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Chapter One


Spotted over late-night scrambled eggs and onions at Schwab’s Drugstore on the fabled Sunset Strip, none other than Clark Gable, one of our favorite leading men. Clark has earned a rest after his stellar performance in Homecoming with the ever lovely Lana Turner. But what’s this news about a romance involving a certain lady with a title? A real lady, that is? Clark, if you have secrets to reveal, you can always find us right here, broadcasting from the legendary Hollywood Alhambra Hotel.


Turning to more serious news . . . All over Tinseltown, certain individuals are being summoned to appear at upcoming hearings in our nation’s capital. Some say the documents showing up in mailboxes are salmon-colored. I call them pink, first cousin to red. And a very appropriate color, if you ask this reporter. These hearings will take a long-overdue look at the kind of motion pictures being produced by all the studios and the values of those people who work on them. Radio listeners, this is only the beginning. As the story unfolds, you will hear all about it on this program.


For now, this is Laura Lee Paisley saying . . . I love this town, I love all of you, and let’s go to the movies!


‘Are you afraid?’ Davey Peake’s easy grin took some of the sting out of the challenge, but not all.


‘If that day ever comes, I’ll be sure and let you know,’ Maggie O’Dare shot back at him.


Her boyish husband speared a beef rib with the long-handled fork and flipped it over. ‘I bet folks’d pay good money to see you do it,’ he said, appearing to study his handiwork spread out on the sizzling barbecue grate. ‘Bring back some old memories. You’re not scared, are you?’


‘I haven’t got time for this,’ Maggie said lightly. ‘I’ve got to check the ice and the beer. You just keep cooking, you hear?’


As she brushed past him, John Ray Horn asked, ‘What was that all about?’


‘Just some damn fool craziness,’ she replied.


The sounds of the afternoon party were all around, and the smell of fresh-cut grass mingled with the scent of barbecue. About three dozen people stood in small groups in the yard eating and drinking, many of them ranchers or growers from nearby. A few, somewhat better dressed, were from the sprawling city to the south. Under a big oak, a guitarist and fiddle player bounced through a variety of upbeat numbers in that curious hybrid known as western swing.


Horn watched Maggie as she walked away. In place of her customary dungarees, she had dressed for the party in tailored riding pants and a silk western-cut blouse, with a big-brimmed hat riding by its cord on her shoulders. She had the same long-legged horsewoman’s stride that he had first noticed at Medallion Pictures years ago. Back then, his glances toward her would have carried more of a message. Now, over a decade later, he felt just simple appreciation of the sight of her, an auburn-haired, freckle-faced married lady in her late thirties, busy tending to her guests.


‘That old boy is full of piss and vinegar, isn’t he?’ Joseph Mad Crow said to Horn when Maggie was out of earshot, glancing in the direction of Davey Peake. ‘Always daring people to do things, then showing how he can do it better.’ He made a dismissive sound. ‘Rodeo riders.’


‘Now wait a minute . . .’


‘I know you used to be one of those idiots,’ Mad Crow said. ‘But something tells me you weren’t quite so full of yourself.’


‘Well, I thought I was hot stuff,’ Horn said with a grin. ‘That one good season I had—’


‘Would you ask your wife to do something dangerous? If you had one, I mean?’


Answering Horn’s quizzical look, Mad Crow went on, ‘I heard him talking earlier. Said he was going to get her to do some Roman-style riding today.’


‘What?’


‘To entertain everybody. He knows Maggie used to be good at it, and he said he’s never seen her do it.’


‘Hell, it’s been years since she’s tried that.’


‘I know. Wouldn’t worry, though, she’s got too much sense.’


Horn was in his usual well-worn sport jacket, slacks, and fedora, while Mad Crow wore party regalia – a fawn-colored gabardine suit tailored to accommodate his broad chest and shoulders, its slash pockets embroidered in an arrowhead motif. The outfit was completed by a matching Stetson and walnut-hued hand-tooled boots. His short ponytail showed just below the hat, and his Lakota blood showed in the bronze-toned planes and angles of his face.


They heard a distant, high-pitched yell above the party noise, and Mad Crow pointed toward a nearby field. ‘Looks like a fight.’ Two boys were tussling out there, rolling on the ground, throwing fists.


‘Maggie’s busy,’ Horn said. ‘We better break it up.’


They loped over and each caught hold of a boy by the scruff of the neck and hauled him upright. They looked to be about ten and twelve, both spitting mad, the younger one with a bloody nose and close to tears.


‘Break it up,’ Horn said. ‘What are you two doing?’


‘Nothing,’ said the older one, who was swallowed up in an army fatigue jacket with a 101st Airborne patch on the shoulder. ‘Just playing war.’


‘All right. Play war, but don’t hit. That’s why they call it play.’


‘He wanted to be MacArthur,’ said the smaller one resentfully. ‘He said I had to be Stalin.’


‘Doesn’t sound right to me,’ Horn said gravely. ‘MacArthur never took on Uncle Joe Stalin. Why don’t you be Hitler? Or Tojo?’


‘He’s gotta be Stalin,’ said the larger one. ‘’Cause Stalin stinks. My dad says so.’


‘Where’s your folks?’ Mad Crow asked the smaller one.


‘They couldn’t come,’ he said, wiping his nose. ‘But Maggie invited us. Said we could have barbecue and . . .’ He trailed off, and it became obvious that both boys were staring, looking back and forth between the two men.


Mad Crow drew himself up, pleased. ‘You know who we are?’ he asked them. ‘This old cowboy and me?’ They nodded wordlessly. ‘We always fight for the right side, don’t we?’ Another nod.


He grinned broadly, enjoying the moment. The older boy, his eyes now fixed on Horn, leaned over to his erstwhile enemy and whispered, ‘Sierra Lane.’ The younger boy, eyes wide, could only nod as he wiped his nose again.


‘That’s right,’ Mad Crow said dramatically. ‘Sierra Lane and his Indian companion. You seen a few of our movies?’


‘Lots,’ the older boy said. ‘We seen lots.’


‘Well, you know Sierra and me, we never wasted time fighting with our friends. We saved it for the bad men. You ought to do the same.’


Two more nods.


‘White boys no make war,’ Mad Crow said, lapsing into his old movie vernacular. ‘Make peace. Go eat barbecue.’ He slapped MacArthur on the rump, and both ran off.


‘Your good deed,’ Horn said.


‘I love it when they recognize me,’ Mad Crow said. ‘Don’t you? No, ’course you don’t.’


Horn didn’t answer. Although Mad Crow took pleasure in reliving his now-ended movie career, Horn’s memories were much more ambivalent. The glory – if the life of a B-movie actor could be termed glorious – had lasted only a few years. And what followed had given him no cause for pride.


Mad Crow shook his cuff up past his watch, a garish creation ringed by silver pounded into a miniature squash blossom design, and glanced at the dial. ‘I need to go pretty soon.’


‘Let me guess,’ Horn said. ‘The new lady friend?’


Mad Crow appeared mildly embarrassed. ‘I promised to take her shopping before the stores close,’ he said as they strolled back toward the party. ‘She’s discovered the wonders of the Bullock’s out on Wilshire, where the models parade around in anything you want to see paraded and some gentleman is always available to carry your packages out to the car.’


‘I bet it helps to drive up to the store with a carload of her daddy’s Texas oil money.’


‘Maybe so.’


Horn felt another comment on the way but held it back. Cissie Briar was not a totally comfortable subject. Mad Crow had met her a few weeks earlier when she and her father, in the course of a long visit to Los Angeles, had stopped by the Mad Crow Casino out in the northern San Fernando Valley, and he had been struck – ‘pole-axed,’ as he put it – by her striking looks and vivid personality. Since then he had pursued her with characteristic single-mindedness, even to the point of letting his business slide. This was of more than casual interest to Horn, since he worked occasionally for Mad Crow. Others might consider his tasks distasteful or dangerous or simply beneath them, but Horn could not afford to be discriminating. And when the Indian failed to tend to business, he had no work.


‘Well, say hi for me and tell her not to buy out the store,’ he said, and half-turned, looking to the range of hills several miles to the north that defined the outer edge of the San Fernando Valley. ‘Smell that?’ he said. ‘That’s not the barbecue.’


Mad Crow nodded. ‘Brush fire,’ he said. ‘On the other side of the hills. I heard something about it on the radio this morning. Shouldn’t be a problem unless the wind shifts and starts it headed this way.’


‘The wind shifts a lot this time of year,’ Horn said, feeling vaguely uneasy. ‘It’s almost time for the Santa Anas to start blowing.’


‘I know, but fires don’t usually make it down into the Valley. Hell, what do you care? You’re over by the ocean. Maggie and me, we’ll worry if we need to.’ Mad Crow’s own ranch was a few miles to the east, and his casino sat on a county road farther out, toward the foothills.


Maggie’s O Bar D Ranch was a typical Valley spread – stables and corral, a grassy field for exercising the horses, and a small but comfortable house. On either side, the ranch’s neighbors were barely visible through the trees. A narrow blacktop road led straight south for miles toward the more civilized part of the Valley, where open land had given way to houses, shops, and neatly laid-out streets. And beyond that, just over the low-lying Santa Monica Mountains, lay the giant, pulsing city itself.


The two-man band had just swung into ‘Take Me Back to Tulsa’ when Horn looked off toward the road. ‘Be damned,’ he grunted in surprise. ‘Looks like Cal Stoddard showed up.’


A long, dark-blue sedan came to a stop just off the dirt road that served as Maggie’s driveway, dwarfing the other cars nearby. A tall, good-looking man got out and crossed the yard to where Maggie was tending to the drinks. His western outfit was even more elaborate than Mad Crow’s, with a big-brimmed white hat and a fringed shirt in lavender and gold. It was the kind of outfit that not all men can get away with, but on Stoddard it seemed to fit. He hugged Maggie, chatted with Davey Peake for a minute, then came over to Horn and Mad Crow.


‘Didn’t you two use to chase bad guys together?’ quipped Stoddard, shaking their hands. He stood somewhat stiffly, wearing a grin that flitted on and off his face as his eyes darted around the rest of the party. Some in the crowd had stopped to look in their direction; a few bent their heads together.


‘Been weeks since I ran into you,’ Stoddard said with forced joviality to Mad Crow, then turned to Horn. ‘And you . . .’ He stopped, searching for the words.


Horn returned Stoddard’s look, as if daring him to say more. Seeing nothing in the other man’s expression, he decided not to take offense and figured the elapsed time in his head. There was the year or so since he’d been back, and before that the time he’d spent in a cell up at Cold Creek. ‘About three years for me, Cal,’ he said. ‘How you been?’


The question was largely rhetorical, for Cal Stoddard’s success was obvious in the cut of his clothes, the shine of his car and, more broadly, the sale of tickets across the country every time one of his movies opened. In everything, in fact, save the wary, troubled look on his face.


‘Just fine, John Ray. I’ve been lucky, I guess. Patty keeps telling me it’s not going to last, so I should just be grateful for every day.’ To Mad Crow he asked, ‘How’s business?’


‘Not bad. I try to stay one step ahead of the tax collector and two steps ahead of the law.’


A girl of about fifteen came over and shyly asked for Stoddard’s autograph. He obliged, appearing to relax a bit, and said to her, ‘You be good now’ as she left. The girl rejoined her parents, who regarded Stoddard with blank looks.


Silence descended on their group and Stoddard looked around, the unaccustomed awkwardness in his demeanor back again. Indicating the musicians, he said, ‘I know those two characters who are making all that noise. Think I’ll go say hello.’


As Stoddard walked away, Horn muttered, ‘He’s got guts, showing up here. Did you see that thing in the Mirror yesterday?’


Mad Crow nodded, his mouth slightly twisted, as if he tasted something sour. ‘That crap?’


‘You don’t believe it?’


‘Hell, no. Working on those two movies of his, I got to know him pretty well. Look, I don’t care what kind of friends a guy has, or what kind of groups he joins. But Cal’s got too much sense to . . .’ He searched for the words.


‘To sign his name on the wrong line?’


‘That’s right. He’s got no politics that I know of. Does his work, goes home to his family. He’s all right.’ Mad Crow thought for a moment. ‘The story didn’t even use his name—’


‘Didn’t have to. It was pretty clear who they were talking about.’


‘All right, but it didn’t say he was on anybody’s list, just that there was a rumor about him.’ He looked at Horn sharply. ‘Why? Do you believe it?’


When Horn didn’t answer, Mad Crow looked disgusted. ‘You believe it. All right, then. Well . . .’ He made a show of looking at his watch again. ‘Got to go. The fair Cissie doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’ He strode off without a goodbye.


Handled that really well, didn’t you? Horn said to himself. He didn’t like antagonizing his old friend, but Cal Stoddard was a touchy subject, just like Cissie Briar. And Horn was feeling edgy. Something about the hint of smoke that didn’t belong in the air, the pockets of silence that fell on what should have been a boisterous party crowd. And the challenge thrown out all too casually by Maggie’s husband, which stirred within Horn old protective feelings toward her, feelings that had been long dormant.







Chapter Two


Horn listened to the music for a while from a distance. He watched as a car drove up and two more guests joined the party. The musicians, who had greeted Cal Stoddard with grins, wrapped up a tune with a fiddle flourish, and then the guitar player offered his instrument to Stoddard, who seated himself on the vacated chair and began to strum and sing. The song was ‘San Antonio Rose’, done this time as a ballad, and the man’s pleasant tenor carried clearly over the yard. A few of the guests gathered around to listen, while others kept their distance.


Horn fetched another beer. Holding the long-necked bottle loosely between two fingers he headed over toward Maggie, but saw she was deep in conversation with the newly arrived couple, and paused. Spotting him, she beckoned him over.


‘Let me introduce somebody,’ she said to him. ‘Owen and Lillian Bruder. This is my old friend John Ray Horn.’


Horn shook their hands. He guessed Bruder to be in his late fifties. The man was average height and solidly built, and his hand had once done heavy work. He had square features, a bulldog jaw, a lined face, and thinning, sandy hair. Except for his clothing, he could have been a laborer of some kind. His wife was prematurely gray, her hair done in a simple bun, but she showed traces of an elegant beauty. Both were well dressed in a casual way. They’re not Valley people, Horn thought. Not ranch people. They’re from over the hill.


‘I’ve been wanting you all to meet,’ Maggie said. She seemed slightly tense. ‘I think you might have some things to talk about,’ she said to Horn, then took Lillian Bruder’s arm and led her toward the food.


After a brief silence, which Owen Bruder showed no sign of filling, Horn said, ‘Would you like a drink?’


‘Sure. I’ll have a beer.’


They stood at the beer bucket for a moment, listening to the music. Cal Stoddard was doing ‘Goodbye Liza Jane’, a crowd pleaser, and the audience had grown to include fully half of the party now. The front porch was populated with partygoers, but Horn spotted a couple of camp chairs set up at the side of the converted bunkhouse where Maggie had lived since she bought the ranch, even before she married Davey Peake. ‘Want to sit for a while?’ he asked.


‘Fine.’


When they settled in, Bruder looked around at the ranch for a moment, then asked, ‘You’ve known Margaret for a long time?’


‘A little over ten years,’ Horn said. ‘We started out at Medallion Pictures around the same time. How about you?’


Bruder seemed slightly uncomfortable at the question. ‘Quite a while, but not on a regular basis,’ he said. His voice was gruff, almost a growl. Although he didn’t seem unfriendly, he struck Horn as a man with little use for small talk.


‘What kind of work do you do?’


‘I’ve been a screenwriter,’ the man said. ‘At Global.’


Horn studied him anew. ‘I may have heard of you. There was something—’


‘In the papers?’ Bruder’s tone verged on sarcasm.


‘That’s right. Something—’ Horn was interrupted by the sounds of a commotion over by the corral. Looking in that direction, he saw some of Maggie’s ranch hands leading two mares through the gate. A crowd was starting to gather. Horn thought he knew why, and left his chair.


Walking over quickly, he saw that the mares, bridled but not saddled, stood side by side with Miguel, one of the hands, holding both sets of reins. Maggie had changed her silk blouse for a well-worn denim shirt. Now, as if struck by an afterthought, she sat in the dirt and began pulling off her boots, a determined look on her face.


‘What are you doing?’ Horn demanded.


‘Nothing much,’ she said, grunting as she pulled off the second boot. ‘Just going to try something.’


Davey Peake stood nearby wearing a wide grin. ‘You show ’em, girl,’ he said.


‘Come on, Maggie,’ Horn said. ‘Don’t.’


She stood up, dusting off her rear, and handed the boots to Horn. Then, before anyone could say anything else, she grabbed a handful of mane on the nearest mare and swung up. ‘Gimme,’ she said to Miguel, who tossed her the reins. Swinging both horses around in a tight circle, she kicked her mount into motion, and both started off. Wasting no time, Maggie upped the pace to a gallop, then a faster gallop. After one turn around the corral, she braced her hands on the horse’s back and jackknifed her legs up until she crouched, feet firmly planted on the rump. Then, balancing delicately and timing her moves to the mare’s rhythm, she slowly stood, hands grasping both horses’ reins in a feather-touch. The crowd gasped almost in unison.


One more circuit, and then Maggie extended her right foot until it rested on the second mare’s back. Davey Peake whooped in appreciation. She put more weight on it until she stood firmly atop both horses, her strong legs flexing and extending like springs.


Horn felt a yell forming in his throat, but suddenly it was all over. The mare on the right struck an uneven patch of ground with a foreleg, the great body lurched, Maggie’s foot slipped. She plunged to the ground between the horses, striking the dirt with a thud and a muffled cry.


Horn was first over the fence. He found her sitting up, cursing.


‘Are you all right?’


‘I’m fine,’ she gasped, out of breath. Her face was streaked with dirt, and she gripped her right wrist in her left hand. ‘Think I sprained my wrist, though.’


‘Damn, girl,’ Davey Peake said as he arrived, still wearing his cook’s apron. ‘That was some show. Are you okay?’


‘I said I’m fine.’


Horn helped her up. ‘You shouldn’t have prodded her into that,’ he said to Peake.


‘Well, hell,’ the other man said, his smile exaggerated. ‘She didn’t have to do it.’ To his wife he added, ‘You sure looked good up there, honey.’


‘Don’t anybody make a fuss,’ Maggie said, straightening up. ‘I’ll just put some ice on this.’ She started off for the house, accompanied by one of her woman friends.


‘Rodeo’s over, folks,’ Peake said to the guests. ‘Who wants some more barbecue?’


When Horn returned to his seat, he found Owen Bruder standing up, a concerned look on his face. ‘I saw what happened,’ Bruder said. ‘Is she hurt?’


‘I don’t think so,’ Horn replied, his anger at Davey Peake still tightening his voice. ‘But she could have been.’


‘That was pretty amazing,’ Bruder said. ‘Must take a lot of guts to ride like that.’


‘Well, that’s her, all right. Never was much she wouldn’t try. One time . . .’ He smiled at the memory. ‘In one of her first serials, she worked most of a day with a strained back, in a lot of pain. Nobody knew about it until later. She said she was worried that if she complained, they’d hire somebody else to do her job.’


Bruder shook his head, looking bemused, and Horn wondered just how well he knew Maggie.


‘At Medallion, they called her the queen of the serials,’ he said. ‘You ever see any of them?’


‘No. When I was a lot younger, I saw a few of the silent movie serials. They called them chapter plays back then. Pearl White, that kind of thing. But these days, serials are . . .’


‘I know,’ Horn said. ‘They’re mostly for kids. They play along with double features, in the kind of theaters that don’t show Cary Grant or Irene Dunne movies. Matter of fact, they play alongside the kind of movies I used to make.’


‘I wasn’t being condescending,’ Bruder said brusquely.


‘That’s all right.’


‘What was she doing, exactly?’


‘Out there? It’s called Roman-style riding. I don’t know if the Romans did it or not, but that’s the name the stunt riders gave it. There’s no use for it except to show off. You see it in rodeos and sometimes in the movies, but there aren’t many people around here who can do it, and hardly any women. Maggie used to be one of the best.’


‘But she fell.’


‘That’s right. She’s gotten rusty. Had no business trying it.’


‘Why do you think—’


‘I’m not sure. That husband of hers dared her to do it, but for a while there I thought she was too smart to take him up on it. Anyway . . .’ He looked around, wondering how much more time he needed to spend with this somewhat distant man. Out on the lawn the light was softening and some of the guests were leaving. A man in a dark suit approached the musicians and spoke briefly with Stoddard, handed him something, and then walked to a car and drove away. Unmoving, Stoddard stood watching until the car was gone.


Horn realized Bruder had said something. ‘Hmm?’


‘Margaret’s told me a little about your background and the work you do.’


‘Uh-huh?’


‘She thought you might be able to help me with something.’


‘Uh-huh. What’s that?’


Bruder shifted in his seat, unease written on his face. ‘She said you were in prison.’


Horn gave the man a hard look. ‘What if I was?’


He became aware that Maggie and Bruder’s wife had joined them, Maggie slowly rubbing her right wrist. Horn shot Maggie an accusatory look – What are you doing talking about me? – but she ignored it.


‘I’d like to ask you about it.’


‘Sorry,’ Horn said, getting up. ‘I know you’re a friend of Maggie’s and all, but I’m not going to be able to help you. If you want to write a movie about life in prison, go talk to somebody else. Or better yet, just make it up. Isn’t that what you movie writers do anyway?’


‘Tell him,’ Lillian Bruder said quietly to her husband.


‘Tell me what?’


Bruder took a deep breath. ‘All right. I’m not writing anything. In fact, I suppose it’s possible I may never write anything again. I’m asking you for myself.’


‘I don’t get it.’


Bruder sat there, looking like a man who wanted to talk but couldn’t, a man who hurt somewhere.


His wife broke the silence. ‘Owen may be going to prison, Mr Horn. Somehow, he needs to prepare for it. Will you help him?’







Chapter Three


The leftover tang of barbecue lightly scented the twilight air with tomato, sugar, and vinegar. The fire in the grill was long extinguished, so the hint of smoke came from someplace farther off, Horn guessed.


The neighbors and the last of the guests had departed, and Maggie’s ranch hands were feeding and watering and bedding down the horses. Finally at ease, Horn sat with her on the shallow front porch and talked. He could hear faint boyish cries from the field to the west, and saw the indefatigable MacArthur and Stalin, joined now in an uneasy alliance, assaulting an orange-crate fort defended by an invisible enemy.


‘Davey hit the road almost before I noticed,’ he said. ‘I looked up and saw him and his buddies take off, hauling that big horse van.’


She laughed. ‘He couldn’t wait to get back to the life,’ she said. ‘When you marry a rodeo rider, you marry an old boy who’s on the road a lot.’


She glanced at him quickly. ‘What did you think of Owen?’


‘Not much,’ he said. ‘I got the feeling he’s smarter than everybody else and knows it. He’s also a little bull-headed, and a little self-righteous . . .’ He stole a look at her, noticing that her hair had been somewhat unkempt since her misadventure with the horses, and part of it draped the side of her face, like Veronica Lake’s. He decided he liked it. She had wrapped a dish towel in ice and held it to her right wrist.


‘How is it?’ he asked.


She appeared not to have heard. ‘He’s not as bad as he seems,’ she said, a touch of defensiveness in her voice.


‘How’d you meet him?’


‘Oh, it was a long time ago,’ she said vaguely. ‘Not long after I came out here. I don’t see much of him, but he’s kind of an old friend.’ She turned in his direction. ‘Thanks.’


‘For what?’


‘For agreeing to go see him tomorrow night.’


He shrugged. ‘I don’t mind. But I’d appreciate it if you’d—’


‘Tell you what it’s all about?’


‘Right. He acted embarrassed by the whole thing, having to ask me a favor.’


‘I’m sure he’s embarrassed,’ she said. ‘Worse than that. Ashamed.’ She moved the ice pack to the other side of her wrist. ‘They’re saying he’s a Communist.’


‘I’ll be damned,’ he muttered. ‘First Cal Stoddard, now him. What the hell’s . . .’ He stopped, remembering something. ‘That’s what it was. The thing in the paper. They’re talking about a bunch of movie people who are Communists, or used to be. He’s one of them.’


‘Right.’ She exhaled audibly, sounding tired. ‘There’s this congressman, J. Parnell Thomas. He’s been in the news a lot; I’ve been reading up on him. He runs the House Un-American Activities Committee, and he’s made up his mind that the movie business is full of Communists, especially writers, directors, actors.’


‘Isn’t he in town right now?’


‘Uh-huh, has been for some time. He rented some rooms downtown at the Biltmore, and he’s been calling in witnesses, kind of on the sly. Friendly witnesses, he calls them. They’ve been giving secret testimony, and what it amounts to is—’


‘They’ve been handing him names.’


‘That’s right. And a few months ago somebody gave him Owen’s name. And not long after that, Owen was mentioned on Laura Lee Paisley’s radio show.’


‘I’ve heard her. It’s just gossip.’


‘No, it’s worse than that. It’s poison, what she says about people. She has a lot of listeners. She tries to sound like she’s just your gossipy big sister, but she’s full of hate. For years she mostly talked about movie stars cheating on their wives, that kind of thing, and the studios were scared of her even then. Now she goes after anybody who doesn’t fit her image of an American, and she’s even more dangerous.’


Maggie took a breath, as if to calm herself. ‘After she named him, the newspapers picked it up. And eventually he got a subpoena to go to Washington and testify in public. He’s supposed to leave next week.’


Horn stretched his legs out on the porch. ‘And he thinks he’s going to prison?’


‘It’s complicated. I’ll let him explain that part to you. But he might have to go.’


He started to speak, but she broke in. ‘Something you need to know. He’s not a Communist.’


‘What? Then how—’


‘He can explain that too. But he’s not. All right?’


‘All right.’ Her tone puzzled him. So far, he had learned little about Owen Bruder that made him seem likable, but Maggie clearly felt some kind of affection toward the man. And that puzzled Horn.


‘You know, you don’t seem to have anything in common with this guy. How’d you get to be friends?’


She sat quietly for a while, as if framing a difficult answer. He began to think she wasn’t going to respond, when the phone rang and she went inside to answer it. He could hear concern in her voice as she spoke to the caller. Then she called out to him.


‘It’s Patty Stoddard, Cal’s wife,’ she said. ‘She’s looking for Joseph.’


‘The Indian? He’s out somewhere with the fair Cissie Briar,’ he said. ‘They were going shopping, and after that, who knows?’


She spoke for another minute, then returned. ‘It sounds like Cal’s off on a toot,’ she said slowly, shaking her head.


‘What? That’s hard to believe.’


‘I know. But . . . she says he and his band have got a thing at the Hitching Post tonight, and they went for dinner first. One of the guys in the band just called her from some eating joint, saying Cal’s drunk as a skunk, and they can’t talk him out of doing the show. She’s looking for Joseph, because they’re friends. Anyway . . . I told her I’d go over to the theater and see if I can get him to come home.’ She took a step toward his chair. ‘Do you want to go with me?’


When Horn hesitated, Maggie said, ‘Come on, John Ray. They’re good folks.’


‘Oh, hell.’


With the canyon road behind them, Horn swung the black Ford left onto Hollywood Boulevard and headed east. He drove fast, looking out for black-and-whites.


‘I thought he didn’t drink.’


‘He doesn’t,’ Maggie said. She rode with her injured wrist cradled in her lap. ‘Not much, anyway. He didn’t touch anything at the party. This doesn’t sound right.’


A bell clanged, and the arm of a stop sign flew up. He hit the brakes and waited impatiently for go, then took off again.


‘I know you don’t like Cal much,’ Maggie said, speaking up over the sound of the engine. ‘Maybe no more than you like Owen. And I know why.’


‘I guess that makes you pretty smart.’


‘You don’t like him because he’s where you used to be.’ Her voice nudged gently at him. Because of their history and his regard for her, Maggie could get away with saying things others could not. Sometimes, he thought, she came close to abusing the privilege.


‘I saw one of his pictures,’ Horn said, trying to keep it light. ‘He wore a white shirt with sequins, and he rode around singing and playing a guitar. Sitting on his horse, for crying out loud, playing a guitar.’


‘I know,’ she said, laughing. ‘But that’s the new style, and that’s what they want. Look at Roy Rogers over at Republic. Same thing. All the movie cowboys get dressed up like Christmas trees now.’


‘And they sing.’


‘Well, some people enjoy that, especially the girls. And Cal can actually carry a tune, unlike some of those old boys. But the thing is . . .’ She paused. ‘What happened to you wasn’t Cal’s fault. He just happened to be there when you went away, and the studio needed somebody, and they picked him. You shouldn’t hold it against him.’


‘All right, I won’t hold it against him.’


‘Liar.’


After several blocks of homes and apartment buildings, the boulevard came to life with people and traffic and glowing theater marquees. Crossing Highland, they passed the giant pseudo-oriental facade of the Chinese, the movie palace built by Sid Grauman. After another half-mile, Vine was coming up, and Horn spotted the towering sign of the Pantages Theater on the left, and then, across the street, the smaller and homelier Hitching Post. The marquee read Rogue Lawman and Guns of Snake River; and below that, Stage Show Tonight: Cal Stoddard and His Rhythm Wranglers.


Horn pulled into the first lot he saw and parked the Ford. As they approached the theater, they saw a crowd milling about on the sidewalk around the familiar hitching post embedded in concrete. A few bicycles were tethered there, but no horses. Boys and girls, some wearing western outfits, stood around looking confused. A few parents were there as well. Some of the children were crying.


No one appeared to be selling or taking tickets, so they walked past the ticket booth, with its sign saying ‘Check Your Six-Guns Here’, and went inside. There was more confusion in the lobby but, beyond the swinging doors that led to the theater, Horn heard music. He pushed through.


The house lights were up full, and only a couple of dozen people remained in the seats. Up on stage, Cal Stoddard stood, hanging on to a microphone stand, talking, his voice amplified by the speakers. Behind him, his band played an up-tempo tune. Horn soon gathered that Stoddard and his band were in no way together. It appeared that he was trying to talk over the music, and they were trying to drown him out.


‘. . . people you listen to,’ he was saying, leaning into the mike, both hands holding on for support. ‘You listen to your folks, ’cause they raised you and they got your welfare at heart. And your teachers, goddamn it, ’cause they’re getting you ready to go out in the world. And your best friend, ’cause . . . I don’t know, that’s what best friends do.’


He paused and belched softly, the amplified sound carrying out into the auditorium.


Horn heard another voice nearby, looked around and saw a man in a suit and bow tie talking urgently to an usher.


‘You the manager?’


‘That’s right.’


‘How long’s he been doing this?’


‘A few minutes. He sang one song and then started talking like this. He’s using profanity. The man’s drunk. I’ve got to get the rest of these children out of here.’


‘You do that. But first, where’s the loudspeaker switch?’


‘Uh, up in the projection booth.’


‘Why don’t you turn him off?’


The manager looked ridiculously grateful for the idea. He scurried away.


‘But you don’t listen to your government,’ Stoddard went on, his words slurred. ‘You know why? ’Cause they’ll stick it to you, that’s why. ’Cause they’re a bunch of spineless, shit-eating . . .’


With an electric howl, the sound cut off. Stoddard stopped speaking and began thumping the microphone with his finger.


‘Hey, Cal.’


Stoddard looked down, and it seemed to take some effort for him to focus his eyes on Horn. ‘Well, I’ll be,’ he said slowly. ‘John Ray Horn.’ He wore an all-white outfit, complete with big hat and white leather boots. Even the handles of his pistols were inlaid with ivory.


‘Your wife needs you at home, you know that?’


Stoddard kept thumping. ‘Got a few more things that need saying.’


‘Your audience is gone. What say you come with me?’


Stoddard looked out and noticed that the auditorium was now empty. Sighing, he sat down heavily on the stage, legs over the side. The edge of the stage was littered with popcorn and boxes, apparently thrown by the audience.


‘John Ray Horn,’ Stoddard repeated, his eyes unfocused. ‘They said you wouldn’t like it if I . . . if I tried to . . .’


Take my job, Horn thought. They were right. ‘Come on, Cal.’ He helped him off the stage, up the aisle and through the doors. The lobby, packed with people, rumbled with discontent. A burly man pushed his way over and grabbed Stoddard by his bandanna.


‘My kid worships you, you drunk son of a bitch,’ he said in a low voice, his face almost chin to chin with the other man. ‘You made him cry.’ He drew back a fist.


Moving quickly, Horn ducked around behind the man and pinned both his arms, then swung him toward the wall, facing away from most of the people. ‘Let’s not do this,’ he said into one ear as the man struggled. ‘Hear me? Not in front of your boy.’


After a moment’s rigidity, the man exhaled loudly and was quiet. A minute later, Horn and Maggie had their white-clad charge out on the sidewalk, and soon they were in the car. ‘I told the band we’ll look after him,’ Maggie said as Horn fired up the Ford and pulled out into the street.


‘What the hell was that all about, Cal?’ Horn asked.


‘He’s passed out,’ Maggie said, peering into the back seat. ‘I’d sure like to know what happened to him.’


After a forty-minute drive, Horn stopped in front of Cal Stoddard’s well-appointed ranch house in the north San Fernando Valley. Fruit hung off a big orange tree in the yard, and beyond in the dark lay the low hills and lush acreage of his horse ranch. ‘Is that Joseph’s car?’ Maggie asked as they got out and headed for the front door. ‘Maybe she found him.’


Horn walked over to the white Cadillac, looked in the window at the showy pinto-hide upholstery, and nodded. ‘No two cars like this one. Looks like a horse’s rump in there.’


Patty Stoddard, accompanied by Mad Crow, came out to meet them, her face taut with worry. ‘How is he?’


Horn was tempted to use the words out cold, but he said simply, ‘Asleep.’ He and Mad Crow wrestled the burden out of the car and into the house, where they laid him on a couch. ‘We need to be quiet,’ Patty said. ‘The girls are sleeping.’ Horn carefully put the big white Stetson on a table. Stoddard stank of booze, and one corner of his mouth was shiny with spit.


Mad Crow’s brow was creased with the beginning of a question, but Horn merely shook his head. ‘Tell you later,’ he said quietly.


‘Thank you both,’ Stoddard’s wife said to them. Horn didn’t know Patty Stoddard any better than he knew her husband, but lately he had found small things to dislike about her. When Horn began his stretch in prison, Cal was starting his career as a leading man, and Patty was his co-star, soon to be his wife. She had a fresh-scrubbed look and a pleasant singing voice, and they made a good-looking couple. But as his star rose, she appeared to show a toughness that he lacked, and there were some who said she was the more ambitious of the two, that she pushed him. It seemed to Horn that she took too much obvious pleasure in being the wife and co-star of Medallion’s biggest cowboy. Tonight, however, she seemed lost and bewildered by his condition, and it was hard to dislike her.


‘I guess we’ll be going,’ Horn said.


‘He never drinks,’ she said suddenly.


‘Then why—’


‘It’s this thing he got,’ she said, going over to the fireplace mantle to pick up a piece of paper. ‘Somebody gave it to him at the party today.’ She handed Horn what looked like a legal document, printed on paper that was an odd, pale shade of rose. By authority of the House of Representatives of the Congress of the United States of America, read the opening line.


‘It’s a subpoena,’ she said, spitting out the word as if it were an obscenity. ‘He has to go to Washington and tell them why he joined the Communist Party.’


Horn and Mad Crow exchanged looks. The rumor had been true.


‘He never even told me,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘He didn’t think it was important. He was twenty years old, living in Bakersfield. He got hired to play his guitar at some kind of rally, and afterward they were signing people up. He thought it was a good organization, doing the right thing for people, and he signed.’


‘I’ll be damned,’ Horn said under his breath.


‘He barely went to any meetings, and then he forgot about it for years, but they’ve got his signature. He said he isn’t ashamed of it, and he’ll admit to it,’ she went on. ‘But the studio’s suspending him until all this is ironed out. He’s got no more pictures coming. One of our girls starts school next month, and we’ve got no income.’ Her voice rose with the last words.


‘What about you?’ Horn asked.


She looked away, her face hard. Mad Crow answered for her. ‘No work for her either,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard how this works. It’s called guilt by association. Am I right?’


She nodded silently. There was a noise from the couch. They went over.


‘Cal, honey?’ she said.


Her husband muttered something, and she and Horn bent over to listen.


‘I know,’ she said, her eyes moist. ‘You hush now.’ In a moment, he was softly snoring.


Later, as they stood on the porch, Mad Crow said, ‘I’ll stick around for a bit, make sure they’re okay.’


‘That’s a good idea.’


‘What did he say, just before we left?’


Horn paused, as if trying to decipher a riddle. ‘He said he was scared.’







Chapter Four


The headlights of the black Ford carved a meandering path down Laurel Canyon Boulevard. The passing cars and widely spaced street lights did little to illuminate the steep, narrow roads that climbed up from the canyon floor on either side. They looked dark and full of secrets.


The night air bore a slightly damp chill. As the road began to level off, Horn cranked up the driver’s side window, both to warm the inside of the car and to allow himself another whiff of Maggie’s perfume.


He glanced over at her, trying to recall the last time he had seen her this dressed up. Under her wool coat she wore a flowered print dress, and her shoulder-length auburn hair was unpinned. The spray of freckles across her nose and cheeks was concealed by make-up and her perfume smelled like sweet soap.


It was quite a transformation, and it prodded memories of scattered images from years ago. They passed across his mind quickly, like snapshots – dinners together, hair brushed loose and free, a drive up the coast to a quiet cove one summer evening, when neither he nor Maggie had brought a bathing suit.


‘We’re almost there.’ Her voice interrupted his thoughts. Once again she seemed a little nervous, just as she had when she introduced him to the Bruders. He had tried finding out more from her during the drive over the hill – how she had become friends with Bruder, why she was treating this evening as such a special occasion – but she had deflected his questions.


They reached the brighter lights and heavier traffic of Sunset Boulevard. ‘That’s it,’ Maggie said, pointing, and he saw their destination diagonally across the street. He turned right, then quickly left into a driveway, past the sign that read Garden of Allah, and parked in front of a large two-story building with arched windows and a tiled roof.


Inside the lobby, they were met by Owen and Lillian Bruder, who took them into the rather cramped and ill-lit dining room. Their dinner was not relaxed. Bruder seemed distracted, speaking only in brief sentences, and Maggie was quiet. Lillian managed to keep things going, smiling often and telling wry stories about the two of them. She had a low voice and a serene nature that seemed to come from an inner strength. Horn liked her looks and the minimum of fussiness with which she had put herself together – dark, well-fitted dress, little jewelry. Her graying hair was gathered almost severely at the back of her neck. He also liked the way she smoothed her husband’s rough edges, sometimes reaching over to touch his hand when it seemed his temper might rear its head.


Some of the other diners looked their way from time to time, talking in lowered voices. Horn wondered when the Bruders would get to the point of the evening.


Finally dinner was over, and their hosts took them through the rear of the building and out the door. Maggie caught her breath. ‘Isn’t this pretty?’ she said. ‘I’ve heard of this place, but I never guessed . . .’


The grounds of the Garden of Allah stretched into the dark. Pathways led here and there, and small buildings in the same California-Spanish style as the hotel were just visible among the trees. Directly in front of where the four stood was a large, irregularly shaped swimming pool, glowing with underwater lights. Chairs were arranged on the grass around the pool, and in the near-dark Horn could see small groups of people and hear murmurs of conversation accented by bursts of laughter.


‘The pool is a kind of social center,’ Lillian said. ‘Especially in the early evening. Around ten they turn off the underwater lights, and people go home.’


She led them along a path through the greenery to a bungalow with an entrance on the ground floor and an exterior stairway that led to another above. ‘Here we are,’ she said.


Entering at the ground floor, they found a cozy apartment, made even cozier by several large cartons against the living room wall. ‘I hope you’ll pardon us,’ Lillian said. ‘We’re still unpacking. Who’d like a drink?’


A few minutes later, they were arranged comfortably near the open front windows, through which sounds carried faintly from the swimming pool. Near them, positioned to catch daylight from the windows, stood a small table bearing paints and brushes, and next to that an easel holding a nearly finished canvas. ‘Did you do that?’ Horn asked Lillian.


She nodded, smiling. ‘I’ve found a gallery down in Laguna Beach whose owner is kind enough to sell my work. Do you like paintings?’


‘I don’t know anything about art,’ he said. ‘But every now and then I see something I like. It’s usually a sunset or a horse and rider, something like that.’


‘Cowboy art,’ her husband said in a tone that sounded dismissive.


‘Western themes,’ Lillian said. ‘Very popular, but I’m afraid I don’t work in that genre.’


‘I can see that,’ Horn said, studying the canvas. The painting appeared to be a portrait of her husband, but the resemblance was overshadowed by the drama of the technique. The head was awash in deep crimsons and indigos, some of the paints applied liberally as if with a palette knife. On one side, Bruder’s features were almost aflame in color, while the other became lost in the darkness of the background. It was a troubled face.


Horn decided not to comment. Instead he waited, drink in hand, studying his host. It occurred to him that he had not yet seen him smile. A man with a lot on his mind, he thought.


He tasted the good-quality scotch. ‘So,’ he said, hoping to nudge Bruder into the conversation that was the point of the evening.


Bruder, who had been staring out the window, stirred in his chair and turned his attention to Horn. ‘Thanks for talking to me,’ he said. ‘This is Lillian’s idea. No harm in it, I suppose. But it’s a little awkward.’ He sounded as if he were being pushed into something distasteful.


‘Yesterday you mentioned prison.’


Bruder nodded slowly, then turned to Maggie. ‘Did you tell him anything about me?’


‘A little,’ she said.


‘The government’s calling you a Red,’ Horn said to him. ‘She says you’re not. How could they get it wrong?’ He knew his words sounded cold, but he didn’t feel that he owed Bruder any special handling.


Bruder visibly stiffened. ‘People get things wrong all the time,’ he said. ‘And would it matter to you if I were?’


The question made Horn uncomfortable. ‘Well, I don’t know any Reds. But from what I’ve heard, I don’t want to be buddies with any of them.’


Bruder nodded curtly at that, clearly unsatisfied by the answer. He took a deep breath and let it out. ‘When I was young and hungry, I worked all over this country,’ he said, sounding like a man beginning a story. ‘Handled freight on the docks in Brooklyn, picked peaches out here in California, worked on the railroad a lot of places in between. When the Depression set in, I was writing plays in New York. By then almost everybody was poor, this country was in a lot of trouble, and some of us wanted to try to do something about it. So we wrote about the problems, and we put our ideas into our plays. Later I moved out here and began writing for the movies, but I still believed that writers had power to change things. And I wasn’t alone.’


He must have noticed the doubt in Horn’s expression. ‘You’re probably wondering if we made a difference? How the hell should I know? One thing’s for sure, message movies usually don’t make much money. As Sam Goldwyn once said, “If I want to send a message, I’ll use Western Union.”’


Horn thought Bruder was a strange combination of the tough guy and the schoolteacher. In the man’s voice he could hear a faint echo of the words of his own father, the Reverend John Jacob Horn, in long-ago sermons to his small congregation in the hill country of northwest Arkansas. Horn had traveled a long way to escape the sound of that voice, and he was always uncomfortable around those who lectured or preached.


Lillian Bruder sat quietly, a faint smile on her face, and Horn guessed she’d heard this monologue before. She had picked up some knitting that lay by her chair, and she was focused on it now, her strong hands busy with the needles.


Maggie, meanwhile, listened intently. Horn wondered why this man apparently held such fascination for her.


‘I made a lot of money writing for the movies,’ Bruder continued. ‘Some people thought I did good work.’


‘You did,’ Lillian said. For the others’ benefit, she added, ‘They gave him that.’ She indicated a small cardboard box against the wall. Protruding from the top was a familiar gold-plated statuette.


‘That was for The Last Harvest,’ Bruder said. ‘I’m damn proud of it, because it says people are capable of thinking about something bigger than themselves, bigger than their next meal. Did you see it?’


‘No.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Bruder said in a tone that suggested otherwise. ‘That was years ago. No one’s writing anything like that any more. Studios are terrified of anything that deals honestly with the poor, anything suggesting that it’s not wonderful to be rich.’


Horn glanced at Maggie again and saw that she was openly staring at Bruder, seemingly mesmerized by his words.


Bruder drained his drink and refreshed their glasses. ‘Anyway . . . No, I never joined the Communist Party. I knew some members, of course, and we agreed about a lot of things. But that all stopped for me in 1939, when that son of a bitch Stalin signed his treaty with Hitler and I realized that Russian-style communism was just as cynical as any other political movement. So I said to hell with all orthodoxies.’


‘Then why—’


‘Why is J. Parnell Thomas coming after me? It’s simple, according to my lawyer. Someone named me.’ He seemed slightly drunk, and Horn recalled that Bruder had had several drinks at dinner. And along with the signs of drinking was a growing anger.


‘Why don’t you just prove you’re not a Red?’ Horn asked him.


Bruder regarded him with a look that suggested equal measures of pity and contempt. ‘Have you ever tried to prove a negative?’ he asked. ‘You can’t.’


‘Well . . .’


‘I know what you’re thinking. The truth always wins, right? Well, right now, the truth is being run out of town and replaced by lies, rumor, suspicion, innuendo, accusation. And let’s not forget fear.’


‘He’s right,’ Lillian said bitterly. ‘All the time we’ve lived in this city, we’ve had wonderful friends, good people. At least we thought they were. Now it’s almost as if we’ve become invisible. We don’t hear from them. If we try to get in touch, they say they’re too busy to see us.’


‘Except for Wally,’ Bruder said. ‘He’s still a friend.’ He lifted his glass in a mock toast.


‘What happens now?’ Maggie asked him.


‘Well, as you may know, I’m expected to go to Washington for the final act in the drama and confess in public,’ Bruder said belligerently. ‘Here’s the way my lawyer explains it: If I refuse to answer their questions, they’ll hold me in contempt of Congress and send me to jail. If I insist on telling the truth and contradicting their secret informant—’


‘Wait a minute,’ Horn broke in. ‘Doesn’t the law say you’ve got a right to face whoever’s accusing you?’


‘We’ve been over this with our lawyer,’ Lillian answered. ‘You have that right only in court, during a trial. This certainly will feel like a trial, but technically, it’s just a hearing.’


‘Yes,’ her husband said. ‘I’m sure you can see the joke here. If my testimony doesn’t jibe with that of Mr Secret Informant, that could be interpreted as failure to cooperate. In other words, contempt. There’s another thing: Even though it’s rarely used, there’s a law on the books saying it’s illegal to advocate the overthrow of the government. Theoretically, anyone named as a Communist could be prosecuted under this law.’


Horn was silent. He was beginning to see what Bruder was up against.


‘Finally,’ Bruder said, ‘if I take cover under my Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination, I probably won’t go to jail, but it’s for damn sure I’ll suddenly become unemployable.’


He spread his hands apart, as if acknowledging the irrationality of it all. ‘The only way I could escape with a whole skin and make sure I go on working would be to falsely confess, name some of the others I know are Communists, and throw myself on the mercy of the committee.’ He allowed himself a small, tight smile. ‘When Hell freezes over.’


‘What’s wrong with naming a few Communists?’ Horn asked. ‘They’re not on our side anyway.’


Bruder showed his disgust. ‘Because some of them are friends, or at least used to be,’ he said. ‘And because it’s just plain wrong. To name people, I mean. What’s happening to me is wrong too, but that’s no reason for me to take it out on people like myself. They’re not the enemy.’


‘That’s not what I hear,’ Horn said. ‘We just finished fighting a war, and before we get to take a deep breath, we’ve got the Russians carving up parts of Europe and getting ready to take us on. If you ask me, anybody who tries to sell out this country shouldn’t be working in the movies or anywhere else . . .’


He trailed off, a little surprised at his own vehemence. Horn rarely discussed politics. Communism, it was true, sounded like a threat to him, but he had never before felt passionate about the subject. He wondered if he was simply reacting to Bruder’s sermonizing and trying to get under the man’s skin.


If that was his intention, it worked. ‘I keep forgetting where you come from,’ Bruder said, his face beginning to redden. ‘And how patriotic all you cowboys are. The dumb, unthinking kind of patriot.’


‘Go to hell, Mr Bruder,’ Horn replied quietly, ignoring a warning look from Maggie.


Bruder slammed his glass down on the table, the drink sloshing over the side. ‘You’re full of shit, young man,’ he said. ‘You’ve got a lot to learn about this world. Twenty years ago, I’d have just knocked you down a few times. Now, I suppose I’m a more patient man.’


‘I’m not,’ Horn said, getting up. ‘And I don’t like being preached to. Maggie, I think it’s time we left.’


‘Sit the hell down,’ Bruder said.


‘John Ray, please.’ Maggie’s voice was twisted with emotion. She started to say something else, but Bruder held up his hand. He appeared to be listening intently.


Then Horn heard it too. A small scuffing sound, possibly made by shoe leather on the brick walkway outside the front door. Somebody just walking by, he thought. But the apprehensive expression on Lillian’s face suggested otherwise.


Bruder sprang to his feet, made it to the door in two seconds, and flung it open. ‘Well, hello, boys,’ he said in a booming voice, stepping outside.







Chapter Five


Following him, Horn saw two men framed in the window light. One leaned nonchalantly against a tree near the path, arms crossed, regarding Bruder with a faint smile. The other, somewhat younger and noticeably bigger, had one foot propped up on the lip of a small stone fountain, apparently intent on tying a shoelace.


‘Careful you don’t trip over that,’ Bruder said pugnaciously, taking a few steps closer to them. ‘In the dark, you could fall and muss up your nice suit.’


The younger man nodded without looking up. He was fullback-size, with a thick neck, a military-style haircut, and a face devoid of expression.


‘You hear what you need to hear?’ Bruder asked.


‘Don’t know what you mean,’ said the older man. ‘We’re just taking a walk.’ He had an unusual face – round, with large eyes and prominent lips – stuck somewhere between handsome and ugly. He reminded Horn vaguely of a frog. Not a grumpy old bullfrog, more a vigorous frog, sleek, alert, and pleased with himself.


‘On your way home, I guess,’ Bruder went on.


‘Maybe.’


The younger man, having retied his shoelace, now stood and squared his ample shoulders, glancing at his companion. He took off his hat and ran a hand through his hair.


‘Where did you say you lived?’ Bruder asked.


‘Didn’t say,’ Frog Face replied.


‘Oh. Of course not. You’re probably not from around here.’


‘We’ll be going.’ As the older man uncrossed his arms, Horn saw a small notebook in one hand.


Bruder stepped into his way. ‘We don’t like trespassers around here.’


The other man looked bored. ‘Mr Bruder, don’t you think you’ve got enough trouble as it is?’


Bruder looked oddly satisfied. ‘So you know my name.’


The other man nodded. ‘What I don’t know,’ he said, indicating Horn, ‘is his.’


Horn said nothing.


‘But since I’ve got his license plate, I’ll have his name before long.’ He turned to his companion. ‘Let’s go.’ They headed down the path toward the front of the hotel.


‘What the hell was that about?’ Horn asked.


‘That,’ Bruder said grimly, ‘is about my new life. And that is why you’re here tonight.’


The four of them stood uneasily in the doorway. ‘FBI, I’d imagine,’ Bruder went on. ‘Or maybe some of J. Parnell’s people. J. Edgar’s, J. Parnell’s . . . doesn’t matter, since they’re all cut from the same cloth.’


‘Have they been around before?’ Maggie asked.


Bruder nodded. ‘We’re getting used to seeing them out there wherever we go – me on my walks, Lillian when she shops. But they usually keep their distance. Now, it looks like they’re coming in closer, eavesdropping.’ He made a rude snorting sound. ‘Little white-collar pricks.’


‘Look,’ he said to Horn, ‘we got off to a bad start. Would you come back inside?’


Horn wanted nothing more than to leave, but Maggie spoke for him. ‘Sure we will,’ she said, and a moment later they were seated again.


‘Back to the subject,’ Bruder said, trying to find a comfortable position in his chair. ‘Prison, as I suggested, is starting to look very likely.’ He took a deep breath, making an effort to calm himself. ‘Would you mind telling me about your experience?’


When Horn hesitated, Bruder pressed on. ‘I know it’s not a pleasant subject. I appreciate whatever information you can give me.’


‘All right, then.’ The answer came reluctantly.


‘Margaret told me a little, and I asked around. It was assault, wasn’t it?’


‘That’s right.’


‘And how long were you—’


‘Two years. In the state prison up in Cold Creek.’


‘Margaret said what you did was justified, and you didn’t deserve that much of a sentence.’


Horn smiled at her. ‘Thanks, Maggie.’ To Bruder he said, ‘She knows the man I tangled with. He’s not a very likable person. As for whether I deserved it or not, I’ll just say I’m glad it’s over.’


Bruder nodded. ‘Can you tell me some of the things I need to know?’


‘About stir? Sure. But first . . . if you get sent up, it’ll be to a federal prison, won’t it?’


‘Yes.’


‘Any idea where?’


‘No.’


‘Well, keep in mind that the folks in the federal pens are different. You’ll meet some bank robbers for sure, maybe some kidnappers, but most of the cons will be better behaved than the kind I mixed with. You know, the sort of people who cheat on their taxes. Not as many of the violent ones, the desperadoes.’
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