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Praise for Michael Connelly


‘Connelly is one of the great crime writers, a novelist who creates a fictional world so succinctly, and inhabits it so purposefully, that you are convinced it must be real. His mastery of place and character, his ease with dialogue, his control of plot gives his books a subtlety that is irresistible’


Daily Mail


‘A clever plot, full of twists, to make a first-rate legal thriller’


Sunday Telegraph


‘Connelly’s fifth novel to feature roguish defence lawyer Mickey Haller is even better than last year’s The Black Box’


Mail on Sunday


‘Expect surprises and plenty of dark moments in this punchy legal drama from an ever-reliable writer’


Financial Times


‘Connelly is superb at building suspense’


Wall Street Journal


‘In the crime fiction stakes Connelly is comfortably in the upper bracket’


Daily Express


‘A clever thriller with a brilliant double twist but also a heart-felt examination of the difference between natural justice and the law’


Evening Standard


‘Connelly masterfully manages to marry an absorbing court-room drama with a tense and exciting thriller of detection’


The Times


‘While the themes of Connelly’s LA crime novels are familiar (power, envy, corruption), his plotting is anything but’


Esquire


‘A story that’s as old as the genre itself but Connelly’s skill is such that it all feels entirely fresh and vibrant, but heartbreakingly poignant too’


Irish Sunday Independent
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PART ONE


— PRETRIAL INTERVENTION









Monday, March 7


ONE


The morning air off the Mojave in late winter is as clean and crisp as you’ll ever breathe in Los Angeles County. It carries the taste of promise on it. When it starts blowing in like that I like to keep a window open in my office. There are a few people who know this routine of mine, people like Fernando Valenzuela. The bondsman, not the baseball pitcher. He called me as I was coming into Lancaster for a nine o’clock calendar call. He must have heard the wind whistling in my cell phone.


“Mick,” he said, “you up north this morning?”


“At the moment,” I said as I put the window up to hear him better. “You got something?”


“Yeah, I got something. I think I got a franchise player here. But his first appearance is at eleven. Can you make it back down in time?”


Valenzuela has a storefront office on Van Nuys Boulevard a block from the civic center, which includes two courthouses and the Van Nuys jail. He calls his business Liberty Bail Bonds. His phone number, in red neon on the roof of his establishment, can be seen from the high-power wing on the third floor of the jail. His number is scratched into the paint on the wall next to every pay phone on every other ward in the jail.


You could say his name is also permanently scratched onto my Christmas list. At the end of the year I give a can of salted nuts to everybody on it. Planters holiday mix. Each can has a ribbon and bow on it. But no nuts inside. Just cash. I have a lot of bail bondsmen on my Christmas list. I eat holiday mix out of Tupperware well into spring. Since my last divorce, it is sometimes all I get for dinner.


Before answering Valenzuela’s question I thought about the calendar call I was headed to. My client was named Harold Casey. If the docket was handled alphabetically I could make an eleven o’clock hearing down in Van Nuys, no problem. But Judge Orton Powell was in his last term on the bench. He was retiring. That meant he no longer faced reelection pressures, like those from the private bar. To demonstrate his freedom — and possibly as a form of payback to those he had been politically beholden to for twelve years — he liked to mix things up in his courtroom. Sometimes the calendar went alphabetical, sometimes reverse alphabetical, sometimes by filing date. You never knew how the call would go until you got there. Often lawyers cooled their heels for better than an hour in Powell’s courtroom. The judge liked that.


“I think I can make eleven,” I said, without knowing for sure. “What’s the case?”


“Guy’s gotta be big money. Beverly Hills address, family lawyer waltzing in here first thing. This is the real thing, Mick. They booked him on a half mil and his mother’s lawyer came in here today ready to sign over property in Malibu to secure it. Didn’t even ask about getting it lowered first. I guess they aren’t too worried about him running.”


“Booked for what?” I asked.


I kept my voice even. The scent of money in the water often leads to a feeding frenzy but I had taken care of Valenzuela on enough Christmases to know I had him on the hook exclusively. I could play it cool.


“The cops booked him for ag-assault, GBI and attempted rape for starters,” the bondsman answered. “The DA hasn’t filed yet as far as I know.”


The police usually overbooked the charges. What mattered was what the prosecutors finally filed and took to court. I always say cases go in like a lion and come out like a lamb. A case going in as attempted rape and aggravated assault with great bodily injury could easily come out as simple battery. It wouldn’t surprise me and it wouldn’t make for much of a franchise case. Still, if I could get to the client and make a fee agreement based on the announced charges, I could look good when the DA later knocked them down.


“You got any of the details?” I asked.


“He was booked last night. It sounds like a bar pickup gone bad. The family lawyer said the woman’s in it for the money. You know, the civil suit to follow the criminal case. But I’m not so sure. She got beat up pretty good from what I heard.”


“What’s the family lawyer’s name?”


“Hold on a sec. I’ve got his card here somewhere.”


I looked out the window while waiting for Valenzuela to find the business card. I was two minutes from the Lancaster courthouse and twelve minutes from calendar call. I needed at least three of those minutes in between to confer with my client and give him the bad news.


“Okay, here it is,” Valenzuela said. “Guy’s name is Cecil C. Dobbs, Esquire. Out of Century City. See, I told you. Money.”


Valenzuela was right. But it wasn’t the lawyer’s Century City address that said money. It was the name. I knew of C. C. Dobbs by reputation and guessed that there wouldn’t be more than one or two names on his entire client list that didn’t have a Bel-Air or Holmby Hills address. His kind of client went home to the places where the stars seemed to reach down at night to touch the anointed.


“Give me the client’s name,” I said.


“That would be Louis Ross Roulet.”


He spelled it and I wrote it down on a legal pad.


“Almost like the spinning wheel but you pronounce it Roo-lay,” he said. “You going to be here, Mick?”


Before responding I wrote the name C. C. Dobbs on the pad. I then answered Valenzuela with a question.


“Why me?” I asked. “Was I asked for? Or did you suggest me?”


I had to be careful with this. I had to assume Dobbs was the kind of lawyer who would go to the California bar in a heartbeat if he came across a criminal defense attorney paying off bondsmen for client referrals. In fact, I started wondering if the whole thing might be a bar sting operation that Valenzuela hadn’t picked up on. I wasn’t one of the bar’s favorite sons. They had come at me before. More than once.


“I asked Roulet if he had a lawyer, you know? A criminal defense lawyer, and he said no. I told him about you. I didn’t push it. I just said you were good. Soft sell, you know?”


“Was this before or after Dobbs came into it?”


“No, before. Roulet called me this morning from the jail. They got him up on high power and he saw the sign, I guess. Dobbs showed up after that. I told him you were in, gave him your pedigree, and he was cool with it. He’ll be there at eleven. You’ll see how he is.”


I didn’t speak for a long moment. I wondered how truthful Valenzuela was being with me. A guy like Dobbs would have had his own man. If it wasn’t his own forte, then he’d have had a criminal specialist in the firm or, at least, on standby. But Valenzuela’s story seemed to contradict this. Roulet came to him empty-handed. It told me that there was more to this case I didn’t know than what I did.


“Hey, Mick, you there?” Valenzuela prompted.


I made a decision. It was a decision that would eventually lead me back to Jesus Menendez and that I would in many ways come to regret. But at the moment it was made, it was just another choice made of necessity and routine.


“I’ll be there,” I said into the phone. “I’ll see you at eleven.”


I was about to close the phone when I heard Valenzuela’s voice come back at me.


“And you’ll take care of me for this, right, Mick? I mean, you know, if this is the franchise.”


It was the first time Valenzuela had ever sought assurance of a payback from me. It played further into my paranoia and I carefully constructed an answer that would satisfy him and the bar — if it was listening.


“Don’t worry, Val. You’re on my Christmas list.”


I closed the phone before he could say anything else and told my driver to drop me off at the employee entrance to the courthouse. The line at the metal detector would be shorter and quicker there and the security men usually didn’t mind the lawyers — the regulars — sneaking through so they could make court on time.


As I thought about Louis Ross Roulet and the case and the possible riches and dangers that waited for me, I put the window back down so I could enjoy the morning’s last minute of clean, fresh air. It still carried the taste of promise.









TWO


The courtroom in Department 2A was crowded with lawyers negotiating and socializing on both sides of the bar when I got there. I could tell the session was going to start on time because I saw the bailiff seated at his desk. This meant the judge was close to taking the bench.


In Los Angeles County the bailiffs are actually sworn deputy sheriffs who are assigned to the jail division. I approached the bailiff, whose desk was right next to the bar railing so citizens could come up to ask questions without having to violate the space assigned to the lawyers, defendants and courtroom personnel. I saw the calendar on the clipboard in front of him. I checked the nameplate on his uniform — R. Rodriguez — before speaking.


“Roberto, you got my guy on there? Harold Casey?”


The bailiff used his finger to start down the list on the call sheet but stopped quickly. This meant I was in luck.


“Yeah, Casey. He’s second up.”


“Alphabetical today, good. Do I have time to go back and see him?”


“No, they’re bringing the first group in now. I just called. The judge is coming out. You’ll probably have a couple minutes to see your guy in the pen.”


“Thank you.”


I started to walk toward the gate when he called after me.


“And it’s Reynaldo, not Roberto.”


“Right, right. I’m sorry about that, Reynaldo.”


“Us bailiffs, we all look alike, right?”


I didn’t know if that was an attempt at humor or just a dig at me. I didn’t answer. I just smiled and went through the gate. I nodded at a couple lawyers I didn’t know and a couple that I did. One stopped me to ask how long I was going to be up in front of the judge because he wanted to gauge when to come back for his own client’s appearance. I told him I was going to be quick.


During a calendar call incarcerated defendants are brought to the courtroom in groups of four and held in a wood-and-glass enclosure known as the pen. This allows the defendants to confer with their attorneys in the moments before their case is called for whatever matter is before the court.


I got to the side of the pen just as the door from the interior holding cell was opened by a deputy, and the first four defendants on the docket were marched out. The last of the four to step into the pen was Harold Casey, my client. I took a position near the side wall so that we would have privacy on at least one side and signaled him over.


Casey was big and tall, as they tend to recruit them in the Road Saints motorcycle gang — or club, as the membership prefers to be known. While being held in the Lancaster jail he had cut his hair and shaved, as I had requested, and he looked reasonably presentable, except for the tattoos that wrapped both arms and poked up above his collar. But there is only so much you can do. I don’t know much about the effect of tattoos on a jury but I suspect it’s not overly positive, especially when grinning skulls are involved. I do know that jurors in general don’t care for ponytails — on either the defendants or the lawyers who represent them.


Casey, or Hard Case, as he was known in the club, was charged with cultivation, possession and sale of marijuana as well as other drug and weapons charges. In a predawn raid on the ranch where he lived and worked, sheriff’s deputies found a barn and Quonset hut complex that had been turned into an indoor growing facility. More than two thousand fully mature plants were seized along with sixty-three pounds of harvested marijuana packaged in various weights in plastic bags. Additionally, twelve ounces of crystal meth which the packagers sprinkled on the harvested crop to give it an extra kick were seized, along with a small arsenal of weapons, many of them later determined to be stolen.


It would appear that Hard Case was fucked. The state had him cold. He was actually found asleep on a couch in the barn, five feet from the packaging table. Added to this, he had twice previously been convicted of drug offenses and was currently still on parole for the most recent. In the state of California the third time is the charm. Realistically, Casey was facing at least a decade in prison, even with good time.


But what was unusual about Casey was that he was a defendant who was looking forward to trial and even to the likelihood of conviction. He had refused to waive his right to a speedy trial and now, less than three months after his arrest, eagerly wanted to bring it on. He was eager because it was likely that his only hope lay in an appeal of that likely conviction. Thanks to his attorney, Casey saw a glimmer of hope — that small, twinkling light that only a good attorney can bring to the darkness of a case like this. From this glimmer a case strategy was born that might ultimately work to free Casey. It was daring and would cost Casey time as he waited out the appeal, but he knew as well as I did that it was the only real shot he had.


The crack in the state’s case was not in its assumption that Casey was a marijuana grower, packager and seller. The state was absolutely correct in these assumptions and the evidence more than proved it. It was in how the state came to that evidence that the case tottered on an unsteady foundation. It was my job to probe that crack in trial, exploit it, put it on record and then convince an appellate court of what I had not been able to convince Judge Orton Powell of during a pretrial motion to suppress the evidence in the case.


The seed of the prosecution of Harold Casey was planted on a Tuesday in mid-December when Casey walked into a Home Depot in Lancaster and made a number of mundane purchases that included three lightbulbs of the variety used in hydroponic farming. The man behind him in the checkout line happened to be an off-duty sheriff’s deputy about to purchase outdoor Christmas lights. The deputy recognized some of the artwork on Casey’s arms — most notably the skull with halo tattoo that is the emblematic signature of the Road Saints — and put two and two together. The off-duty man then dutifully followed Casey’s Harley as he rode to the ranch in nearby Pearblossom. This information was passed to the sheriff’s drug squad, which arranged for an unmarked helicopter to fly over the ranch with a thermal imaging camera. The subsequent photographs, detailing rich red heat blooms from the barn and Quonset hut, along with the statement of the deputy who saw Casey purchase hydroponic lights, were submitted in an affidavit to a judge. The next morning Casey was rousted from sleep on the couch by deputies with a signed search warrant.


In an earlier hearing I argued that all evidence against Casey should be excluded because the probable cause for the search constituted an invasion of Casey’s right to privacy. Using an individual’s commonplace purchases at a hardware store as a springboard to conduct a further invasion of privacy through surveillance on the ground and in the air and by thermal imaging would surely be viewed as excessive by the framers of the Constitution.


Judge Powell rejected my argument and the case moved toward trial or disposition by plea agreement. In the meantime new information came to light that would bolster Casey’s appeal of a conviction. Analysis of the photographs taken during the flyover of Casey’s house and the focal specifications of the thermal camera used by the deputies indicated the helicopter was flying no more than two hundred feet off the ground when the photographs were taken. The U.S. Supreme Court has held that a law enforcement observation flight over a suspect’s property does not violate an individual’s right to privacy so long as the aircraft is in public airspace. I had Raul Levin, my investigator, check with the Federal Aviation Administration. Casey’s ranch was located beneath no airport flight pattern. The floor for public airspace above the ranch was a thousand feet. The deputies had clearly invaded Casey’s privacy while gathering the probable cause to raid the ranch.


My job now was to take the case to trial and elicit testimony from the deputies and pilot as to the altitude they were flying when they went over the ranch. If they told the truth, I had them. If they lied, I had them. I don’t relish the idea of embarrassing law enforcement officers in open court, but my hope was that they would lie. If a jury sees a cop lie on the witness stand, then the case might as well end right there. You don’t have to appeal a not-guilty verdict. The state has no comebacks from a not-guilty verdict.


Either way, I was confident I had a winner. We just had to get to trial and there was only one thing holding us back. That was what I needed to talk to Casey about before the judge took the bench and called the case.


My client sauntered over to the corner of the pen and didn’t offer a hello. I didn’t, either. He knew what I wanted. We’d had this conversation before.


“Harold, this is calendar call,” I said. “This is when I tell the judge if we’re ready to go to trial. I already know the state’s ready. So today’s about us.”


“So?”


“So, there’s a problem. Last time we were here you told me I’d be getting some money. But here we are, Harold, and no money.”


“Don’t worry. I have your money.”


“That’s why I am worried. You have my money. I don’t have my money.”


“It’s coming. I talked to my boys yesterday. It’s coming.”


“You said that last time, too. I don’t work for free, Harold. The expert I had go over the photos doesn’t work for free, either. Your retainer is long gone. I want some more money or you’re going to have to get yourself a new lawyer. A public defender.”


“No PD, man. I want you.”


“Well, I got expenses and I gotta eat. You know what my nut is each week just to pay for the yellow pages? Take a guess.”


Casey said nothing.


“A grand. Averages out a grand a week just to keep my ad in there and that’s before I eat or pay the mortgage or the child support or put gas in the Lincoln. I’m not doing this on a promise, Harold. I work on green inspiration.”


Casey seemed unimpressed.


“I checked around,” he said. “You can’t just quit on me. Not now. The judge won’t let you.”


A hush fell over the courtroom as the judge stepped out of the door to his chambers and took the two steps up to the bench. The bailiff called the courtroom to order. It was showtime. I just looked at Casey for a long moment and stepped away. He had an amateur, jailhouse knowledge of the law and how it worked. He knew more than most. But he was still in for a surprise.


I took a seat against the rail behind the defendant’s table. The first case called was a bail reconsideration that was handled quickly. Then the clerk called the case of California v. Casey and I stepped up to the table.


“Michael Haller for the defense,” I said.


The prosecutor announced his presence as well. He was a young guy named Victor DeVries. He had no idea what was going to hit him when we got to trial. Judge Orton Powell made the usual inquiries about whether a last-minute disposition in the case was possible. Every judge had an overflowing calendar and an overriding mandate to clear cases through disposition. The last thing any judge wanted to hear was that there was no hope of agreement and that a trial was inevitable.


But Powell took the bad news from DeVries and me in stride and asked if we were ready to schedule the trial for later in the week. DeVries said yes. I said no.


“Your Honor,” I said, “I would like to carry this over until next week, if possible.”


“What is the cause of your delay, Mr. Haller?” the judge asked impatiently. “The prosecution is ready and I want to dispose of this case.”


“I want to dispose of it as well, Your Honor. But the defense is having trouble locating a witness who will be necessary to our case. An indispensable witness, Your Honor. I think a one-week carryover should be sufficient. By next week we should be ready to go forward.”


As expected, DeVries objected to the delay.


“Your Honor, this is the first the state has heard about a missing witness. Mr. Haller has had almost three months to locate his witnesses. He’s the one who wanted the speedy trial and now he wants to wait I think this is just a delay tactic because he’s facing a case that — ”


“You can hold on to the rest of that for the jury, Mr. DeVries,” the judge said. “Mr. Haller, you think one week will solve your problem?”


“Yes, Your Honor.”


“Okay, we’ll see you and Mr. Casey next Monday and you will be ready to go. Is that understood?”


“Yes, Your Honor. Thank you.”


The clerk called the next case and I stepped away from the defense table. I watched a deputy lead my client out of the pen. Casey glanced back at me, a look on his face that seemed to be equal parts anger and confusion. I went over to Reynaldo Rodriguez and asked if I could be allowed back into the holding area to further confer with my client. It was a professional courtesy allowed to most of the regulars. Rodriguez got up, unlocked a door behind his desk and ushered me through. I made sure to thank him by his correct name.


Casey was in a holding cell with one other defendant, the man whose case had been called ahead of his in the courtroom. The cell was large and had benches running along three sides. The bad thing about getting your case called early in the courtroom is that after the hearing you have to sit in this cage until it fills with enough people to run a full bus back to the county jail. Casey came right up to the bars to speak to me.


“What witness were you talking about in there?” he demanded.


“Mr. Green,” I said. “Mr. Green is all we need for this case to go forward.”


Casey’s face contorted in anger. I tried to cut him off at the pass.


“Look, Harold, I know you want to move this along and get to the trial and then the appeal. But you’ve got to pay the freight along the way. I know from long, hard experience that it does me no good to chase people for money after the horse is out of the barn. You want to play now, then you pay now.”


I nodded and was about to turn back to the door that led to freedom. But then I spoke to him again.


“And don’t think the judge in there didn’t know what was going on,” I said. “You got a young prosecutor who’s wet behind the ears and doesn’t have to worry about where his next paycheck’s coming from. But Orton Powell spent a lot of years in the defense bar before he got to the bench. He knows about chasing indispensable witnesses like Mr. Green and he probably won’t look too kindly upon a defendant who doesn’t pay his lawyer. I gave him the wink, Harold. If I want off the case, I’ll get off. But what I’d rather do is come in here next Monday and stand up out there and tell him we found our witness and we are ready to go. You understand?”


Casey didn’t say anything at first. He walked to the far side of the cell and sat down on the bench. He didn’t look at me when he finally spoke.


“As soon as I get to a phone,” he said.


“Sounds good, Harold. I’ll tell one of the deputies you have to make a call. Make the call, then sit tight and I’ll see you next week. We’ll get this thing going.”


I headed back to the door, my steps quick. I hate being inside a jail. I’m not sure why. I guess it’s because sometimes the line seems so thin. The line between being a criminal attorney and a criminal attorney. Sometimes I’m not sure which side of the bars I am on. To me it’s always a dead-bang miracle that I get to walk out the way I walked in.









THREE


In the hallway outside the courtroom I turned my cell phone back on and called my driver to tell him I was coming out. I then checked voicemail and found messages from Lorna Taylor and Fernando Valenzuela. I decided to wait until I was in the car to make the callbacks.


Earl Briggs, my driver, had the Lincoln right out front. Earl didn’t get out and open the door or anything. His deal was just to drive me while he worked off the fee he owed me for getting him probation on a cocaine sales conviction. I paid him twenty bucks an hour to drive me but then held half of it back to go against the fee. It wasn’t quite what he was making dealing crack in the projects but it was safer, legal and something that could go on a resume. Earl said he wanted to go straight in life and I believed him.


I could hear the sound of hip-hop pulsing behind the closed windows of the Town Car as I approached. But Earl killed the music as soon as I reached for the door handle. I slid into the back and told him to head toward Van Nuys.


“Who was that you were listening to?” I asked him.


“Um, that was Three Six Mafia.”


“Dirty south?”


“That’s right.”


Over the years, I had become knowledgeable in the subtle distinctions, regional and otherwise, in rap and hip-hop. Across the board, most of my clients listened to it, many of them developing their life strategies from it.


I reached over and picked up the shoebox full of cassette tapes from the Boyleston case and chose one at random. I noted the tape number and the time in the little logbook I kept in the shoebox. I handed the tape over the seat to Earl and he slid it into the dashboard stereo. I didn’t have to tell him to play it at a volume so low that it would amount to little more than background noise. Earl had been with me for three months. He knew what to do.


Roger Boyleston was one of my few court-appointed clients. He was facing a variety of federal drug-trafficking charges. DEA wiretaps on Boyleston’s phones had led to his arrest and the seizure of six kilos of cocaine that he had planned to distribute through a network of dealers. There were numerous tapes — more than fifty hours of recorded phone conversations. Boyleston talked to many people about what was coming and when to expect it. The case was a slam dunk for the government. Boyleston was going to go away for a long time and there was almost nothing I could do but negotiate a deal, trading Boyleston’s cooperation for a lower sentence. That didn’t matter, though. What mattered to me were the tapes. I took the case because of the tapes. The federal government would pay me to listen to the tapes in preparation for defending my client. That meant I would get a minimum of fifty billable hours out of Boyleston and the government before it was all settled. So I made sure the tapes were in heavy rotation whenever I was riding in the Lincoln. I wanted to make sure that if I ever had to put my hand on the book and swear to tell the truth, I could say in good conscience that I played every one of those tapes I billed Uncle Sugar for.


I called Lorna Taylor back first. Lorna is my case manager. The phone number that runs on my half-page ad in the yellow pages and on thirty-six bus benches scattered through high-crime areas in the south and east county goes directly to the office/second bedroom of her Kings Road condo in West Hollywood. The address the California bar and all the clerks of the courts have for me is the condo as well.


Lorna is the first buffer. To get to me you start with her. My cell number is given out to only a few and Lorna is the gatekeeper. She is tough, smart, professional and beautiful. Lately, though, I only get to verify this last attribute once a month or so when I take her to lunch and sign checks — she’s my bookkeeper, too.


“Law office,” she said when I called in.


“Sorry, I was still in court,” I said, explaining why I didn’t get her call. “What’s up?”


“You talked to Val, right?”


“Yeah. I’m heading down to Van Nuys now. I got that at eleven.”


“He called here to make sure. He sounds nervous.”


“He thinks this guy is the golden goose, wants to make sure he’s along for the ride. I’ll call him back to reassure him.”


“I did some preliminary checking on the name Louis Ross Roulet. Credit check is excellent. The name in the Times archive comes up with a few hits. All real estate transactions. Looks like he works for a real estate firm in Beverly Hills. It’s called Windsor Residential Estates. Looks like they handle all exclusive pocket listings — not the sort of properties where they put a sign out front.”


“That’s good. Anything else?”


“Not on that. And just the usual so far on the phone.”


Which meant that she had fielded the usual number of calls drawn by the bus benches and the yellow pages, all from people who wanted a lawyer. Before the callers hit my radar they had to convince Lorna that they could pay for what they wanted. She was sort of like the nurse behind the desk in the emergency room. You have to convince her you have valid insurance before she sends you back to see the doc. Next to Lorna’s phone she keeps a rate schedule that starts with a $5,000 flat fee to handle a DUI and ranges to the hourly fees I charge for felony trials. She makes sure every potential client is a paying client and knows the costs of the crime they have been charged with. There’s that saying, Don’t do the crime if you can’t do the time. Lorna likes to say that with me, it’s Don’t do the crime if you can’t pay for my time. She accepts MasterCard and Visa and will get purchase approval before a client ever gets to me.


“Nobody we know?” I asked.


“Gloria Dayton called from Twin Towers.”


I groaned. The Twin Towers was the county’s main lockup in downtown. It housed women in one tower and men in the other. Gloria Dayton was a high-priced prostitute who needed my legal services from time to time. The first time I represented her was at least ten years earlier, when she was young and drug-free and still had life in her eyes. Now she was a pro bono client. I never charged her. I just tried to convince her to quit the life.


“When did she get popped?”


“Last night. Or rather, this morning. Her first appearance is after lunch.”


“I don’t know if I can make that with this Van Nuys thing.”


“There’s also a complication. Cocaine possession as well as the usual.”


I knew that Gloria worked exclusively through contacts made on the Internet, where she billed herself on a variety of websites as Glory Days. She was no streetwalker or barroom troller. When she got popped, it was usually after an undercover vice officer was able to penetrate her check system and set up a date. The fact that she had cocaine on her person when they met sounded like an unusual lapse on her part or a plant from the cop.


“All right, if she calls back tell her I will try to be there and if I’m not there I will have somebody take it. Will you call the court and firm up the hearing?”


“I’m on it. But, Mickey, when are you going to tell her this is the last time?”


“I don’t know. Maybe today. What else?”


“Isn’t that enough for one day?”


“It’ll do, I guess.”


We talked a little more about my schedule for the rest of the week and I opened my laptop on the fold-down table so I could check my calendar against hers. I had a couple hearings set for each morning and a one-day trial on Thursday. It was all South side drug stuff. My meat and potatoes. At the end of the conversation I told her that I would call her after the Van Nuys hearing to let her know if and how the Roulet case would impact things.


“One last thing,” I said. “You said the place Roulet works handles pretty exclusive real estate deals, right?”


“Yeah. Every deal his name was attached to in the archives was in seven figures. A couple got up into the eights. Holmby Hills, Bel-Air, places like that.”


I nodded, thinking that Roulet’s status might make him a person of interest to the media.


“Then why don’t you tip Sticks to it,” I said.


“You sure?”


“Yeah, we might be able to work something there.”


“Will do.”


“Talk to you later.”


By the time I closed the phone, Earl had us back on the Antelope Valley Freeway heading south. We were making good time and getting to Van Nuys for Roulet’s first appearance wasn’t going to be a problem. I called Fernando Valenzuela to tell him.


“That’s real good,” the bondsman said. “I’ll be waiting.”


As he spoke I watched two motorcycles glide by my window. Each rider wore a black leather vest with the skull and halo patch sewn on the back.


“Anything else?” I asked.


“Yeah, one other thing I should probably tell you,” Valenzuela said. “I was double-checking with the court on when his first appearance was going to be and I found out the case was assigned to Maggie McFierce. I don’t know if that’s going to be a problem for you or not.”


Maggie McFierce as in Margaret McPherson, who happened to be one of the toughest and, yes, fiercest deputy district attorneys assigned to the Van Nuys courthouse. She also happened to be my first ex-wife.


“It won’t be a problem for me,” I said without hesitation. “She’s the one who’ll have the problem.”


The defendant has the right to his choice of counsel. If there is a conflict of interest between the defense lawyer and the prosecutor, then it is the prosecutor who must bow out. I knew Maggie would hold me personally responsible for her losing the reins on what might be a big case but I couldn’t help that. It had happened before. In my laptop I still had a motion to disqualify from the last case in which we had crossed paths. If necessary, I would just have to change the name of the defendant and print it out. I’d be good to go and she’d be as good as gone.


The two motorcycles had now moved in front of us. I turned and looked out the back window. There were three more Harleys behind us.


“You know what that means, though,” I said.


“No, what?”


“She’ll go for no bail. She always does with crimes against women.”


“Shit, can she get it? I’m looking at a nice chunk of change on this, man.”


“I don’t know. You said the guy’s got family and C. C. Dobbs. I can make something out of that. We’ll see.”


“Shit.”


Valenzuela was seeing his major payday disappear.


“I’ll see you there, Val.”


I closed the phone and looked over the seat at Earl.


“How long have we had the escort?” I asked.


“Just came up on us,” Earl said. “You want me to do something?”


“Let’s see what they — ”


I didn’t have to wait until the end of my sentence. One of the riders from the rear came up alongside the Lincoln and signaled us toward the upcoming exit for the Vasquez Rocks County Park. I recognized him as Teddy Vogel, a former client and the highest-ranked Road Saint not incarcerated. He might have been the largest Saint as well. He went at least 350 pounds and he gave the impression of a fat kid riding his little brother’s bike.


“Pull off, Earl,” I said. “Let’s see what he’s got.”


We pulled into the parking lot next to the jagged rock formation named after an outlaw who had hid in them a century before. I saw two people sitting and having a picnic on the edge of one of the highest ledges. I didn’t think I would feel comfortable eating a sandwich in such a dangerous spot and position.


I lowered my window as Teddy Vogel approached on foot. The other four Saints had killed their engines but remained on their bikes. Vogel leaned down to the window and put one of his giant forearms on the sill. I could feel the car tilt down a few inches.


“Counselor, how’s it hanging?” he said.


“Just fine, Ted,” I said, not wanting to call him by his obvious gang sobriquet of Teddy Bear. “What’s up with you?”


“What happened to the ponytail?”


“Some people objected to it, so I cut it off.”


“A jury, huh? Must’ve been a collection of stiffs from up this way.”


“What’s up, Ted?”


“I got a call from Hard Case over there in the Lancaster pen. He said I might catch you heading south. Said you were stalling his case till you got some green. That right, Counselor?”


It was said as routine conversation. No threat in his voice or words. And I didn’t feel threatened. Two years ago I got an abduction and aggravated assault case against Vogel knocked down to a disturbing the peace. He ran a Saints-owned strip club on Sepulveda in Van Nuys. His arrest came after he learned that one of his most productive dancers had quit and crossed the street to work at a competing club. Vogel had crossed the street after her, grabbed her off the stage and carried her back to his club. She was naked. A passing motorist called the police. Knocking the case down was one of my better plays and Vogel knew this. He had a soft spot for me.


“He’s pretty much got it right,” I said. “I work for a living. If he wants me to work for him he’s gotta pay me.”


“We gave you five grand in December,” Vogel said.


“That’s long gone, Ted. More than half went to the expert who is going to blow the case up. The rest went to me and I already worked off those hours. If I’m going to take it to trial, then I need to refill the tank.”


“You want another five?”


“No, I need ten and I told Hard Case that last week. It’s a three-day trial and I’ll need to bring my expert in from Kodak in New York. I’ve got his fee to cover and he wants first class in the air and the Chateau Marmont on the ground. Thinks he’s going to be drinking at the bar with movie stars or something. That place is four hundred a night just for the cheap rooms.”


“You’re killing me, Counselor. Whatever happened to that slogan you had in the yellow pages? ‘Reasonable doubt for a reasonable fee.’ You call ten grand reasonable?”


“I liked that slogan. It brought in a lot of clients. But the California bar wasn’t so pleased with it, made me get rid of it. Ten is the price and it is reasonable, Ted. If you can’t or don’t want to pay it, I’ll file the paperwork today. I’ll drop out and he can go with a PD. I’ll turn everything I have over. But the PD probably won’t have the budget to fly in the photo expert.”


Vogel shifted his position on the window sill and the car shuddered under the weight.


“No, no, we want you. Hard Case is important to us, you know what I mean? I want him out and back to work.”


I watched him reach inside his vest with a hand that was so fleshy that the knuckles were indented. It came out with a thick envelope that he passed into the car to me.


“Is this cash?” I asked.


“That’s right. What’s wrong with cash?”


“Nothing. But I have to give you a receipt. It’s an IRS reporting requirement. This is the whole ten?”


“It’s all there.”


I took the top off of a cardboard file box I keep on the seat next to me. My receipt book was behind the current case files. I started writing out the receipt. Most lawyers who get disbarred go down because of financial violations. The mishandling or misappropriation of client fees. I kept meticulous records and receipts. I would never let the bar get to me that way.


“So you had it all along,” I said as I wrote. “What if I had backed down to five? What would you have done then?”


Vogel smiled. He was missing one of his front teeth on the bottom. Had to have been a fight at the club. He patted the other side of his vest.


“I got another envelope with five in it right here, Counselor,” he said. “I was ready for you.”


“Damn, now I feel bad, leaving you with money in your pocket.”


I tore out his copy of the receipt and handed it out the window.


“I receipted it to Casey. He’s the client.”


“Fine with me.”


He took the receipt and dropped his arm off the window sill as he stood up straight. The car returned to a normal level. I wanted to ask him where the money came from, which of the Saints’ criminal enterprises had earned it, whether a hundred girls had danced a hundred hours for him to pay me, but that was a question I was better off not knowing the answer to. I watched Vogel saunter back to his Harley and struggle to swing a trash-can-thick leg over the seat. For the first time I noticed the double shocks on the back wheel. I told Earl to get back on the freeway and get going to Van Nuys, where I now needed to make a stop at the bank before hitting the courthouse to meet my new client.


As we drove I opened the envelope and counted out the money, twenties, fifties and hundred-dollar bills. It was all there. The tank was refilled and I was good to go with Harold Casey. I would go to trial and teach his young prosecutor a lesson. I would win, if not in trial, then certainly on appeal. Casey would return to the family and work of the Road Saints. His guilt in the crime he was charged with was not something I even considered as I filled out a deposit slip for my client fees account.


“Mr. Haller?” Earl said after a while.


“What, Earl?”


“That man you told him was coming in from New York to be the expert? Will I be picking him up at the airport?”


I shook my head.


“There is no expert coming in from New York, Earl. The best camera and photo experts in the world are right here in Hollywood.”


Now Earl nodded and his eyes held mine for a moment in the rearview mirror. Then he looked back at the road ahead.


“I see,” he said, nodding again.


And I nodded to myself. No hesitation in what I had done or said. That was my job. That was how it worked. After fifteen years of practicing law I had come to think of it in very simple terms. The law was a large, rusting machine that sucked up people and lives and money. I was just a mechanic. I had become expert at going into the machine and fixing things and extracting what I needed from it in return.


There was nothing about the law that I cherished anymore. The law school notions about the virtue of the adversarial system, of the system’s checks and balances, of the search for truth, had long since eroded like the faces of statues from other civilizations. The law was not about truth. It was about negotiation, amelioration, manipulation. I didn’t deal in guilt and innocence, because everybody was guilty. Of something. But it didn’t matter, because every case I took on was a house built on a foundation poured by overworked and underpaid laborers. They cut corners. They made mistakes. And then they painted over the mistakes with lies. My job was to peel away the paint and find the cracks. To work my fingers and tools into those cracks and widen them. To make them so big that either the house fell down or, failing that, my client slipped through.


Much of society thought of me as the devil but they were wrong. I was a greasy angel. I was the true road saint. I was needed and wanted. By both sides. I was the oil in the machine. I allowed the gears to crank and turn. I helped keep the engine of the system running.


But all of that would change with the Roulet case. For me. For him. And certainly for Jesus Menendez.









FOUR


Louis Ross Roulet was in a holding tank with seven other men who had made the half-block bus ride from the Van Nuys jail to the Van Nuys courthouse. There were only two white men in the cell and they sat next to each other on a bench while the six black men took the other side of the cell. It was a form of Darwinian segregation. They were all strangers but there was strength in numbers.


Since Roulet supposedly came from Beverly Hills money, I looked at the two white men and it was easy to choose between them. One was rail thin with the desperate wet eyes of a hype who was long past fix time. The other looked like the proverbial deer in the headlights. I chose him.


“Mr. Roulet?” I said, pronouncing the name the way Valenzuela had told me to.


The deer nodded. I signaled him over to the bars so I could talk quietly.


“My name is Michael Haller. People call me Mickey. I will be representing you during your first appearance today.”


We were in the holding area behind the arraignment court, where attorneys are routinely allowed access to confer with clients before court begins. There is a blue line painted on the floor outside the cells. The three-foot line. I had to keep that distance from my client.


Roulet grasped the bars in front of me. Like the others in the cage, he had on ankle, wrist and belly chains. They wouldn’t come off until he was taken into the courtroom. He was in his early thirties and, though at least six feet tall and 180 pounds, he seemed slight. Jail will do that to you. His eyes were pale blue and it was rare for me to see the kind of panic that was so clearly set in them. Most of the time my clients have been in lockup before and they have the stone-cold look of the predator. It’s how they get by in jail.


But Roulet was different. He looked like prey. He was scared and he didn’t care who saw it and knew it.


“This is a setup,” he said urgently and loudly. “You have to get me out of here. I made a mistake with that woman, that’s all. She’s trying to set me up and — ”


I put my hands up to stop him.


“Be careful what you say in here,” I said in a low voice. “In fact, be careful what you say until we get you out of here and can talk in private.”


He looked around, seemingly not understanding.


“You never know who is listening,” I said. “And you never know who will say he heard you say something, even if you didn’t say anything. Best thing is to not talk about the case at all. You understand? Best thing is not to talk to anyone about anything, period.”


He nodded and I signaled him down to the bench next to the bars. There was a bench against the opposite wall and I sat down.


“I am really here just to meet you and tell you who I am,” I said. “We’ll talk about the case after we get you out. I already spoke to your family lawyer, Mr. Dobbs, out there and we will tell the judge that we are prepared to post bail. Do I have all of that right?”


I opened a leather Mont Blanc folder and prepared to take notes on a legal pad. Roulet nodded. He was learning.


“Good,” I said. “Tell me about yourself. How old you are, whether you’re married, what ties you have to the community.”


“Um, I’m thirty-two. I’ve lived here my whole life — even went to school here. UCLA. Not married. No kids. I work — ”


“Divorced?”


“No, never married. I work for my family’s business. Windsor Residential Estates. It’s named after my mother’s second husband. It’s real estate. We sell real estate.”


I was writing notes. Without looking up at him, I quietly asked, “How much money did you make last year?”


When Roulet didn’t answer I looked up at him.


“Why do you need to know that?” he asked.


“Because I am going to get you out of here before the sun goes down today. To do that, I need to know everything about your standing in the community. That includes your financial standing.”


“I don’t know exactly what I made. A lot of it was shares in the company.”


“You didn’t file taxes?”


Roulet looked over his shoulder at the others in the cell and then whispered his answer.


“Yes, I did. On that my income was a quarter million.”


“But what you’re saying is that with the shares you earned in the company you really made more.”


“Right.”


One of Roulet’s cellmates came up to the bars next to him. The other white man. He had an agitated manner, his hands in constant motion, moving from hips to pockets to each other in desperate grasps.


“Hey, man, I need a lawyer, too. You got a card?”


“Not for you, pal. They’ll have a lawyer out there for you.”


I looked back at Roulet and waited a moment for the hype to move away. He didn’t. I looked back at him.


“Look, this is private. Could you leave us alone?”


The hype made some kind of motion with his hands and shuffled back to the corner he had come from. I looked back at Roulet.


“What about charitable organizations?” I asked.


“What do you mean?” Roulet responded.


“Are you involved in any charities? Do you give to any charities?”


“Yeah, the company does. We give to Make a Wish and a runaway shelter in Hollywood. I think it’s called My Friend’s Place or something like that.”


“Okay, good.”


“Are you going to get me out?”


“I’m going to try. You’ve got some heavy charges on you — I checked before coming back here — and I have a feeling the DA is going to request no bail, but this is good stuff. I can work with it.”


I indicated my notes.


“No bail?” he said in a loud, panicked voice.


The others in the cell looked in his direction because what he had said was their collective nightmare. No bail.


“Calm down,” I said. “I said that is what she is going to go for. I didn’t say she would get it. When was the last time you were arrested?”


I always threw that in out of the blue so I could watch their eyes and see if there was going to be a surprise thrown at me in court.


“Never. I’ve never been arrested. This whole thing is — ”


“I know, I know, but we don’t want to talk about that here, remember?”


He nodded. I looked at my watch. Court was about to start and I still needed to talk to Maggie McFierce.


“I’m going to go now,” I said. “I’ll see you out there in a few minutes and we’ll see about getting you out of here. When we are out there, don’t say anything until you check with me. If the judge asks you how you are doing, you check with me. Okay?”


“Well, don’t I say ‘not guilty’ to the charges?”


“No, they’re not going to even ask you that. Today all they do is read you the charges, talk about bail and set a date for an arraignment. That’s when we say ‘not guilty.’ So today you say nothing. No outbursts, nothing. Got that?”


He nodded and frowned.


“Are you going to be all right, Louis?”


He nodded glumly.


“Just so you know,” I said. “I charge twenty-five hundred dollars for a first appearance and bail hearing like this. Is that going to be a problem?”


He shook his head no. I liked that he wasn’t talking. Most of my clients talk way too much. Usually they talk themselves right into prison.


“Good. We can talk about the rest of it after you are out of here and we can get together in private.”


I closed my leather folder, hoping he had noticed it and was impressed, then stood up.


“One last thing,” I said. “Why’d you pick me? There’s a lot of lawyers out there, why me?”


It was a question that didn’t matter to our relationship but I wanted to test Valenzuela’s veracity.


Roulet shrugged.


“I don’t know,” he said. “I remembered your name from something I read in the paper.”


“What did you read about me?”


“It was a story about a case where the evidence got thrown out against some guy. I think it was drugs or something. You won the case because they had no evidence after that.”


“The Hendricks case?”


It was the only one I could think of that had made the papers in recent months. Hendricks was another Road Saint client and the sheriff’s department had put a GPS bug on his Harley to track his deliveries. Doing that on public roads was fine. But when he parked his bike in the kitchen of his home at night, that bug constituted unlawful entry by the cops. The case was tossed by a judge during the preliminary hearing. It made a decent splash in the Times.



“I can’t remember the name of the client,” Roulet said. “I just remembered your name. Your last name, actually. When I called the bail bondsman today I gave him the name Haller and asked him to get you and to call my own attorney. Why?”


“No reason. Just curious. I appreciate the call. I’ll see you in the courtroom.”


I put the differences between what Roulet had said about my hiring and what Valenzuela had told me into the bank for later consideration and made my way back into the arraignment court. I saw Maggie McFierce sitting at one end of the prosecution table. She was there along with five other prosecutors. The table was large and L-shaped so it could accommodate an endlessly revolving number of lawyers who could sit and still face the bench. A prosecutor assigned to the courtroom handled most of the routine appearances and arraignments that were paraded through each day. But special cases brought the big guns out of the district attorney’s office on the second floor of the courthouse next door. TV cameras did that, too.


As I stepped through the bar I saw a man setting up a video camera on a tripod next to the bailiff’s desk. There was no network symbol on the camera or the man’s clothes. The man was a freelancer who had gotten wind of the case and would shoot the hearing and then try to sell it to one of the local stations whose news director needed a thirty-second story. When I had checked with the bailiff earlier about Roulet’s place on the calendar, he told me the judge had already authorized the filming.


I walked up to my ex-wife from behind and bent down to whisper into her ear. She was looking at photographs in a file. She was wearing a navy suit with a thin gray stripe. Her raven-colored hair was tied back with a matching gray ribbon. I loved her hair when it was back like that.


“Are you the one who used to have the Roulet case?”


She looked up, not recognizing the whisper. Her face was involuntarily forming a smile but then it turned into a frown when she saw it was me. She knew exactly what I had meant by using the past tense and she slapped the file closed.


“Don’t tell me,” she said.


“Sorry. He liked what I did on Hendricks and gave me a call.”


“Son of a bitch. I wanted this case, Haller. This is the second time you’ve done this to me.”


“I guess this town ain’t big enough for the both of us,” I said in a poor Cagney imitation.


She groaned.


“All right,” she said in quick surrender. “I’ll go peacefully after this hearing. Unless you object to even that.”


“I might. You going for a no-bail hold?”


“That’s right. But that won’t change with the prosecutor. That was a directive from the second floor.”


I nodded. That meant a case supervisor must have called for the no-bail hold.


“He’s connected in the community. And has never been arrested.”


I studied her reaction, not having had the time to make sure Roulet’s denial of ever being previously arrested was the truth. It’s always amazing how many clients lie about previous engagements with the machine, when it is a lie that has no hope of going the distance.


But Maggie gave no indication that she knew otherwise. Maybe it was true. Maybe I had an honest-to-goodness first-time offender for a client.


“It doesn’t matter whether he’s done anything before,” Maggie said. “What matters is what he did last night.”


She opened the file and quickly checked through the photos until she saw the one she liked and snatched it out.


“Here’s what your pillar of the community did last night. So I don’t really care what he did before. I’m just going to make sure he doesn’t get out to do this again.”


The photo was an 8 x 10 close-up of a woman’s face. The swelling around the right eye was so extensive that the eye was completely and tightly closed. The nose was broken and pushed off center. Blood-soaked gauze protruded from each nostril. There was a deep gash over the right eyebrow that had been closed with nine butterfly stitches. The lower lip was cut and had a marble-size swelling as well. The worst thing about the photo was the eye that was undamaged. The woman looked at the camera with fear, pain and humiliation undeniably expressed in that one tearful eye.


“If he did it,” I said, because that is what I would be expected to say.


“Right,” Maggie said. “Sure, if he did it. He was only arrested in her home with her blood on him, but you’re right, that’s a valid question.”


“I like it when you’re sarcastic. Do you have the arrest report there? I’d like to get a copy of it.”


“You can get it from whoever takes the case over from me. No favors, Haller. Not this time.”


I waited, expecting more banter, more indignation, maybe another shot across the bow, but that was all she said. I decided that getting more out of her on the case was a lost cause. I changed the subject.


“So,” I said. “How is she?”


“She’s scared shitless and hurting like hell. How else would she be?”


She looked up at me and I saw the immediate recognition and then judgment in her eyes.


“You weren’t even asking about the victim, were you?”


I didn’t answer. I didn’t want to lie to her.


“Your daughter is doing fine,” she said perfunctorily. “She likes the things you send her but she would rather you show up a little more often.”


That wasn’t a shot across the bow. That was a direct hit and it was deserved. It seemed as though I was always chasing cases, even on weekends. Deep down inside I knew I needed to start chasing my daughter around the backyard more often. The time to do it was going by.


“I will,” I said. “Starting right now. What about this weekend?”


“Fine. You want me to tell her tonight?”


“Uh, maybe wait until tomorrow so I know for sure.”


She gave me one of those knowing nods. We had been through this before.


“Great. Let me know tomorrow.”


This time I didn’t enjoy the sarcasm.


“What does she need?” I asked, trying to stumble back to just being even.


“I just told you what she needs. More of you in her life.”


“Okay, I promise. I will do that.”


She didn’t respond.


“I really mean that, Maggie. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


She looked up at me and was ready to hit me with both barrels. She had done it before, saying I was all talk and no action when it came to fatherhood. But I was saved by the start of the court session. The judge came out of chambers and bounded up the steps to the bench. The bailiff called the courtroom to order. Without another word to Maggie I left the prosecution table and went back to one of the seats along the bar.


The judge asked his clerk if there was any business to be discussed before the custodies were brought out. There was none, so the judge ordered the first group out. As with the courtroom in Lancaster, there was a large holding area for in-custody defendants. I got up and moved to the opening in the glass. When I saw Roulet come through the door I signaled him over.


“You’re going first,” I told him. “I asked the judge to take you out of order as a favor. I want to try to get you out of here.”


This was not the truth. I hadn’t asked the judge anything, and even if I had, the judge would do no such thing for me as a favor. Roulet was going first because of the media presence in the courtroom. It was a general practice to deal with the media cases first. This was a courtesy to the cameramen who supposedly had other assignments to get to. But it also made for less tension in the courtroom when lawyers, defendants and even the judge could operate without a television camera on them.


“Why’s that camera here?” Roulet asked in a panicked whisper. “Is that for me?”


“Yes, it’s for you. Somebody tipped him to the case. If you don’t want to be filmed, try to use me as a shield.”


Roulet shifted his position so I was blocking the view of him from the camera across the courtroom. This lowered the chances that the cameraman would be able to sell the story and film to a local news program. That was good. It also meant that if he was able to sell the story, I would be the focal point of the images that went with it. This was also good.


The Roulet case was called, his name mispronounced by the clerk, and Maggie announced her presence for the prosecution and then I announced mine. Maggie had upped the charges, as was her usual MO as Maggie McFierce. Roulet now faced attempted murder along with the attempted rape count. It would make it easier for her to argue for a no-bail hold.


The judge informed Roulet of his constitutional rights and set an arraignment date for March 21. Speaking for Roulet, I asked to address the no-bail hold. This set off a spirited back-and-forth between Maggie and me, all of which was refereed by the judge, who knew we were formerly married because he had attended our wedding. While Maggie listed the atrocities committed upon the victim, I in turn listed Roulet’s ties to the community and charitable efforts and pointed to C. C. Dobbs in the gallery and offered to put him on the stand to further discuss Roulet’s good standing. Dobbs was my ace in the hole. His stature in the legal community would supersede Roulet’s standing and certainly be influential with the judge, who held his position on the bench at the behest of the voters — and campaign contributors.


“The bottom line, Judge, is that the state cannot make a case for this man being a flight risk or a danger to the community,” I said in closing. “Mr. Roulet is anchored in this community and intends to do nothing other than vigorously attack the false charges that have been leveled against him.”


I used the word attack purposely in case the statement got on the air and happened to be watched by the woman who had leveled the charges.


“Your Honor,” Maggie responded, “all grandstanding aside, what should not be forgotten is that the victim in this case was brutally — ”


“Ms. McPherson,” the judge interrupted. “I think we have gone back and forth on this enough. I am aware of the victim’s injuries as well as Mr. Roulet’s standing. I also have a busy calendar today. I am going to set bail at one million dollars. I am also going to require Mr. Roulet to be supervised by the court with weekly check-ins. If he misses one, he forfeits his freedom.”


I quickly glanced out into the gallery, where Dobbs was sitting next to Fernando Valenzuela. Dobbs was a thin man who shaved his head to hide male-pattern balding. His thinness was exaggerated by Valenzuela’s girth. I waited for a signal as to whether I should take the judge’s bail order or try to argue for a lower amount. Sometimes, when a judge thinks he is giving you a gift, it can backfire to press for more — or in this case less.


Dobbs was sitting in the first seat in the first row. He simply got up and started to walk out of the courtroom, leaving Valenzuela behind. I took that to mean that I should leave well enough alone, that the Roulet family could handle the million. I turned back to the bench.


“Thank you, Your Honor,” I said.


The clerk immediately called the next case. I glanced at Maggie as she was closing the file on the case she would no longer prosecute. She then stood up and walked out through the bar and down the center aisle of the courtroom. She spoke to no one and she did not look back at me.


“Mr. Haller?”


I turned to my client. Behind him I saw a deputy coming to take him back into holding. He’d be bused the half block back to jail and then, depending on how fast Dobbs and Valenzuela worked, released later in the day.


“I’ll work with Mr. Dobbs and get you out,” I said. “Then we’ll sit down and talk about the case.”


“Thank you,” Roulet said as he was led away. “Thank you for being here.”


“Remember what I said. Don’t talk to strangers. Don’t talk to anybody.”


“Yes, sir.”


After he was gone I walked to the bar. Valenzuela was waiting at the gate for me with a big smile on his face. Roulet’s bail was likely the highest he had ever secured. That meant his cut would be the highest he’d ever received. He clapped me on the arm as I came through the gate.


“What’d I tell you?” he said. “We got ourselves a franchise here, boss.”


“We’ll see, Val,” I said. “We’ll see.”









FIVE


Every attorney who works the machine has two fee schedules. There is schedule A, which lists the fees the attorney would like to get for certain services rendered. And there is schedule B, the fees he is willing to take because that is all the client can afford. A franchise client is a defendant who wants to go to trial and has the money to pay his lawyer’s schedule A rates. From first appearance to arraignment to preliminary hearing and on to trial and then appeal, the franchise client demands hundreds if not thousands of billable hours. He can keep gas in the tank for two to three years. From where I hunt, they are the rarest and most highly sought beast in the jungle.


And it was beginning to look like Valenzuela had been on the money. Louis Roulet was looking more and more like a franchise client. It had been a dry spell for me. It had been almost two years since I’d had anything even approaching a franchise case or client. I’m talking about a case earning six figures. There were many that started out looking like they might reach that rare plateau but they never went the distance.


C. C. Dobbs was waiting in the hallway outside the arraignment court when I got out. He was standing next to the wall of glass windows that looked down upon the civic center plaza below. I walked up to him quickly. I had a few seconds’ lead on Valenzuela coming out of the court and I wanted some private time with Dobbs.


“Sorry,” Dobbs said before I could speak. “I didn’t want to stay in there another minute. It was so depressing to see the boy caught up in that cattle call.”


“The boy?”


“Louis. I’ve represented the family for twenty-five years. I guess I still think of him as a boy.”


“Are you going to be able to get him out?”


“It won’t be a problem. I have a call in to Louis’s mother to see how she wants to handle it, whether to put up property or go with a bond.”


To put up property to cover a million-dollar bail would mean that at least a million dollars in the property’s value could not be encumbered by a mortgage. Additionally, the court might require a current appraisal of the property, which could take days and keep Roulet waiting in jail. Conversely, a bond could be purchased through Valenzuela for a ten percent premium. The difference was that the ten percent was never returned. That stayed with Valenzuela for his risks and trouble and was the reason for his broad smile in the courtroom. After paying his insurance premium on the million-dollar bail, he’d end up clearing close to ninety grand. And he was worried about me taking care of him.



“Can I make a suggestion?” I asked.


“Please do.”


“Louis looked a little frail when I saw him back in the lockup. If I were you I would get him out of there as soon as possible. To do that you should have Valenzuela write a bond. It will cost you a hundred grand but the boy will be out and safe, you know what I mean?”


Dobbs turned to the window and leaned on the railing that ran along the glass. I looked down and saw that the plaza was filling up with people from the government buildings on lunch break. I could see many people with the red-and-white name tags I knew were given to jurors.


“I know what you mean.”


“The other thing is that cases like this tend to bring the rats out of the walls.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean other inmates who will say they heard somebody say something. Especially a case that gets on the news or into the newspapers. They’ll take that info off the tube and make it sound like our guy was talking.”


“That’s criminal,” Dobbs said indignantly. “That shouldn’t be allowed.”


“Yeah, I know, but it happens. And the longer he stays in there, the wider the window of opportunity is for one of these guys.”


Valenzuela joined us at the railing. He didn’t say anything.


“I will suggest we go with the bond,” Dobbs said. “I already called and she was in a meeting. As soon as she calls me back we will move on this.”


His words prompted something that had bothered me during the hearing.


“She couldn’t come out of a meeting to talk about her son in jail? I was wondering why she wasn’t in court today if this boy, as you call him, is so clean and upstanding.”


Dobbs looked at me like I hadn’t used mouthwash in a month.


“Mrs. Windsor is a very busy and powerful woman. I am sure that if I had stated it was an emergency concerning her son, she would have been on the phone immediately.”


“Mrs. Windsor?”


“She remarried after she and Louis’s father divorced. That was a long time ago.”


I nodded, then realized that there was more to talk about with Dobbs but nothing I wanted to discuss in front of Valenzuela.


“Val, why don’t you go check on when Louis will be back at Van Nuys jail so you can get him out.”


“That’s easy,” Valenzuela said. “He’ll go on the first bus back after lunch.”


“Yeah, well, go double-check that while I finish with Mr. Dobbs.”


Valenzuela was about to protest that he didn’t need to double-check it when he realized what I was telling him.


“Okay,” he said. “I’ll go do it.”


After he was gone I studied Dobbs for a moment before speaking. Dobbs looked to be in his late fifties. He had a deferential presence that probably came from thirty years of taking care of rich people. My guess was that he had become rich in the process himself but it hadn’t changed his public demeanor.


“If we’re going to be working together, I guess I should ask what you want to be called. Cecil? C.C.? Mr. Dobbs?”


“Cecil will be fine.”


“Well, my first question, Cecil, is whether we are going to be working together. Do I have the job?”


“Mr. Roulet made it clear to me he wanted you on the case. To be honest, you would not have been my first choice. You may not have been any choice, because frankly I had never heard of you. But you are Mr. Roulet’s first choice, and that is acceptable to me. In fact, I thought you acquitted yourself quite well in the courtroom, especially considering how hostile that prosecutor was toward Mr. Roulet.”


I noticed that the boy had become “Mr. Roulet” now I wondered what had happened to advance him in Dobbs’s view.


“Yeah, well, they call her Maggie McFierce. She’s pretty dedicated.”


“I thought she was a bit overboard. Do you think there is any way to get her removed from the case, maybe get someone a little more . . . grounded?”


“I don’t know. Trying to shop prosecutors can be dangerous. But if you think she needs to go, I can get it done.”


“That’s good to hear. Maybe I should have known about you before today.”


“Maybe. Do you want to talk about fees now and get it out of the way?”


“If you would like.”


I looked around the hallway to make sure there were no other lawyers hanging around in earshot. I was going to go schedule A all the way on this.


“I get twenty-five hundred for today and Louis already approved that. If you want to go hourly from here, I get three hundred an hour and that gets bumped to five in trial because I can’t do anything else. If you’d rather go with a flat rate, I’ll want sixty thousand to take it from here through a preliminary hearing. If we end it with a plea, I’ll take twelve more on top of that. If we go to trial instead, I need another sixty on the day we decide that and twenty-five more when we start picking a jury. This case doesn’t look like more than a week, including jury selection, but if it goes past a week, I get twenty-five-a-week extra. We can talk about an appeal if and when it becomes necessary.”


I hesitated a moment to see how Dobbs was reacting. He showed nothing so I pressed on.


“I’ll need thirty thousand for a retainer and another ten for an investigator by the end of the day. I don’t want to waste time on this. I want to get an investigator out and about on this thing before it hits the media and maybe before the cops talk to some of the people involved.”


Dobbs slowly nodded.


“Are those your standard fees?”


“When I can get them. I’m worth it. What are you charging the family, Cecil?”


I was sure he wouldn’t walk away from this little episode hungry.


“That’s between me and my client. But don’t worry. I will include your fees in my discussion with Mrs. Windsor.”


“I appreciate it. And remember, I need that investigator to start today.”


I gave him a business card I pulled from the right pocket of my suit coat. The cards in the right pocket had my cell number. The cards in my left pocket had the number that went to Lorna Taylor.


“I have another hearing downtown,” I said. “When you get him out call me and we’ll set up a meeting. Let’s make it as soon as possible. I should be available later today and tonight.”


“Perfect,” Dobbs said, pocketing the card without looking at it. “Should we come to you?”


“No, I’ll come to you. I’d like to see how the other half lives in those high-rises in Century City.”


Dobbs smiled glibly.


“It is obvious by your suit that you know and practice the adage that a trial lawyer should never dress too well. You want the jury to like you, not to be jealous of you. Well, Michael, a Century City lawyer can’t have an office that is nicer than the offices his clients come from. And so I can assure you that our offices are very modest.”


I nodded in agreement. But I was insulted just the same. I was wearing my best suit. I always did on Mondays.


“That’s good to know,” I said.


The courtroom door opened and the videographer walked out, lugging his camera and folded tripod with him. Dobbs saw him and immediately tensed.


“The media,” he said. “How can we control this? Mrs. Windsor won’t — ”


“Hold on a sec.”


I called to the cameraman and he walked over. I immediately put my hand out. He had to put his tripod down to take it.


“I’m Michael Haller. I saw you in there filming my client’s appearance.”


Using my formal name was a code.


“Robert Gillen,” the cameraman said. “People call me Sticks.”


He gestured to his tripod in explanation. His use of his formal name was a return code. He was letting me know he understood that I had a play working here.


“Are you freelancing or on assignment?” I asked.


‘Just freelancing today.”


“How’d you hear about this thing?”


He shrugged as though he was reluctant to answer.


“A source. A cop.”


I nodded. Gillen was locked in and playing along.


“What do you get for that if you sell it to a news station?”


“Depends. I take seven-fifty for an exclusive and five for a nonexclusive.”



Nonexclusive meant that any news director who bought the tape from him knew that he might sell the footage to a competing news station. Gillen had doubled the fees he actually got. It was a good move. He must have been listening to what had been said in the courtroom while he shot it.


“Tell you what,” I said. “How about we take it off your hands right now for an exclusive?”


Gillen was perfect. He hesitated like he was unsure of the ethics involved in the proposition.


“In fact, make it a grand,” I said.


“Okay,” he said. “You got a deal.”


While Gillen put the camera on the floor and took the tape out of it, I pulled a wad of cash from my pocket. I had kept twelve hundred from the Saints cash Teddy Vogel had given me on the way down. I turned to Dobbs.


“I can expense this, right?”


“Absolutely,” he said. He was beaming.


I exchanged the cash for the tape and thanked Gillen. He pocketed the money and moved toward the elevators a happy man.


“That was brilliant,” Dobbs said. “We have to contain this. It could literally destroy the family’s business if this — in fact, I think that is one reason Mrs. Windsor was not here today. She didn’t want to be recognized.”


“Well, we’ll have to talk about that if this thing goes the distance. Meantime, I’ll do my best to keep it off the radar.”


“Thank you.”


A cell phone began to play a classical number by Bach or Beethoven or some other dead guy with no copyright and Dobbs reached inside his jacket, retrieved the device and checked the small screen on it.


“This is she,” he said.


“Then I’ll leave you to it.”


As I walked off I heard Dobbs saying, “Mary, everything is under control. We need now to concentrate on getting him out. We are going to need some money . . .”


While the elevator made its way up to me, I was thinking that I was pretty sure that I was dealing with a client and family for which “some money” meant more than I had ever seen. My mind moved back to the sartorial comment Dobbs had made about me. It still stung. The truth was, I didn’t have a suit in my closet that cost less than six hundred dollars and I always felt good and confident in any one of them. I wondered if he had intended to insult me or he had intended something else, maybe trying at this early stage of the game to imprint his control over me and the case. I decided I would need to watch my back with Dobbs. I would keep him close but not that close.









SIX


Traffic heading downtown bottlenecked in the Cahuenga Pass. I spent the time in the car working the phone and trying not to think about the conversation I’d had with Maggie McPherson about my parenting skills. My ex-wife had been right about me, and that’s what hurt. For a long time I had put my law practice ahead of my parenting practice. It was something I promised myself to change. I just needed the time and the money to slow down. I thought that maybe Louis Roulet would provide both.


In the back of the Lincoln I first called Raul Levin, my investigator, to put him on alert about the potential meeting with Roulet. I asked him to do a preliminary run on the case to see what he could find out. Levin had retired early from the LAPD and still had contacts and friends who did him favors from time to time. He probably had his own Christmas list. I told him not to spend a lot of time on it until I was sure I had Roulet locked down as a paying client. It didn’t matter what C. C. Dobbs had said to me face-to-face in the courthouse hallway. I wouldn’t believe I had the case until I got the first payment.


Next I checked on the status of a few cases and then called Lorna Taylor again. I knew the mail was delivered at her place most days right before noon. But she told me nothing of importance had come in. No checks and no correspondence I had to pay immediate attention to from the courts.


“Did you check on Gloria Dayton’s arraignment?” I asked her.


“Yes. It looks like they might hold her over until tomorrow on a medical.”


I groaned. The state has forty-eight hours to charge an individual after arrest and bring them before a judge. Holding Gloria Dayton’s first appearance over until the next day because of medical reasons meant that she was probably drug sick. This would help explain why she had been holding cocaine when she was arrested. I had not seen or spoken to her in at least seven months. Her slide must have been quick and steep. The thin line between controlling the drugs and the drugs controlling her had been crossed.


“Did you find out who filed it?” I asked.


“Leslie Faire,” she said.


I groaned again.


“That’s just great. Okay, well, I’m going to go down and see what I can do. I’ve got nothing going until I hear about Roulet.”


Leslie Faire was a misnamed prosecutor whose idea of giving a defendant a break or the benefit of the doubt was to offer extended parole supervision on top of prison time.


“Mick, when are you going to learn with this woman?” Lorna said about Gloria Dayton.


“Learn what?” I asked, although I knew exactly what Lorna would say.


“She drags you down every time you have to deal with her. She’s never going to get out of the life, and now you can bet she’s never going to be anything less than a twofer every time she calls. That would be fine, except you never charge her.”


What she meant by twofer was that Gloria Dayton’s cases would from now on be more complicated and time-consuming because it was likely that drug charges would always accompany solicitation or prostitution charges. What bothered Lorna was that this meant more work for me but no more income in the process.


“Well, the bar requires that all lawyers practice some pro bono work, Lorna. You know — ”


“You don’t listen to me, Mick,” she said dismissively. “That’s exactly why we couldn’t stay married.”


I closed my eyes. What a day. I had managed to get both my ex-wives angry with me.


“What does this woman have on you?” she asked. “Why don’t you charge even a basic fee with her?”


“Look, she doesn’t have anything on me, okay?” I said. “Can we sort of change the subject now?”


I didn’t tell her that years earlier when I had looked through the dusty old account books from my father’s law practice, I had found that he’d had a soft spot for the so-called women of the night. He defended many and charged few. Maybe I was just continuing a family tradition.


“Fine,” Lorna said. “How did it go with Roulet?”


“You mean, did I get the job? I think so. Val’s probably getting him out right now. We’ll set up a meeting after that. I already asked Raul to sniff around on it.”


“Did you get a check?”


“Not yet.”


“Get the check, Mick.”


“I’m working on it.”


“How’s the case look?”


“I’ve only seen the pictures but it looks bad. I’ll know more after I see what Raul comes up with.”


“And what about Roulet?”


I knew what she was asking. How was he as a client? Would a jury, if it came to a jury, like him or despise him? Cases could be won or lost based on jurors’ impressions of the defendant.


“He looks like a babe in the woods.”


“He’s a virgin?”


“Never been inside the iron house.”


“Well, did he do it?”


She always asked the irrelevant question. It didn’t matter in terms of the strategy of the case whether the defendant “did it” or not. What mattered was the evidence against him — the proof — and if and how it could be neutralized. My job was to bury the proof, to color the proof a shade of gray. Gray was the color of reasonable doubt.


But the question of did he or didn’t he always seemed to matter to her.


“Who knows, Lorna? That’s not the question. The question is whether or not he’s a paying customer. The answer is, I think so.”


“Well, let me know if you need any — oh, there’s one other thing.”


“What?”


“Sticks called and said he owes you four hundred dollars next time he sees you.”


“Yeah, he does.”


“You’re doing pretty good today.”


“I’m not complaining.”


We said our good-byes on a friendly note, the dispute over Gloria Dayton seemingly forgotten for the moment. Probably the security that comes with knowing money is coming in and a high-paying client is on the hook made Lorna feel a bit better about my working some cases for free. I wondered, though, if she’d have minded so much if I was defending a drug dealer for free instead of a prostitute. Lorna and I had shared a short and sweet marriage, with both of us quickly finding out that we had moved too quickly while rebounding from divorces. We ended it, remained friends, and she continued to work with me, not for me. The only time I felt uncomfortable about the arrangement was when she acted like a wife again and second-guessed my choice of client and who and what I charged or didn’t charge.


Feeling confident in the way I had handled Lorna, I called the DA’s office in Van Nuys next. I asked for Margaret McPherson and caught her eating at her desk.


“I just wanted to say I’m sorry about this morning. I know you wanted the case.”


“Well, you probably need it more than me. He must be a paying customer if he’s got C. C. Dobbs carrying the roll behind him.”


By that she was referring to a roll of toilet paper. High-priced family lawyers were usually seen by prosecutors as nothing more than ass wipers for the rich and famous.


“Yeah, I could use one like him — the paying client, not the wiper. It’s been a while since I had a franchise.”


“Well, you didn’t get as lucky a few minutes ago,” she whispered into the phone. “The case was reassigned to Ted Minton.”


“Never heard of him.”


“He’s one of Smithson’s young guns. Just brought him in from downtown, where he was filing simple possession cases. He didn’t see the inside of a courtroom until he came up here.”


John Smithson was the ambitious head deputy in charge of the Van Nuys Division. He was a better politician than a prosecutor and had parlayed that skill into a quick climb over other more experienced deputies to the division chief’s post. Maggie McPherson was among those he’d passed by. Once he was in the slot, he started building a staff of young prosecutors who did not feel slighted and were loyal to him for giving them a shot.


“This guy’s never been in court?” I asked, not understanding how going up against a trial rookie could be unlucky, as Maggie had indicated.


“He’s had a few trials up here but always with a babysitter. Roulet will be his first time flying solo. Smithson thinks he’s giving him a slam dunk.”


I imagined her sitting in her cubicle, probably not far from where my new opponent was sitting in his.


“I don’t get it, Mags. If this guy’s green, why wasn’t I lucky?”


“Because these guys Smithson picks are all cracked out of the same mold. They’re arrogant assholes. They think they can do no wrong and what’s more . . .”


She lowered her voice even more.


“They don’t play fair. And the word on Minton is that he’s a cheater. Watch yourself, Haller. Better yet, watch him.”


“Well, thanks for the heads-up.”


But she wasn’t finished.


“A lot of these new people just don’t get it. They don’t see it as a calling. To them it’s not about justice. It’s just a game — a batting average. They like to keep score and to see how far it will get them in the office. In fact, they’re all just like junior Smithsons.”


A calling. It was her sense of calling that ultimately cost us our marriage. On an intellectual level she could deal with being married to a man who worked the other side of the aisle. But when it came down to the reality of what we did, we were lucky to have lasted the eight years we had managed. Honey, how was your day? Oh, I got a guy who murdered his roommate with an ice pick a seven-year deal. And you? Oh, I put a guy away for five years because he stole a car stereo to feed his habit . . . It just didn’t work. Four years in, a daughter arrived, but through no fault of her own, she only kept us going another four years.


Still, I didn’t regret a thing about it. I cherished my daughter. She was the only thing that was really good about my life, that I could be proud of. I think deep down, the reason I didn’t see her enough — that I was chasing cases instead of her — was because I felt unworthy of her. Her mother was a hero. She put bad people in jail. What could I tell her was good and holy about what I did, when I had long ago lost the thread of it myself?


“Hey, Haller, are you there?”


“Yeah, Mags, I’m here. What are you eating today?”


“Just the oriental salad from downstairs. Nothing special. Where are you?”


“Heading downtown. Listen, tell Hayley I’ll see her this Saturday. I’ll make a plan. We’ll do something special.”


“You really mean that? I don’t want to get her hopes up.”


I felt something lift inside me, the idea that my daughter would get her hopes up about seeing me. The one thing Maggie never did was run me down with Hayley. She wasn’t the kind that would do that. I always admired that.


“Yes, I’m sure,” I said.


“Great, I’ll tell her. Let me know when you’re coming or if I can drop her off.”


“Okay.”


I hesitated. I wanted to talk to her longer but there was nothing else to say. I finally said good-bye and closed the phone. In a few minutes we broke free of the bottleneck. I looked out the window and saw no accident. I saw nobody with a flat tire and no highway patrol cruiser parked on the shoulder. I saw nothing that explained what had caused the traffic tie-up. It was often like that. Freeway traffic in Los Angeles was as mysterious as marriage. It moved and flowed, then stalled and stopped for no easily explainable reason.


I am from a family of attorneys. My father, my half brother, a niece and a nephew. My father was a famous lawyer in a time when there was no cable television and no Court TV. He was the dean of criminal law in L.A. for almost three decades. From Mickey Cohen to the Manson girls, his clients always made the headlines. I was just an afterthought in his life, a surprise visitor to his second marriage to a B-level movie actress known for her exotic Latin looks but not her acting skills. The mix gave me my black Irish looks. My father was old when I came, so he was gone before I was old enough to really know him or talk to him about the calling of the law. He only left me his name. Mickey Haller, the legal legend. It still opened doors.


But my older brother — the half brother from the first marriage — told me that my father used to talk to him about the practice of law and criminal defense. He used to say he would defend the devil himself just as long as he could cover the fee. The only big-time case and client he ever turned down was Sirhan Sirhan. He told my brother that he had liked Bobby Kennedy too much to defend his killer, no matter how much he believed in the ideal that the accused deserved the best and most vigorous defense possible.


Growing up I read all the books about my father and his cases. I admired the skill and vigor and strategies he brought to the defense table. He was damn good and it made me proud to carry his name. But the law was different now. It was grayer. Ideals had long been downgraded to notions. Notions were optional.


My cell phone rang and I checked the screen before answering.


“What’s up, Val?”


“We’re getting him out. They already took him back to the jail and we’re processing him out now.”


“Dobbs went with the bond?”


“You got it.”


I could hear the delight in his voice.


“Don’t be so giddy. You sure he’s not a runner?”


“I’m never sure. I’m going to make him wear a bracelet. I lose him, I lose my house.”


I realized that what I had taken as delight at the windfall that a million-dollar bond would bring to Valenzuela was actually nervous energy. Valenzuela would be taut as a wire until this one was over, one way or the other. Even if the court had not ordered it, Valenzuela was going to put an electronic tracking bracelet on Roulet’s ankle. He was taking no chances with this guy.


“Where’s Dobbs?”


“Back at my office, waiting. I’ll bring Roulet over as soon as he’s out. Shouldn’t be too much longer.”


“Is Maisy over there?”


“Yeah, she’s there.”


“Okay, I’m going to call over.”


I ended the call and hit the speed-dial combo for Liberty Bail Bonds. Valenzuela’s receptionist and assistant answered.


“Maisy, it’s Mick. Can you put Mr. Dobbs on the line?”


“Sure thing, Mick.”


A few seconds later Dobbs got on the line. He seemed put out by something. Just in the way he said, “This is Cecil Dobbs.”


“This is Mickey Haller. How is it going over there?”


“Well, if you consider I am letting my duties to other clients slide while I sit here and read year-old magazines, not good.”


“You don’t carry a cell phone to do business?”


“I do. But that’s not the point. My clients aren’t cell phone people. They’re face-to-face people.”


“I see. Well, the good news is, I hear our boy is about to be released.”


“Our boy?”


“Mr. Roulet. Valenzuela should have him out inside the hour. I am about to go into a client conference, but as I said before, I am free in the afternoon. Do you want to meet to go over the case with our mutual client or do you want me to take it from here?”


“No, Mrs. Windsor has insisted that I monitor this closely. In fact, she may choose to be there as well.”


“I don’t mind the meet-and-greet with Mrs. Windsor, but when it comes down to talking about the case, it’s just going to be the defense team. That can include you but not the mother. Okay?”


“I understand. Let’s say four o’clock at my office. I will have Louis there.”


“I’ll be there.”


“My firm employs a crack investigator. I’ll ask him to join us.”


“That won’t be necessary, Cecil. I have my own and he’s already on the job. We’ll see you at four.”


I ended the call before Dobbs could start a debate about which investigator to use. I had to be careful that Dobbs didn’t control the investigation, preparation and strategy of the case. Monitoring was one thing. But I was Louis Roulet’s attorney now. Not him.


When I called Raul Levin next, he told me he was already on his way to the LAPD Van Nuys Division to pick up a copy of the arrest report.


“Just like that?” I asked.


“No, not just like that. In a way, you could say it took me twenty years to get this report.”


I understood. Levin’s connections, procured over time and experience, traded over trust and favors, had come through for him. No wonder he charged five hundred dollars a day when he could get it. I told him about the meeting at four and he said he would be there and would be ready to furnish us with the law enforcement view of the case.


The Lincoln pulled to a stop when I closed the phone. We were in front of the Twin Towers jail facility. It wasn’t even ten years old but the smog was beginning to permanently stain its sand-colored walls a dreary gray. It was a sad and forbidding place that I spent too much time in. I opened the car door and got out to go inside once again.









SEVEN


There was an attorney’s check-in window that allowed me to bypass the long line of visitors waiting to get in to see loved ones incarcerated in one of the towers. When I told the window deputy whom I wanted to see, he tapped the name into the computer and never said anything about Gloria Dayton being in medical and unavailable. He printed out a visitor’s pass which he slid into the plastic frame of a clip-on badge and told me to put it on and wear it at all times in the jail. He then told me to step away from the window and wait for an attorney escort.


“It will be a few minutes,” he said.


I knew from prior experience that my cell phone did not get a signal inside the jail and that if I stepped outside to use it, I might miss my escort and then have to go through the whole sign-in process again. So I stayed put and watched the faces of the people who came to visit those being held inside. Most were black and brown. Most had the look of routine on their faces. They all probably knew the ropes here much better than I.


After twenty minutes a large woman in a deputy’s uniform came into the waiting area and collected me. I knew that she had not gotten into the sheriff’s department with her current dimensions. She was at least a hundred pounds overweight and seemed to struggle just to carry it while walking. But I also knew that once somebody was in, it was hard to get them out. About the best this one could do if there was a jail break was lean up against a door to keep it closed.


“Sorry it took so long,” she told me as we waited between the double steel doors of a mantrap in the women’s tower. “I had to go find her, make sure we still had her.”


She signaled that everything was all right to a camera above the next door and its lock clacked open. She pushed through.


“She was up in medical getting fixed up,” she said.


“Fixed up?”


I wasn’t aware of the jail having a drug-treatment program that included “fixing up” addicts.


“Yeah, she got hurt,” the deputy said. “Got a little banged up in a scuffle. She can tell you.”


I let the questions go at that. In a way, I was relieved that the medical delay was not due — not directly, at least — to drug ingestion or addiction.


The deputy led me to the attorney room, which I had been in many times before with many different clients. The vast majority of my clients were men and I didn’t discriminate, but the truth was I hated representing women who were incarcerated. From prostitutes to murderers — and I had defended them all — there was something pitiful about a woman in jail. I had found that almost all of the time, their crimes could be traced back to men. Men who took advantage of them, abused them, deserted them, hurt them. This is not to say they were not responsible for their actions or that some of them did not deserve the punishments they received. There were predators among the female ranks that easily rivaled those among the males. But, even still, the women I saw in jail seemed so different from the men in the other tower. The men still lived by wiles and strength. The women had nothing left by the time they locked the door on them.


The visiting area was a row of booths in which an attorney could sit on one side and confer with a client who sat on the other side, separated by an eighteen-inch sheet of clear Plexiglas. A deputy sat in a glassed-in booth at the end of the room and observed but supposedly didn’t listen. If paperwork needed to be passed to the client, it was held up for the booth deputy to see and approve.


I was led to a booth and my escort left me. I then waited another ten minutes before the same deputy appeared on the other side of the Plexiglas with Gloria Dayton. Immediately, I saw that my client had a swelling around her left eye and a single butterfly stitch over a small laceration just below her widow’s peak. Gloria Dayton had jet-black hair and olive skin. She had once been beautiful. The first time I represented her, seven or eight years before, she was beautiful. The kind of beauty that leaves you stunned at the fact she was selling it, that she had decided that selling herself to strangers was her best or only option. Now she just looked hard to me. The lines of her face were taut. She had visited surgeons who were not the best, and anyway, there was nothing they could do about eyes that had seen too much.


“Mickey Mantle,” she said. “You’re going to bat for me again?”


She said it in her little girl’s voice that I suppose her regular clients enjoyed and responded to. It just sounded strange to me, coming from that tightly drawn mouth and face with eyes that were as hard and had as much life in them as marbles.


She always called me Mickey Mantle, even though she was born after the great slugger had long retired and probably knew little about him or the game he played. It was just a name to her. I guess the alternative would have been to call me Mickey Mouse, and I probably wouldn’t have liked it much.


“I’m going to try, Gloria,” I told her. “What happened to your face? How’d you get hurt?”


She made a dismissive gesture with her hand.


“There was a little disagreement with some of the girls in my dorm.”


“About what?”


“Just girl stuff.”


“Are you getting high in there?”


She looked indignant and then she tried putting a pouting look on her face.


“No, I’m not.”


I studied her. She seemed straight. Maybe she wasn’t getting high and that was not what the fight had been about.


“I don’t want to stay in here, Mickey,” she said in her real voice.


“I don’t blame you. I don’t like being in here myself and I get to leave.”


I immediately regretted saying the last part and reminding her of her situation. She didn’t seem to notice.


“You think maybe you could get me into one of those pretrial whatchamacallits where I can get myself right?”


I thought it was interesting how addicts call both getting high and getting sober the same thing — getting right.



“The problem is, Gloria, we got into a pretrial intervention program last time, remember? And it obviously didn’t work. So this time I don’t know. They only have so many spaces in those things and the judges and prosecutors don’t like sending people back when they didn’t take advantage of it in the first place.”


“What do you mean?” she protested. “I took advantage. I went the whole damn time.”


“That’s right. That was good. But then after it was over, you went right back to doing what you do and here we are again. They wouldn’t call that a success, Gloria. I have to be honest with you. I don’t think I can get you into a program this time. I think you have to be ready for them to be tougher this time.”


Her eyes drooped.


“I can’t do it,” she said in a small voice.


“Look, they have programs in the jail. You’ll get straight and come out with another chance to start again clean.”


She shook her head; she looked lost.


“You’ve had a long run but it can’t go on,” I said. “If I were you I’d think about getting out of this place. L.A., I mean. Go somewhere and start again.”


She looked up at me with anger in her eyes.


“Start over and do what? Look at me. What am I going to do? Get married, have kids and plant flowers?”


I didn’t have an answer and neither did she.


“Let’s talk about that when the time comes. For now, let’s worry about your case. Tell me what happened.”


“What always happens. I screened the guy and it all checked out. He looked legit. But he was a cop and that was that.”


“You went to him?”


She nodded.


“The Mondrian. He had a suite — that’s another thing. The cops usually don’t have suites. They don’t have the budget.”


“Didn’t I tell you how stupid it would be to take coke with you when you work? And if a guy even asks you to bring coke with you, then you know he’s a cop.”


“I know all of that and he didn’t ask me to bring it. I forgot I had it, okay? I got it from a guy I went to see right before him. What was I supposed to do, leave it in the car for the Mondrian valets to take?”


“What guy did you get it from?”


“A guy at the Travelodge on Santa Monica. I did him earlier and he offered it to me, you know, instead of cash. Then after I left I checked my messages and I had the call from the guy at the Mondrian. So I called him back, set it up and went straight there. I forgot I had the stuff in my purse.” 


Nodding, I leaned forward. I was seeing a glimmer on this one, a possibility.


“This guy in the Travelodge, who was he?”


“I don’t know, just some guy who saw my ad on the site.”


She arranged her liaisons through a website which carried photos, phone numbers and e-mail addresses of escorts.


“Did he say where he was from?”


“No. He was Mexican or Cuban or something. He was sweaty from using.”


“When he gave you the coke, did you see if he had any more?”


“Yeah, he had some. I was hoping for a call back . . . but I don’t think I was what he was expecting.”


Last time I had checked her ad on LA-Darlings.com to see if she was still in the life, the photos she’d put up were at least five years old and looked ten. I imagined that it could lead to some disappointment when her clients opened their hotel room doors.


“How much did he have?”


“I don’t know I just knew he had to have more because if it was all he had left, he wouldn’t have given it to me.”


It was a good point. The glimmer was getting brighter.


“Did you screen him?”


“’Course.”


“What, his driver’s license?”


“No, his passport. He said he didn’t have a license.”


“What was his name?”


“Hector something.”


“Come on, Gloria, Hector what? Try to re — ”


“Hector something Moya. It was three names. But I remember ‘Moya’ because I said ‘Hector give me Moya’ when he brought out the coke.”


“Okay, that’s good.”


“You think it’s something you can use to help me?”


“Maybe, depending on who this guy is. If he’s a trade-up.”


“I want to get out.”


“Okay, listen, Gloria. I’m going to go see the prosecutor and see what she’s thinking and see what I can do for you. They’ve got you in here on twenty-five thousand dollars’ bail.”


“What?”


“It’s higher than usual because of the drugs. You don’t have twenty-five hundred for the bond, do you?”


She shook her head. I could see the muscles in her face constricting. I knew what was coming.


“Could you front it to me, Mickey? I promise I’d — ”


“I can’t do that, Gloria. That’s a rule and I could get in trouble if I broke it. You’re going to have to be in here overnight and they’ll take you over to arraignment in the morning.”


“No,” she said, more like a moan than a word.


“I know it’s going to be tough but you have to nut it out. And you have to be straight in the morning when you come into court or I’ll have no shot at lowering your bond and getting you out. So none of that shit they trade in here. You got that?”


She raised her arms over her head, almost as if she was protecting herself from falling debris. She squeezed her hands into tight fists of dread. It would be a long night ahead.


“You’ve got to get me out tomorrow.”


“I’ll do my best.”


I waved to the deputy in the observation booth. I was ready to go.


“One last thing,” I said. “Do you remember what room the guy at the Travelodge was in?”


She thought a moment before answering.


“Yeah, it’s an easy one. Three thirty-three.”


“Okay, thanks. I’m going to see what I can do.”


She stayed sitting when I stood up. Soon the escort deputy came back and told me I would have to wait while she first took Gloria back to her dorm. I checked my watch. It was almost two. I hadn’t eaten and was getting a headache. I also had only two hours to get to Leslie Faire in the DA’s office to talk about Gloria and then out to Century City for the case meeting with Roulet and Dobbs.


“Isn’t there somebody else who can take me out of here?” I said irritably. “I need to get to court.”


“Sorry, sir, that’s how it works.”


“Well, please hurry.”


“I always do.”


Fifteen minutes later I realized that my complaining to the deputy had only succeeded in her making sure she left me waiting even longer than had I just kept my mouth shut. Like a restaurant customer who gets the cold soup he sent back to the kitchen returned hot with the piquant taste of saliva in it, I should have known better.


On the quick drive over to the Criminal Courts Building I called Raul Levin. He was back at his home office in Glendale, looking through the police reports on the Roulet investigation and arrest. I asked him to put it aside to make some calls. I wanted to see what he could find out about the man in room 333 at the Travelodge on Santa Monica. I told him I needed the information yesterday. I knew he had sources and ways of running the name Hector Moya. I just didn’t want to know who or what they were. I was only interested in what he got.


As Earl pulled to a stop in front of the CCB, I told him that while I was inside he should take a run over to Philippe’s to get us roast beef sandwiches. I’d eat mine on my way out to Century City. I passed a twenty-dollar bill over the seat to him and got out.


While waiting for an elevator in the always crowded lobby of the CCB, I popped a Tylenol from my briefcase and hoped it would head off the migraine I felt coming on from lack of food. It took me ten minutes to get to the ninth floor and another fifteen waiting for Leslie Faire to grant me an audience. I didn’t mind the wait, though, because Raul Levin called back just before I was allowed entrance. If Faire had seen me right away, I wouldn’t have gone in with the added ammunition.


Levin had told me that the man in room 333 at the Travelodge had checked in under the name Gilberto Garcia. The motel did not require identification, since he paid cash in advance for a week and put a fifty-dollar deposit on phone charges. Levin had also run a trace on the name I had given him and came up with Hector Arrande Moya, a Colombian wanted on a fugitive warrant issued after he fled San Diego when a federal grand jury handed down an indictment for drug trafficking. It added up to real good stuff and I planned to put it to use with the prosecutor.


Faire was in an office shared with three other prosecutors. Each had a desk in a corner. Two were gone, probably in court, but a man I didn’t know sat at the desk in the corner opposite Faire. I had to speak to her with him in earshot. I hated doing this because I found that the prosecutor I was dealing with in these situations would often play to the others in the room, trying to sound tough and shrewd, sometimes at the expense of my client.


I pulled a chair away from one of the empty desks and brought it over to sit down. I skipped the pleasantries because there weren’t any and got right to the point because I was hungry and didn’t have a lot of time.


“You filed on Gloria Dayton this morning,” I said. “She’s mine. I want to see what we can do about it.”


“Well, we can plead her guilty and she can do one to three years at Frontera.”


She said it matter-of-factly with a smile that was more of a smirk.


“I was thinking of PTI.”


“I was thinking she already got a bite out of that apple and she spit it out. No way”


“Look, how much coke did she have on her, a couple grams?”


“It’s still illegal, no matter how much she had. Gloria Dayton has had numerous opportunities to rehabilitate herself and avoid prison. But she’s run out of chances.”


She turned to her desk, opened a file and glanced at the top sheet.


“Nine arrests in just the last five years,” she said. “This is her third drug charge and she’s never spent more than three days in jail. Forget PTI. She’s got to learn sometime and this is that time. I’m not open to discussion on this. If she pleads, I’ll give her one to three. If she doesn’t, I’ll go get a verdict and she takes her chances with the judge at sentencing. I will ask for the max on it.”


I nodded. It was going about the way I thought it would with Faire. A one-to-three-year sentence would likely result in a nine-month stay in the slam. I knew Gloria Dayton could do it and maybe should do it. But I still had a card to play.


“What if she had something to trade?”


Faire snorted like it was a joke.


“Like what?”


“A hotel room number where a major dealer is doing business.”


“Sounds a little vague.”


It was vague but I could tell by the change in her voice she was interested. Every prosecutor likes to trade up.


“Call your drug guys. Ask them to run the name Hector Arrande Moya on the box. He’s a Colombian. I can wait.”


She hesitated. She clearly didn’t like being manipulated by a defense attorney, especially when another prosecutor was in earshot. But the hook was already set.


She turned again to her desk and made a call. I listened to one side of the conversation, her telling someone to give her a background check on Moya. She waited awhile and then listened to the response. She thanked whoever it was she had called and hung up. She took her time turning back to me.


“Okay,” she said. “What does she want?”


I had it ready.


“She wants a PTI slot. All charges dropped upon successful completion. She doesn’t testify against the guy and her name is on no documents. She simply gives the hotel and room number where he’s at and your people do the rest.”


“They’ll need to make a case. She’s got to testify. I take it the two grams she had came from this guy. Then she has to tell us about it.”


“No, she doesn’t. Whoever you just talked to told you there’s already a warrant. You can take him down for that.”


She worked it over for a few moments, moving her jaw back and forth as if tasting the deal and deciding whether to eat more. I knew what the stumble was. The deal was a trade-up but it was a trade-up to a federal case. That meant that they would bust the guy and the feds would take over. No prosecutorial glory for Leslie Faire — unless she had designs on jumping over to the U.S. Attorney’s Office one day.


“The feds will love you for this,” I said, trying to wedge into her conscience. “He’s a bad guy and he’ll probably check out soon and the chance to get him will be lost.”


She looked at me like I was a bug.


“Don’t try that with me, Haller.”


“Sorry.”


She went back to her thinking. I tried again.


“Once you have his location, you could always try to set up a buy.”


“Would you be quiet, please? I can’t think.”


I raised my hands in surrender and shut up.


“All right,” she finally said. “Let me talk to my boss. Give me your number and I’ll call you later. But I’ll tell you right now, if we go for it, she’ll have to go to a lockdown program. Something at County-USC. We’re not going to waste a residency slot on her.”


I thought about it and nodded. County-USC was a hospital with a jail wing where injured, sick, and addicted inmates were treated. What she was offering was a program where Gloria Dayton could be treated for her addiction and released upon completion. She would not face any charges or further time in jail or prison.


“Fine with me,” I said.


I looked at my watch. I had to get going.


“Our offer is good until first appearance tomorrow,” I said. “After that I’ll call the DEA and see if they want to deal directly. Then it will be taken out of your hands.”


She looked indignantly at me. She knew that if I got a deal with the feds, they would squash her. Head to head, the feds always trumped the state. I stood up to go and put a business card down on her desk.


“Don’t try to back-door me, Haller,” she said. “If it goes sideways on you, I’ll take it out on your client.”


I didn’t respond. I pushed the chair I had borrowed back to its desk. She then dropped the threat with her next line.


“Anyway, I’m sure we can handle this on a level that makes everybody happy.”


I looked back at her as I got to the office door.


“Everybody except for Hector Moya,” I said.









EIGHT


The law offices of Dobbs and Delgado were on the twenty-ninth floor of one of the twin towers that created the signature skyline of Century City. I was right on time but everyone was already gathered in a conference room with a long polished wood table and a wall of glass that framed a western exposure stretching across Santa Monica to the Pacific and the charter islands beyond. It was a clear day and I could see Catalina and Anacapa out there at the very edge of the world. Because the sun was going down and seemed to be almost at eye level, a film had been rolled down over the window to cut the glare. It was like the room had sunglasses on.


And so did my client. Louis Roulet sat at the head of the table with a pair of black-framed Ray-Bans on. Out of his gray jail jumpsuit, he now wore a dark brown suit over a pale silk T-shirt. He looked like a confident and cool young real estate executive, not the scared boy I saw in the holding pen in the courthouse.


To Roulet’s left sat Cecil Dobbs and next to him was a well-preserved, well-coiffed and bejeweled woman I assumed to be Roulet’s mother. I also assumed that Dobbs hadn’t told her that the meeting would not include her.


To Roulet’s right the first seat was empty and waiting for me. In the seat next to it sat my investigator, Raul Levin, with a closed file in front of him on the table.


Dobbs introduced Mary Alice Windsor to me. She shook my hand with a strong grip. I sat down and Dobbs explained that she would be paying for her son’s defense and had agreed to the terms I had outlined earlier. He slid an envelope across the table to me. I looked inside and saw a check for sixty thousand dollars with my name on it. It was the retainer I had asked for, but I had expected only half of it in the initial payment. I had made more in total on cases before but it was still the largest single check I had ever received.


The check was drawn on the account of Mary Alice Windsor. The bank was solid gold — First National of Beverly Hills. I closed the envelope and slid it back across the table.


“I’m going to need that to come from Louis,” I said, looking at Mrs. Windsor. “I don’t care if you give him the money and then he gives it to me. But I want the check I get to come from Louis. I work for him and that’s got to be clear from the start.”


I knew this was different from even my practice of that morning — accepting payment from a third party. But it was a control issue. One look across the table at Mary Alice Windsor and C. C. Dobbs and I knew I had to make sure that they knew this was my case to manage, to win or to lose.


I wouldn’t have thought it could happen but Mary Windsor’s face hardened. For some reason she reminded me of an old grandfather clock, her face flat and square.


“Mother,” Roulet said, heading something off before it started. “It’s all right. I will write him a check. I should be able to cover it until you give me the money”


She looked from me to her son and then back to me.


“Very well,” she said.


“Mrs. Windsor,” I said. “Your support for your son is very important. And I don’t mean just the financial end of things. If we are not successful in getting these charges dropped and we choose the alternative of trial, it will be very important for you to show your support in public ways.”


“Don’t be silly,” she said. “I will back him come hell or high water. These ridiculous charges must be removed, and that woman . . . she isn’t going to get a penny from us.”


“Thank you, Mother,” Roulet said.


“Yes, thank you,” I said. “I will be sure to inform you, probably through Mr. Dobbs, where and when you are needed. It’s good to know you will be there for your son.”


I said nothing else and waited. It didn’t take her long to realize she had been dismissed.


“But you don’t want me here right now, is that it?”


“That’s right. We need to discuss the case and it is best and most appropriate for Louis to do this only with his defense team. The attorney-client privilege does not cover anyone else. You could be compelled to testify against your son.”


“But if I leave, how will Louis get home?”


“I have a driver. I will get him home.”


She looked at Dobbs, hoping he might have higher standing and be able to overrule me. Dobbs smiled and stood up so he could pull her chair back. She finally let him and stood up to go.


“Very well,” she said. “Louis, I will see you at dinner.”


Dobbs walked her through the door of the conference room and I saw them exchange conversation in the hallway. I couldn’t hear what was said. Then she left and Dobbs came back, closing the door.


I went through some preliminaries with Roulet, telling him he would have to be arraigned in two weeks and submit a plea. He would have the opportunity at that time to put the state on notice that he was not waiving his right to a speedy trial.


“That’s the first choice we have to make,” I said. “Whether you want this thing to drag out or you want to move quickly and put the pressure on the state.”


“What are the options?” Dobbs asked.


I looked at him and then back at Roulet.


“I’ll be very honest with you,” I said. “When I have a client who is not incarcerated, my inclination is to drag it out. It’s the client’s freedom that is on the line — why not get the most of it before the hammer comes down.”


“You’re talking about a guilty client,” Roulet said.


“On the other hand,” I said, “if the state’s case is weak, then delaying things only gives them time to strengthen their hand. You see, time is our only leverage at this point. If we refuse to waive our right to a speedy trial, it puts a lot of pressure on the prosecutor.”


“I didn’t do what they are saying I did,” Roulet said. “I don’t want to waste any time. I want this shit behind me.”


“If we refuse to waive, then theoretically they must put you on trial within sixty days of arraignment. The reality is that it gets pushed back when they move to a preliminary hearing. In a prelim a judge hears the evidence and decides if there is enough there to warrant a trial. It’s a rubber-stamp process. The judge will hold you over for trial, you will be arraigned again and the clock is reset to sixty days.”


“I can’t believe this,” Roulet said. “This is going to last forever.”


“We could always waive the prelim, too. It would really force their hand. The case has been reassigned to a young prosecutor. He’s pretty new to felonies. It may be the way to go.”


“Wait a minute,” Dobbs said. “Isn’t a preliminary hearing useful in terms of seeing what the state’s evidence is?”


“Not really,” I said. “Not anymore. The legislature tried to streamline things a while back and they turned the prelim into a rubber stamp because they relaxed hearsay rules. Now you usually just get the case cop on the stand and he tells the judge what everybody said. The defense usually doesn’t get a look at any witnesses other than the cop. If you ask me, the best strategy is to force the prosecution to put up or shut up. Make them go sixty days from first arraignment”


“I like that idea,” Roulet said. “I want this over with as soon as possible.”


I nodded. He had said it as though a not-guilty verdict was a foregone conclusion.


“Well, maybe it doesn’t even get to a trial,” Dobbs said. “If these charges don’t hold muster — ”


“The DA is not going to drop this,” I said, cutting him off. “Usually, the cops overcharge and then the DA cuts the charges back. That didn’t happen here. Instead, the DA upped the charges. That tells me two things. One is that they believe the case is solid and, two, they upped the charges so that when we start to negotiate they will deal from a higher ground.”


“You’re talking about a plea bargain?” Roulet asked.


“Yeah, a disposition.”


“Forget it, no plea bargain. I’m not going to jail for something I didn’t do.”


“It might not mean going to jail. You have a clean rec — ”


“I don’t care if it means I could walk. I’m not going to plead guilty to something I didn’t do. If that is going to be a problem for you, then we need to part company right here.”


I looked closely at him. Almost all of my clients make protestations of innocence at one point along the way. Especially if it is our first case together. But Roulet’s words came with a fervor and directness I hadn’t seen in a long time. Liars falter. They look away. Roulet’s eyes were holding mine like magnets.


“There is also the civil liability to consider,” Dobbs added. “A guilty plea will allow this woman to — ”


“I understand all of that,” I said, cutting him off again. “I think we’re all getting ahead of ourselves here. I only wanted to give Louis a general idea of the way this was going to go. We don’t have to make any moves or any hard-and-fast decisions for at least a couple of weeks. We just need to know at the arraignment how we are going to play it.”


“Louis took a year of law at UCLA,” Dobbs said. “I think he has baseline knowledge of the situation.”


Roulet nodded.


“Okay, good,” I said. “Then let’s just get to it. Louis, let’s start with you. Your mother said she expects to see you at dinner. Do you live at home? I mean at her home?”


“I live in the guesthouse. She lives in the main house.”


“Anyone else live on the premises?”


“The maid. In the main house.”


“No siblings, boyfriends, girlfriends?”


“That’s it.”


“And you work at your mother’s firm?”


“More like I run it. She’s not there too much anymore.”


“Where were you Saturday night?”


“Satur — you mean last night, don’t you?”


“No, I mean Saturday night. Start there.”


“Saturday night I didn’t do anything. I stayed home and watched television.”


“By yourself?”


“That’s right.”


“What did you watch?”


“A DVD. An old movie called The Conversation. Coppola.”


“So nobody was with you or saw you. You just watched the movie and then went to bed.”


“Basically.”


“Basically. Okay. That brings us to Sunday morning. What did you do yesterday during the day?”


“I played golf at Riviera, my usual foursome. Started at ten and finished at four. I came home, showered and changed, had dinner at my mother’s house — you want to know what we had?”


“That won’t be necessary. But later on I probably will need the names of the guys you played golf with. What happened after dinner?”


“I told my mother I was going to my place but instead I went out.”


I noticed that Levin had started taking notes on a small notebook he had taken out of a pocket.


“What kind of car do you drive?”


“I have two, an oh-four Range Rover I use for taking clients around in and an oh-one Carrera I use for myself.”


“You used the Porsche last night, then?”


“That’s right.”


“Where’d you go?”


“I went over the hill and down into the Valley.”


He said it as though it was a risky move for a Beverly Hills boy to descend into the working-class neighborhoods of the San Fernando Valley.


“Where did you go?” I asked.


“Ventura Boulevard. I had a drink at Nat’s North and then I went down the street a ways to Morgan’s and I had a drink there, too.”


“Those places are pickup bars, wouldn’t you say?”


“Yes. That’s why I went to them.”


He was matter-of-fact about it and I appreciated his honesty.


“So you were looking for someone. A woman. Anyone in particular, someone you knew?”


“No one in particular. I was looking to get laid, pure and simple.”


“What happened at Nat’s North?”


“What happened was that it was a slow night, so I left. I didn’t even finish my drink.”


“You go there often? Do the bartenders know you?”


“Yeah, they know me. A girl named Paula was working last night.”


“Okay, so it wasn’t working for you there and you left. You drove down to Morgan’s. Why Morgan’s?”


“It’s just another place I go.”


“They know you there?”


“They should. I’m a good tipper. Last night Denise and Janice were behind the bar. They know me.”


I turned to Levin.


“Raul, what is the victim’s name?”


Levin opened his file to pull out a police report but answered before having to look it up.


“Regina Campo. Friends call her Reggie. Twenty-six years old. She told police she’s an actress working as a telephone solicitor.”


“And hoping to retire soon,” Dobbs said.


I ignored him.


“Louis, did you know Reggie Campo before last night?” I asked.


Roulet shrugged.


“Sort of. I’d seen her around the bar scene. But I had never been with her before. I’d never even spoken to her.”


“Had you ever tried?”


“No, I never could really get to her. She always seemed to be with someone or more than one person. I don’t like to have to penetrate the crowd, you know? My style is to look for the singles.”


“What was different last night?”


“Last night she came to me, that was what was different.”


“Tell us about it.”


“Nothing to tell. I was at the bar at Morgan’s, minding my own business, having a look at the possibilities, and she was at the other end and she was with some guy. So she wasn’t even on my radar because she looked like she was already taken, you know?”


“Uh-huh, so what happened?”


“Well, after a while the guy she was with gets up to go take a leak or go outside for a smoke, and as soon as he’s gone she gets up and slides on down the bar to me and asks if I’m interested. I said I was but what about the guy she’s already with? She says don’t worry about him, he’ll be out the door by ten and then she’s free the rest of the night. She wrote her address down for me and said to come by after ten. I told her I’d be there.”


“What did she write the address down on?”


“A napkin, but the answer to your next question is no, I don’t still have it. I memorized the address and threw out the napkin. I work in real estate. I can remember addresses.”


“About what time was this?”


“I don’t know”


“Well, she said come by at ten. Did you look at your watch at any point to see how long you would have to wait until then?”


“I think it was between eight and nine. As soon as the guy came back in they left.”


“When did you leave the bar?”


“I stayed for a few minutes and then I left. I made one more stop before I went to her place.”


“Where was that?”


“Well, she lived in an apartment in Tarzana so I went up to the Lamplighter. It was on the way.”


“Why?”


“Well, you know, I wanted to see what the possibilities were. You know, see if there was something better out there, something I didn’t have to wait around for or . . .”


“Or what?”


He still didn’t finish the thought.


“Take seconds on?”


He nodded.


“Okay, so who’d you talk to at the Lamplighter? Where is that, by the way?”


It was the only place so far I was unfamiliar with.


“It’s on Ventura near White Oak. I didn’t really talk to anybody. It was crowded but there really wasn’t anybody I was interested in there.”


“The bartenders know you there?”


“No, not really. I don’t go there all that much.”


“You usually get lucky before you hit the third option?”


“Nah, I usually just give up after two.”


I nodded just to buy a little time to think about what else to ask before we got to what happened at the victim’s house.


“How long were you at the Lamplighter?”


“About an hour, I’d say. Maybe a little less.”


“At the bar? How many drinks?”


“Yeah, two drinks at the bar.”


“How many drinks in all did you have last night before getting to Reggie Campo’s apartment?”


“Um, four at the most. Over two, two and a half, hours. I left one drink untouched at Morgan’s.”


“What were you drinking?”


“Martinis. Gray Goose.”


“Did you pay for any of these drinks in any of these places with a credit card?” Levin asked, offering his first question of the interview


“No,” Roulet said. “When I go out, I pay cash.”


I looked at Levin and waited to see if he had anything else to ask. He knew more about the case than I did at this moment. I wanted to give him free rein to ask what he wanted. He looked at me and nodded. He was good to go.


“Okay,” I said. “What time was it when you got to Reggie’s place?”


“It was twelve minutes to ten. I looked at my watch. I wanted to make sure I didn’t knock on her door early.”


“So what did you do?”


“I waited in the parking lot. She said ten so I waited till ten.”


“Did you see the guy she left Morgan’s with come out?”


“Yeah, I saw him. He came out and left, then I went up.”


“What kind of car was he driving?” Levin asked.


“A yellow Corvette,” Roulet said. “It was a nineties version. I don’t know the exact year.”


Levin nodded. He was finished. I knew he was just trying to get a line on the man who had been in Campo’s apartment before Roulet. I took the questioning back.


“So he leaves and you go in. What happens?”


“I go in the building and her place is on the second floor. I go up and knock and she answers and I walk in.”


“Hold on a second. I don’t want the shorthand. You went up? How? Stairs, elevator, what? Give us the details.”


“Elevator.”


“Anybody else on it? Anybody see you?”


Roulet shook his head. I signaled him to continue.


“She opened the door a crack, saw it was me and told me to come in. There was a hallway by the front door so it was kind of a tight space. I walked by her so she could close the door. That’s how come she was behind me. And so I didn’t see it coming. She had something. She hit me with something and I went down. It got black real fast.”


I was silent while I thought about this, tried to picture it in my mind.


“So before a single thing happened, she just knocked you out? She didn’t say anything, yell anything, just sort of came up behind and bang.”



“That’s right.”


“Okay, then what? What do you remember next?”


“It’s still pretty foggy. I remember waking up and these two guys are sitting on me. Holding me down. And then the police came. And the paramedics. I was sitting up against the wall and my hands were cuffed and the paramedic put that ammonia or something under my nose and that’s when I really came out of it.”


“You were still in the apartment?”


“Yeah.”


“Where was Reggie Campo?”


“She was sitting on the couch and another paramedic was working on her face and she was crying and telling the other cop that I had attacked her. All these lies. That I had surprised her at the door and punched her, that I said I was going to rape her and then kill her, all these things I didn’t do. And I moved my arms so I could look down at my hands behind my back. I saw they had my hand in like a plastic bag and I could see blood on my hand, and that’s when I knew the whole thing was a setup.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“She put blood on my hand to make it look like I did it. But it was my left hand. I’m not left-handed. If I was going to punch somebody, I’d use my right hand.”


He made a punching gesture with his right hand to illustrate this for me in case I didn’t get it. I got up from my spot and paced over to the window It now seemed like I was higher than the sun. I was looking down at the sunset. I felt uneasy about Roulet’s story. It seemed so far-fetched that it might actually be true. And that bothered me. I was always worried that I might not recognize innocence. The possibility of it in my job was so rare that I operated with the fear that I wouldn’t be ready for it when it came. That I would miss it.


“Okay, let’s talk about this for a second,” I said, still facing the sun. “You’re saying that she puts blood on your hand to set you up. And she puts it on your left. But if she was going to set you up, wouldn’t she put the blood on your right, since the vast majority of people out there are right-handed? Wouldn’t she go with the numbers?”


I turned back to the table and got blank stares from everyone.


“You said she opened the door a crack and then let you in,” I said. “Could you see her face?”


“Not all of it.”


“What could you see?”


“Her eye. Her left eye.”


“So did you ever see the right side of her face? Like when you walked in.”


“No, she was behind the door.”


“That’s it!” Levin said excitedly. “She already had the injuries when he got there. She hid it from him, then he steps in and she clocks him. All the injuries were to the right side of her face and that dictated that she put the blood on his left hand.”


I nodded as I thought about the logic of this. It seemed to make sense.


“Okay,” I said, turning back to the window and continuing to pace. “I think that’ll work. Now, Louis, you’ve told us you had seen this woman around the bar scene before but had never been with her. So, she was a stranger. Why would she do this, Louis? Why would she set you up like you say she did?”


“Money.”


But it wasn’t Roulet who answered. It had been Dobbs. I turned from the window and looked at him. He knew he had spoken out of turn but didn’t seem to care.


“It’s obvious,” Dobbs said. “She wants money from him, from the family. The civil suit is probably being filed as we speak. The criminal charges are just the prelude to the suit, the demand for money. That’s what she’s really after.”


I sat back down and looked at Levin, exchanging eye contact.


“I saw a picture of this woman in court today,” I said. “Half her face was pulped. You are saying that’s our defense, that she did that to herself?”


Levin opened his file and took out a piece of paper. It was a black-and-white photocopy of the evidence photograph Maggie McPherson had showed me in court. Reggie Campo’s swollen face. Levin’s source was good but not good enough to get him actual photos. He slid the photocopy across the table to Dobbs and Roulet.


“We’ll get the real photos in discovery,” I said. “They look worse, a lot worse, and if we go with your story, then the jury — that is, if this gets to a jury — is going to have to buy that she did that to herself.”


I watched Roulet study the photocopy. If it had been he who attacked Reggie Campo, he showed no tell while studying his handiwork. He showed nothing at all.


“You know what?” I said. “I like to think I’m a good lawyer and a good persuader when it comes to juries. But even I’m having trouble believing myself with that story.”









NINE


It was now Raul Levin’s turn in the conference room. We’d spoken while I had been riding into Century City and eating bites of roast beef sandwich. I had plugged my cell into the car’s speaker phone and told my driver to put his earbuds in. I’d bought him an iPod his first week on the job. Levin had given me the basics of the case, just enough to get me through the initial questioning of my client. Now Levin would take command of the room and go through the case, using the police and evidence reports to tear Louis Roulet’s version of events to shreds, to show us what the prosecution would have on its side. At least initially I wanted Levin to be the one to do this because if there was going to be a good guy/bad guy aspect to the defense, I wanted to be the one Roulet would like and trust. I wanted to be the good guy.


Levin had his own notes in addition to the copies of the police reports he had gotten through his source. It was all material the defense was certainly entitled to and would receive through the discovery process, but usually it took weeks to get it through court channels instead of the hours it had taken Levin. As he spoke he held his eyes down on these documents.


“At ten-eleven last night the LAPD communications center received a nine-one-one emergency call from Regina Campo of seventeen-sixty White Oak Boulevard, apartment two-eleven. She reported an intruder had entered her home and attacked her. Patrol officers responded and arrived on the premises at ten-seventeen. Slow night, I guess, because that was pretty quick. Better than average response to a hot shot. Anyway, the patrol officers were met in the parking lot by Ms. Campo, who said she had fled the apartment after the attack. She informed the officers that two neighbors named Edward Turner and Ronald Atkins were in her apartment, holding the intruder. Officer Santos proceeded to the apartment, where he found the suspect intruder, later identified as Mr. Roulet, lying on the floor and in the command and control of Turner and Atkins.”


“They were the two faggots who were sitting on me,” Roulet said.


I looked at Roulet and saw the flash of anger quickly fade.


“The officers took custody of the suspect,” Levin continued, as if he had not been interrupted. “Mr. Atkins — ”


“Wait a minute,” I said. “Where was he found on the floor? What room?”


“Doesn’t say.”


I looked at Roulet.


“It was the living room. It wasn’t far from the front door. I never got that far in.”


Levin wrote a note to himself before continuing.


“Mr. Atkins produced a folding knife with the blade open, which he said had been found on the floor next to the intruder. The officers handcuffed the suspect, and paramedics were called to treat both Campo and Roulet, who had a head laceration and slight concussion. Campo was transported to Holy Cross Medical Center for continued treatment and to be photographed by an evidence technician. Roulet was taken into custody and booked into Van Nuys jail. The premises of Ms. Campo’s apartment were sealed for crime scene processing and the case was assigned to Detective Martin Booker of Valley Bureau detectives.”


Levin spread more photocopies of the police photos of Regina Campo’s injuries out on the table. There were front and profile shots of her face and two close-ups of bruising around her neck and a small puncture mark under her jaw. The copy quality was poor and I knew the photocopies weren’t worthy of serious study. But I did notice that all the facial injuries were on the right side of Campo’s face. Roulet had been correct about that. She had either been repeatedly punched by someone’s left hand — or possibly her own right hand.


“These were taken at the hospital, where Ms. Campo also gave a statement to Detective Booker. In summary, she said she came home about eight-thirty Sunday night and was home alone when there was a knock at her door at about ten o’clock. Mr. Roulet represented himself as someone Ms. Campo knew and so she opened the door. Upon opening the door she was immediately struck by the intruder’s fist and driven backwards into the apartment. The intruder entered and closed and locked the door. Ms. Campo attempted to defend herself but was struck at least twice more and driven to the floor.”


“This is such bullshit!” Roulet yelled.


He slammed his fists down on the table and stood up, his seat rolling backwards and banging loudly into the glass window behind him.


“Hey, easy now!” Dobbs cautioned. “You break the window and it’s like a plane. We all get sucked out of here and go down.”


No one smiled at his attempt at levity.


“Louis, sit back down,” I said calmly. “These are police reports, nothing more or less. They are not supposed to be the truth. They are one person’s view of the truth. All we are doing here is getting a first look at the case, seeing what we are up against.”


Roulet rolled his chair back to the table and sat down without further protest. I nodded to Levin and he continued. I noted that Roulet had long stopped acting like the meek prey I had seen earlier in the day in lockup.


“Ms. Campo reported that the man who attacked her had his fist wrapped in a white cloth when he punched her.”


I looked across the table at Roulet’s hands and saw no swelling or bruising on the knuckles or fingers. Wrapping his fist could have allowed him to avoid such telltale injuries.


“Was it taken into evidence?” I asked.


“Yes,” Levin said. “In the evidence report it is described as a cloth dinner napkin with blood on it. The blood and the cloth are being analyzed.”


I nodded and looked at Roulet.


“Did the police look at or photograph your hands?”


Roulet nodded.


“The detective looked at my hands but nobody took pictures.”


I nodded and told Levin to continue.


“The intruder straddled Ms. Campo on the floor and grasped one hand around her neck,” he said. “The intruder told Ms. Campo that he was going to rape her and that it didn’t matter to him whether she was alive or dead when he did it. She could not respond because the suspect was choking her with his hand. When he released pressure she said she told him that she would cooperate.”


Levin slid another photocopy onto the table. It was a photo of a black-handled folding knife that was sharpened to a deadly point. It explained the earlier photo of the wound under the victim’s neck.


Roulet slid the photocopy over to look at it more closely. He slowly shook his head.


“This is not my knife,” he said.


I didn’t respond and Levin continued.


“The suspect and the victim stood up and he told her to lead the way to the bedroom. The suspect maintained a position behind the victim and pressed the point of the knife against the left side of her throat. As Ms. Campo entered a short hallway that led to the apartment’s two bedrooms she turned in the confined space and pushed her attacker backwards into a large floor vase. As he stumbled backwards over the vase, she made a break for the front door. Realizing that her attacker would recover and catch her at the front door, she ducked into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of vodka off the counter. When the intruder passed by the kitchen on his way to the front door to catch her, Ms. Campo stepped out of the blind and struck him on the back of the head, knocking him to the floor. Ms. Campo then stepped over the fallen man and unlocked the front door. She ran out the door and called the police from the first-floor apartment shared by Turner and Atkins. Turner and Atkins returned to the apartment, where they found the intruder unconscious on the floor. They maintained control of him as he started to regain consciousness and remained in the apartment until police arrived.”


“This is incredible,” Roulet said. “To have to sit here and listen to this. I can’t believe what has happened to me. I DID NOT do this. This is like a dream. She is lying! She — ”


“If it is all lies, then this will be the easiest case I ever had,” I said. “I will tear her apart and throw her entrails into the sea. But we have to know what she has put on the record before we can construct traps and go after her. And if you think this is hard to sit through, wait until we get to trial and it’s stretched out over days instead of minutes. You have to control yourself, Louis. You have to remember that you will get your turn. The defense always gets its turn.”


Dobbs reached over and patted Roulet on the forearm, a nice fatherly gesture. Roulet pulled his arm away.


“Damn right you are going to go after her,” Roulet said, pointing a finger across the table at my chest. “I want you to go after her with everything we’ve got.”


“That’s what I am here for, and you have my promise I will. Now, let me ask my associate a few questions before we finish up here.”


I waited to see if Roulet had anything else to say. He didn’t. He leaned back into his chair and clasped his hands together.


“You finished, Raul?” I asked.


“For now I’m still working on all the reports. I should have a transcript of the nine-one-one call tomorrow morning and there will be more stuff coming in.”


“Good. What about a rape kit?”


“There wasn’t one. Booker’s report said she declined, since it never got to that.”


“What’s a rape kit?” Roulet asked.


“It’s a hospital procedure where bodily fluids, hair and fibers are collected from the body of a rape victim,” Levin said.


“There was no rape!” Roulet exclaimed. “I never touched — ”


“We know that,” I said. “That’s not why I asked. I am looking for cracks in the state’s case. The victim said she was not raped but was reporting what was certainly a sex crime. Usually, the police insist on a rape kit, even when a victim claims there was no sexual assault. They do this just in case the victim actually has been raped and is just too humiliated to say so or might be trying to keep the full extent of the crime from a husband or family member. It’s standard procedure, and the fact that she was able to talk her way out of it might be significant to us.”


“She didn’t want the first guy’s DNA showing up in her,” Dobbs said.


“Maybe,” I said. “It might mean any number of things. But it might be a crack. Let’s move on. Raul, is there any mention anywhere about this guy who Louis saw her with?”


“No, none. He’s not in the file.”


“And what did crime scene find?”


“I don’t have the report but I am told that no evidence of any significant nature was located during the crime scene evaluation of the apartment.”


“That’s good. No surprises. What about the knife?”


“Blood and prints on the knife. But nothing back on that yet. Tracing ownership will be unlikely. You can buy those folding knives in any fishing or camping store around.”


“I’m telling you, that is not my knife,” Roulet interjected.


“We have to assume the fingerprints will be from the man who turned it in,” I said.


“Atkins,” Levin responded.


“Right, Atkins,” I said, turning to Louis. “But it would not surprise me to find prints from you on it as well. There is no telling what occurred while you were unconscious. If she put blood on your hand, then she probably put your prints on the knife.”


Roulet nodded his agreement and was about to say something, but I didn’t wait for him.


“Is there any statement from her about being at Morgan’s earlier in the evening?” I asked Levin.


He shook his head.


“No, the interview with the victim was in the ER and not formal. It was basic and they didn’t go back with her to the early part of the evening. She didn’t mention the guy and she didn’t mention Morgan’s. She just said she had been home since eight-thirty. They asked about what happened at ten. They didn’t really get into what she had been doing before. I’m sure that will all be covered in the follow-up investigation.”


“Okay, if and when they go back to her for a formal, I want that transcript.”


“I’m on it. It will be a sit-down on video when they do it. ”


“And if crime scene does a video, I want that, too. I want to see her place.”


Levin nodded. He knew I was putting on a show for the client and Dobbs, giving them a sense of my command of the case and all the irons that were going into the fire. The reality was I didn’t need to tell Raul Levin any of this. He already knew what to do and what to get for me.


“Okay, what else?” I asked. “Do you have any questions, Cecil?”


Dobbs seemed surprised by the focus suddenly shifting to him. He quickly shook his head.


“No, no, I’m fine. This is all good. We’re making good progress.”


I had no idea what he meant by “progress,” but I let it go by without question.


“So what do you think?” Roulet asked.


I looked at him and waited a long moment before answering.


“I think the state has got a strong case against you. They have you in her home, they have a knife and they have her injuries. They also have what I am assuming is her blood on your hands. Added to that, the photos are powerful. And, of course, they will have her testimony. Having never seen or spoken to the woman, I don’t know how impressive she will be.”


I stopped again and milked the silence even longer before continuing.


“But there is a lot they don’t have — evidence of break-in, DNA from the suspect, a motive or even a suspect with a past record of this or any sort of crime. There are a lot of reasons — legitimate reasons — for you to have been in that apartment. Plus . . .”


I looked past Roulet and Dobbs and out the window The sun was dropping behind Anacapa and turning the sky pink and purple. It beat anything I ever saw from the windows of my office.


“Plus what?” Roulet asked, too anxious to wait on me.


“Plus you have me. I got Maggie McFierce off the case. The new prosecutor is good but he’s green and he’ll have never come up against someone like me before.”


“So what’s our next step?” Roulet asked.


“The next step is for Raul to keep doing his thing, finding out what he can about this alleged victim and why she lied about being alone. We need to find out who she is and who her mystery man is and to see how that plays into our case.”


“And what will you do?”


“I’ll be dealing with the prosecutor. I’ll set something up with him, try to see where he’s going and we’ll make our choice on which way to go. I have no doubt that I’ll be able to go to the DA and knock all of this down to something you can plea to and get behind you. But it will require a concession. You — ”


“I told you. I will not — ”


“I know what you said but you have to hear me out. I may be able to get a no-contest plea so that you don’t actually ever say the word ‘guilty,’ but I am not seeing the state completely dropping this. You will have to concede responsibility in some regard. It is possible to avoid jail time but you will likely have to perform community service of some sort. There, I’ve said it. That is the first recitation. There will be more. I am obligated as your attorney to tell you and make sure you understand your options. I know it’s not what you want or are willing to do but it is my duty to educate you on the choices. Okay?”


“Fine. Okay.”


“Of course, as you know, any concession on your part will pretty much make any civil action Ms. Campo takes against you a slam dunk. So, as you can guess, disposing of the criminal case quickly will probably end up costing you a lot more than my fee.”


Roulet shook his head. The plea bargain was already not an option.


“I understand my choices,” he said. “You have fulfilled your duty. But I’m not going to pay her a cent for something I didn’t do. I’m not going to plead guilty or no contest to something I didn’t do. If we go to trial, can you win?”


I held his gaze for a moment before answering.


“Well, you understand that I don’t know what will come up between now and then and that I can’t guarantee anything . . . but, yes, based on what I see now, I can win this case. I’m confident of that.”


I nodded to Roulet and I think I saw a look of hope enter his eyes. He saw the glimmer.


“There is a third option,” Dobbs said.


I looked from Roulet to Dobbs, wondering what wrench he was about to throw into the franchise machine.


“And what’s that?” I asked.


“We investigate the hell out of her and this case. Maybe help Mr. Levin out with some of our people. We investigate six ways from Sunday and establish our own credible theory and evidence and present it to the DA. We head this off before it ever gets to trial. We show this greenhorn prosecutor where he will definitely lose the case and get him to drop all charges before he suffers that professional embarrassment. Added to this, I am sure this man works for a man who runs that office and is susceptible, shall we say, to political pressures. We apply it until things turn our way.”


I felt like kicking Dobbs under the table. Not only did his plan involve cutting my biggest fee ever by more than half, not only did it see the lion’s share of client money going to the investigators, including his own, but it could only have come from a lawyer who had never defended a criminal case in his entire career.


“That’s an idea but it is very risky,” I said calmly. “If you can blow their case out of the water and you go in before trial to show them how, you are also giving them a blueprint for what to do and what to avoid in trial. I don’t like to do that.”


Roulet nodded his agreement and Dobbs looked a bit taken aback. I decided to leave it at that and to address Dobbs further on it when I could do it without the client present.


“What about the media?” Levin asked, thankfully changing the subject.


“That’s right,” Dobbs said, anxious to change it himself now. “My secretary says I have messages from two newspapers and two television stations.”


“I probably do as well,” I said.


What I didn’t mention was that the messages left with Dobbs were left by Lorna Taylor at my direction. The case had not attracted the media yet, other than the freelance videographer who showed up at the first appearance. But I wanted Dobbs and Roulet and his mother to believe they all could be splashed across the papers at any moment.


“We don’t want publicity on this,” Dobbs said. “This is the worst kind of publicity to get.”


He seemed to be adept at stating the obvious.


“All media should be directed to me,” I said. “I will handle the media and the best way to do that is to ignore it.”


“But we have to say something to defend him,” Dobbs said.


“No, we don’t have to say anything. Talking about the case legitimizes it. If you get into a game of talking to the media, you keep the story alive. Information is oxygen. Without it they die. As far as I am concerned, let ’em die. Or at least wait until there is no avoiding them. If that happens, only one person speaks for Louis. That’s me.”


Dobbs reluctantly nodded his agreement. I pointed a finger at Roulet.


“Under no circumstances do you talk to a reporter, even to deny the charges. If they contact you, you send them to me. Got it?”


“I got it.”


“Good.”


I decided that we had said enough for a first meeting. I stood up.


“Louis, I’ll take you home now.”


But Dobbs wasn’t going to release his grasp on his client so quickly.


“Actually, I’ve been invited to dinner by Louis’s mother,” he said. “I could take him, since I am going there.”


I nodded my approval. The criminal defense attorney never seemed to get invited to dinner.


“Fine,” I said. “But we’ll meet you there. I want Raul to see his place and Louis needs to give me that check we spoke about earlier.”


If they thought I had forgotten about the money, they had a lot to learn about me. Dobbs looked at Roulet and got an approving nod. Dobbs then nodded to me.


“Sounds like a plan,” he said. “We’ll meet again there.”


Fifteen minutes later I was riding in the back of the Lincoln with Levin. We were following a silver Mercedes carrying Dobbs and Roulet. I was checking with Lorna on the phone. The only message of importance had come from Gloria Dayton’s prosecutor, Leslie Faire. The message was we had a deal.


“So,” Levin said when I closed the phone. “What do you really think?”


“I think there is a lot of money to be made on this case and we’re about to go get the first installment. Sorry I’m dragging you over there. I didn’t want it to seem like it was all about the check.”


Levin nodded but didn’t say anything. After a few moments I continued.


“I’m not sure what to think yet,” I said. “Whatever happened in that apartment happened quick. That’s a break for us. No actual rape, no DNA. That gives us a glimmer of hope.”


“It sort of reminds me of Jesus Menendez, only without DNA. Remember him?”


“Yeah, but I don’t want to.”


I tried not to think about clients who were in prison without appellate hopes or anything else left but years of time in front of them to nut out. I do what I can with each case but sometimes there is nothing that can be done. Jesus Menendez’s case was one of those.


“How’s your time on this?” I asked, putting us back on course.


“I’ve got a few things but I can move them around.”


“You are going to have to work nights on this. I need you to go into those bars. I want to know everything about him and everything about her. This case looks simple at this point. We knock her down and we knock the case down.”


Levin nodded. He had his briefcase on his lap.


“You got your camera in there?”


“Always.”


“When we get to the house take some pictures of Roulet. I don’t want you showing his mug shot in the bars. It’ll taint things. Can you get a picture of the woman without her face being all messed up?”


“I got her driver’s license photo. It’s recent.”


“Good. Run them down. If we find a witness who saw her come over to him at the bar in Morgan’s last night, then we’re gold.”


“That’s where I was thinking I’d start. Give me a week or so. I’ll come back to you before the arraignment.”


I nodded. We drove in silence for a few minutes, thinking about the case. We were moving through the flats of Beverly Hills, heading up into the neighborhoods where the real money was hidden and waiting.


“And you know what else I think?” I said. “Money and everything aside, I think there’s a chance he isn’t lying. His story is just quirky enough to be true.”


Levin whistled softly between his teeth.


“You think you might have found the innocent man?” he said.


“That would be a first,” I said. “If I had only known it this morning, I would have charged him the innocent man premium. If you’re innocent you pay more because you’re a hell of a lot more trouble to defend.”


“Ain’t that the truth.”


I thought about the idea of having an innocent client and the dangers involved.


“You know what my father said about innocent clients?”


“I thought your father died when you were like six years old.”


“Five, actually. They didn’t even take me to the funeral.”


“And he was talking to you about innocent clients when you were five?”


“No, I read it in a book long after he was gone. He said the scariest client a lawyer will ever have is an innocent client. Because if you fuck up and he goes to prison, it’ll scar you for life.”


“He said it like that?”


“Words to that effect. He said there is no in-between with an innocent client. No negotiation, no plea bargaining, no middle ground. There’s only one verdict. You have to put an NG up on the scoreboard. There’s no other verdict but not guilty.”


Levin nodded thoughtfully.


“The bottom line was my old man was a damn good lawyer and he didn’t like having innocent clients,” I said. “I’m not sure I do, either.”









Thursday, March 17


TEN


The first ad I ever put in the yellow pages said “Any Case, Anytime, Anywhere” but I changed it after a few years. Not because the bar objected to it, but because I objected to it. I got more particular. Los Angeles County is a wrinkled blanket that covers four thousand square miles from the desert to the Pacific. There are more than ten million people fighting for space on the blanket and a considerable number of them engage in criminal activity as a lifestyle choice. The latest crime stats show almost a hundred thousand violent crimes are reported each year in the county. Last year there were 140,000 felony arrests and then another 50,000 high-end misdemeanor arrests for drug and sex offenses. Add in the DUIs and every year you could fill the Rose Bowl twice over with potential clients. The thing to remember is that you don’t want clients from the cheap seats. You want the ones sitting on the fifty-yard line. The ones with money in their pockets.


When the criminals get caught they get funneled into a justice system that has more than forty courthouses spread across the county like Burger Kings ready to serve them — as in serve them up on a plate. These stone fortresses are the watering holes where the legal lions come to hunt and to feed. And the smart hunter learns quickly where the most bountiful locations are, where the paying clients graze. The hunt can be deceptive. The client base of each courthouse does not necessarily reflect the socioeconomic structure of the surrounding environs. Courthouses in Compton, Downey and East Los Angeles have produced a steady line of paying clients for me. These clients are usually accused of being drug dealers but their money is just as green as a Beverly Hills stock swindler’s.


On the morning of the seventeenth I was in the Compton courthouse representing Darius McGinley at his sentencing. Repeat offenders mean repeat customers and McGinley was both, as many of my clients tend to be. For the sixth time since I had known him, he had been arrested and charged with dealing crack cocaine. This time it was in Nickerson Gardens, a housing project known by most of its residents as Nixon Gardens. No one I ever asked knew whether this was an abbreviation of the true name of the place or a name bestowed in honor of the president who held office when the vast apartment complex and drug market was built. McGinley was arrested after making a direct hand-to-hand sale of a balloon containing a dozen rocks to an undercover narcotics officer. At the time, he had been out on bail after being arrested for the exact same offense two months earlier. He also had four prior convictions for drug sales on his record.


Things didn’t look good for McGinley, who was only twenty-three years old. After he’d taken so many previous swings at the system, the system had now run out of patience with him. The hammer was coming down. Though McGinley had been coddled previously with sentences of probation and county jail time, the prosecutor set the bar at the prison level this time. Any negotiation of a plea agreement would begin and end with a prison sentence. Otherwise, no deal. The prosecutor was happy to take the two outstanding cases to trial and go for a conviction and a double-digit prison sentence.


The choice was hard but simple. The state held all of the cards. They had him cold on two hand-to-hand sales with quantity. The reality was that a trial would be an exercise in futility. McGinley knew this. The reality was that his selling of three hundred dollars in rock cocaine to a cop was going to cost him at least three years of his life.


As with many of my young male clients from the south side of the city, prison was an anticipated part of life for McGinley. He grew up knowing he was going. The only questions were when and for how long and whether he would live long enough to make it there. In my many jailhouse meetings with him over the years, I had learned that McGinley carried a personal philosophy inspired by the life and death and rap music of Tupac Shakur, the thug poet whose rhymes carried the hope and hopelessness of the desolate streets McGinley called home. Tupac correctly prophesied his own violent death. South L.A. teemed with young men who carried the exact same vision.


McGinley was one of them. He would recite to me long riffs from Tupac’s CDs. He would translate the meanings of the ghetto lyrics for me. It was an education I valued because McGinley was only one of many clients with a shared belief in a final destiny that was “Thug Mansion,” the place between heaven and earth where all gangsters ended up. To McGinley, prison was only a rite of passage on the road to that place and he was ready to make the journey.


“I’ll lay up, get stronger and smarter, then I’ll be back,” he said to me.


He told me to go ahead and make a deal. He had five thousand dollars delivered to me in a money order — I didn’t ask where it came from — and I went back to the prosecutor, got both pending cases folded into one, and McGinley agreed to plead guilty. The only thing he ever asked me to try to get for him was an assignment to a prison close by so his mother and his three young children wouldn’t have to be driven too far or too long to visit him.


When court was called into session, Judge Daniel Flynn came through the door of his chambers in an emerald green robe, which brought false smiles from many of the lawyers and court workers in the room. He was known to wear the green on two occasions each year — St. Patrick’s Day and the Friday before the Notre Dame Fighting Irish took on the Southern Cal Trojans on the football field. He was also known among the lawyers who worked the Compton courthouse as “Danny Boy,” as in, “Danny Boy sure is an insensitive Irish prick, isn’t he?”


The clerk called the case and I stepped up and announced. McGinley was brought in through a side door and stood next to me in an orange jumpsuit with his wrists locked to a waist chain. He had no one out in the gallery to watch him go down. He was alone except for me.


“Top o’ the morning to you, Mr. McGinley,” Flynn said in an Irish brogue. “You know what today is?”


I lowered my eyes to the floor. McGinley mumbled his response.


“The day I get my sentence.”


“That, too. But I am talking about St. Patrick’s Day, Mr. McGinley. A day to revel in Irish heritage.”


McGinley turned slightly and looked at me. He was street smart but not life smart. He didn’t understand what was happening, whether this was part of the sentencing or just some form of white man disrespect. I wanted to tell him that the judge was being insensitive and probably racist. Instead I leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Just be cool. He’s an asshole.”


“Do you know the origin of your name, Mr. McGinley?” the judge asked.


“No, sir.”


“Do you care?”


“Not really, sir. It’s a name from a slaveholder, I ’spect. Why would I care who that motherfucka be?”


“Excuse me, Your Honor,” I said quickly.


I leaned over to McGinley again.


“Darius, cool it,” I whispered. “And watch your language.”


“He’s dissing me,” he said back, a little louder than a whisper.


“And he hasn’t sentenced you yet. You want to blow the deal?”


McGinley stepped back from me and looked up at the judge.


“Sorry about my language, Y’Honor. I come from the street.”


“I can tell that,” Flynn said. “Well, it is a shame you feel that way about your history. But if you don’t care about your name, then I don’t either. Let’s get on with the sentencing and get you off to prison, shall we?”


He said the last part cheerfully, as if he were taking great delight in sending McGinley off to Disneyland, the happiest place on earth.


The sentencing went by quickly after that. There was nothing in the presentencing investigation report besides what everybody already knew. Darius McGinley had had only one profession since age eleven, drug dealer. He’d had only one true family, a gang. He’d never gotten a driver’s license, though he drove a BMW He’d never gotten married, though he’d fathered three babies. It was the same old story and same old cycle trotted out a dozen times a day in courtrooms across the county. McGinley lived in a society that intersected mainstream America only in the courtrooms. He was just fodder for the machine. The machine needed to eat and McGinley was on the plate. Flynn sentenced him to the agreed-upon three to five years in prison and read all of the standard legal language that came with a plea agreement. For laughs — though only his own courtroom staff complied — he read the boilerplate using his brogue again. And then it was over.


I know McGinley dealt death and destruction in the form of rock cocaine and probably committed untold violence and other offenses he was never charged with, but I still felt bad for him. I felt like he was another one who’d never had a shot at anything but thug life in the first place. He’d never known his father and had dropped out of school in the sixth grade to learn the rock trade. He could accurately count money in a rock house but he had never had a checking account. He had never been to a county beach, let alone outside of Los Angeles. And now his first trip out would be on a bus with bars over the windows.


Before he was led back into the holding cell for processing and transfer to prison I shook his hand, his movement restricted by the waist chain, and wished him good luck. It is something I rarely do with my clients.


“No sweat,” he said to me. “I’ll be back.”


And I didn’t doubt it. In a way, Darius McGinley was just as much a franchise client as Louis Roulet. Roulet was most likely a one-shot deal. But over the years, I had a feeling McGinley would be one of what I call my “annuity clients.” He would be the gift that would keep on giving — as long as he defied the odds and kept on living.


I put the McGinley file in my briefcase and headed back through the gate while the next case was called. Outside the courtroom Raul Levin was waiting for me in the crowded hallway. We had a scheduled meeting to go over his findings in the Roulet case. He’d had to come to Compton because I had a busy schedule.


“Top o’ the morning,” Levin said in an exaggerated Irish accent.


“Yeah, you saw that?”


“I stuck my head in. The guy’s a bit of a racist, isn’t he?”


“And he can get away with it because ever since they unified the courts into one countywide district, his name goes on the ballot everywhere. Even if the people of Compton rose up like a wave to vote him off, the Westsiders could still cancel them out. It’s fucked up.”


“How’d he get on the bench in the first place?”


“Hey, you get a law degree and make the right contributions to the right people and you could be a judge, too. He was appointed by the governor. The hard part is winning that first retention election. He did. You’ve never heard the ‘In like Flynn’ story?”


“Nope.”


“You’ll love it. About six years ago Flynn gets his appointment from the governor. This is before unification. Back then judges were elected by the voters of the district where they presided. The supervising judge for L.A. County checks out his credentials and pretty quickly realizes that he’s got a guy with lots of political connections but no talent or courthouse experience to go with it. Flynn was basically an office lawyer. Probably couldn’t find a courthouse, let alone try a case, if you paid him. So the presiding judge dumps him down here in Compton criminal because the rule is you have to run for retention the year after being appointed to the bench. He figures Flynn will fuck up, anger the folks and get voted out. One year and out.”


“Headache over.”


“Exactly. Only it didn’t work that way. In the first hour on the first day of filing for the ballot that year, Fredrica Brown walks into the clerk’s office and puts in her papers to run against Flynn. You know Downtown Freddie Brown?”


“Not personally. I know of her.”


“So does everybody else around here. Besides being a pretty good defense lawyer, she’s black, she’s a woman and she’s popular in the community. She would have crushed Flynn five to one or better.”


“Then how the hell did Flynn keep the seat?”


“That’s what I’m getting to. With Freddie on the ballot, nobody else filed to run. Why bother, she was a shoo-in — though it was kind of curious why she’d want to be a judge and take the pay cut. Back then she had to have been well into mid six figures with her practice.”


“So what happened?”


“What happened was, a couple months later on the last hour before filing closed, Freddie walks back into the clerk’s office and withdraws from the ballot.”


Levin nodded.


“So Flynn ends up running unopposed and keeps the seat,” he said.


“You got it. Then unification comes in and they’ll never be able to get him out of there.”


Levin looked outraged.


“That’s bullshit. They had some kind of deal and that’s gotta be a violation of election laws.”


“Only if you could prove there was a deal. Freddie has always maintained that she wasn’t paid off or part of some plan Flynn cooked up to stay on the bench. She says she just changed her mind and pulled out because she realized she couldn’t sustain her lifestyle on a judge’s pay. But I’ll tell you one thing, Freddie sure seems to do well whenever she has a case in front of Flynn.”


“And they call it a justice system.”


“Yeah, they do.”


“So what do you think about Blake?”


It had to be brought up. It was all anybody else was talking about. Robert Blake, the movie and television actor, had been acquitted of murdering his wife the day before in Van Nuys Superior Court. The DA and the LAPD had lost another big media case and you couldn’t go anywhere without it being the number one topic of discussion. The media and most people who lived and worked outside the machine didn’t get it. The question wasn’t whether Blake did it, but whether there was enough evidence presented in trial to convict him of doing it. They were two distinctly separate things but the public discourse that had followed the verdict had entwined them.


“What do I think?” I said. “I think I admire the jury for staying focused on the evidence. If it wasn’t there, it wasn’t there. I hate it when the DA thinks they can ride in a verdict on common sense — ‘If it wasn’t him, who else could it have been?’ Give me a break with that. You want to convict a man and put him in a cage for life, then put up the fucking evidence. Don’t hope a jury is going to bail your ass out on it.”


“Spoken like a true defense attorney.”


“Hey, you make your living off defense attorneys, pal. You should memorize that rap. So forget Blake. I’m jealous and I’m already tired of hearing about it. You said on the phone that you had good news for me.”


“I do. Where do you want to go to talk and look at what I’ve got?”


I looked at my watch. I had a calendar call on a case in the Criminal Courts Building downtown. I had until eleven to be there and I couldn’t miss it because I had missed it the day before. After that I was supposed to go up to Van Nuys to meet for the first time with Ted Minton, the prosecutor who had taken the Roulet case over from Maggie McPherson.


“I don’t have time to go anywhere,” I said. “We can go sit in my car and grab a coffee. You got your stuff with you?”


In answer Levin raised his briefcase and rapped his knuckles on its side.


“But what about your driver?”


“Don’t worry about him.”


“Then let’s do it.”









ELEVEN


After we were in the Lincoln I told Earl to drive around and see if he could find a Starbucks. I needed coffee.


“Ain’ no Starbuck ’round here,” Earl responded.


I knew Earl was from the area but I didn’t think it was possible to be more than a mile from a Starbucks at any given point in the county, maybe even the world. But I didn’t argue the point. I just wanted coffee.


“Okay, well, drive around and find a place that has coffee. Just don’t go too far from the courthouse. We need to get back to drop Raul off after.”


“You got it.”


“And Earl? Put on your earphones while we talk about a case back here for a while, okay?”


Earl fired up his iPod and plugged in the earbuds. He headed the Lincoln down Acacia in search of java. Soon we could hear the tinny sound of hip-hop coming from the front seat and Levin opened his briefcase on the fold-down table built into the back of the driver’s seat.


“Okay, what do you have for me?” I said. “I’m going to see the prosecutor today and I want to have more aces in my hand than he does. We also have the arraignment Monday.”


“I think I’ve got a few aces here,” Levin replied.


He sorted through things in his briefcase and then started his presentation.


“Okay,” he said, “let’s begin with your client and then we’ll check in on Reggie Campo. Your guy is pretty squeaky. Other than parking and speeding tickets — which he seems to have a problem avoiding and then a bigger problem paying — I couldn’t find squat on him. He’s pretty much your standard citizen.”


“What’s with the tickets?”


“Twice in the last four years he’s let parking tickets — a lot of them — and a couple speeding tickets accumulate unpaid. Both times it went to warrant and your colleague C. C. Dobbs stepped in to pay them off and smooth things over.”


“I’m glad C.C.’s good for something. By ‘paying them off,’ I assume you mean the tickets, not the judges.”


“Let’s hope so. Other than that, only one blip on the radar with Roulet.”


“What?”


“At the first meeting when you were giving him the drill about what to expect and so on and so forth, it comes out that he’d had a year at UCLA law and knew the system. Well, I checked on that. See, half of what I do is try to find out who is lying or who is the biggest liar of the bunch. So I check damn near everything. And most of the time it’s easy to do because everything’s on computer.”


“Right, I get it. So what about the law school, was that a lie?”


“Looks like it. I checked the registrar’s office and he’s never been enrolled in the law school at UCLA.”


I thought about this. It was Dobbs who had brought up UCLA law and Roulet had just nodded. It was a strange lie for either one of them to have told because it didn’t really get them anything. It made me think about the psychology behind it. Was it something to do with me? Did they want me to think of Roulet as being on the same level as me?


“So if he lied about something like that . . .” I said, thinking out loud.


“Right,” Levin said. “I wanted you to know about it. But I gotta say, that’s it on the negative side for Mr. Roulet so far. He might’ve lied about law school but it looks like he didn’t lie about his story — at least the parts I could check out.”


“Tell me.”


“Well, his track that night checks out. I got wits in here who put him at Nat’s North, Morgan’s and then the Lamplighter, bing, bing, bing. He did just what he told us he did. Right down to the number of martinis. Four total and at least one of them he left on the bar unfinished.”


“They remember him that well? They remember that he didn’t even finish his drink?”


I am always suspicious of perfect memory because there is no such thing. And it is my job and my skill to find the faults in the memory of witnesses. Whenever someone remembers too much, I get nervous — especially if the witness is for the defense.


“No, I’m not just relying on a bartender’s memory. I’ve got something here that you are going to love, Mick. And you better love me for it because it cost me a grand.”


From the bottom of his briefcase he pulled out a padded case that contained a small DVD player. I had seen people using them on planes before and had been thinking about getting one for the car. The driver could use it while waiting on me in court. And I could probably use it from time to time on cases like this one.


Levin started loading in a DVD. But before he could play it the car pulled to a stop and I looked up. We were in front of a place called The Central Bean.


“Let’s get some coffee and then see what you’ve got there,” I said.


I asked Earl if he wanted anything and he declined the offer. Levin and I got out and went in. There was a short line for coffee. Levin spent the waiting time telling me about the DVD we were about to watch in the car.


“I’m in Morgan’s and want to talk to this bartender named Janice but she says I have to clear it first with the manager. So I go back to see him in the office and he’s asking me what exactly I want to ask Janice about. There’s something off about this guy. I’m wondering why he wants to know so much, you know? Then it comes clear when he makes an offer. He tells me that last year they had a problem behind the bar. Pilferage from the cash register. They have as many as a dozen bartenders working back there in a given week and he couldn’t figure out who had sticky fingers.”


“He put in a camera.”


“You got it. A hidden camera. He caught the thief and fired his ass. But it worked so good he kept the camera in place. The system records on high-density tape from eight till two every night. It’s on a timer. He gets four nights on a tape. If there is ever a problem or a shortage he can go back and check it. Because they do a weekly profit-and-loss check, he rotates two tapes so he always has a week’s worth of film to look at.”


“He had the night in question on tape?”


“Yes, he did.”


“And he wanted a thousand dollars for it.”


“Right again.”


“The cops don’t know about it?”


“They haven’t even come to the bar yet. They’re just going with Reggie’s story so far.”


I nodded. This wasn’t all that unusual. There were too many cases for the cops to investigate thoroughly and completely. They were already loaded for bear, anyway. They had an eyewitness victim, a suspect caught in her apartment, they had the victim’s blood on the suspect and even the weapon. To them, there was no reason to go further.


“But we’re interested in the bar, not the cash register,” I said.


“I know that. And the cash register is against the wall behind the bar. The camera is up above it in a smoke detector on the ceiling. And the back wall is a mirror. I looked at what he had and pretty quickly realized that you can see the whole bar in the mirror. It’s just reversed. I had the tape transferred to a disc because we can manipulate the image better. Blow it up and zero in, that sort of thing.”


It was our turn in line. I ordered a large coffee with cream and sugar and Levin ordered a bottle of water. We took our refreshments back to the car. I told Earl not to drive until after we’d viewed the DVD. I can read while riding in a car but I thought looking at the small screen of Levin’s player while bumping along south county streets might give me a dose of motion sickness.


Levin started the DVD and gave a running commentary to go with the visuals.


On the small screen was a downward view of the rectangular-shaped bar at Morgan’s. There were two bartenders on patrol, both women in black jeans and white shirts tied off to show flat stomachs, pierced navels and tattoos creeping up out of their rear belt lines. As Levin had explained, the camera was angled toward the back of the bar area and cash register but the mirror that covered the wall behind the register displayed the line of customers sitting at the bar. I saw Louis Roulet sit down by himself in the dead center of the frame. There was a frame counter in the bottom left corner and a time and date code in the right corner. It said that it was 8:11 P.M. on March 6.


“There’s Louis showing up,” Levin said. “And over here is Reggie Campo.”


He manipulated buttons on the player and froze the image. He then shifted it, bringing the right margin into the center. On the short side of the bar to the right a woman and a man sat next to each other. Levin zoomed in on them.


“Are you sure?” I asked.


I had only seen pictures of the woman with her face badly bruised and swollen.


“Yeah, it’s her. And that’s our Mr. X.”


“Okay.”


“Now watch.”


He started the film moving again and widened the picture back to full frame. He then started moving it in fast-forward mode.


“Louis drinks his martini, he talks with the bartenders and nothing much happens for almost an hour,” Levin said.


He checked a notebook page that had notes attributed to specific frame numbers. He slowed the image to normal speed at the right moment and shifted the frame again so that Reggie Campo and Mr. X were in the center of the screen. I noticed that we had advanced to 8:43 on the time code.


On the screen Mr. X took a pack of cigarettes and a lighter off the bar and slid off his stool. He then walked out of camera range to the right.


“He’s heading to the front door,” Levin said. “They have a smoking porch in the front.”


Reggie Campo appeared to watch Mr. X go and then she slid off her stool and started walking along the front of the bar, just behind the patrons on stools. As she passed by Roulet she appeared to drag the fingers of her left hand across his shoulders, almost in a tickling gesture. This made Roulet turn and watch her as she kept going.


“She just gave him a little flirt there,” Levin said. “She’s heading to the bathroom.”


“That’s not how Roulet said it went down,” I said. “He claimed she came on to him, gave him her — ”


“Just hold your horses,” Levin said. “She’s got to come back from the can, you know.”


I waited and watched Roulet at the bar. I checked my watch. I was doing okay for the time being but I couldn’t miss the calendar call at the CCB. I had already pushed the judge’s patience to the max by not showing up the day before.


“Here she comes,” Levin said.


Leaning closer to the screen I watched as Reggie Campo came back along the bar line. This time when she got to Roulet she squeezed up to the bar between him and a man on the next stool to the right. She had to move into the space sideways and her breasts were clearly pushed against Roulet’s right arm. It was a come-on if I had ever seen one. She said something and Roulet bent over closer to her lips to hear. After a few moments he nodded and then I saw her put what looked like a crumpled cocktail napkin into his hand. They had one more verbal exchange and then Reggie Campo kissed Louis Roulet on the cheek and pulled backwards away from the bar. She headed back to her stool.


“You’re beautiful, Mish,” I said, using the name I gave him after he told me of his mishmash of Jewish and Mexican descent.


“And you say the cops don’t have this?” I added.


“They didn’t know about it last week when I got it and I still have the tape. So, no, they don’t have it and probably don’t know about it yet.”


Under the rules of discovery, I would need to turn it over to the prosecution after Roulet was formally arraigned. But there was still some play in that. I didn’t technically have to turn over anything until I was sure I planned to use it in trial. That gave me a lot of leeway and time.


I knew that what was on the DVD was important and no doubt would be used in trial. All by itself it could be cause for reasonable doubt. It seemed to show a familiarity between victim and alleged attacker that was not included in the state’s case. More important, it also caught the victim in a position in which her behavior could be interpreted as being at least partially responsible for drawing the action that followed. This was not to suggest that what followed was acceptable or not criminal, but juries are always interested in the causal relationships of crime and the individuals involved. What the video did was move a crime that might have been viewed through a black-and-white prism into the gray area. As a defense attorney I lived in the gray areas.


The flip side of that was that the DVD was so good it might be too good. It directly contradicted the victim’s statement to police about not knowing the man who attacked her. It impeached her, showed her in a lie. It only took one lie to knock a case down. The tape was what I called “walking proof.” It would end the case before it even got to trial. My client would simply walk away.


And with him would go the big franchise payday


Levin was fast-forwarding the image again.


“Now watch this,” he said. “She and Mr. X split at nine. But watch when he gets up.”


Levin had shifted the frame to focus on Campo and the unknown man. When the time code hit 8:59 he put the playback in slow motion.


“Okay, they’re getting ready to leave,” he said. “Watch the guy’s hands.”


I watched. The man took a final draw on his drink, tilting his head far back and emptying the glass. He then slipped off his stool, helped Campo off hers and they walked out of the camera frame to the right.


“What?” I said. “What did I miss?”


Levin moved the image backwards until he got to the moment the unknown man was finishing his drink. He then froze the image and pointed to the screen. The man had his left hand down flat on the bar for balance as he reared back to drink.


“He drinks with his right hand,” he said. “And on his left you can see a watch on his wrist. So it looks like the guy is right-handed, right?”


“Yeah, so? What does that get us? The injuries to the victim came from blows from the left.”


“Think about what I’ve told you.”


I did. And after a few moments I got it.


“The mirror. Everything’s backwards. He’s left-handed.”


Levin nodded and made a punching motion with his left fist.


“This could be the whole case right here,” I said, not sure that was a good thing.


“Happy Saint Paddy’s Day, lad,” Levin said in his brogue again, not realizing I might be staring at the end of the gravy train.


I took a long drink of hot coffee and tried to think about a strategy for the video. I didn’t see any way to hold it for trial. The cops would eventually get around to the follow-up investigations and they would find out about it. If I held on to it, it could blow up in my face.


“I don’t know how I’m going to use it yet,” I said. “But I think it’s safe to say Mr. Roulet and his mother and Cecil Dobbs are going to be very happy with you.”


“Tell them they can always express their thanks financially.”


“All right, anything else on the tape?”


Levin started to fast-forward the playback.


“Not really. Roulet reads the napkin and memorizes the address. He then hangs around another twenty minutes and splits, leaving a fresh drink on the bar.”


He slowed the image down at the point Roulet was leaving. Roulet took one sip out of his fresh martini and put it down on the bar. He picked up the napkin Reggie Campo had given him, crumpled it in his hand and then dropped it to the floor as he got up. He left the bar, leaving the drink behind.


Levin ejected the DVD and returned it to its plastic sleeve. He then turned off the player and started to put it away.


“That’s it on the visuals that I can show you here.”


I reached forward and tapped Earl on the shoulder. He had his sound buds in. He pulled out one of the ear plugs and looked back at me.


“Let’s head back to the courthouse,” I said. “Keep your plugs in.”


Earl did as instructed.


“What else?” I said to Levin.


“There’s Reggie Campo,” he said. “She’s not Snow White.”


“What did you find out?”


“It’s not necessarily what I found out. It’s what I think. You saw how she was on the tape. One guy leaves and she’s dropping love notes on another guy alone at the bar. Plus, I did some checking. She’s an actress but she’s not currently working as an actress. Except for private auditions, you could say”


He handed me a professional photo collage that showed Reggie Campo in different poses and characters. It was the kind of photo sheet sent to casting directors all over the city. The largest photo on the sheet was a head shot. It was the first time I had seen her face up close without the ugly bruises and swelling. Reggie Campo was a very attractive woman and something about her face was familiar to me but I could not readily place it. I wondered if I had seen her in a television show or a commercial. I flipped the head shot over and read her credits. They were for shows I never watched and commercials I didn’t remember.


“In the police reports she lists her current employer as Topsail Telemarketing. They’re over in the Marina. They take the calls for a lot of the crap they sell on late-night TV. Workout machines and stuff like that. Anyway, it’s day work. You work when you want. The only thing is, Reggie hasn’t worked a day there for five months.”


“So what are you telling me, she’s been tricking?”


“I’ve been watching her the last three nights and — ”


“You what?”


I turned and looked at him. If a private eye working for a criminal defendant was caught tailing the victim of a violent crime, there could be hell to pay and I would be the one to pay it. All the prosecution would have to do is go see a judge and claim harassment and intimidation and I’d be held in contempt faster than the Santa Ana wind through the Sepulveda Pass. As a crime victim Reggie Campo was sacrosanct until she was on the stand. Only then was she mine.


“Don’t worry, don’t worry,” Levin said. “It was a very loose tail. Very loose. And I’m glad I did it. The bruises and the swelling and all of that have either gone away or she’s using a lot of makeup, because this lady has been getting a lot of visitors. All men, all alone, all different times of the night. It looks like she tries to fit at least two into her dance card each night.”


“Is she picking them up in the bars?”


“No, she’s been staying in. These guys must be regulars or something because they know their way to her door. I got some plate numbers. If necessary I can visit them and try to get some answers. I also shot some infrared video but I haven’t transferred it to disc yet.”


“No, let’s hold off on visiting any of these guys for now. Word could get back to her. We have to be very careful around her. I don’t care if she’s tricking or not.”


I drank some more coffee and tried to decide how to move with this.


“You ran a check on her, right? No criminal record?”


“Right, she’s clean. My guess is that she’s new to the game. You know, these women who want to be actresses, it’s a tough gig. It wears you down. She probably started by taking a little help from these guys here and there, then it became a business. She went from amateur to pro.”


“And none of this is in the reports you got before?”


“Nope. Like I told you, there hasn’t been a lot of follow-up by the cops. At least so far.”


“If she graduated from amateur to pro, she could’ve graduated to setting a guy like Roulet up. He drives a nice car, wears nice clothes . . . have you seen his watch?”


“Yeah, a Rolex. If it’s real, then he’s wearing ten grand right there on his wrist. She could have seen that from across the bar. Maybe that’s why she picked him out of all the rest.”


We were back by the courthouse. I had to start heading toward downtown. I asked Levin where he was parked and he directed Earl to the lot.


“This is all good,” I said. “But it means Louis lied about more than UCLA.”


“Yeah,” Levin agreed. “He knew he was going into a pay-for-play deal with her. He should have told you about it.”
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