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PROLOGUE


The way Jamal Deschamps saw it, life was a good news–bad news proposition. For example, the good news was bumping into a fine young sister at the 4-Speed Club on a slow Sunday night, having some drinks, talking some trash, and then spending some quality bump time in her bed until her roommate showed. The bad news was that he wound up all alone out on Dalton Street at around 2:30 A.M., which is when a black ’63 Chevy filled with Crazy Eights gangstas rounded the corner.


Jamal did a swift backpedal into the nearest alley and tried to make himself small behind an overripe industrial-size faded blue Dumpster. His mind was filled with grisly images based on what he knew about the Crazies, the worst involving an acquaintance who’d had his hands, tongue, and private parts hacked off with a machete for daring to get too close to one of their women. He wished he knew a bit more about the history of the woman he’d just been with.


He strained his ears. And heard nothing. They didn’t see me. I’m too fast for ’em.


Then he heard the Chevy brake at the entrance to the alley.


Okay, so they stopped. They’ll check out the alley and I’m gonna be like Casper. They’ll see nothing but empty space and be on their way.


He heard the Chevy door open. The pat of rubber soles hitting concrete. Then, oh, shit, the harsh metallic click of an automatic that damn well had to mean it was dying time!


Jamal squeezed in tighter against the brick building, trying to become a part of it. The gangsta came closer. Pat, pat pat, pat. He must’ve been right at the Dumpster. Another two steps and he’d be staring down and pointing his gun and...


Then Jamal heard the good news: a police siren a few blocks away, coming closer.


“Yo, Fupdup,” someone yelled from the Chevy. “Get yo’ ass back in here, bro.”


Listen to the brother, Jamal begged silently. Get your homicidal ass back in the car.


“It’s right here, sucka. Jus’ be a minnit...”


The driver of the Chevy revved the engine. “We bookin’,” someone called out.


“Bunch o’ pusswipes,” Fupdup growled angrily as his thick rubber soles pat-patted away.


A car door slammed shut and the Chevy roared off. Jamal rested his head against the brick wall and let out the breath he’d been holding for what seemed like hours. Thank you, Jesus.


His eyes wandered up past the buildings to the clear night sky. Stars were blinking way up there, without a care in the world. He knew just how they felt.


The police siren was coming closer, down Dalton. Jamal turned his head toward the street and saw, for the first time, something draped over the edge of the Dumpster. He linked, his mind initially refusing to accept the image before him. But it was real. A human hand. A woman’s hand. Not small, exactly, but delicate. White. It was the whitest damned hand Jamal had ever seen.


His immediate reaction was to move away from it, to put as much distance as he could between him and that got-to-be-dead-as-Dracula hand.


Then he saw the ring on her finger, its diamond twinkling like the stars overhead.


The ring posed a dilemma for Jamal. His brain was screaming at him to do a three-minute mile away from the dead woman in the Dumpster. But that ring sure as hell wasn’t gonna be much use to her anymore.


Screwing up his face in disgust, he approached the lifeless hand and gingerly poked it with a finger. The hand felt cold, stiff. Over the line. No fucking way do I touch that thing with my bare hands. Near his feet was a Fatburger wrapper. He scooped it up and, using it like a glove, grabbed the corpse’s wrist. With his other hand he gently tugged on the ring.


He hovered next to the bin, the garbage smelling so ripe a rat would turn its nose up at it. He didn’t want to look at the dead woman, but he couldn’t help himself. She was buck naked. Was a time she might have been Penthouse material, but not now.


His eyes traveled up the pale trunk, past the bruised chest to the face. Somebody had done a dance on baby’s face, busted it up big time. But there was something familiar. He blinked. He knew that death created its own disguise. His daddy had looked like some other dude entirely, lying in his coffin. But this corpse... Jesus! he thought. It’s Maddie Gray.


In a mild state of panic, he yanked harder at the ring, cutting his palm on the corpse’s jagged thumbnail. The ring wouldn’t move past the dead woman’s knuckle.


The police siren was wailing now, really close. Too close. Almost on top of him. Shit!


He gave the ring a final jerk and there was a popping noise as the pale white finger broke, dangling like an icicle ready to fall off a roof. But the ring slid free. Jamal jammed both it and the burger wrapper into his pocket and started running down the alley.


A bright light caught him full in the eyes, blinding him.


“Hold it right there, boy,” a voice shouted.


Jamal couldn’t see a thing but the bright light. He didn’t need to. There would be two big beefy white boys in blue drawing down on him, licking their lips at the thought of him making a move. He held it right there.


Good news–bad news, he told himself. My life ain’t nothing but good news–bad news.



ONE


Nikki Hill awoke to colored lights dancing on her bedroom ceiling.


She raised her head high enough to glimpse a youthful Marlo Thomas on the silent TV, wearing a Peter Pan collar and a worried expression. Just what I need, she thought as she flopped back against the pillow, a white-bread night-light.


She was suddenly puzzled. If the TV sound is off, what am I doing awake?


As if in answer, the phone rang.


With a groan she shifted on the bed, sending Witkin on Criminal Law, Volume 5 and several Manila folders and their contents tumbling to the carpet. Her “Liar For Hire” T-shirt, a joke gift that she perversely embraced, was sticking clammily to her body. At least she hadn’t fallen asleep in her good clothes again.


The phone rang once more.


As she reached for it on the bedside table, she saw the time glowing on her radio alarm: 3:47 A.M. She cleared her throat. “This better be an emergency,” she warned her caller.


“Nikki?”


The voice sounded vaguely familiar. “Yeah?” she replied warily.


“Joe Walden.” It was her boss, the district attorney for the county of Los Angeles. “Sorry to wake you, but this is an emergency.”


Her head was fuzzy. “Uh...right,” she managed to reply, feeling a little embarrassed, as if he’d caught her doing something weird. Like getting a night’s sleep. She turned on the bedside lamp, then grabbed the TV remote to send Marlo back to nostalgia heaven.


“You okay?” he asked.


“Sure.”


Something caught her eye—Bird, framed in the doorway, observing her curiously, black curls obscuring part of his dark handsome face.


Nikki winked at him as Walden asked, “You familiar with Madeleine Gray?”


“Uh... sure,” Nikki said. Her mouth had that dry, sucking-up-smog-all-night ashy aftertaste. “On TV. Big Viking of a woman. Whiter than rice with a mess of blond hair. Does gossip news. Interviews. Not exactly Barbara Walters.”


“Lucky for Ms. Walters,” District Attorney Walden said dryly. “Maddie Gray’s big white naked body was found in a Dumpster in South Central a few hours ago.”


Nikki forgot about the early hour, morning mouth, and nearly everything else except the voice on the other end of the phone.


“A suspect was apprehended near the corpse,” Walden was saying. “They’re getting ready to interrogate him.”


Bird approached the bed, yawning.


“A couple million people watched Maddie Gray every night,” Walden said. “The media jackals are going to dine large on this one. It’s got everything. Sex. Drugs. Showbiz.


I want you to get down to Parker Center ASAP and keep tabs on Homicide’s progress.”


She didn’t know Walden very well. She couldn’t imagine why he’d phoned her—a midlevel deputy D.A. who’d been stalled at Grade 3 for three long years in Compton, the Siberia of the district attorney’s office. But she wasn’t about to question his decision. Any prosecutor with an ounce of ambition would slit both wrists for a chance to rub up against a high-profile case like this one. Nikki had more than anounce.


“I’m your man,” she said, trying not to giggle as Bird touched his tongue to a bare brown foot he discovered sticking out from under the covers.


“Good,” Walden said. “I hope I’m not, ah, taking you away from anything...more pressing.”


“What could be more pressing?” Nikki replied, reaching out a hand to grab Bird’s curly head.


“Yes, well, as soon as you know something, I want to know it, too. Okay?”


“Okay,” she said, scowling at the clock radio.


“Oh, and should the detectives handling the case wonder what you’re doing there, tell them you’re my special assistant. Assuming you’re okay with that title.”


It took a moment for her to realize she was being promoted. Not a major promotion—probably wouldn’t mean more money—but it was a step up, and it made her feel the time she’d spent in Compton hadn’t been wasted. “No, sir, no objection at all. Thank you.”


Bird, who was not used to a subservient tone in her voice, gave her a questioning look.


“We’ll see if you’re still thanking me by the time this all shakes out,” Walden said.


She replaced the phone, exhilarated. “Guess who’s just been appointed the special assistant to the district attorney?” she asked Bird happily.


Bird yawned again, unimpressed. He didn’t really get the gist of her question. Though he understood nearly fifty words, the only ones he really reacted to were “food,” “walk,” and “cat,” and, of course, the special commands. He was a Bouvier des Flandres, a coal-black Belgian sheepdog weighing eighty pounds, much of it muscle. The full name on his papers read Charlie “Yardbird” Parker.


He had been the bequest of the only man Nikki had ever loved, and she couldn’t look at him without thinking of his departed owner. Tony Black. She smiled wistfully. “Tall as pine, black as crow, talk more shit than radio.”


Her first thought had been to find Bird another home. At the time, she’d been in no condition to assume the responsibility for a large animal who demanded a certain amount of attention. Especially one who would be a constant reminder of all that she’d lost. Something about Bird—her best friend, Loreen Battles, said he looked like a beautiful holy man in a dog suit—kept her from giving him up. In fact, Bird had helped her through that difficult period of mourning, had been a protector and companion and, on those long, lonely nights when she felt she had to talk to someone or she would freak completely, a doggy shrink.


That had been four years ago. Now, she could hardly remember what her life had been like before she began sharing it with the lovable, loyal, hardheaded, territorial, demanding beast who obviously adored her.


Bird was digging his nose into the skirt she’d dropped on the floor the night before. She grabbed it from him. “It’s messed up enough without you slobberin’ on it, fuzzball,” she said.


He cocked his huge head to one side, staring—critically, she imagined—at the other clothes sharing the carpet with law books and files and scattered newspapers and magazines. “Okay, so I ain’t Martha Stewart,” she said, slipping her feet into her tatty but comfortable old Bugs Bunny slippers. “You’re not exactly Lassie.”


Bird followed along devotedly as she padded her way through the dark, mainly unfurnished ranch-style house they’d moved into only months before. It was much too big for just the two of them, about four times the size of her old apartment. But Nikki had always dreamed of moving up to this particular location—Ladera Heights, the black Beverly Hills. The deal had been one she hadn’t been able to refuse. The Asian couple who’d purchased the place sight unseen had taken one glance at the cemetery just down the hill and raced away in search of better karma. Essentially, all Nikki had to do was take over the monthly notes.


She looked out of the kitchen window and smiled at the tombstones. “Roll them bones,” she said, remembering the depressing little one-bedroom apartment that she and Bird had been sharing next door to the dangerous neighborhood known as the Jungle.


She left the window and turned on the sound system that the builder had thoughtfully wired into every room in the house. An all-news station was providing a litany of the previous night’s tragedies. Fires, wrecks, robberies, drive-bys, carjackings. Murders. She wondered when Madeleine Gray would make the list.


Bird emitted his “feed me” yelp and Nikki responded quickly. Though most of the house was barren of furnishings, the kitchen was filled with enough pots, pans, gadgets, and instruments to pass for a Williams-Sonoma showroom. This was the result of a six-night cooking class taught by a local celebrity chef that Loreen Battles had dragged her to. “You know what they say about a man’s stomach leading the way to his heart,” Loreen had said.


While Nikki had never put much stock in that stomach theory, she’d gone along with her friend. And discovered the joy of cooking. Ever since childhood, however, she’d had a tendency toward obsessive behavior. Great for her career. Less great for real life. In this case it had resulted in an awe some collection of rarely used cookware that ran the gamut from a fuzzy-logic rice steamer to an Italian espresso machine so medieval it made only one perfect cup at a time.


She used her state-of-the-art Scandinavian can opener to trim the lid from a tin of the special food the vet had recommended for Bird’s diverticulosis, plopped most of the can’s contents into his bowl, and topped it off with a flea pill. While Nikki would have to be at death’s door to see a doctor, Bird visited the veterinarian on an almost bimonthly basis.


One ear tuned to the news, Nikki carried the food and a water bowl out to the patio. The animal would have to dine outside and perform whatever daily rituals he found necessary without her assistance. She had no time for their usual morning workout.


She returned to the kitchen, set the glistening chrome and glass coffeepot to perking, took one final loving look at Bird hungrily devouring his food, and said, “Now for the hard stuff.”


The bright bathroom light made her wince. Her image in the mirror above the washbasin made her wince even more. Her light brown face with its freckled, full cheekbones was puffy and pillow-wrinkled. Her dark brown eyes, which Bird’s master used to rhapsodize over, were bloodshot. Her thick black hair vaguely resembled an unpruned shrub.


Damn, she thought. I don’t need a shower. I need that fountain at Lourdes.


The shower helped.


Nothing else seemed to.


No time for a curling iron. Her last clean panty hose looked like a cougar had been pawing it. The cream for the coffee had curdled. Bird’s flea pill was resting at the bottom of his empty bowl, untouched. And the four-fifteen news summary informed the world that “the battered body of television star Madeleine Gray was found several hours ago in an alley in South Central Los Angeles. The police have not released any further information, but we’ll try to have more for you at five A.M.”


Nikki knew that by five she’d better have discovered that information firsthand. After anxiously consulting her watch, she tracked Bird down in the yard and force-fed him the pill he’d avoided. Then she was on her way.


Her loyal Mazda RX7, as dependable as always, started right up. And, at four-twenty on the warm, dark Monday morning, she was zooming toward downtown L.A. along nearly deserted streets, confident she’d be on the job within minutes. That’s when she noticed the gas gauge was on empty.


She swung into a service station. Only when she was parked did she realize this was one of the more dangerous stretches along Crenshaw Boulevard, particularly at this time of the morning. She placed her black coffee on the dashboard, tried to ignore the abrasive rub of her shoes against her bare heels, and removed her credit card from her briefcase. She hesitated, gave the area a quick scan, then took out her police special, too.


She was anxiously pumping gas when the man approached her. Another of the city’s homeless population, she thought. Grizzled, grimy, ageless, and apparently aimless.


“You up kinda early, sistah,” he said.


She casually dropped her right hand from the pump and slipped it into her pocket, wrapping her fingers around the gun grip.


“Don’t worry, sistah,” he said quickly, holding up empty palms and keeping his distance. “Juppy don’t mean no harm, specially to a fine-looking woman like yourself.”


Great, she thought. On top of everything, she was getting hit on by some raggedy-ass homeless man.


“Gals your colorin’ we useta call Red,” Juppy told her.“ ’Cause they redbone. Bet they calls you Red, huh?”


“No.” It was a lie. Even her father had, back in the days when they were speaking. Maybe that’s why she hated the nickname so. “And don’t you, either.”


The Mazda’s tank was far from filled, but the man made her uncomfortable and she’d pumped enough gas to get to the office and back. She replaced the nozzle, keeping an eye on Juppy.


As she got into her car, he said, “ ’Scuse me for saying it, but you got a lovely ass.”


“Oh? You don’t think it’s too round?” she asked sarcastically.


“Hey, can’t be too round,” he said, stepping closer to her open window. “You look like you a happenin’ woman. Goin’ up in the world. Juppy been up there, too. Think maybe you can spare Juppy a li’l somethin’ somethin’, sistah?” He held out his hand.


“I’m not your sister, Juppy,” she said, staring into his surprisingly clear brown eyes. He was right about her being on her way up. The thought made her feel magnanimous enough to take a couple of dollars from her wallet and hand them to him. “Here’s your somethin’ somethin’.”


“Thank you for your gen’rosity,” he said. “You won’t regret it, Red.”


Damn, she hated that name. “I’m regretting it already,” she said, jamming her foot on the gas pedal.



TWO


The city was still cloaked in early-morning darkness when Nikki entered Parker Center, home of the Los Angeles Police Department. In spite of the petty annoyances that had been plaguing her since she’d gotten out of bed, she felt on top of the world. Nothing could dampen her spirits, not even the building’s atmosphere of neon-lit, brusque indifference, nor the near-toxic smell of the cleaning crew’s pine-oil disinfectant. She was the new special assistant to the D.A., assigned to what promised to be a major murder case. She was, as Juppy had observed, “a happenin’ woman.”


Still, as she waited for the elevator, the specter of doom flitted through her mind. Bad luck often traveled in the guise of good fortune, a fact she’d discovered the hard way the last time she’d been poised at the brink of success.


Three and a half years before, she’d been assigned a low-priority homicide. The defendant, a career criminal named Mason Durant, had stood accused of murdering the proprietor of a mobile lunch stand who dispensed hot dogs and other foodstuffs daily in Durant’s neighborhood. Though there had been no witnesses to the actual murder, five schoolchildren and their teacher had heard the shots and observed Durant running from the dead man’s “roach coach” with a gun in his hand.


Ordinarily, the trial would not have gone beyond page four of the Metro section of the L.A. Times. But Durant offered a rather unique defense: the gun six witnesses had claimed to have seen had actually been ...a hot dog. A local television station used the declaration as a tongue-in-cheek “light side of the news” item. Then Jay Leno coined the term “weenie defense” in his Tonight Show monologue, turning the bright light of national publicity on Nikki’s little trial.


It had been an almost perfect case for the prosecution. In addition to the ideal witnesses, the accused had been apprehended leaving his apartment building “lugging a suitcase and on the run,” according to one of the arresting officers. The police lab had turned up traces of the lunch stand’s brand of mustard on bills in Durant’s wallet. There was only one small problem: the weapon had not been recovered. Still, getting a conviction looked like a walk in the park. Not even the accused’s overworked public defender could mention the “weenie defense” without smiling. The jury deliberated for only two hours before finding Mason Durant guilty of murder in the first degree with special circumstances. Life with no parole.


The district attorney at the time, Thomas J. Gleason, a professional Irishman whose resemblance to the late John Wayne had convinced voters that he was a rawboned crime fighter, knew what to do with a media opportunity when one dropped in his large lap. He invited members of the press to “a simple lunch to publicly congratulate deputy Nicolette Hill on a job well done.”


A photo of Gleason and Nikki dining on Nathan’s franks at the luncheon adorned a section of that Sunday’s L. A. Times and even found its way inside People magazine. For about a week, television couldn’t get enough of Nikki’s sound bites. She was invited to an assortment of Hollywood parties where, to her surprise, the celebrities wanted to meet her. She was, in short, flying high. Then came the fateful day when the trial’s evidence boxes were delivered to her office. While waiting for someone to remove them to the D.A.’s evidence locker, she idly lifted the lid on the top box and began browsing through the items in their protective plastic bags. One held the contents of Durant’s hastily packed suitcase— a comb, a nearly empty bottle of aspirin, a razor, a dry shave cologne. She sniffed the pungent scent. So that’s what Hi Karate smells like.


Bag two contained apparel Durant was wearing when apprehended. Rumpled black chino pants and a strictly seventies shirt, shiny dark blue synthetic with bright purple and red streaks, collar rolled up.


The third bag became her personal Pandora’s box.


When she opened it, a ghastly odor chased away every hint of the Hi Karate. There was only one item—a tan poplin windbreaker. What was that stench? She felt a small, solid object in the jacket’s inside pocket. Her fingers daintily searched for... God! She yanked her hand out. What had she touched? Something hard and furry.


Scowling, she shifted the jacket and shook the object loose.


It fell onto the floor of her office. The remnants of a moldy bun wrapped around a gaseous chunk of nearly desiccated meat.


Reeling not only from the odor but from the implication of her discovery, she pulled a Kleenex from the box on her desk and returned the remnants of Mason Durant’s defense to the windbreaker’s pocket, then shoved the jacket back into its plastic bag.


What now?


She had little doubt of Durant’s guilt. She’d done her homework prepping for the trial. The witnesses had been certain that they’d seen a metallic gun in Durant’s hand. He’d definitely been on the run from something. Though it had not been admissible as evidence, he had a long rap sheet and had previously stood trial for murder. That time, the jury had found him not guilty. But investigators had provided Nikki with a number of people, including the victim’s widow, to whom Durant had later bragged that he had indeed killed the man.


Did any of this permit her to ignore the fact that she was in possession of evidence that might possibly have changed the outcome of the trial? While she wasn’t sure what her obligation was to the law, she knew what her conscience was telling her.


Well, as Grandma Tyrell, who had raised her, used to say, the only way to handle bad news is to take off your gloves. She went to see Tom Gleason.


The district attorney was not amused. His ruddy, normally jovial face went purple with apoplexy. He took a small plastic bottle from his desk, removed a tiny pill, and popped it into his mouth. He grimaced, then demanded, “Who in their right mind digs through evidence after they’ve won? What the Christ were you thinking?”


“I sure wasn’t thinking four-month-old hot dog,” she told him.


He glared at her. “Well, you’re not gonna like what I’m thinking.”


He picked up the phone and dialed the number of his head deputy, Raymond Wise, who answered almost immediately.


Waiting for the call, Nikki thought. Like Rover listening for his master’s voice.


Gleason explained the situation tersely, requesting that Wise join them. Then he strolled to his windows, where he remained staring out, ignoring her, until his head deputy limped into the room.


Wise was a pale, thin, unsmiling man in his mid-forties, with lank brown hair lying on a high forehead. His manner of dress was ultraconservative except for aviator frame glasses perched firmly on a long thin nose. He was the top prosecutor in the county, but his coworkers, though they envied his conviction record, considered him arrogant and egotistical, not to mention sexist and racist. The origin of his stiffened right leg remained something of a mystery. Nikki imagined he might have broken it trying to climb up Gleason’s fat ass.


He stared at her blankly, then said to his scowling boss, “There’s no legal obligation here. The acknowledged precedent in these matters, Brady v. Maryland, 1963, refers specifically to a trial in progress. Even there, the prosecutor must be convinced the evidence is exculpatory. I doubt a desiccated hot dog qualifies.”


“C’mon, Ray,” Nikki said. “You know how much emphasis was placed on the hot dog. It was Durant’s main defense.”


“You see, Tom,” Wise said to the D.A. “That’s exactly what I was telling you. We’ve got too many deputies like Hill who don’t know what their job is.”


“Hill knows enough about her job to recognize evidence when she sees it,” Nikki said heatedly.


“Evidence of what?” Gleason asked. “That a murderer ate half a hot dog? Even if Durant’s pathetic lawyer had dangled the sausage under the jury’s nose, they still would have found him guilty. Maybe even guiltier.”


“Why’s that, Ray?” Nikki asked skeptically.


“Because, you, People magazine’s sexiest D.A. of the year, would have explained that Durant was so cold-blooded that he calmly stood there eating his victim’s hot dog while blasting him in the gut with the gun six clear-eyed witnesses saw him holding.”


“Any way you slice the weenie, Ray, it’s still evidence.”


“You honestly think this scumbag is an innocent man?” Wise asked.


“No,” Nikki replied, remembering the people she’d talked to who heard Durant boasting about beating the rap on his last trial. “I’m sure he’s a murderer. And I’m about ninety-eight percent sure he’s guilty in this case. But that doesn’t change the fact that the jurors were not in possession of all the evidence when they decided to send him off to Folsom for the rest of his life.”


Wise threw up his hands.


Gleason leaned forward and said in as calm a voice as he could muster, “Ms. Hill. Nikki. Thanks to your trial this office has been on the receiving end of some very beneficial publicity. We’re not gonna dump that and run the risk of looking like donkeys just to satisfy some fucking schoolgirl notion you have about the law.”


Nikki stood, tingling in anger. “We’ll see what the court says about my fucking schoolgirl notion.”


“No, we won’t,” Gleason said softly. “Because if you go public with this, I’ll put you behind bars for the rest of your life.”


Nikki couldn’t believe it. He was threatening her. “What kind of bullshit is this?” she asked.


“Hiding evidence from a jury during a murder trial with special circumstances can put a prosecutor away for life,” Gleason said calmly.


“You saying I hid evidence during the trial?” she asked, eyes narrowing.


“I’m saying you discovered that devil’s own wiener in the midst of the trial, but failed to disclose it. You came to me today because your conscience has been bothering you.


“Isn’t that right, Ray? Isn’t that what you heard?”


Wise looked surprised and a bit shaken. He said nothing.


“Well?” Gleason prompted him.


“Tom, don’t ask me to be a party to anything like this.”


Gleason’s eyebrows shot up. “Excuse me. I thought you were somebody I could count on. Somebody who knew how to play the game. Hell, this is all speculation anyway. I’m sure Nikki’s bright enough to do the right thing, which is to flush the evidence of her crime down the crapper and go on about her business. Right, Nikki?”


The jive-ass son of a bitch!


Both men were staring at her. She wanted to scream. Or tear out their hearts. Something.


Gleason took her silence for affirmation. “Fine, then,” he said. “Ray, you’ll supervise the removal of the ‘old business.’ ”


“Tom,” Wise complained, “you’re carrying this too far. Let’s just put the fucking hot dog back in the box and file it. We’re still on legal high ground there, but no matter how inconsequential the evidence is, once you start destroying it—”


“That’s the point, Ray,” Gleason said, grinning. “That’s how I can be sure there’ll be no more discussion of this matter. You two will get rid of the so-called evidence.”


“I...I don’t think so,” Wise said.


Gleason stood, his face filling with angry blood. Then he seemed to relax. He slumped back in his chair and grinned at Wise. “That’s a curious career choice, Ray. Just after I bumped you up to head deputy. Could be a short-term decision.”


Wise blinked in surprise, and Nikki could tell by the change that came over his pasty face that he would be raising no more objections. Gleason saw it, too. “Good. Now that we’re in agreement, be off with the two of you. When you’re finished, Nikki, come back and we’ll work out your reassignment.”


“What reassignment?”


“I’m sure you’d be happier somewhere else.”


“Where?” she asked coldly.


“You’ll stay on here for a few months, closing out your caseload. Then when the media has forgotten all about the damned ‘weenie defense’ case, you’ll quietly request a reassignment to Compton.”


“You sorry sack of shit,” she said.


“I love you, too,” he said. “Now, why don’t you and Ray get rid of that nasty old weenie.”


They made their way to her office in silence, Nikki leading the limping Wise by several paces. When they arrived, she turned to him and said, “He’s gonna be holding this over us for the rest of our careers. Even head D.D.A. isn’t worth it.”


“Grow the fuck up,” Wise replied. “You can’t beat Tom at this game. You do it his way, or you pay, as you are paying. I have no desire to wind up at the desk next to you in Compton. Besides, you know damned well Durant is guilty as sin.”


“He is. But...aw, hell, what’s the point of talking ethics to you? You want to destroy evidence, Mister Integrity, do it without my help.” She sat down at her desk. “I’m already on my way to Compton.”


She took no delight in the sight of Wise limping gingerly from her office, one hand clutching the rotten food wrapped in a Kleenex, the other holding his nose. When he was gone,


she went to her bookshelf and pulled down a thick volume. She shuffled through its thin pages until she found what she was looking for. “ Brady v. Maryland, U.S. Supreme Court, 373 OS.83 (1963).”


She scanned the words of the decision. “A prosecutor that withholds evidence... which, if made available, would tend to exculpate the accused or reduce the penalty helps shape a trial that bears heavily on the defendant, that casts the prosecution in the role of an architect of a proceeding that does not comport with standards of justice....”


Wise had been right. She hadn’t withheld any evidence. She’d turned over the jacket. It was not her fault that the public defender had failed to inventory the contents of its pocket. She’d had no legal obligation to practice law for the defense. But she still felt sick. To her mind, she was still in the position of being the “architect” of Mason Durant’s fate. That did not comport with her standard of justice.


Glumly, she returned to Gleason’s office.


Ordinarily, she would have waited for one of the secretaries to announce her, but her anger pushed her beyond that sort of formality. Gleason looked up from the magazine he was reading. “All done?” he asked.


“Yeah. And I quit.”


“Oh? What are your plans? Gonna work as a cleaning lady? Drive a cab? Certainly nothing in law, nothing to compensate for all those years of study and struggle. Even if you managed to get as far as the personnel office of a firm, can you imagine the kind of reference I’d provide?”


“Why are you being such an asshole?” she asked.


“Because you disappoint me. Because I thought you were smart enough to know how the game is played. Because in this office defiance is simply not tolerated.”


“Well, fuck you and your disappointment,” Nikki said. “I didn’t become a prosecutor so I could play games with the law. Ask Mason Durant what he thinks about your damned games.”


“You want to set him free, Nikki?” the district attorney asked. “Would that be serving the society we’re sworn to protect?”


Nikki remembered the woman whose husband Durant had bragged about killing, remembered her tears and bitter words. She shook her head, trying in vain to remove that sad image. “It’s... not my call to make,” she said, more hesitatingly than she wished.


“No it isn’t,” Gleason said. “A jury found him guilty and that’s that. Know why? Because I say it is.”


“That’s fine for folks who don’t have a conscience.”


He grinned at her. “That’s the other reason I’m sending you to Compton: punishment should put a little salve on that wounded conscience of yours.”


“Who died and made you God?”


“I’m a self-made man,” he said.


“Yeah, well, I’d rather drive a cab than spend the rest of my life working for you in Compton or anywhere else.”


“Use your head, woman,” Gleason growled. “We’re not talking about the rest of your life. Just the rest of mine. I’ve got angina, I’m a hundred pounds overweight, and my cholesterol level is higher than the Dow. My doctor gives me five years tops, but I imagine he might be a little optimistic. If by then you’ve done the kind of job at Compton I think you’re capable of, you’ll be back here in a nanosecond.”


She remembered her grandma telling her about school, how “smart learnin’ is like carryin’ a sword at your side, ’specially when dealin’ with white folks who expect colored people, women in particular, to have heads full of cotton instead of brains.”


That bit of advice had been given on a sunny afternoon on the front porch of Grandma Tyrell’s little stucco cottage in South Central L.A. a few decades before. The ashes from the Watts riots were still coating the bushes in the yard, and Nikki knew that she was going to need some weapon to get through life. Knowledge seemed like a good bet. So she ground her way through grade after grade, always excelling, always pushing herself.


Now here she was, facing the precise foe her grandmother had mentioned. She had the weapon: she was smart. Smart enough to know that what this devious and manipulative white man was saying carried a certain logic. She’d be around to dance on his tombstone.


“May not even be five years,” she said. “They might vote you out, the next election.”


“Not much chance of that,” he said. “You’d be better off wishing me dead.”


“No problem there,” she said.


Tom Gleason’s inevitable, fatal coronary had occurred near the end of her second Compton summer. The D.A. appointed by the Board of Supervisors, Seymour Kehoe, was apparently unimpressed by her superior record of convictions. Fortunately, he remained in office for only the final three months of Gleason’s term. His defeat at the polls prompted her to apply to the man who beat him, Joseph Elijah Walden, the first African-American to be elected to that post.


Weeks went by without a response. She’d just about decided that Walden had filed and forgotten her letter when he phoned. He’d been on vacation out of the country, he explained, and had read her request only that morning. He’d be happy to meet with her to discuss the possibility of reassignment.


She arrived at their luncheon meeting feeling anxious and guarded. He put her at ease almost immediately by recounting an incident that had occurred during his European trip. He’d been trying to impress a woman he’d just met, but his less-than-perfect pronunciation had led to an embarrassing confusion between the French word for fish, poisson, and the American word poison. The self-deprecating vignette was only mildly amusing, but it served its purpose in relaxing Nikki to the point where she began to feel comfortable in his company.


Their resulting conversation had been wide-ranging, moving from the frivolous to the serious and back again. She’d left the restaurant quite impressed by the intelligent and charismatic district attorney. He must have been impressed, too, because one month later she was back on the job at the Criminal Courts Building.


Now she was in the thick of it, stepping eagerly from the elevator at the third floor of Parker Center, ready to begin her first assignment as the D.A.’s new special assistant.



THREE


The interrogation of the suspect, Jamal Deschamps, a twenty-five-year-old African-American apprehended near Madeleine Gray’s body, was taking place in one of the small rooms off of the Robbery-Homicide bullpen.


A round, balding detective named Duke Wasson brought Nikki up to date while she poured herself a cup of black coffee. “Suspect’s been in custody about three hours. He cried lawyer, and his low-rent mouth just got here ’bout a half hour ago. That’s when the party started. Been goin’ on ever since.”


“Who’s the attorney?” she asked.


“Bleed ’em and plead ’em Burchis,” Wasson said, grinning. Elmon Burchis was well known for putting on an elaborate legal display until the actual date of trial, when he would invariably plead his clients guilty.


“High-level case like this,” Nikki said, “maybe Mr. Burchis will change his game plan, get somebody a little stronger to come in with him.”


“With what we got on Deschamps, they jus’ gonna be walkin’ the dog.”


“What have we got?”


“Proximity, motive. Dead woman’s property in his pocket. An’, oh yeah, he’s got banged-up knucks and his back looks like he’s been wranglin’ wildcats. Gotta be pieces of him under the vic’s fingernails. Goodman and Morales are in there wearin’ him down.”


“Carlos Morales?”


“None other. Know him?”


“Uh huh,” she said. “To know him is to love him.”


“Then you see what Deschamps is up against,” Wasson said.


“Who’s Goodman?” she asked.


Wasson’s expressive round face seemed momentarily puzzled. Then: “Oh, you musta met Morales back when he was partnered with Tony Black.”


She nodded.


“Good guy, Blackie.”


“Uh huh,” she said, her mind recapturing the image of Tony seated on the floor of his apartment, Bird’s huge head in his lap, both of them quietly listening to a cassette of John Coltrane and the amazing Johnny Hartman. She could hear the wistful strains of “Lush Life”...


“It’s what fuels our fear,” Wasson said. “Relaxin’ off duty havin’ a sam’ich an’ some cranked-up punk-ass comes in wavin’ a Heckler an’ takes out half the tavern. Poor Tony didn’t have a chance.”


“I’d better get to work,” she said.


“Be our guest,” Wasson said. “Al’ays happy to cooperate with the D.A.’s office.”


She took her coffee, and the memory of Tony Black, to a dreary room that hadn’t changed much in three years. The same almost-orange wooden table and three matching straight-back chairs. The new addition was a puke-green leatherette couch that looked like it had last seen duty in a women’s lounge where the women hadn’t been too careful with their cigarettes. She stared at the furniture, but she was seeing Blackie’s smile and humorous brown eyes.


“You okay, honey?”


The question came from a pale, skinny woman in jeans and a polo shirt sitting at the table, hands poised over a court stenographer’s machine, looking at her with concern.


“Jacked as can be,” Nikki replied.


The pale woman made a noise like “Hup,” and her fingers began dancing over her machine’s keyboard. She was wearing a cheap headset that was plugged into an ancient reel-toreel tape recorder on the table, doing its job slowly and silently. With fingers flying, the steno moved her head to indicate a second set of earphones on the tabletop.


Nikki recalled how surprised and disappointed she’d been the first time she laid eyes on this room, when she’d learned that those cool, comfortable shadowy spaces with their one-way secret observation windows didn’t exist outside of the movies. At least not in L.A. Maybe in New York, where they actually let the D.A.s participate in the interrogations. Here, you had to stand back and hope that the detectives asked the right questions. Which they did sometimes.


She placed her briefcase and coffee cup on the table, pulled over a chair, and picked up the headset. Satisfied that it was free from anything too communicable, she slipped it over her hair.


“. . . the hell you think you kiddin’, Ja-mal?” were the first words she heard. Morales sounded just as cocky and bullshit macho as always.


“Man, the Crazy Eights, they chased me into that alley. Like I said.”


“Then how did the friggin’ ring get in your pocket,


home-y?” Morales asked, giving the final word a nasty sarcastic twist.


“I resent that tone, detective.” Elmon Burchis’s overly dramatic delivery brought a smile to Nikki’s face. She got her notepad from her briefcase, opened it, and slipped the pen from its leather holder.


“Excuse me, counselor,” Morales said. “I din’ mean to offend yo’ altar boy client, who we all know is nuthin’ but a fuckin’ street rat.”


“Sir, I am putting you on notice—”


“Everybody just calm down, now,” came a new voice. Low. Resonant. Maybe a hint of the south. It must have belonged to Detective Goodman. “We’re gonna be here long enough without the unnecessary rhetoric. Mr. Deschamps, I believe Detective Morales asked you about the object you had in your pocket.”


“I tole you that already,” Jamal Deschamps said. “I see this ring on her finger, looks like it worth some bills. So I take it. She already so dead she’s stiff.


“Can’t I go pee? My eyes got to be turning yellow. Lawyer man, don’t I got the right to pee?”


“Indeed you do. I—”


“Okay, Mr. Deschamps,” Goodman interrupted Burchis. “Detective Morales will escort you to the lavatory.”


“You escort him, amigo,” Morales drawled. “Up to me he could just piss in his pants. I’m sure it wouldn’t be the first time.”


“My God, you are a barbarian,” Bleed ’em and plead ’em Burchis exclaimed.


Nikki removed the headset and walked to the door in time to see a tall, gaunt white man leading a smaller, much younger black man past the bullpen in the direction of the lavatories. The tall man was clean shaven, with longish, graying hair that stuck up in back as if he’d slept on it. Detective Edward Goodman.


As for the black man, she’d been expecting Jamal Deschamps to be dressed in bulky gangsta clothes, but he was wearing rumpled and dirty chino trousers and a maroon silk shirt with a rip at the right elbow. He looked a lot like the brothers who’d been in her law school classes.


Morales spotted her across the room and winked at her. A solid Chicano in his mid-forties, even in his boots he wasn’t more than five feet eight, slightly shorter than she. He’d trimmed his Pancho Villa mustache since she’d last seen him. Aside from that, the years didn’t seem to have changed him at all. Maybe obnoxious behavior kept you young. She’d have to try it sometime.


He strutted to Duke Wasson’s desk, his thick torso shifting under his untucked pale blue short-sleeved shirt. He bent over the desk, his back to Nikki.


Wasson looked up, eyes shifting to her, then back to Morales. He mumbled something to the detective, who turned and ambled toward her. “Well, well,” he said, “back from bad Compton country and already special assistant to our new D.A. You two must get along pretty good, huh?” He gave her a conspiratorial wink.


“Got something in your eye, Carlos?” she asked.


“Only your beauty,” he said.


“I like what you did with the mustache,” she said. “That and those high heels. And is that a rug you’re wearing?”


“Ooohhh. Compton turned you mean, huh?”


“Mean? Little ole me?”


He cocked his head to one side and said, “It did do something to you, chica. An improvement, I think.”


“We shall see.”


“How you like our radio show so far?” he asked.


“I think you’re ready for TV.”


He smiled broadly, white teeth gleaming under the mustache. “Yeah. Us an’ Maddie Gray. You ever watch her?”


“Once or twice.”


“My wife was a big fan. Usually had it on at dinner. Mad-die looked pretty fine, but she was a real ball buster. I never much cared for her.”


“Maybe we should check your alibi.”


“Now, Nikki, you know we got our killer. You prosecutin’ this pendejo? ”


She shrugged. Yesterday, she wouldn’t have thought such a thing possible. But today...“That decision won’t be made for a while,” she said.


“Maddie had lots of fans. They gonna want our Jamal strung up by his cojones. ”


“I think they stopped that particular form of justice a few years ago.”


“Too bad. The mess he made of that woman, gas is too good for him.”


“Assuming he did it,” Nikki said.


“Yeah,” Morales said, grinning. “Assumin’ that.”



FOUR


By seven A.M., when Nikki made her second call to D.A. Walden, several other facts had surfaced to strengthen the case against Deschamps. He’d previously been arrested for assaulting a young woman named Irma Childs. His day job, delivering and picking up mail for a production company in the San Fernando Valley, had taken him often to the studios where Madeleine Gray’s series was taped.


Detective Morales eventually got Jamal to admit having met the deceased on the lot. He had, in fact, delivered scripts to her on at least two occasions that he could recall.


“She was a nice woman,” he told the detectives. “Wacko, like all of ’em, but nice.”


“All of whom?” Goodman asked.


“TV, movie people. All wacko.”


“Wacko how?”


“You know. Kinda wired. Nervous, like.”


“She gave people a hard time on her show,” Goodman said. “Probably gave people she worked with a hard time, too.”


“Not me, man. She was nice.”


“Give you a big tip?” Morales asked.


“Tip? Hell, they never tip.”


“But she was nice?”


“Yeah. Friendly.”


“How friendly?” Morales asked. “Pet your pony for ya?” “Jesus, man,” Jamal said indignantly. “She smiled. That’s all. Always real busy, but she took the time to smile.” “Maybe it was a special smile, huh?” Goodman asked. “Naw. Just a smile.”


“You’re a good-looking young man,” Goodman said.


“Woman smiles at you, what do you think?”


“Lots of women smile at me,” Jamal said. “That don’t


mean I’m gonna go beat ’em to death.” “What makes you think she was beaten to death?”


“I saw the way her body looked. I just assumed—”


“You were saying that lots of women smile at you, Jamal.


But you don’t beat ’em to death.”


“Right. I mean, of course I don’t.”


“What made this one different?” Goodman asked. “What? Huh?”


“Like you said,” Morales pushed him, “the others you


didn’t beat to death. Just Maddie Gray.” “What? Shit, that’s not what I said. I didn’t beat anybody.”


“Detectives—” Burchis began.


“Well, there’s... wha’s her name? Irma.” “You twisting everything. I didn’t touch Madeleine Gray.


Didn’t touch her, understand? Didn’t really know her. Didn’t beat her. Sure as hell didn’t kill her.”


Nikki’s steno roommate tapped her on the shoulder and waved good-bye. Her replacement was taller but otherwise the same—a drone doing her job in the hive.


In the interrogation room Morales once again took Jamal through his whereabouts on the previous night, going hour by hour. Lawyer Burchis blustered that the questions had been asked and answered.


Nikki was yawning when the door to the room opened and a tall familiar figure limped in. He glared at her, nodded as if he’d achieved a goal he’d set for himself, and gestured for her to remove the headset. “You can go, Hill,” Raymond Wise said. “I’m taking over.”


Wise, who had retained his position as head deputy district attorney during two administrations after Tom Gleason’s death, had reestablished their relationship her first day back from Compton. She’d bumped into him in the hall.


“Hi, Ray,” she’d said. “Want to go grab a hot dog?”


“I never expected to see you here again,” he had told her. “If Joe Walden had bothered to consult me about it, you wouldn’t be here now.”


“Kehoe asked you about me?”


“He did,” Wise had said, “and, while I kept our filthy little secret, I could not in good conscience recommend a foolish and naive young woman who plainly didn’t have what it takes to make the hard decisions.”


She’d flashed him a wry smile. “Well, your man Kehoe is long gone and I’m back. And if you try fucking with this foolish and naive young woman, you’re going to wind up limping a lot more than you do now.”


The memory of that moment brought a smile to her lips as she looked up at Wise, standing before her in the drab room at Robbery-Homicide. “I’ll take over now,” he repeated. “You can go.”


“Joe Walden wants me here,” she said.


“What Joe wants,” Wise replied sharply, “is for that dirt-bag to be put away for the rest of his antisocial life. The only way that’s going to happen is for you to hand over the earphones and let me start making my notes.”


“I was given an assignment, Ray. If you want to hear what’s going on in the interrogation room, I suggest—”


She was going to suggest that Wise try to talk Wasson into parting with another headset. But she was interrupted by the arrival of the district attorney.


He looked particularly formidable in a double-breasted dark blue suit that accentuated his broad shoulders. He raised a curious eyebrow at Wise and said, “Ray, what are you doing here?”


“Nikki’s been at it for several hours,” Wise replied almost sheepishly. “I thought I’d spell her. Let her get some of her own casework done.”


“That was thoughtful of you,” Walden said wryly. He turned to Nikki and asked, “Anything new?”


“Jamal Deschamps told the detectives that he’s suffered from blackouts for a number of years. Possibly the result of drug use in his teens.”


“A fugue-state defense?” Wise said, shaking his head. “That’s pathetic enough to make my day. This’ll be like catching fish in a bathtub.”


Nikki was reminded of another seemingly absurd defense. She said, “There are a few... problem areas.”


“Such as?” the D.A. asked.


“Deschamps is supposed to have brutally murdered one woman, dumped her body in a trash bin, then moved on to a nearby club where he proceeded to pick up another woman and have sex with her.”


“Well, you know what Mick Jagger says,” Wise smirked. “Some guys can’t get no satisfaction.”


“Mick say anything about why a man would do a dump job in an alley, then come back later and stick around for the cops to show up?”


“He returned for the ring,” Wise said.


Nikki wondered how Wise had found out about the ring.


Had Walden already brought him up to speed? If so, why had her boss expressed surprise at finding him there? More likely Wise had his own private source in Homicide; one member of the good ol’ boys’ club helping out another. She supposed she could learn a trick or two from the man, if she could stand being around him for longer than a few minutes at a time.


“Then there’s the anonymous caller who sent the police to the alley,” she said. “Why didn’t he leave a name?”


“Please,” Wise said impatiently. “You live in that part of town, look out of the window and see a body, maybe you call nine-one-one. But you sure as hell don’t give ’em your name, because in that neighborhood it doesn’t pay to get mixed up with the cops.”


“Call wasn’t made from a private phone,” Walden said. “It came from a pay phone at a service station about a mile away.”


“Sure would be nice if the police could locate the caller,” Nikki said. “Maybe he even saw who put the body in the Dumpster.”


“The investigators are doing their best to find him,” Walden said. “Meanwhile, if we’re going to arraign Mr. Deschamps, we’ve only”—he consulted his wristwatch— “thirty-nine hours left. Opinions?”


“Is there any doubt?” Wise said. “Full court press.”


“Nikki?” Walden asked.


She sighed. “He’s what we got. But unless some really solid evidence turns up—hair, fiber, eyewitness—I wouldn’t want to prosecute him.”


“No chance of that,” Wise said.


“You’re forgetting, Ray, you’re only the head deputy D.A.,” Walden said. “If you’d like to make that kind of call, maybe you should think about challenging me next election. Until then I’ll be the one deciding who prosecutes whom.


Now why don’t we leave and let my new special assistant get back to work?”


Walden turned to her. “By the way, Meg’s arranging an interview for you with the L.A. Times. ” Meg Fisher was the office’s public relations manager. “She’ll let you know when.” He smiled and added, “I like the bare leg look.” Then he made his exit.


“Nice to know what it takes to get ahead,” Wise said, looking at her legs.


Her first inclination was to tug down her skirt. But the hell with that. “I suppose this means you’re not going to be wearing your socks tomorrow, huh, Ray?”


Wise grimaced and limped from the room. Nikki replaced the headset and went back to work.



FIVE


Detective Edward Goodman didn’t much care for his partner, Carlos Morales, but he didn’t dislike him enough to do anything about it. He figured that if he requested a new partner, he might just draw one he’d hate. Carlos was okay, so long as you didn’t pay any attention to the bullshit that came out of his mouth all day long or you didn’t try to buck him when he had his mind set on something.


Presently, Carlos’s mind was set on building a case against Jamal Deschamps. This was fine with Goodman, because it would keep Carlos out of his gray hair while he looked into other possibilities. At the moment, his partner was rooting for clues at Deschamps’s apartment, allowing Goodman to join his cohorts and the crime lab team as they searched for truth at Madeleine Gray’s Laurel Canyon home. They had their job cut out for them. The building was a wanna-be mansion, a seven-thousand-square-foot, three-story collection of nooks and crannies perched high up along the canyon wall.


Goodman huffed and puffed up and down three sets of stairs and counted fourteen rooms, at least three of them of fices. The largest office, at the rear of the ground floor, looked out on a slab of rock that surrounded a black-sand pool constructed to resemble a natural pond beneath a fake waterfall.


Maddie must have needed a map to get around the place, Goodman thought. Assuming she spent time there. He knew the kinds of hours TV people put in on the job. In the long ago, he’d been a technical assistant on a horseshit cop show, a thankless task since none of the information he provided was ever used. But it had helped send one of his kids—was it the one from his first marriage, or from his second, he could never remember—to college.


He paused at the threshold to a tiny study that the lab people had yet to invade. He was perfectly happy to wait for them to do their thing before he did his, but the messiness of the room intrigued him. Someone, possibly Maddie Gray but more likely her killer, had torn through it, opening drawers, scattering papers on the carpet, and yes, best of all, popping the lock on a filing cabinet. Definitely the killer.


Goodman squinted at the distant cabinet, hoping it wasn’t just a trick of the light that the metal around the lock appeared buckled. He was about to enter the room for a closer look when Detective Gwen Harriman joined him, a lopsided grin on her suntanned face.


“Hey, pops,” she said, “some pad, huh?”


Though he was approaching retirement age, Goodman was more amused than offended by the “pops” business. The previous year, when Harriman first joined Robbery-Homicide, they’d had a short romance. It had ended with him telling her to go out and find somebody her own age. Looking at her, with her red hair cut short now, curling around her sweet face, he was sorry she’d taken his advice. “The floor plans are a mite confusing,” Goodman told her, “but this sure beats my little apartment all to hell.”


“I sorta like your little apartment,” Gwen said.


“At least you could tell right away if it was a primary crime scene,” he said. The team had been going over the Gray house for nearly two hours without turning up enough evidence to indicate that its owner definitely had been murdered there.


“This room saw some action sure enough,” Gwen said, scanning the study. “But no rough stuff. Furniture’s too neat. Chairs are in place. No blood.”


“It’s a likely theft scene,” Goodman said, moving toward the violated cabinet.


“Now, pops, you’re old enough to know the techs haven’t dusted in here yet.”


“Never could resist a busted-open drawer,” he said.


“Well, let me tempt you with something even more irresistible.”


Goodman rewarded her with a suggestive Groucho Marx eyebrow wiggle.


“That’s cute,” she said. “Like Tom Selleck in the TV show about the private eye.”


He sighed at the gap between their points of reference.


“Anyway, we got a room downstairs shows signs of a struggle. Wanna see?”


“Lead the way,” he said.


The room was just off of a formal dining area. It was surprisingly bright, considering there was only one window and the walls were a deep dark green, broken by paintings of flowers in white frames. The polished wooden floor was bare. There were two stuffed chairs and a sofa, all covered with the same white material. A butler’s table near the window contained various bottles of booze, a small ice chest, and an assortment of cocktail glasses. A middle-aged woman from the crime lab whose name he thought was Marcella sat on the wooden floor collecting scrapings.


“Blood drop,” the woman told him. “More over there on that thing.” She pointed to a metal sculpture, an orb, resting on the floor.


Goodman hunkered down and studied the brown smear on the orb’s surface.


“Not much,” the crime lab woman said. “But we’re so good we don’t need much.”


“The vic’s body says she really got knocked around,” Gwen said. “I don’t see it happening here. Floor’s too unmarked.”


Goodman studied the floor, which was surprisingly glossy and unscratched except for a worn area near the entryway. “I think we got a missing rug,” he said.


Marcella agreed. “We’ll check fibers, come up with a description for you.”


“Body could’ve been rolled up in the rug,” Gwen said.


“Maybe,” Goodman said. “Yeah, I’m beginning to like this room.”


“Was there a rug in that Dumpster with the body, Marcy?” Gwen asked.


“I didn’t root through the garbage myself,” the lab lady replied. “Seniority counts for something, thank God. But there wasn’t any rug on the list.”


Goodman looked at the table with the booze collection. “How many cocktail glasses come in a set?” he asked.


“Six, maybe eight,” Gwen said.


“We got five here,” he said, indicating the square faceted tumblers resting on their rims. “Water in an ice bucket suggests drinks were served. But no dirty glasses.”


“They’re not in the kitchen, either,” Marcella informed them. She rose with a nearly polite grunt and placed her baggie with blood scrapings into a metal box. “Here’s something,” she said, plucking another baggie from the box. “Found it under the couch.”


Gwen lifted the plastic container with latex-covered thumb and finger, studied it for a few seconds, then held it out for Goodman’s inspection. He squinted at a dainty gold bracelet with a tiny gold charm in the shape of some kind of animal.


“That a dog?” he asked.


“A lion,” Gwen said. “Dogs are the little critters, pops. Lions are... bigger.”


“And the inscription on the bracelet’s plate?” he asked.


Gwen squinted. “It says, ‘Dear M. We’ll always have Paris. Love, J.’ ”


“Hmmm. Find anything to suggest who ‘J.’ might be?” Goodman asked.


“Not yet,” Gwen said. “We’ve still got about a dozen more rooms to check.”


“Don’t waste your time here, then.”


“Right,” she said, “but remember, Eddie.”


“Remember what?”


“We’ll always have the Buena Vista Motel in Hollywood.”



SIX


One of several unpleasant consequences of Nikki being party to the destruction of evidence in the Mason Durant case had been an insomnia that neither prescription drugs nor whiskey was able to medicate successfully. As time passed, however, the feelings of frustration and guilt that were keeping her awake had begun to fade.
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