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As a general rule,

people, even the wicked,

are much more naive and

simple-hearted than we suppose.

As we ourselves are, too.

 


—FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY,

THE BROTHERS KARAMAZOV
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One

 


The scent of deep-fried calamari floated in through
my office window like an invitation to triple-bypass surgery. I
could almost have tasted the squid if not for the Camel Non-Filter
dangling from my lip. I was working the Sunday Examiner
crossword, grasping for a four-letter word for Egyptian goddess. I
was sure Darlene would know it, but I was being stubborn. It was
well after noon on a Sunday and not a single telephone call. I had
vowed that I would hold off ordering lunch until my desk telephone
rang at least once. The last time I’d tried that, I hadn’t eaten
for two days.

When Darlene called out my name from the front room
my heart sank.

“Use the telephone,” I called back, “while we have
one.”

The phone rang. The blinking button indicated that
it was Darlene. I wanted to call in my food order to Angelo at
Molinari’s Salumeria two floors below before picking up the
interoffice line. I got a grip on myself.

“Yes, Darlene,” I said.

“Get out here, Jake, before this gorilla trips over
his own shoelaces and blows my head off.”

The urgency in her voice was convincing.

I pulled open my desk drawer to fetch my .38 police
special. I figured it wouldn’t take much more than two hours to
locate it beneath all of the accumulated debris. Near-empty
cigarette packages, partial bottles of antacid, books of matches
from every dive in San Francisco, long-expired fast-food restaurant
discount coupons.

I closed the drawer.

Truth was, I hadn’t fired the .38 in so long it
would more than likely have exploded in my hand.

Assuming it even held bullets.

“I’m on my way,” I said into the phone receiver.

The line was dead.

“Jake, I’m losing my nerve,” Darlene shouted.

“I’m coming,” I called, turning up the volume. I
clawed my way out of my desk chair. The springs were so rusted that
it sat at a perpetual forty-five-degree angle.

“With your hands above your head, Diamond.”

The guy had a voice like a wood chipper.

I walked through the connecting door and threw my
arms into the air. Darlene sat at her desk with her hands together,
fingers interlocked, like a kid in Sunday school. The gorilla with
the sawmill voice pointed his arm in my direction and I was looking
down the barrel of a handgun so long that it could have been used
for a tent pole.

Darlene let out an involuntary sigh when she found
herself out of the crosshairs.

“Sit,” he growled, indicating the client chair with
his free hand.

“You picked the wrong place to come waving that
cannon around,” I said.

“Why is that?” he asked.

Good question.

I sat.

“You okay?” I asked Darlene.

“Ask me tomorrow,” she said.

“So,” I said, turning to our first customer of the
week at the office of Diamond Investigation, “how can we help
you?”

It was then I noticed his free hand wasn’t exactly
free. He was rolling a pair of metal balls the size of large
marbles in his left paw. Either he was brushing up on an audition
piece for The Caine Mutiny Court-Martial, or we were in
really deep shit.

“It’s this babe here that you’ll be helping,
Diamond,” he grumbled.

“Did you say ‘babe’?” Darlene hissed.

“Easy, Darlene, I’m sure that our guest meant it
only in the most general way. Please forgive my rudeness,” I said,
turning back to the ape, “I haven’t thanked you for dropping in or
asked your name.”

“Here’s the deal, Diamond,” he snarled. “You come
with me to talk with the Boss and nothing gruesome happens to the
dame. You try anything funny before we get there and she’ll be
seeing me again, and she’ll like me a lot less the next time.”

“I doubt that’s possible,” said Darlene.

I would have told her to keep quiet but the look on
her face scared me more than the barrel of the .44 grazing my
chin.

“Oh, it’s possible. Extremely possible,” he
promised.

It was definitely a good time to intervene.

“Sure, pal, let’s go see the Boss. Where to?”

“Chicago.”

“Put it out of your mind, Kong. It’s the middle of
winter. There’s no football, no baseball, and the wind-chill factor
is minus infinity. I wouldn’t go to northern Illinois in February
if my life depended on it.”

“Are you sure?” he said, pulling back the hammer of
the sidearm.

“Is the pan-style pizza as good as they say it is?”
I said, catching myself checking his shoelaces. “I’m going to need
a heavier jacket.”

“I’ve got just the thing down in the car,” he said.
“Let’s go.”

I began to rise slowly from the chair, placing my
hand on the corner of the desk for balance.

“Darlene,” I said, “what’s a four-letter word for
Egyptian goddess?”

“Isis,” she answered.

“Well, kick the dog,” I said, trying to make it
sound like “Well, I’ll be darned.”

“What?”

“I said, ‘Well, kick the dog.’”

“Oh, Jake.”

“Darlene.”

She kicked the dog. Tug McGraw yelped and jumped
straight up, lifting the desk off the floor. The desk slammed back
down, the primate shifted the large gun toward Darlene’s feet, and
I grabbed the three-hole punch from the desktop and clocked him. He
went down to his knees, the .44 squirted out of his hand and landed
on the desk, and I snatched it up by the barrel and whacked him
across the head again. He went flat on the floor. The two metal
balls spilled out of his hand and rolled across the room.

I turned the gun around and pointed it his way.

He wasn’t stirring.

Darlene was busy apologizing to the mutt.

“Darlene, do you think you can find something to tie
him up with?”

“I’m sorry, boy, Jake made me do it,” she was
saying, stroking the confused canine’s neck with one hand while she
reached into her desk drawer with the other.

“Darlene, please.”

“Try these,” she said, handing me two pairs of
handcuffs.

I didn’t ask.

I dragged the body over to the wall radiator, cuffed
his arms to a leg of the cast-iron eyesore, and cuffed his feet
together around another iron leg for good measure.

I rifled through his pockets until I found the
wallet.

Then I sat down in the client chair and tried
breathing again.

“Should I call nine-one-one?” Darlene asked, finally
satisfied that she was forgiven, the dog having planted a
half-liter gob of drool on her left cheek.

“Give me a minute,” I said, placing the gun down and
going through the wallet. “Here we go. Ralph T. Battle. This
driver’s license photo looks like an illustration in a Jane Goodall
book. Twenty-seven forty-one Central Avenue, Cicero, Illinois.”

“He moved, Jake.”

“How could you possibly know that?”

“I just saw him move.”

I looked over to Battle, who was slowly coming
awake. Even as big as he was, I was convinced that he couldn’t
budge the radiator.

Well, fairly convinced.

I picked up the gun.

I watched as Battle began to wriggle, then began
struggling against his restraints.

“You’re going to pay for this, Diamond,” he
croaked.

Battle was quickly using up his store of well-worn
phrases.

I decided to pull out a few of my own.

“Look, Ralph, here’s the deal. If your boss
wants to speak with me, all you had to do was ask nice. How about
we start over. The Boss doesn’t have to know that we were anything
but civil to each other. Let me give him a quick jingle and ask him
what he needs.”

“Fuck you.”

“Glad you got that off your chest, Ralph. I’m not
going to Chicago anytime before June. I’m not going to think about
how you threatened my associate, because it makes my trigger finger
itch. But if you ever refer to her as a babe or a dame again, I’ll
let her shoot you. And if you don’t give me a phone number for your
employer in thirty seconds, I’m going to show you what assholes San
Francisco cops can be.”

“And you won’t tell Mr. Lansdale that you got the
drop on me?”

Unbelievable.

I had once asked Jimmy Pigeon what he thought was
the most surprising thing about private investigation work. He had
answered without hesitation: When you try something stupid and
it works.

“Not a word, Ralph, honest.”

Battle spit out the ten-digit number.

“I’m tempted to call collect, Ralph.”

“Give me a break, Diamond.”

“Fuck you,” I said.

I dialed the number. After three rings it was picked
up. It was a woman’s voice. She sounded like a babe.

“Mr. Lansdale, please.”

“May I ask who is calling?”

“Go ahead,” I said.

“Huh?” she said.

“Just joking,” I said, wasting a few more words.
“Tell him it’s Jake Diamond.”

“Hold just a sec, Jake,” she said, stretching my
name into two syllables.

I held.

Ralph squirmed.

Darlene fidgeted.

Tug McGraw disappeared back to his stronghold
beneath the desk.

“Is that calamari frying?” Ralph said.

“Jesus,” Darlene said.

“Mr. Diamond,” the tenor voice on the Chicago end of
the line said, “it’s good of you to call.”

“Mr. Battle put it so nicely I could hardly resist.
Unfortunately, I’ll have to pass on the invite to the Windy City.
I’ve given up air travel for Lent.”

“How about I come to see you?” Lansdale asked.

“These telephones are a pretty neat invention, Mr.
Lansdale,” I said. “Seems like a pity not to take full advantage of
the technology.”

I was already getting tired of hearing myself
speak.

“I need to talk with you face-to-face, Mr. Diamond.
I’ll be happy to come to you if it’s necessary. Or perhaps you
might consider giving up bungee jumping instead, just until Easter
of course, and hop a jet. I’ll make it worth your while.”

Battle was distracting me with his attempts to tear
the radiator out of the wall.

All I could think of was getting him as far away
from Darlene as possible, as soon as conceivable.

I decided that Chicago would have to do.

“All right, Mr. Lansdale. I’ll come up there. I’ll
meet you in the airport, we’ll chat, and I’ll hop the next jet
back.”

“I was really hoping to take you to dinner,
Jake.”

“And I appreciate it, but I’m really pressed for
time. I have bingo tonight. Could you give me a little clue as to
what this is about?”

“Have Ralph call me when he knows your ETA, and I’ll
see you at O’Hare.”

“Speaking of Ralph, you can do me a favor. Tell him
what a good egg you think I am and how you would like my journey to
be a pleasurable experience.”

Battle stopped yanking at the radiator and was
hanging on my every word.

“Ralph didn’t inconvenience you in any way, did he,
Jake?” Lansdale asked, as if he didn’t know.

If he kept calling me Jake I was going to shoot
myself in the foot.

“Not a bit, Mr. Lansdale,” I said.

“Let me speak to him.”

“Sure.”

I put the gun down on the desk and walked over to
hold the receiver to Battle’s ear, closing my eyes and silently
praying that he wouldn’t bite my hand off. He greeted Lansdale with
reverence and then listened. He knocked his head against the phone
to let me know he was through. I returned the phone to Darlene’s
desk and asked her if she had a key for the handcuffs.

Sadly, she did.

“Okay, Ralph. I’m going to set you free. You’re
going to wait for me in the hall and then we can mosey over to
Chicago.”

After getting back up on his simian legs, Battle
reached down to scoop the metal balls off the floor and immediately
began working them.

“How about the gun?” he asked.

Darlene sat at her desk, playing with the .44,
making us both edgy.

“You won’t be needing it, Ralph. I’ll donate it to
the Museum of Heavy Artillery,” I said. “How did you ever get it
past airport security in the first place?”

“I didn’t carry it with me,” he said. “I purchased
it after I arrived, at San Francisco International.”

“You bought a firearm at the airport?”

“You can find anything at the airport if you know
where to look.”

“Great, maybe when we get there you can find me a
decent cup of coffee for less than four bucks,” I said. “Wait in
the hall, Ralph.”

Ralph wasn’t happy, but Lansdale had surely reminded
him that he wasn’t getting paid to be happy. He walked out into the
hall.

“Wow, I never knew you were so tough, Jake,” Darlene
said when he was out.

“Aw, shucks. It was nothing. Or are you being
sarcastic?”

“Absolutely. You’re a lunatic. How can you even
think about taking a trip with that goon?”

“Thinking has nothing to do with it. Listen, I don’t
want to keep Ralph waiting. I don’t figure him for a high patience
threshold. Find out everything you can about this Lansdale. See if
the phone number does any tricks. Give Sonny a call to see what he
can do. If all else fails, throw the name at Tony Carlucci. And for
heaven’s sake, put that gun down.”

“If you’re not back by midnight I’m calling out the
National Guard.”

“You do that, pal. Shit, I blew lunch waiting for
that damn phone to ring.”

“You want a PowerBar?”

“No thanks. I’ll grab a Cinnabon at SFI. Does that
mutt do anything but sleep?”

“Hardly a thing, unless you kick him real good.”

“Wish me luck,” I said.

“You need a shrink, Jake,” Darlene said.

I could hear Ralph grinding his teeth on the other
side of the door.

The mere thought of nearly four hours sitting beside
Battle in a closed airplane had my teeth chattering.

I stepped into the hall to join him in a two-part
harmony.

 


 



 


 


Two

 


It’s a safe bet that somewhere in the world someone
is wondering whether you can find a cozy, handsomely appointed
meeting room within the confines of Chicago’s international
airport.

The answer is yes.

I never gave it much thought myself, but there it
was. Down a short hallway off Concourse A, looking like the set of
an Alistair Cooke PBS series. Complete with a fully stocked bar,
Persian rugs, framed reproductions, a huge-screen television
showing Lou Dobbs Moneyline with the sound muted, leather
armchairs, and a working fireplace.

“Make yourself at home,” Lansdale said, once Battle
had ushered me in.

If the place had been a little closer to the Pacific
Ocean, I would have been searching around for a change-of-address
form.

I settled into one of the two armchairs.

Between the chairs stood a glass-topped table
holding a silver tray covered with tiny sandwiches, crackers, and a
mound of foie gras that cost some poor fowl a lot more than an arm
and a leg. The bread was ink-jet black, the crusts had been cut
off, and the beef spilling from the corners was so rare it made
tartare look overdone. The crackers were multigrained, ten or
eleven at least. They had the appearance of untanned shoe leather.
The chopped liver looked as appetizing as corned beef hash. Granted
I wasn’t very hungry, and I’d had my fill of goose for the day. The
cinnamon roll that I inhaled while dashing to make takeoff was like
eating a down comforter.

Lansdale had moved to the bar and was busy
determining how much noise he could make clinking ice cubes
together.

Battle had placed himself squarely in front of the
only door and had taken on the demeanor of a San Quentin prison
guard preparing for a breakout. He was clicking his metal balls in
tune to Lansdale’s ice cube number.

I was way out of my element.

“How do you take your Dickel, Jake?” Lansdale called
from across the room.

All was not lost.

The man had done his homework.

I was about to say Shaken not stirred, but
Battle was giving me a glare that said one more wisecrack and I’d
be added to the pâté.

“Straight up,” I said.

Lansdale walked over and handed me a glass.

He reached out for a handshake.

“Jonathan Maximilian Lansdale,” he said, giving my
mitt a healthy squeeze. “Good to finally meet you.”

“Likewise, Mr. Lansdale,” I said.

It was all I could muster up.

“Call me Max,” he said, snatching a cracker as he
sat.

I caught a look from Ralph Battle that said Don’t
you dare.

I was tired and bored, so I wanted to get the small
talk out of the way as quickly as possible.

“How did you manage the digs, Max, on such short
notice?”

“Let’s just say that I have friends in high places,
Jake.”

I guessed he wasn’t talking about the air traffic
control tower.

“So, what can I do for you?” I asked, moving right
along.

“I’m looking for a man,” he said.

“I don’t really know the town, Max,” I said. “I’d be
lucky if I could find the Sears Tower.”

“I have reason to believe that the man is in San
Francisco.”

“Why didn’t you say so when I had you on the phone?
I could have brought you the white pages.”

“Mr. Diamond, you’re very clever, but we’re wasting
time. And you have a bingo game to get to. Can you concentrate, or
do you need Ralph to help you to focus?”

“Mr. Lansdale, I came up here to get Ralph out of
San Francisco because the zoo is already heavily overpopulated. I’m
prepared to hear you out, but don’t threaten me. I happen to be a
favorite of the Carlucci family.”

“John and Tony?” he said.

“Precisely.”

“Johnny Boy is locked up in Quentin for the next
lifetime or two and his brother Tony is a pimp. You’re going to do
more than hear me out, Mr. Diamond.”

Oops.

I couldn’t tell if he was bluffing, but I knew that
I was. And Lansdale was right, we were wasting time.

I decided on the better-safe-than-sorry
approach.

“I’m all ears,” I said.

 


 


It went something like this.

Eight years earlier, two men walked into the law
office of Lansdale and Sons on South Wacker in downtown Chicago.
While one babysat the receptionist, the second entered the private
office of Randolph Lansdale, Max Lansdale’s law partner and older
brother.

A few minutes later he was back out and the two men
left as quickly as they had come in. The receptionist buzzed the
elder Lansdale and got no response. She then entered the office and
found Randolph Lansdale slumped in his chair with a bullet hole in
his right temple. The woman’s screams brought Max Lansdale in from
the adjoining room.

“I think you can imagine what a horrible discovery
it was,” said Lansdale.

It was difficult to imagine.

I tried to imagine my own brother, Abe, with a
bullet hole between the eyes, but it didn’t work. It clashed too
much with his thick, black-framed Sergeant Bilko eyeglasses.

I thought about Jimmy Pigeon’s murder. At the time I
had spent all my energies trying to discover who killed Jimmy and
not a moment trying to imagine how his lifeless body had looked.
And I wasn’t about to try conjuring it up now

I did my best to empathize with Lansdale.

“I can imagine,” I said.

“Randolph had just returned from a business and
sightseeing trip to Los Angeles a few days earlier. The pictures he
took while he was away were still in his camera. I had the roll of
film developed, and our receptionist identified the man who
murdered my brother from one of the photos.”

“Pardon the interruption, Mr. Lansdale,” I said,
“but if I’m following correctly, this happened six years ago and is
perhaps tied to your brother’s visit to L.A. I’m not quite sure how
you expect I can help you.”

“I’m coming around to it, Jake,” Lansdale said,
shooting a glance over to Battle. “Do you think you can bear with
me a while longer?”

I stole a look at Battle also.

“Absolutely,” I said.

“I hired a well-regarded private investigator from
the Los Angeles area,” he continued. “His report came back in less
than a week. The man in the photograph was Harrison Chandler, and
Harrison Chandler was no longer among the living.”

“Good news,” I said, more like a question.

“Not exactly. I remained very interested in
identifying the second man. All I could discover was that it could
possibly have been someone known as Joe Clams, out of San
Francisco, who ran around with Chandler. I’ve been trying to locate
such a person since the day my brother died, with no success. And I
went through a lot of men and women in your business to get
nowhere.”

The reference to San Francisco helped me to relate,
but not enough to understand even vaguely what the hell I
was doing in Chicago.

I chose not to mention it.

“No other names came up for the second man?” I
asked. “None. Clams was it,” he answered.

Joe Clams. I could see where the phone book I’d
offered to bring along might not have done Lansdale much good.

“Okay,” I said, “I’m with you.”

“Two days ago I heard from one of the many
investigators I’ve dealt with during the past eight years, Stan
Riddle—perhaps you know him?”

I knew Riddle all right, from back in the days
working with Jimmy Pigeon in Santa Monica. The guy played at being
a private investigator as if it were a movie role with a script
written by Nora Ephron.

“And Riddle recommended you call on me?”

“No,” Lansdale said. “May I continue?”

“Please do,” I said.

“Riddle told me that he had spotted Harrison
Chandler at Venice Beach, very much alive. So I’m hoping that you
can help me locate Chandler, and with him this Joe Clams
character,” said Lansdale. “And that, Mr. Diamond, is the reason I
have invited you here.”

Voila.

Nearly six hours since Ralph Battle had stormed into
my office and I finally discovered what Jonathan Maximilian
Lansdale was after.

The problem was that I still had no idea why
me.

And the big problem was that I had no idea how to
ask.

“Now, you are probably wondering why I chose you,
Jake,” Lansdale said.

“I’m curious, yes,” I said.

I waited for his response, knowing it might solve
one little uncertainty and absolutely positive it would fall far
short of getting me off the hook.

“If you recall,” said Lansdale, “I mentioned that an
investigator whom I hired out of Los Angeles reported to me that
Harrison Chandler was deceased.”

I wasn’t sure if it was a question, so I kept
waiting.

“The man was apparently mistaken or he purposely
lied to me. Since that man himself has since passed away, and since
it is my understanding that you were a close associate and
confidant, I feel that you deserve to inherit the responsibility
that he failed so terribly to honor.”

I really didn’t have to ask, but sometimes when you
wish hard enough the thing that you know is true might simply be a
bad dream.

“It was Jimmy Pigeon,” I said.

“Yes, it was,” said Lansdale.

I placed my drinking glass on the table.

I slowly rose from my chair.

“I can’t help you, Mr. Lansdale,” I said, “and I
really do need to be getting back to San Francisco.”

“Sit down, Mr. Diamond,” he said calmly. “You’re not
going anywhere quite yet, and you will help me.”

“I can’t help you,” I repeated.

I began to turn toward the door when a cannonball,
which had to be Ralph Battle’s fist, struck me in the back between
the shoulder blades and knocked me straight down to the floor. My
right elbow hit the edge of the food tray, flipping it end over end
into the air.

The pâté did a fine job of turning a Norman Rockwell
on the wall behind Lansdale into a Jackson Pollock.

I tried to rise, but my neck was wedged between the
Persian rug and Ralph Battle’s shoe.

“Sorry about that, Mr. Diamond,” Lansdale said from
some-where above me. “I believe that Ralph is still upset about
what happened back at your office.”

I guess Battle kept no secrets from the Boss after
all.

“If you’ll promise to listen politely for a short
while longer, I’ll explain why I’m so convinced that you will feel
compelled to work with me on this. I can ask Ralph to allow you to
resume your seat, I can freshen up your drink, and we can have you
out of here and back to San Francisco in no time.”

I was forced to speak out of the corner of my mouth.
A piece of horsehide that tried to pass as a food snack was poking
me in the eye. I wanted to tell Lansdale to drop dead. I wanted to
tell Battle that if he didn’t get his Florsheim wingtip oxford off
me I would bludgeon him to death with a wheat cracker. I wanted to
ask them what the fuck they thought they were going to do if I said
no. I realized that that was exactly what Lansdale was itching to
tell me.

“I’ll listen,” I managed to squeak out.

“Now, isn’t this a lot better?” Lansdale said when I
was once again seated across from him with a fresh bourbon in my
hand.

“Let’s get on with it, Mr. Lansdale, sir,” I said in
my most polite voice.

I took a long drink. It was a tremendous challenge
due to a severe limitation of neck motor ability.

“If you agree to assist me, and do a conscientious
job, I will reward you handsomely. If you decline my offer, or
approach the assignment with less than due diligence, I will make
your life a living hell.”

Lansdale didn’t mince words. He was a man with a
mission. I was waiting for the part about how the tape would
self-destruct in thirty seconds.

I tried to guess what Lansdale felt it would take to
turn my life upside down. “What exactly are you threatening, Mr.
Lansdale?” I asked, as much as I didn’t want to hear it.

“I am threatening the well-being of Darlene Roman
and Sally French,” he answered.

My well-loved associate.

And my ex-wife, current steady date.

Lansdale had it pretty effectively covered.

All I could think about was how much I wished he
would die, instantly.

“Can you tell me something about the purpose of your
brother’s visit to Los Angeles just before he died?” I asked,
fighting to keep the tremble in my chest out of my voice. “The
business end of the trip. I believe that I can guess about the
sightseeing part.”

I was trying to avoid any talk of Disneyland.

“You ask good questions, Mr. Diamond.”

“It’s my forte. If you want someone who can’t ask a
good question, get Larry King.”

“I really can’t say much concerning the nature of
Randolph’s business,” Lansdale said. “And Jake, I really wouldn’t
bother about it if I were you.”

I was being shoved hard against a locked door and
being warned not to look for the key. I guess it just wasn’t my
day.

My next two good questions would have been:

Why do you think your brother had a photo of his
assassin in the camera?

Do you still have the photograph?

Intuition told me that I already knew how Lansdale
would answer.

“I’ll do my best to locate Harrison Chandler, Mr.
Lansdale,” I said.

“And Joe Clams.”

“Yes. May I go now?”

“Certainly, Jake. Here is a little something to get
you started,” Lansdale said, pulling out a wad of cash from his
pocket and peeling off ten C-notes.

As much as I could use the cash, Lansdale was the
last person in the world I wanted to be retained by.

“I would prefer billing you, Mr. Lansdale, if that’s
okay.”

“Whatever,” he said. “Can I have Ralph escort you to
your plane?”

“No, thank you, I’ll manage. No offense to Mr.
Battle.”

“Fine, then. I look forward to hearing from you,
Jake. Have a good evening.”

“You do the same,” I said, taking the long way
around Ralph Battle and heading for the exit.

“And, Jake.”

“Yes, Mr. Lansdale?” I said, without turning or
slowing my pace.

“Thank you so much for dropping by.”

“Don’t mention it,” I said.

And then I was in the corridor and rushing to the
concourse and then racing to the gate.

Twenty minutes later I was in my seat on the jet,
rolling down the runway for takeoff.

When the flight attendant kindly asked if I was
okay, I realized that my hands were shaking.

I was back in my apartment on Fillmore Street just
before midnight and gave Darlene a ring, telling her to call off
the National Guard and insisting that she would have to wait until
morning for details.

“Don’t you want to hear what I learned about Max
Lansdale?” Darlene asked.

“In the morning,” I answered.

As tired as I was, I was afraid to go to bed.

I realized that the stabbing pain I felt in my
entire upper body was nothing compared to how it was going to feel
after sleeping on it.

So I did what I usually did when I was too tired,
too wired, or too scared to go to sleep.

I took my cigarettes, the ashtray, the bottle of
bourbon, and the paperback novel I was currently reading into the
bedroom.

I thought about calling my mother, calling Sally,
calling Joey Russo, calling Lieutenant Lopez of the SFPD. But I
knew after calling Darlene that I wasn’t prepared to talk to anyone
about the mountain of trouble I was in.

I might have been able to talk it out with my dear
friend, former employer, and mentor.

But Jimmy Pigeon was not available.

 


 



 


 


Three

 


I slept late.

I could hardly move.

The place between my shoulder blades where Battle
had pounded me felt like a railroad tunnel. My neck felt as if it
had been used for a doormat. Come to think of it, it had been. But
that didn’t explain the paralysis in my legs. I hadn’t felt as
reluctant to get out of bed since the morning of my SAT exams.

I found the alarm clock on the floor beside the bed.
It took me forever to pull it up by the cord and check the time. It
was well past ten a.m.

I wondered why Darlene hadn’t called eight or nine
times already to ask when I thought I might be dropping in to work,
until I found the telephone receiver off the hook. I reeled it in
and managed to place it in its cradle. The phone rang
immediately.

“Give me an hour, Darlene,” I said, before the
handset dropped out of my hand and bounced off the end table.

I braved it over to the bathroom and looked into the
mirror. I needed a shave badly. It would be tricky with no head
movement, even if I could somehow work my arm up high enough.

I decided to come back to it and staggered into the
shower. It was basically a quick rinse because I couldn’t hang on
to the bar of soap. It was impossible to towel dry my hair, let
alone get a comb up there. I struggled into a suit, vest no jacket,
didn’t consider a necktie, slipped into an overcoat, and hobbled
down to the street.

I ruled against attempting to drive and tried
hailing a cab. Four taxis flew by without slowing. I couldn’t blame
the drivers; I was a very scary sight. The guy that finally picked
me up had no excuse not to stop, since he looked considerably worse
than I did.

“What’s with the Fred Munster impersonation, Jake?”
said Darlene when I walked into the office at eleven.

Bless her little heart.

“Tell me about Lansdale,” I said, painfully lowering
myself into the client chair.

“He’s big trouble,” Darlene said.

“Tell me something I don’t know, Darlene.”

“Your vest wasn’t made to be reversible.”

Fifteen minutes later Darlene had my coat off, the
vest turned right side out, and my shirt rebuttoned so the bottoms
of the tail would meet, and had me back in the chair with Tug
McGraw’s sleeping pillow propped behind my back.

The dog wasn’t happy.

“I did a little research on the Internet last
night,” Darlene began. “I’ll explain how the Internet works some
other time.”

And she told me all she had learned about Max
Lansdale.

 


 


Max’s father was Simon Lansdale, who for nearly fifty
years had been one of the most respected and feared members of the
Chicago legal community. Respected by those who for a very hefty
sum were cleared of criminal charges, whether innocent or guilty,
by way of his courtroom acumen and his influence on the street.
Feared by those who, when careers hinged upon winning high-profile
cases, found themselves up against the lawyer who didn’t know how
to lose.

Simon was only twenty-one years old, and still in
law school at the University of Chicago, when a summer
apprenticeship had him sitting at the defense table during the Al
Capone tax evasion trial in 1931. Simon Lansdale was young enough
to be spared the displeasure that Capone violently displayed toward
his counsel after the prison sentencing.

At the same time, Lansdale was mature enough to
understand that he was in the right place at the right moment.

Simon completed his law studies with one eye in his
textbooks and the other on the realignment of Chicago’s power
structure, political and otherwise.

Simon Lansdale had ambition.

Legend had it that a case forcing him to work late
in the office of one of the city’s largest law firms in late July
of 1934 caused Simon Lansdale to miss an appointment to join John
Dillinger for a movie at the Biograph Theater.

By 1940, at the age of thirty, Lansdale had opened
his own shop, Lansdale and Sons. It would be six years before he
would slow down enough to find time to stand at an altar, let alone
think about male children and their prospective vocations.

When Simon Lansdale finally decided it was time to
start a family, he thought mostly in terms of alliances when
shopping for a bride. After due consideration as to the direction
of Chicago’s future, Simon courted and then married a niece of Sam
Giancana. Giancana had started in the Capone organization running
guns as a teen, and with Scarface in prison, Sammy “Momo” Giancana
was systematically working his way to the top.

And Simon Lansdale liked heights.

“Take a look at this,” Darlene said. “I took it off
one of the Web sites.”

She handed me a page with a photo she had run off
her computer printer.

“Is that Joe Kennedy?” I asked.

“Chicago. Summer of 1960. Drumming up support for
his son’s bid for the presidency. The gentleman standing shoulder
to shoulder with Kennedy wearing a matching smile was Simon
Lansdale.”

If I had to describe Simon Lansdale in two words
they would have to be dapper and confident.

“Sam Giancana was shot to death in 1975. One bullet
in the head and five in the mouth while in bed. Simon Lansdale took
it as an omen, a strong suggestion to put distance between himself
and his most unsavory clients. By that time, Jonathan and Randolph
Lansdale were working for their father in the law firm,” Darlene
said. “Simon decided he would prefer a less dangerous work
environment for his sons to inherit.”

“Very considerate,” I said.

“Simon cleaned up his act. He did such a good job of
making the law practice totally legitimate that he succeeded in
dying peacefully in his sleep at the ripe old age of eighty-five.
Randolph, by virtue of being the oldest son, took over as chief
mouthpiece for the firm. At least until three months later, when he
stopped a bullet with his head.”

“And you got all this off the Internet?”

“There was much more. I gave you the CliffsNotes
version.”

“Any mention of someone named Harrison Chandler?” I
asked.

“Not that I recall, but I can go back and look for
it.”

“What made you say earlier that Max Lansdale was big
trouble?”

“You mean other than the way you look?” Darlene
said. “I borrowed the turn of phrase from Tony Carlucci.”

“Carlucci said that Lansdale was big trouble?”

“High praise coming from Tony, don’t you think?” she
said.

“Did Tony say anything else?”

“He said that if you wanted more you could visit him
at the restaurant.”

Terrific.

“Meanwhile, I couldn’t reach Sonny,” Darlene
reported. “Joey, Angela, Sonny, and Connie are doing two weeks at
the Russo’s condo in St. Martin. They left yesterday morning, won’t
be back until Sunday after next.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

I certainly didn’t know.

“I called Joey’s place and Vinnie Strings answered
the telephone. At first I thought I had misdialed, but then I
remembered that I went through a session with a hypnotist to purge
Vinnie’s phone number from my consciousness. He’s house-sitting.
Joey offered him five hundred dollars and all the food he could eat
if he could succeed in keeping Angela’s basil plants alive.”

“That’s the first good news I’ve heard in
twenty-four hours,” I said. “At least Strings won’t be able to
follow me down to Los Angeles.”

“What’s in L.A.?” Darlene asked.

“I need to talk to a private dick named Stan
Riddle.”

“I thought you hated the term ‘private dick,’
Jake.”

“Unfortunately, sometimes it’s appropriate.”

“How about taking me along,” said Darlene. “You
could use some help walking.”

I thought about Lansdale’s threats. Maybe keeping
Darlene close wasn’t a bad idea. I couldn’t bring myself to tell
her about the danger she could be in just for being someone I cared
about. Not to mention that I had no idea about how in the world I
was going to broach the subject with Sally French.

I decided to put it on hold until I caught up with
Stan Riddle.

For the time being, I took Darlene up on her offer
to join me.

After all, it wasn’t as if the office telephone was
ringing off the hook.

“Sure, why not,” I said. “I’ll give Willie Dogtail a
call and see if he can put us up at his house on the beach. Riddle
works out of Santa Monica; maybe we can avoid Los Angeles
entirely.”

“I might want to run into the city and surprise
Lenny. He’s down there for a Gatorade commercial.”

L. L. Bruno was Darlene’s boyfriend, an offensive
lineman for the 49ers.

“Great, we can drive down in the Impala,” I said. “I
have a few calls to make, maybe some people to see. Do you mind
leaving tonight? We can be down there in the morning.”

“Fine with me,” Darlene said. “Do you hear that,
boy? We’re going on a road trip with Uncle Jake.”

Tug McGraw peeked out from under the desk. As usual
I had forgotten that the dog existed.

I gave them both a goofy smile, painfully lifted
myself out of the chair, and baby-stepped my way to my cubbyhole in
back to try reaching Willie Dogtail.

 


 


Willie Dogtail was a full-blooded Sioux, a friend
from the old days with Jimmy Pigeon in Southern California. Willie
made his living selling authentic Native American artifacts, which
his mother and her sisters wove or molded or painted or carved and
shipped down to him from South Dakota. Willie Dogtail took
hospitality very seriously. His door was always open.

Willie answered his phone on the fifth ring. He was
out of breath.

“Dogtail’s Inn,” he said, “no reservation
needed.”

“Willie, it’s Jake Diamond.”

“Hey, compadre, how’s your tomahawk hanging?” Willie
wheezed.

“Been out jogging on the beach, Willie?”

“Are you kidding, Jake. You know I don’t run unless
someone’s chasing me. I was out back working on the cinder-block
addition,” he said. “What’s up? I haven’t had any smoke signals
from you in ages.”

“Darlene and I are heading down your way for a day
or two; I was hoping you could put us up.”

“You shacking up with your trusty assistant,
Jake?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I was trying to be envious,” Willie said, “and you
know you don’t have to ask, Jake. Mi tepee, su tepee. Sorry I’ll
miss you, though, unless you’re calling from Ventura.”

“Oh?”

“I’m out of here in an hour, heading down to see my
little senorita in Guadalajara,” Willie said. `You remember where I
keep the house key?”

“In the front-door lock?”

“Make yourself at home, Kemosabe. There’s some
choice buffalo jerky in the cabinet above the stove, next to what’s
left of the bottle of Dickel from your last visit.”

“Thanks, Willie.”

“De nada, Wyatt. Give me a little more warning next
time and I’ll throw a bash. What’s the occasion, anyhow?”

“I have to see a guy named Stan Riddle,” I answered.
“Happen to know him?”

“To my dismay, pardner. He’s real well known in
these here parts for leaving messes around for all us luckless
pedestrians to step in. I’d ask why in the name of Sitting Bull
you’d want to get anywhere near the clown except I’m running
late.”

I thought of asking Willie if he knew anything about
Harrison Chandler but decided to let him go.

“Okay, Willie, I’ll let you go. Thanks again.”

“You bet. Later, paleface.”

I spent the remainder of the afternoon on the phone,
either pacing the room as much as the cord would allow or sitting
on the edge of my desk. I knew that if I sat down in my chair it
would take a come-along to hoist me out of it.

Tom Romano was a fellow San Francisco private
investigator who had been in the business a lot longer than I had.
I had met Romano three years earlier at a Holiday Inn cocktail
lounge. I’d been hired by a woman who suspected her spouse of
infidelity, and I’d followed her husband to the hotel. He entered
the lounge, walked over to a booth, and greeted the redhead sitting
there with a lusty kiss. I took a seat at the bar and watched as
they worked on their gin and tonics.

As I nursed my own drink, I noticed a bearded guy at
the bar who seemed to be as interested in the couple in the booth
as I was. And I soon realized he was more than a little interested
in me also. When the couple finally rose to leave the booth, the
beard and I were so busy observing each other that we almost missed
their exit.

I turned away from him, made a theatrical event out
of lighting a cigarette, and watched from the corner of my eye as
he took off after the couple. I crushed the Camel into an ashtray
and headed out to the hotel lobby.

I caught sight of the couple getting into an
elevator and then saw the beard at the check-in counter slipping
the clerk some cash. Then he walked straight over to me.

“Room 1416,” he said. `You owe me ten bucks.”

“Excuse me?”

“Tom Romano, TomRom Detective Agency. I’m following
the redhead. She’s married to the poor sap who hired me. I’m
guessing that you’re here on behalf of her boyfriend’s wife. The
room number cost me twenty, I figure you owe me ten.”

He put out his hand; I went for my wallet.

“Forget the dough,” he said, grinning; “professional
courtesy.”

“Jake Diamond,” I said, accepting the handshake.

“Didn’t you work with Jimmy Pigeon down in Santa
Monica?”

“Yes I did.”

“Good to meet you. I was a big Jimmy Pigeon fan,”
Romano said. “How about I let you buy me a scotch and soda.”

“Sure.”

“I’ll meet you at the bar,” he said. “I need to call
my client and tell him where his wife is. You might want to call
and break the news to your client. We can have a drink and wait to
see the fireworks when they both show up here. Then we can remind
each other about how much we hate domestic-treason cases.”

Tom and I had been buddies ever since.

After my call to Willie Dogtail, I gave Romano a
ring. As I waited for his assistant to get him to the phone, I
tried to stretch my aching neck. I slowly leaned my head back and
moved my chin in small clockwise circles. The sound it made was
like popcorn in a microwave.

“Jake,” Tom said, “hope you’re not calling to cancel
Thursday night.”

Torn, Ira Fennessy, and I played pinochle on the
first and third Thursday every month. Fennessy was another PI. The
game was like group therapy.

“Thursday looks good,” I said. “I should be back
from Los Angeles well before the first hand.”

“What’s in L.A.?”

“I need to see Stan Riddle.”

“Jake, not for anything,” Tom said, “but if you’re
that hard up for things to do, you might want to consider taking up
needlepoint.”

“Does the name Harrison Chandler mean anything to
you, Tom?” I asked.

“Sure. He was a legend in the business.”
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