weiskopf—in bed with a fifteen-year-old redhead. The girl skedaddled; Jack pistol-whipped Weiskopf, tossed his pad, found a trunk full of goofballs and bennies. He took it with him—he figured he’d sell the shit to Mickey Cohen. Welton Morrow offered him the security man gig; Jack accepted; Karen Morrow was hustled off to boarding school. The sergeantcy came through; Mickey C. wasn’t interested in the dope—only Big H flipped his switch. Jack kept the trunk—and dipped into it for bennies to keep him juiced on all-night stakeouts. Linda, wife number two, took off with one of his snitches: a trombone player who sold maryjane on the side. Jack hit the trunk for real, mixing goofballs, bennies, scotch, taking down half the names on the down beat poll: THE MAN, jazzster’s public enemy number one. Then it was 10/24/47—

         


         He was cramped in his car, staking the Malibu Rendezvous parking lot: eyes on two “H” pushers in a Packard sedan. Near midnight: he’d been drinking scotch, he blew a reefer on the way over, the bennies he’d been swallowing weren’t catching up with the booze. A tip on a midnight buy: the “H” men and a skinny shine, seven feet tall, a real geek.


         The boogie showed at a quarter past twelve, walked to the Packard, palmed a package. Jack tripped getting out of the car; the geek started running; the “H” men got out with guns drawn. Jack stumbled up and drew his piece; the geek wheeled and fired; he saw two shapes closer in, tagged them as the nigger’s backup, squeezed off a clip. The shapes went down; the “H” men shot at the spook and at him; the spook nosedived a ’46 Studebaker.


         Jack ate cement, prayed the rosary. A shot ripped his shoulder; a shot grazed his legs. He crawled under the car; a shitload of tires squealed; a shitload of people screamed. An ambulance showed up; a bull dyke Sheriff’s deputy loaded him on a gurney. Sirens, a hospital bed, a doctor and the dyke whispering about the dope in his system—blood test validated. Lots of drugged sleep, a newspaper on his lap: “Three Dead in Malibu Shootout—Heroic Cop Survives.”


         The “H” guys escaped clean—the deaths pinned on them.


         The spook was dead at the scene.


         The shapes weren’t the nigger’s backup—they were Mr. and Mrs. Harold J. Scoggins, tourists from Cedar Rapids, Iowa, the proud parents of Donald, seventeen, and Marsha, sixteen.


         The doctors kept looking at him funny; the dyke turned out to be Dot Rothstein, Kikey Teitlebaum’s cousin, known associate of the legendary Dudley Smith.


         A routine autopsy would show that the pills taken out of Mr. and Mrs. Scoggins came from Sergeant Jack Vincennes’ gun.


         The kids saved him.


         He sweated out a week at the hospital. Thad Green and Chief Worton visited; the Narco guys came by. Dudley Smith offered his patronage; he wondered just how much he knew. Sid Hudgens, chief writer for Hush-Hush Magazine, stopped in with an offer: Jack to roust celebrated hopheads, Hush-Hush to be in on the arrests—cash to discreetly change hands. He accepted—and wondered just how much Hudgens knew.

         


         The kids demanded no autopsy: the family was Seventh-Day Adventist, autopsies were a sacrilege. Since the county coroner knew damn well who the shooters were, he shipped Mr. and Mrs. Harold J. Scoggins back to Iowa to be cremated.


         Sergeant Jack Vincennes skated—with newspaper honors.


         His wounds healed.


         He quit drinking.


         He quit taking dope, dumped the trunk. He marked abstinent days on his calendar, worked his deal with Sid Hudgens, built his name as a local celebrity. He did favors for Dudley Smith; Mr. and Mrs. Harold J. Scoggins torched his dreams; he figured booze and hop would put out the flames but get him killed in the process. Sid got him the “technical advisor” job with Badge of Honor—then just a radio show. Money started rolling in; spending it on clothes and women wasn’t the kick he thought it would be. Bars and dope shakedowns were awful temptations. Terrorizing hopheads helped a little—but not enough. He decided to pay the kids back.

         


         His first check ran two hundred; he included a letter: “Anonymous Friend,” a spiel on the Scoggins tragedy. He called the bank a week later: the check had been cashed. He’d been financing his free ride ever since; unless Hudgens had 10/24/47 on paper he was safe.


         Jack laid out his party clothes. The blazer was London Shop—he’d bought it with Sid’s payoff for the Bob Mitchum roust. The tassel loafers and gray flannels were proceeds from a Hush-Hush exposé linking jazz musicians to the Communist Conspiracy—he squeezed some pinko stuff out of a bass player he popped for needle marks. He dressed, spritzed on Lucky Tiger, drove to Beverly Hills.

         


         

            *  *  *


         


         A backyard bash: a full acre covered by awnings. College kids parked cars; a buffet featured prime rib, smoked ham, turkey. Waiters carried hors d’oeuvres; a giant Christmas tree stood out in the open, getting drizzled on. Guests ate off paper plates; gas torches lit the lawn. Jack arrived on time and worked the crowd.


         Welton Morrow showed him to his first audience: a group of Superior Court judges. Jack spun yarns: Charlie Parker trying to buy him off with a high-yellow hooker, how he cracked the Shapiro case: a queer Mickey Cohen stooge pushing amyl nitrite—his customers transvestite strippers at a fruit bar. The Big V to the rescue: Jack Vincennes single-handedly arresting a roomful of bruisers auditioning for a Rita Hayworth lookalike contest. A round of applause; Jack bowed, saw Joan Morrow by the Christmas tree—alone, maybe bored.


         He walked over. Joan said, “Happy holidays, Jack.”


         Pretty, built, thirty-one or two. No job and no husband taking its toll: she came off pouty most of the time. “Hi, Joan.”


         “Hi, yourself. I read about you in the paper today. Those people you arrested.”


         “It was nothing.”


         Joan laughed. “Sooo modest. What’s going to happen to them? Rock what’s-his-name and the girl, I mean.”


         “Ninety days for the girl, maybe a year honor farm for Rockwell. They should hire your dad—he’d get them off.”


         “You don’t really care, do you?”


         “I hope they cop a plea and save me a court date. And I hope they do some time and learn their lesson.”


         “I smoked marijuana once, in college. It made me hungry and I ate a whole box of cookies and got sick. You wouldn’t have arrested me, would you?”


         “No, you’re too nice.”


         “I’m bored enough to try it again, I’ll tell you that.”

         


         His opening. “How’s your love life, Joanie?”


         “It isn’t. Do you know a policeman named Edmund Exley? He’s tall and he wears these cute glasses. He’s Preston Exley’s son.”


         Straight-arrow Eddie: war hero with a poker up his ass. “I know who he is, but I don’t really know him.”


         “Isn’t he cute? I saw him at his father’s house last night.”


         “Rich-kid cops are from hunger, but I know a nice fellow who’s interested in you.”


         “You do? Who?”


         “A man named Ellis Loew. He’s a deputy district attorney.”


         Joan smiled, frowned. “I heard him address the Rotary Club once. Isn’t he Jewish?”


         “Yeah, but look to the bright side. He’s a Republican and a comer.”


         “Is he nice?”


         “Sure, he’s a sweetheart.”


         Joan flicked the tree; fake snow swirled. “Welll, tell him to call me. Tell him I’m booked up for a while, but he can stand in line.”


         “Thanks, Joanie.”


         “Thank you, Miles Standish. Look, I think I see Daddy giving me the come-hither. Bye, Jackie!”

         


         Joan skipped off; Jack geared up for more shtick—maybe the Mitchum job, a soft version. A soft voice: “Mr. Vincennes. Hello.”


         Jack turned around. Karen Morrow in a green cocktail dress, her shoulders beaded with rain. The last time he’d seen her she was a too-tall, too-gawky kid forced to say thank you to a cop who’d strongarmed a hop pusher. Four years later just the too-tall stuck—the rest was a girl-to-woman changeover. “Karen, I almost didn’t recognize you.”


         Karen smiled. Jack said, “I’d tell you you’ve gotten beautiful, but you’ve heard it before.”


         “Not from you.”


         Jack laughed. “How was college?”


         “An epic, and not a story to tell you while I’m freezing. I told my parents to hold the party indoors, that England did not inure me to the cold. I have a speech prepared. Do you want to help me feed the neighbor’s cats?”


         “I’m on the job.”


         “Talking to my sister?”


         “A guy I know has a crush on her.”


         “Poor guy. No, poor Joanie. Shit, this is not going the way I planned.”


         “Shit, then let’s go feed those cats.”


         Karen smiled and led the way, wobbling, high heels on grass. Thunder, lightning, rain—Karen kicked off her shoes and ran barefoot. Jack caught up at the next-door porch—wet, close to laughing.


         Karen opened the door. A foyer light was on; Jack looked at her—shivering, goose bumps. Karen shook water from her hair. “The cats are upstairs.”


         Jack took off his blazer. “No, I want to hear your speech.”


         “I’m sure you know what it is. I’m sure lots of people have thanked you.”


         “You haven’t.”


         Karen shivered. “Shit. I’m sorry, but this is not going the way I planned.”


         Jack draped his coat around her shoulders. “You got the L.A. papers over in England?”


         “Yes.”


         “And you read about me?”


         “Yes. You—”


         “Karen, they exaggerate sometimes. They build things up.”


         “Are you telling me those things I’ve read are lies?”


         “Not ex—no, they’re not.”


         Karen turned away. “Good, I knew they were true, so here’s your speech, and don’t look at me, because I’m flustered. One, you got me away from taking pills. Two, you convinced my father to send me abroad, where I got a damn good education and met nice people. Three, you arrested that terrible man who sold me the pills.”


         Jack touched her; Karen flinched away. “No, let me tell it! Four, what I wasn’t going to mention, is that Les Weiskopf gave girls pills for free if they slept with him. Father was stingy with my allowance and sooner or later I would have done it. So there—you kept my goddamned virtue intact.”


         Jack laughed. “Am I your goddamned hero?”


         “Yes, and I’m twenty-two years old and not the schoolgirl-crush type.”


         “Good, because I’d like to take you to dinner sometime.”


         Karen swung around. Her mascara was ruined; she’d chewed off most of her lipstick. “Yes. Mother and Father will have coronaries, but yes.”


         Jack said, “This is the first stupid move I’ve made in years.”


      




    


  
    
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         A month of shit.

         Bud ripped January 1952 off his calendar, counted felony arrests. January 1 through January 11: zero—he’d worked crowd control at a movie location—Parker wanted a muscle guy there to shoo away autograph hounds. January 14: the cop beaters acquitted on assault charges, Helenowski and Brownell chewed up—the spics’ lawyer made it look like they instigated the whole thing. Civil suits threatened; “get a lawyer?” scribbled by the date.

         January 16, 19, 22: wife thumpers paroled, welcome home visits. January 23–25: stakeouts on a burglary ring, him and Stens acting on a tip from Johnny Stomp, who just seemed to know things, per a rumor: he used to run a blackmail racket. Gangland activity at a weird lull, Stomp scuffling to stay solvent, Mo Jahelka—looking after Mickey C.’s interests—probably afraid to push too much muscle. Seven arrests total, good for his quota, but the papers were working the station brouhaha, dubbing it “Bloody Christmas,” and a rumor hit: the D.A.’s Office had contacted Parker, IAD was going to question the men partying on Christmas Eve, the county grand jury was drooling for a presentation. More notes: “talk to Dick,” “lawyer???,” “lawyer when??”
         

         The last week of the month—comic relief. Dick off duty, drying out at a health ranch in Twenty-nine Palms; the squad boss thought he was attending his father’s funeral in Nebraska—the guys took up a collection to send flowers to a mortuary that didn’t exist. Two felony notches on the 29th: parole violators he’d glommed off another Stomp snitch—but he’d had to beat the shit out of them, kidnap them, haul them from county turf to city so the Sheriff’s couldn’t claim the roust. The 31st: a dance with Chick Nadel, a barkeep who ran hot appliances out of the Moonglow Lounge. An impromptu raid; Chick with a stash of hot radios; a snitch on the guys who boosted the truck, holed up in San Diego, no way to make it an LAPD caper. He busted Chick instead: receiving stolen goods with a prior, ten felony arrests for the month—at least a double-digit tally.

         Pure shit—straight into February.

         Back to uniform, six days of directing traffic—Parker’s idea, Detective Division personnel rotating to Patrol for a week a year. Alphabetically: as a “W” he stood at the rear of the pack. The late bird loses the worm—it rained all six of those days.

         Floods on the job, a drought with the women.

         Bud thumbed his address book. Lorene from the Silver Star, Jane from the Zimba Room, Nancy from the Orbit Lounge—late-breaking numbers. They had the look: late thirties, hungry—grateful for a younger guy who treated them nice and gave them a taste all men weren’t shitheels. Lorene was heavyset—the mattress springs always banged the floor. Jane played opera records to set the mood—they sounded like cats fucking. Nancy was a lush, par for bar-prowl course. The jaded type—the type to break things off even quicker than he usually did.

         “White, check this.”

         Bud looked up. Elmer Lentz held out the Herald front page.
         

         The headline: “Police Beating Victims to file Suit.”

         Subheadings: “Grand Jury Ready to Hear Evidence,” “Parker Vows Full LAPD Cooperation.”

         Lentz said, “This could be trouble.”

         Bud said, “No shit, Sherlock.”

      


    

  

    

      

         

            Chapter Eight


         


         Preston Exley finished reading. “Edmund, all three versions are brilliant, but you should have gone to Parker immediately. Now, with all the publicity, your coming forth smacks of panic. Are you prepared to be an informant?”


         Ed squared his glasses. “Yes.”


         “Are you prepared to be despised within the Department?”


         “Yes, and I’m prepared for whatever displays of gratitude Parker has to offer.”


         Preston skimmed pages. “Interesting. Shifting most of the guilt to men with their pensions already secured is salutary, and this Officer White sounds a bit fearsome.”


         Ed got chills. “He is. Internal Affairs is interviewing me tomorrow, and I don’t relish telling them about his stunt with the Mexican.”


         “Afraid of reprisals?”


         “Not really.”


         “Don’t ignore your fear, Edmund. That’s weakness. White and his friend Stensland behaved with despicable disregard for departmental bylaws, and they’re both obvious thugs. Are you prepared for your interview?”


         “Yes.”


         “They’ll be brutal.”


         “I know, Father.”


         “They’ll stress your inability to keep order and the fact that you let those officers steal your keys.”


         Ed flushed. “It was getting chaotic, and fighting those men would have created more chaos.”


         “Don’t raise your voice and don’t justify yourself. Not with me, not with the I.A. men. It makes you appear—”


         A breaking voice. “Don’t say ‘weak,’ Father. Don’t draw any sort of parallel with Thomas. And don’t assume that I can’t handle this situation.”


         Preston picked up the phone. “I know you’re capable of holding your own. But are you capable of seizing Bill Parker’s gratitude before he displays it?”


         “Father, you told me once that Thomas was your heir as a natural and I was your heir as an opportunist. What does that tell you?”


         Preston smiled, dialed a number. “Bill? Hello, it’s Preston Exley…Yes, fine, thank you…No, I wouldn’t have called your personal line for that…No, Bill, it’s about my son Edmund. He was on duty at Central Station Christmas Eve, and I think he has valuable information for you…Yes, tonight? Certainly, he’ll be there…Yes, and my regards to Helen…Yes, goodbye, Bill.”


         Ed felt his heart slamming. Preston said, “Meet Chief Parker at the Pacific Dining Car tonight at eight. He’ll arrange for a private room where you can talk.”


         “Which one of the depositions do I show him?”


         Preston handed the paperwork back. “Opportunities like this don’t come very often. I had the Atherton case, you had a little taste with Guadalcanal. Read the family scrapbook and remember those precedents.”

         


         “Yes, but which deposition?”


         “You figure it out. And have a good meal at the Dining Car. The supper invitation is a good sign, and Bill doesn’t like finicky eaters.”


         

            *  *  *


         


         Ed drove to his apartment, read, remembered. The scrapbook held clippings arranged in chronological order; what the newspapers didn’t tell him he’d burned into his memory.


         1934—the Atherton case.


         Children: Mexican, Negro, Oriental—three male, two female—are found dismembered, the trunks of their bodies discovered in L.A. area storm drains. The arms and legs have been severed; the internal organs removed. The press dubs the killer “Dr. Frankenstein.” Inspector Preston Exley heads the investigation.


         He deems the Frankenstein tag appropriate: tennis racket strings were found at all five crime scenes, the third victim had darning-needle holes in his armpits. Exley concludes that the fiend is recreating children with stitching and a knife; he begins hauling in deviates, cranks, loony bin parolees. He wonders what the killer will do for a face—and learns a week later.


         Wee Willie Wennerholm, child star in Raymond Dieterling’s stable, is kidnapped from a studio tutorial school. The following day his body is found on the Glendale railroad tracks—decapitated.


         Then a break: administrators from the Glenhaven State Mental Hospital call the LAPD—Loren Atherton, a child molester with a vampire fixation, was paroled to Los Angeles two months before—and has not yet reported to his parole officer.


         Exley locates Atherton on skid row: he has a job washing bottles at a blood bank. Surveillance reveals that he steals blood, mixes it with cheap wine and drinks it. Exley’s men arrest Atherton at a downtown theater—masturbating during a horror movie. Exley raids his hotel room, finds a set of keys—the keys to an abandoned storage garage. He goes there—and finds Hell.


         A prototype child packed in dry ice: male Negro arms, male Mexican legs, a male Chinese torso with spliced-in female genitalia and Wee Willie Wennerholm’s head. Wings cut from birds stitched to the child’s back. Accoutrements rest nearby: horror movie reels, gutted tennis rackets, diagrams for creating hybrid children. Photographs of children in various stages of dismemberment, a closet/darkroom filled with developing supplies.


         Hell.


         Atherton confesses to the killings; he is tried, convicted, hanged at San Quentin. Preston Exley keeps copies of the death photos; he shows them to his policemen sons—so that they will know the brutality of crimes that require absolute justice.


         Ed flipped pages: past his mother’s obit, Thomas’ death. Outside of his father’s triumphs, the only time the Exleys made the papers was when somebody died. He made the Examiner: an article on the sons of famous men fighting World War II. Like Bloody Christmas, there was more than one version.

         


         The Examiner ran the version that won him his DSC: Corporal Ed Exley, sole survivor of a platoon wiped out in hand-to-hand combat, takes down three trenches filled with Jap infantry, twenty-nine dead total, if there were an officer present to witness the act he would have won the Congressional Medal of Honor. Version two: Ed Exley seizes the opportunity to make a scout run when a Jap bayonet charge is imminent, dawdles, comes back to find his platoon obliterated and a Jap patrol approaching. He hides under Sergeant Peters and Pfc Wasnicki, feels them buckle when the Japs strafe bodies; he bites into Wasnicki’s arm, chews his wristwatch strap clean off. He waits for dusk, sobbing, covered by dead men, a tiny passage between bodies feeding him air. Then a terror run for battalion HQ—halted when he sees another slaughter scene.

         


         A little Shinto shrine, tucked into a clearing covered with camouflage netting. Dead Japs on pallets, jaundice green, emaciated. Every man ripped stomach to ribcage; ornately carved swords, blood-caked, stacked neatly. Mass suicide—soldiers too proud to risk capture or die from malaria.


         Three trenches cut into the ground behind the temple; weaponry nearby—rifles and pistols rusted out from heavy rain. A flamethrower wrapped in camouflage cloth—in working order.


         He held it, knowing just one thing: he would not survive Guadalcanal. He’d be assigned to a new platoon; his scout run dawdlings wouldn’t wash. He could not request an HQ assignment—his father would deem the act cowardice. He would have to live with contempt—fellow LAPD men wounded, awarded medals.


         “Medals” led to “Bond Tours” led to crime scene reconstructions. He saw his opportunity.


         He found a Jap machine gun. He hauled the hara-kiri men to the trenches, put useless weapons in their hands, arranged them facing an opening in the clearing. He dropped the machine gun there, pointed toward the opening, three rounds left in the feeder belt. He got the flamethrower, torched the Japs and the shrine past forensic recognition. He got his story straight, made it back to battalion HQ.


         Recon patrols confirmed the story: fighting Ed Exley, armed with Jap ordnance, french-fried twenty-nine of the little fuckers.


         The Distinguished Service Cross—the second highest medal his country could bestow. A stateside bond tour, a hero’s welcome, back to the LAPD a champion.


         Some kind of wary respect from Preston Exley.


         “Read the family scrapbook. Remember those precedents.”


         Ed put the book away, still not sure how he’d play Bloody Christmas—but certain what the man meant.


         Opportunities fall easy—you pay for them later.


         Father, I’ve known it since I picked up that flamethrower.


      




    


  
    
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         If it goes to the grand jury, you won’t swing. And the D.A. and I will try to keep it from going there.”

         Jack counted favors on deposit. Sixteen G’s to Loew’s slush fund—Miller Stanton helped him lube the Badge of Honor gang. He tweaked Brett Chase himself, a concise little threat—a Hush-Hush exposé on his queerness. Max Peltz coughed up large—Loew frosted out a tax audit. A Cupid favor—tonight the man meets pouty Joan Morrow. “Ellis, I don’t even want to testify. I’m talking to some IAD goons tomorrow, and it is going to the grand jury. So fix it.”
         

         Loew played with his Phi Beta chain. “Jack, a prisoner assaulted you, and you responded in kind. You’re clean. You’re also somewhat of a public figure and the preliminary depositions that we’ve received from the plaintiff’s attorneys state that four of the beating victims recognized you. You’ll testify, Jack. But you won’t swing.”

         “I just thought I’d run it by you. But if you ask me to squeal on my brother officers, I’ll plead fucking amnesia. Comprende, Counselor?”
         

         Loew leaned across his desk. “We shouldn’t argue—we’re doing too well together. Officer Wendell White and Sergeant Richard Stensland are the ones who should be worrying, not you. Besides, the grapevine tells me you have a new lady in your life.”

         “You mean Joan Morrow told you.”

         “Yes, and frankly she and her parents disapprove. You are fifteen years older than the girl, and you’ve had a checkered past.”

         Caddy, ski instructor—an orphanage kid good at servicing rich folks. “Joanie offer details?”

         “Just that the girl has a mad crush on you and believes your press clippings. I assured Joan that those clippings are true. Karen tells Joan that so far you’ve behaved like a gentleman, which I find hard to believe.”

         “That ends tonight, I hope. After our little double date, it’s the Badge of Honor wrap party and an intimate interlude somewhere.”
         

         Loew twisted his vest chain. “Jack, has Joan been playing hard to get or does she really have that many men chasing her?”

         Jack twisted the knife. “She’s a popular kid, but all those movie star guys are just fluff. Stick to your guns.”

         “Movie stars?”

         “Fluff, Ellis. Cute, but fluff.”

         “Jack, I want to thank you for coming along tonight. I’m sure you and Karen will be superb icebreakers.”

         “Then let’s hit it.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Don the Beachcomber’s—the women waiting in a wraparound booth. Jack made introductions. “Ellis Loew, Karen Morrow and Joan Morrow. Karen, don’t they make a lovely couple?”

         Karen said, “Hello,” no hand squeeze—six dates and all she put out were bland good-night kisses. Loew sat next to Joan; Joanie checked him out—probably sniffing for signs of Jewishness. “Ellis and I are good phone chums already. Aren’t we?”

         “We are indeed”—Loew working his courtroom voice.

         Joan finished her drink. “How do you two know each other? Do the police work closely with the District Attorney’s Office?”

         Jack kiboshed a laugh: I’m Jewboy’s bagman. “We build cases together. I get the evidence, Ellis prosecutes the bad guys.”

         A waiter hovered. Joan ordered an Islander Punch; Jack asked for coffee. Loew said, “Beefeater martini.” Karen put a hand over her glass. “Then this Bloody Christmas thing will strain relations between the police and Mr. Loew’s office. Isn’t that likely?”

         Loew hit quick. “No, because the LAPD rank and file wish to see the wrongdoers dealt with severely. Right, Jack?”

         “Sure. Things like that give all policemen a black eye.”

         The drinks arrived—Joan took hers down in three gulps. “You were there, weren’t you, Jack? Daddy said you always go to that station party, at least since your second wife left you.”

         Karen: “Joanie!”
         

         Jack said, “I was there.”

         “Did you take a few licks for justice?”

         “It wasn’t worth it to me.”

         “You mean there weren’t any headlines to be had?”

         “Joanie, be quiet. You’re drunk.”

         Loew fingered his tie; Karen fingered an ashtray. Joan slurped the rest of her drink. “Teetotalers are always so judgmental. You used to attend that party after your first wife left you, didn’t you, Sergeant?”
         

         Karen gripped the ashtray. “You goddamn bitch.”

         Joan laughed. “If you want a hero policeman, I know a man named Exley who at least risked his life for his country. Granted, Jack’s smooth, but can’t you see what he is?”

         Karen threw the ashtray—it hit the wall, then Ellis Loew’s lap. Loew stuck his head in a menu; Joanie bitch glowered. Jack led Karen out of the restaurant.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Over to Variety International Pictures—Karen bad-mouthing Joanie non-stop. Jack parked by the Badge of Honor set; hillbilly music drifted out. Karen sighed. “My parents will get used to the idea.”
         

         Jack turned on the dash light. The girl had dark brown hair done in waves, freckles, a touch of an overbite. “What idea?”

         “Well…the idea of us seeing each other.”

         “Which is going pretty slow.”

         “That’s partly my fault. One minute you’re telling me these wonderful stories and the next minute you just stop. I keep wondering what you’re thinking about and thinking that there’s so many things you can’t tell me. It makes me think you think I’m too young, so I pull away.”

         Jack opened the door. “Keep getting my number and you won’t be too young. And tell me some of your stories, because sometimes I get tired of mine.”

         “Deal? My stories after the party?”

         “Deal. And by the way, what do you think of your sister and Ellis Loew?”

         Karen didn’t blink. “She’ll marry him. My parents will over-look the fact that he’s Jewish because he’s ambitious and a Republican. He’ll tolerate Joanie’s scenes in public and hit her in private. Their kids will be a mess.”

         Jack laughed. “Let’s dance. And don’t get star-struck, people will think you’re a hick.”

         They entered arm in arm. Karen went in starry-eyed; Jack scoped his biggest wrap bash yet.

         Spade Cooley and his boys on a bandstand, Spade at the mike with Burt Arthur “Deuce” Perkins, his bass player, called “Deuce” for his two-spot on a chain gang: unnatural acts against dogs. Spade smoked opium; Deuce popped “H”—a Hush-Hush roust just looking to happen. Max Peltz glad-handing the camera crew; Brett Chase beside him, talking to Billy Dieterling, the head cameraman. Billy’s eyes on his twist, Timmy Valburn, Moochie Mouse on the Dream-a-Dream Hour. Tables up against the back wall—covered with liquor bottles, cold cuts. Kikey Teitlebaum there with the food—Peltz probably had his deli cater the party. Johnny Stompanato with Kikey, ex–Mickey Cohen boys huddling. Every Badge of Honor actor, crew member and general hanger-on eating, drinking, dancing.
         

         Jack swept Karen onto the floor: swirls through a fast-tune medley, grinds when Spade switched to ballads. Karen kept her eyes closed; Jack kept his open—the better to dig the shmaltz. He felt a tap on the shoulder.

         Miller Stanton cutting in. Karen opened her eyes and gasped: a TV star wanted to dance with her. Jack bowed. “Karen Morrow, Miller Stanton.”

         Karen yelled over the music. “Hi! I saw all those old Raymond Dieterling movies you made. You were great!”

         Stanton hoisted her hands square-dance style. “I was a brat! Jack, go see Max—he wants to talk to you.”

         Jack walked to the rear of the set—quiet, the music lulled. Max Peltz handed him two envelopes. “Your season bonus and a boost for Mr. Loew. It’s from Spade Cooley.”

         Loew’s bag was fat. “What’s Cooley want?”

         “I’d say insurance you won’t mess with his habit.”

         Jack lit a cigarette. “Spade doesn’t interest me.”

         “Not a big enough name?”

         “Be nice, Max.”

         Peltz leaned in close. “Jack, you try to be nicer, ’cause you’re getting a bad rep in the Industry. People say you’re a hard-on, you don’t play the game. You shook down Brett for Mr. Loew, fine, he’s a goddamn faigeleh, he’s got it coming. But you can’t bite the hand that feeds you, not when half the people in the Industry blow tea from time to time. Stick with the shvartzes—those jazz guys make good copy.”
         

         Jack eyeballed the set. Brett Chase in a hobnob: Billy Dieterling, Timmy Valburn—a regular fruit convention. Kikey T. and Johnny Stomp shmoozing—Deuce Perkins, Lee Vachss joining in. Peltz said, “Seriously, Jack. Play the game.”

         Jack pointed to the hard boys. “Max, the game is my life. you see those guys over there?”

         “Sure. What’s that—”

         “Max, that’s what the Department calls a known criminal assembly. Perkins is an ex-con wheelman who fucks dogs, and Abe Teitlebaum’s on parole. The tall guy with the mustache is Lee Vachss, and he’s made for at least a dozen snuffs for Mickey C. The good-looking wop is Johnny Stompanato. I doubt if he’s thirty years old, and he’s got a racket sheet as long as your arm. I am empowered by the Los Angeles Police Department to roust those cocksuckers on general suspicion, and I’m derelict in my duty for not doing it. Because I’m playing the game.”
         

         Peltz waved a cigar. “So keep playing it—but pianissimo on the tough-guy stuff. And look, Miller’s bird-dogging your quail. Jesus, you like them young.”

         Rumors: Max and high school trim. “Not as young as you.”

         “Ha! Go, you fucking gonif. Your girl’s looking for you.”

         Karen by a wall poster: Brett Chase as Lieutenant Vance Vincent. Jack walked over; Karen’s eyes lit up. “God, this is so wonderful! Tell me who everyone is!”

         Full-blast music—Cooley yodeling, Deuce Perkins banging his bass. Jack danced Karen across the floor—over to a corner crammed with arclights. A perfect spot—quiet, a scope on the whole gang.

         Jack pointed out the players. “Brett Chase you already know about. He’s not dancing because he’s queer. The old guy with the cigar is Max Peltz. He’s the producer, and he directs most of the episodes. You danced with Miller, so you know him. The two guys in skivvies are Augie Luger and Hank Kraft—they’re grips. The girl with the clipboard is Penny Fulweider, she couldn’t quit working even if she wanted to—she’s the script supervisor. You know how the sets on the show are so modernistic? Well, the blond guy across from the bandstand is David Mertens, the set designer. Sometimes you’d think he was drunk, but he’s not—he’s got some rare kind of epilepsy, and he takes medicine for it. I heard he was in an accident and hit his head, that that started it. He’s got these scars on his neck, so maybe that’s it. Next to him there’s Phil Shenkel, the assistant director, and the guy next to him is Jerry Marsalas, the male nurse who looks after Mertens. Terry Riegert, the actor who plays Captain Jeffries, is dancing with that tall redhead. The guys by the water cooler are Billy Dieterling, Chuck Maxwell and Dick Harwell, the camera crew, and the rest of the people are dates.”

         Karen looked straight at him. “It’s your milieu, and you love it. And you care about those people.”

         “I like them—and Miller’s a good friend.”

         “Jack, you can’t fool me.”

         “Karen, this is Hollywood. And ninety percent of Hollywood is moonshine.”

         “Spoilsport. I’m gearing myself up to be reckless, so don’t put a damper on it.”

         Daring him.

         Jack tumbled; Karen leaned into the kiss. They probed, tasted, pulled back the same instant—Jack broke off the clinch dizzy.

         Karen let her hands linger. “The neighbors are still on vacation. We could go feed the cats.”

         “Yeah…sure.”

         “Will you get me a brandy before we go?”

         Jack walked to the food table. Deuce Perkins said, “Nice stuff, Vincennes. You got the same taste as me.”

         A skinny cracker in a black cowboy shirt with pink piping. Boots put him close to six-six; his hands were enormous. “Perkins, your stuff sniffs fire hydrants.”

         “Spade might not like you talkin’ to me that way. Not with that envelope you got in your pocket.”

         Lee Vachss, Abe Teitlebaum watching them. “Not another word, Perkins.”

         Deuce chewed a toothpick. “Your quiff know you get your jollies shakin’ down niggers?”

         Jack pointed to the wall. “Roll up your sleeves, spread your legs.”

         Perkins spat out his toothpick. “You ain’t that crazy.”

         Johnny Stomp, Vachss, Teitlebaum—all in earshot. Jack said, “Kiss the wall, shitbird.”

         Perkins leaned over the table, palms on the wall. Jack pulled up his sleeves—fresh tracks—emptied his pockets. Paydirt—a hypo syringe. A crowd forming up—Jack played to it. “Needle marks and that outfit are good for three years State. Hand up the guy who sold you the hypo and you skate.”

         Deuce oozed sweat. Jack said, “Squeal in front of your friends and you stroll.”

         Perkins licked his lips. “Barney Stinson. Orderly at Queen of Angels.”

         Jack kicked his legs out from under him.

         Perkins landed face first in the cold cuts; the table crashed to the floor.

         The room let out one big breath.

         Jack walked outside, groups breaking up to let him through. Karen by the car, shivering. “Did you have to do that?”

         He’d sweated his shirt clean through. “Yeah, I did.”

         “I wish I hadn’t seen it.”

         “So do I.”

         “I guess reading about things like that are one thing and seeing them is another. Would you try to—”

         Jack put his arms around her. “I’ll keep that stuff separate from you.”

         “But you’ll still tell me your stories?”

         “No…yeah, sure.”

         “I wish we could turn back the clock on tonight.”

         “So do I. Look, do you want some dinner?”

         “No. Do you still want to go see the cats?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         There were three cats—friendly guys who tried to take over the bed while they made love. Karen called the gray one Pavement, the tabby Tiger, the skinny one Ellis Loew. Jack resigned himself to the entourage—they made Karen giggle, he figured every laugh put Deuce Perkins further behind them. They made love, talked, played with the cats; Karen tried a cigarette—and coughed her lungs out. She begged for stories; Jack borrowed from the exploits of Officer Wendell White and spun gentler versions of his own cases: minimum strongarm, lots of sugar daddy—the bighearted Big V, protecting kids from the scourge of dope. At first the lies were hard—but Karen’s warmth made them easier and easier. Near dawn, the girl dozed off; he stayed wide awake, the cats driving him crazy. He kept wishing she’d wake up so he could tell her more stories; he got little jolts of worry: that he’d never remember all the phony parts, she’d catch him in whoppers, it would blow their deal sky high. Karen’s body grew warmer as she slept; Jack pressed closer to her. He fell asleep getting his stories straight.
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