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            Prologue

            
               I will defend Korea as I would my own country—just as I would California.

               —General Douglas MacArthur

               
                   

               

               We’re gonna nuke each other up, boys, ’til old Satan stands impressed.

               —Matt Maltese

            

            December 1, 1959

         

         They called him “The Tiger” because of his ravenous devotion to the cause. He approved of the moniker, but not for the reasons they provided. He approved of the title because it reminded him of the bedtime stories his mother would often recite to him as a boy.

         Korean fairy tales always began not with “Once upon a time…” but with “Back when tigers smoked…” Tigers did not smoke, of course. The traditional opening signified the start of a fantastical journey—one that could never take place in the real world.

         The memory of his mother’s voice enveloped him, soft and comforting like a beloved childhood blanket.

         His true name was…wait, what was his real name…? William! Yes, William Yang. That’s right. How could he have forgotten? William Yang, a near-lifelong native of Los Angeles and a…wait, what did he do for a living? Where was he? A pleading, panicked voice that seemed to come out of nowhere screamed: “Wake up, William! Wake up!”

         The Tiger shook his head. His mind was just a tad foggy, but that was to be expected with the momentous job sitting before him. A job that was mere moments away from being carried out.

         Nothing else mattered, except the cause.

         Soft Christmas music brought him back to the hustle and bustle of the department store. “Chestnuts roasting on an open fire…Jack Frost nipping at your nose…” crooned Nat King Cole in a tender, fireside tone. Men and women, accompanied by giggling children, cast murderous, side-eyed glances in his direction as they went about their early holiday shopping.

         He was the enemy to them.

         It made no difference that he’d been raised in this country—had spoken its language, observed its customs, and fought for its values. The shape of his eyes was reason enough in their minds to loathe him, to lump him in with those fighting a conflict an ocean away.

         He walked freely among them, and yet he was not free. Not when his very rights as an American were under attack. Not when people who looked like him were ripped from their beds and taken away, never to be seen again. It was why he’d traveled across that vast ocean to his ancestral homeland, where he had found glorious enlightenment. Those few months spent on the training grounds just outside Pyongyang—Pyongyang? Do you hear yourself? You’ve never been to Pyongyang! Wake up!—had imbued him with a profound, unshakable sense of purpose. Meaning had finally emerged from the infinite void of chaos.

         He plunged his hands into the deep pockets of his heavy overcoat, pretending to innocently browse a display of neckties. An uncharacteristic chill had recently settled over the city of Los Angeles, and as such, his winter wear would not appear out of place to any casual observer. Fortune had smiled upon him in the form of steely clouds and swirling mists.

         Thumbing the hidden detonator within his pocket, The Tiger experienced a rush of excitement at the thought of plunging it down in just a few minutes’ time. The fifty pounds of plastic explosive strapped to his chest felt light as a feather.

         The instructors in Pyongyang had taught him why it was necessary to strike before their culture was completely wiped from existence. And from there, the training began—from morning until night. What did that training entail exactly, William? What were the names of your instructors? Can you even remember? No, you can’t! Wake up!

         He didn’t need to recall details of his training to grasp his ultimate purpose. All he knew was that they’d pushed him to his absolute limits and then farther still until there was no doubt of his loyalty to the cause. That he was indeed worthy of being called “The Tiger.”

         And when it became clear that his yearning for action was insatiable, they chose him for a mission that would change everything. They taught him the rudimentary mechanics of homemade explosives and, when the time was right, smuggled him back into the United States to do what was necessary. Nothing else mattered, except the cause.

         “They know that Santa’s on his way…bringing lots of toys and goodies on his sleigh…”

         These people knew nothing of suffering; what it was like to have your homeland defiled by a viral interloper. How he hated them. They went about their pathetic little lives as if thousands of others weren’t being starved and slaughtered in their name. They bought suits and brassieres, draped holly and tinsel over Christmas trees, while their own soldiers razed towns, raped innocent women, and haphazardly dropped firebombs of skin-melting napalm. Children screaming, their flesh dripping like wax sculptures under heat lamps.

         Every American was complicit in the sacking of Korea—a bloody conflict that refused to end for eight long years. A string of Pyrrhic victories eroding American morale and bolstering Korean resolve.

         Through a refusal to yield, to acknowledge when they were licked, President McCarthy and General MacArthur had unintentionally unified most Koreans under the banner of Communism. The concept of North versus South no longer mattered. Bickering over economic ideologies became immaterial in the face of an invading force too stubborn to leave.

         Still, The Tiger thought to himself, McCarthy isn’t as foolhardy as he once appeared. Despite the president’s constant threats of exercising “the nuclear option,” he had yet to provide the go-ahead—perhaps afraid of what dominoes he might knock over by eradicating a good chunk of East Asia. No, McCarthy was being sensible. But how long would that sense last? How high would the body toll need to rise until the president decided to play the most devastating ace in the deck?

         If something wasn’t done to stem the flow soon, the poison of war, of bigotry—and yes, radiation—would bleed across the generations, perpetuating an endless cycle of death and violence. And not just in Korea, but in Indochina as well. Emboldened by America’s recalcitrance to yield to the inevitable, France continued its own unlawful occupation of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. It mattered not how many soldiers were lost to the guerrilla fighters, who had nothing left to lose and everything to gain. Pride superseded bloodshed.

         The United States was the illness, and The Tiger was the fever that would bring clarity once it broke. He would be the guiding light, the great liberator, the only person gifted with sight in a world that would rather gouge out its own eyes than see things for what they were. They would throw parades in his honor all over the homeland—from Pyongyang to Busan.

         “Tiny tots with their eyes all aglow…will find it hard to sleep tonight…”

         A young boy and girl suddenly emerged from a rack of maroon dinner jackets, playing a harmless game of tag. Staring after them, The Tiger was reminded of his youth. He had once played a similar game with a girl called Evelyn, but for some reason, he could not ascribe meaning to the name. Who was she? Yet again, the strange voice resurfaced inside his head: “Please, William! This isn’t you! You need to snap out of it before you do something you regret! You need to call Evelyn! Tell her everything! It’s not too late!”

         Tears that didn’t feel like his own raced down his cheeks. He felt strangely torn and almost gave in to the faint voice, almost took his finger off the hidden trigger and walked away. Almost. The hesitation was painful and tiring, like trying to swim against a raging tide in the middle of a storm.

         And now there was a second voice—one wholly disconnected from his own. “Go ahead, William,” it said, cutting through his brain tissue with the ease of a white-hot kitchen knife. “Do what we trained you to do. You will be doing your homeland a great service, ja? These people are the enemy, remember? Go ahead…Do it…Do it…Do it…”

         Szell…Szell…Szell… went his mind in monotonous, meaningless repetition. Instinctive word association turned it into a pun on capitalism: Buy…Buy…Buy…

         “It’s a lie!” bleated that other William Yang. “You’re an American, William! You of all people know what this will do to Evelyn, to our parents, to all our friends! Everyone that looks like us! For fuck’s sake, WAKE UP!”

         “Enough of this,” The Tiger muttered, unaware that he was cradling his pounding head in his hands. Slowly, he walked to the middle of the crowded showroom, spreading his arms out wide. The anguished version of William weeping inside his head belted one last futile scream—“NOOO!”—while that other voice happily exclaimed in a language he did not speak.

         “DEATH TO AMERICA! LONG LIVE KOREA!” The Tiger boomed. He beheld a sea of confused faces before depressing a thumb down on the bomb’s detonator.

         Twenty-six people, including twelve children, were blown to pieces in an instant.

         “Although it’s been said many times, many ways…Merry Christmas to youuuu…”

      

   


   
      
         
            Part I

            December 25, 1959

         

         
             

            McCarthyism is Americanism with its sleeves rolled.

            —Senator Joseph McCarthy (R-OH)

         

         
             

            Don’t it make you angry the way war is dragging on?

            Well, I hope the president knows what he’s into, I don’t know.

            Oooh, I just don’t know…

            —Chicago

         

         
             

            I can no longer keep my blinds drawn

            And I can’t keep myself from talkin’.

            —The Mamas and the Papas

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         She walked into his office with a swagger that suggested an easy payday.

         Until the door opened with a gentle creak, he’d been enjoying a friendly game of chicken with a bottle of peach schnapps sitting atop the desk, waiting to see who would blink first. The bottle was on the verge of pulling out another spectacular victory (with only half its sloshing contents left, it’d been winning a lot lately), but it wouldn’t have a chance to gloat this time.

         The bottle was shoved into the bottom desk drawer—with a speed that suggested he’d done this many times—before the woman could even notice she was about to engage the services of a struggling alcoholic. That little chestnut usually turned potential customers away. Ha! Chestnut. God bless us, everyone, he thought to himself, wondering what could make a person desperate enough to come see him on the merriest day of the year.

         Her sultry voice was like a mug of hot chocolate spiked with whiskey. Or a bit of schnapps. “You are Morris Baker?” she asked. “The private detective?”

         “That’s what it says on the door, ma’am,” Baker responded, steepling his fingers together. “If not, then I’m probably in the wrong office.”

         He pointed to the door, whose frosted glass proclaimed: MORRIS E. BAKER, PRIVATE INVESTIGATIONS. The little joke was meant to put clients at ease, but it didn’t seem to work on this one. Morris Baker had learned to read body language as a cop and saw an almost imperceptible twitch as the woman’s muscles tensed with…what? Nerves? Indignation? Sure, many patrons came in here begrudgingly, furious that a Jew was the last avenue left to them. But sometimes, it was only when you were out of choices that you realized why they’re called the Chosen People.

         “They say you’re the person to see when you’ve got nowhere else to go,” said the woman.

         “So I’ve been told,” he said, abruptly seized by a violent coughing fit. “Sorry,” he said, dabbing at his lips with a handkerchief. “Just a slight cold, is all. Please, sit…”

         The woman did not comply, took an apprehensive step backward. “They say there’s some sort of flu going around,” she whispered as though it were a juicy piece of hair salon gossip. “From that Yang terrorist, you know? He brought it over here as a”—she screwed up her face in concentration, obviously trying to remember something—“a biological weapon. That’s it.”

         “I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Baker lied, knuckles curling behind the desk. He tried to keep a smile against the ugly piece of HUAC propaganda she’d swallowed like a gluttonous trout. “Please sit, Miss…?”

         “It’s Mrs.,” she corrected him, sitting down in the uncomfortable wooden chair reserved for optionless schlimazels and lifting a silken veil from her young and pretty face. Baker couldn’t help but notice a poorly concealed shiner under the woman’s left eye. “Mrs. Ann Kissinger,” she said.

         “My apologies,” said Baker. “How can I help you today, Mrs. Kissinger?”

         “It’s my husband, Henry. He’s gone missing.”

         “I see.” Baker coughed again and opened his notebook to a fresh page, grabbing a fountain pen off the inkwell. “And your last name, that’s with two s’s?” Ann nodded and he scribbled the name Henry Kissinger at the top of the page. “Now,” Baker said, looking up, “I’m going to ask you a question, Mrs. Kissinger, and I don’t want you to be offended in any way. It’s something I ask all potential clients.”

         “Go ahead, Mr. Baker. Ask your question.”

         “Well, like you said upon your arrival, I’ve got a certain reputation for taking on hopeless cases. I’m curious what makes finding your husband worth my time. Why, for instance, have you not gone to the police?”

         He held his breath, desperately hoping she wouldn’t get up and walk out in a huff. Baker couldn’t afford to lose this one. The cases weren’t exactly pouring in like they used to, and his meager savings (critically damaged by the forfeiture of an LAPD pension) were alarmingly close to drying up like a sun-baked watering hole. That stack of overdue bills at his apartment was starting to become a problem he couldn’t ignore for much longer.

         “Isn’t it obvious?” Ann asked. She pulled out a cigarette and Baker leaned over the desk to light it for her with a quickly struck match. He sat back, chair creaking, and pulled out his own pack of Kools. They both took in lungfuls of smoke before Ann continued, “Tell me, Mr. Baker—do you have all of your potential clients frisked as they walk in the door?”

         “Mr. Greenbaum is simply here for…a little added security,” he said. “One can never be too careful these days.”

         No need to mention that he’d seriously pissed off a cabal of former Nazi scientists the previous year by driving a switchblade into their leader’s back (the knife in question had been taken from a dead Huey, which he now kept as a talisman of good luck). Baker hated looking over his shoulder all the time, but if the Black Symphony was out for revenge—and that seemed more of a when than an if—he didn’t want to be caught with his pants down. He wouldn’t roll over for those Kraut pricks ever again.

         Hershel Greenbaum guarded the office during business hours, and when he wasn’t around…well, Baker’s snub-nosed .44 Magnum was never too far away from his hip. Acquiring gun and PI licenses might’ve been a lot harder for another Yid hoping to get into the gumshoe business, but Baker was lucky enough to still have a friend in William Parker, the influential chief of the Los Angeles Police Department.

         “Well, there you are,” puffed Mrs. Kissinger, exhaling a perfect smoke ring from between her lips. “My husband and I are Jewish just like you, Mr. Baker. And last I checked, we aren’t exactly the most popular kids on the playground these days.”

         “I understand,” said Baker, smiling wanly.

         Most, if not all, of his clients were people who had been antagonized and discarded by the McCarthy administration: Jews, gays, Koreans, Chinese, and the worst of them all—Communists. Morris Ephraim Baker was the man to visit when you didn’t want to risk involving the ruthless inspectors of the House Un-American Activities Committee, who regularly liked to wipe their asses with the Bill of Rights.

         “In any event, I’d be happy to take on your case, Mrs. Kissinger,” Baker continued, and Ann nodded her silent appreciation. “May I ask where you saw your husband last?”

         “At home. Before he left.”

         “And home would be…?”

         “Washington, DC.”

         “So you’re not local?” Baker asked, putting pen to paper again.

         “No,” said Ann. “Henry works as a consultant for the State Department.”

         Baker dropped his pen and looked up in surprise. “Sorry for asking, but your husband is a Jewish man working in the State Department? I mean to say it’s not something you hear in today’s…uh…climate.”

         “An astute observation, Mr. Baker,” Ann said. “Yes, it is highly unusual, but Henry is good friends with the vice president and that kept him immune from McCarthy’s purge.”

         Baker picked up his pen. “I see. And what does he do for the State Department?”

         “Advises on policy relating to East Asia,” she said. “I can tell you he’s had his hands full after what that young man did, blowing himself up like that.”

         Ann Kissinger shuddered dramatically.

         “Yes, it was quite horrible,” Baker replied, not wishing to dwell on the round-the-clock HUAC roundups of Korean-Americans that had been taking place nearly every day since William Yang decided to go kablooey in a department store. He pressed on: “If your husband is close with Nixon, then why not ask for the vice president’s help in finding him? Surely the government has better resources than I do.”

         Ann looked past Baker and out the office window. The dreary, overcast weather had not changed once in three weeks—not since Yang. “I tried that already,” she said softly. “Richard told me not to worry. That was a little over a week ago. You see, Mr. Baker, my husband may be valued for his intellect, but he’s still not good enough in their eyes. He grew up in Germany and escaped a few years after the Nazis came to power. It broke his heart when McCarthy was elected. He never thought he’d see history like that repeat itself here.”

         “I understand,” said Baker, experiencing a slight feeling of distaste for the missing Henry. If the man had seen the rise of Hitler firsthand, why would he willingly work for an administration that owed so much of its vile policies to the Third Reich? If he was being honest with himself, though, Baker knew the answer to that question; knew exactly what it was like to partake in a system that actively called for your destruction. Who in the hell was he to judge Kissinger?

         An oven of scorching flames threatened to burn down the thin veil that separated him from the haunted past. A past filled with burning corpses, shoveled ashes, lips stained blue.

         Feeling like he might be on the verge of a seizure, Baker reached into a trouser pocket and pulled out a bottle containing a severely dwindling pile of round white pills. Phenobarbital. He hated the stuff (it made him lethargic and his mind hazy), but it was the only thing that kept him from an embarrassing collapse, foaming at the mouth, and a potentially bitten-off tongue.

         As much as he wanted to chase the pill down with some schnapps, he forced himself to get up and walk over to a small side table his secretary, Joanna, had insisted on placing inside the room.

         Personally, Baker didn’t want his office to feel too cozy, lest a client overstay their welcome. The faster he could get them in and out of the spartan space, preferably with their billfolds a little lighter, the better. And since his own apartment was a complete mess, he figured it’d be harder to become disorganized with less furnishings.

         He picked up the pitcher of water sitting on the table and poured himself a full glass. “Would you like some?” he asked Mrs. Kissinger.

         “No, thank you,” she said, taking another drag on her cigarette and gazing back out the window. Her face took on a blank expression and her lips began to move absentmindedly.

         Baker nodded, slightly confused, and surreptitiously popped one of the pills onto his tongue. He tried not to grimace at the bitterness of the medicine, immediately chasing it with the entire glass of water. “Medicine” might not have been the best word for it since the tablets hadn’t exactly been prescribed by an actual physician.

         “Sorry for the interruption,” he said, striding back to the desk and sitting down.

         “Wha…?” said a dazed Ann Kissinger, who looked away from the swirling clouds of late December mist. “Oh, not at all. Nothing to be ashamed of, Mr. Baker. I took a Barbie before coming over.”

         “Excuse me?” Baker inquired. “You’re talking about that doll that just came out? I hear it’s a popular Christmas item.”

         “No, silly,” Ann Kissinger responded airily, sounding like a young child correcting their parents’ arithmetic on a simple math problem. “Barbiturates. ‘Barbies’ for short! Get it? They’re all the rage these days. Calm the nerves right down. You just took one, didn’t you?”

         Baker cleared his throat in lieu of answering. “Where were we…?” he said. “Oh yes, you said you lived in DC. Quite the journey from Los Angeles. Do you have any particular reason to suspect that your husband is here in California?”

         “Did I not mention it? Henry was here for the goodwill tour. You know, with the Japs?”

         “I am aware.”

         How could he not be aware? It’d been all over the radio and television for weeks. The government wanted every man, woman, and child in California to know about the collection of speeches on American-Japanese relations that Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi would deliver in the run-up to New Year’s Day. Since California was Nixon’s home turf, the vice president and his wife, Pat, would be making special appearances along the way.

         “Henry was asked to come out here earlier this month to prepare for the Japanese delegation’s arrival,” Ann explained. “He would call me every day from his hotel until the calls just…stopped.”

         “When was that?”

         Ann thought it over for a moment before answering, “A little over a week ago, around the fifteenth. I called the front desk of the hotel that evening because he didn’t check in and they told me he hadn’t returned since leaving that morning.”

         “And what hotel would that be?”

         “Chateau Marmont, on Sunset Boulevard.”

         “Swanky.”

         Mrs. Kissinger shrugged. “If the government’s paying for it, why not?”

         “Got a room number?”

         “Six-C.”

         “Any idea where he was supposed to be the day he went missing?”

         “According to his official agenda, he was in Santa Monica, overseeing preparations for the speech on the twenty-eighth.”

         “Very good,” said Baker. “I’ll start with the hotel and go from there. Would you happen to have a recent picture of your husband on hand?”

         Ann produced a small black-and-white photograph of a slightly pudgy man in thick-framed glasses and a corona-like poof of hair set far back on his head. The man’s eyes were unreadable, but there was a knowing smile on his lips.

         “You may keep that,” she told Baker. “It was taken last year, and aside from a little weight loss, Henry’s face hasn’t changed much.”

         “The weight loss,” Baker said. “Was that caused by anything in particular?”

         “Just your run-of-the-mill stress,” she replied. “As you can imagine, it’s a lot of pressure, trying to find a solution to the war in Korea.”

         “This is incredibly helpful, thank you,” Baker said. “The only thing that remains is the matter of my fee. I charge twenty-five dollars a day, plus expenses. Now, there are financing options availab—”

         Before he could finish the usual spiel, Mrs. Kissinger reached into her purse and brought out six crisp fifty-dollar bills. She carefully slid them over the desk to Baker, who raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Say what you will about the government, Mr. Baker, but they sure do pay well. I believe this should be sufficient for the next week or so.”

         “Um, yes, quite sufficient,” said a nonplussed Baker, hardly believing his luck as he scooped up his largest payday in months. “I’ll be sure to provide regular updates on my investigation. Where can I reach you, Mrs. Kissinger?”

         She dove back into her purse to retrieve a piece of paper containing a hastily scribbled phone number. “Call that and ask for me by name.”

         Baker accepted the paper and made a show of gently tucking it into the breast pocket of his suit.

         “Unless there’s anything else, I think that should do it.”

         “Thank you,” Ann said, her eyes now overly bright. “I didn’t know where else to turn.”

         Baker considered getting up to comfort the woman but decided against it. Instead, he offered up hollow words of consolation: “It’s going to be all right. We’ll get your husband home in one piece.”

         While he’d been in this business for a little over a year, he still found it difficult to cheer up despondent clients. He could get photographs of a cheating spouse, find someone who owed you money, but ask Morris Baker for emotional reassurance and his mind would stall like an engine with a bad alternator.

         Before he could pass over a handkerchief, Ann stood up. She was halfway out the door when he decided to pose the one question still nagging him. “Uh, one more thing, Mrs. Kissinger. If you don’t mind?”

         “Yes?” she asked, turning around.

         “Was everything okay at home before your husband went missing? I mean to say…well, I couldn’t help but notice…” He trailed off and pointed to the pocket of skin underneath his own eye.

         Mrs. Kissinger smiled knowingly. “This bruise is not from Henry’s fists, if that’s what you’re asking. I foolishly walked into a door after getting up in the middle of the night to use the facilities. Everything was just fine at home before Henry’s disappearance.”

         “I see,” said Baker. He wasn’t swayed by the curtness of her reply, which felt rehearsed, but he decided not to pry further in case she changed her mind and asked for the down payment back. “I’ll be in touch and, uh, a merry Christmas to you, Mrs. Kissinger.”

         “I think you mean happy Hanukkah in our case, Mr. Baker,” Ann said, turning around again.

         “That’s right,” Baker said, remembering the first night of Hanukkah was that evening. “Chag Sameach and all that.”

         Mrs. Kissinger didn’t seem to hear him as she left the office, closing the door with a snap that made the cheap frosted glass wobble in its frame.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Once he was certain Ann had gone, Baker extracted the schnapps he’d been staring at before her arrival and took a generous swig straight from the bottle. Schnapps: 1; Baker: 0. Another pothole on the road to sobriety. Trying to stay on a wagon that felt more like a bucking bull.

         The drink warmed him up as he swiveled around in his chair to stare through the office’s Venetian blinds, gazing out at the mist strangling Los Angeles. For once, the city was not choked by smog, though an abnormal cold spell wasn’t much of a consolation prize. Not acclimated to such a chill, Angelenos walked the streets with a subdued hunch. Even the ubiquitous palm trees lining every street seemed to droop in the sudden absence of the usual desert heat.

         He saw Mrs. Kissinger leave the building, pull her coat tightly around herself, and disappear into the light drizzle. Sick of looking at the steely gray oilcloth that was the sky, Baker turned back to his desk and reached for the phone atop its surface, began to dial. He took another long pull from the bottle while he waited for the call to connect. After a minute of clicks and whirs, the slippery voice he was hoping to hear came on the line.

         “Los Angeles Times news desk, this is Andrew Sullivan.”

         “Andy, it’s Baker.”

         “Baker!” Sullivan exclaimed, clearly delighted. “Glad to see I ain’t the only one who’s having to work on the holiday. I was starting to feel a little left out.”

         Once upon a time, Baker would never have entertained the idea of reaching out to Andy Sullivan of his own volition. He had detested the nosy reporter during his eight years on the force. It was just the way things worked: Cops didn’t open their mouths to muckrakers, especially greasy ones like Andy Sullivan, who’d sell his own mother to a pack of hungry cannibals for an exclusive.

         But times had changed. Now that he was in business for himself, Baker tolerated a cautious symbiosis with Andy, who provided him with information in exchange for a few shekels and the right of first refusal on any juicy story Baker might stumble upon.

         It also helped that Andy had dialed down some of his more obnoxious tendencies after securing a full-time reporting position with the Times. He could be a real pain in the ass sometimes, but no one could deny the man’s ruthless determination as a journalist.

         “So what can I do you for on this merriest of holidays, Baker?”

         “I need whatever intel you can give me on a State Department consultant by the name of Henry Kissinger. Apparently he’s in town for the peace tour.”

         “Roger.” Baker heard a shuffling of papers on the other end of the phone. He used the lull to light a cigarette, which prompted another coughing fit. “You all right, Baker?”

         Funny, Andy actually sounded concerned.

         “Just the sniffles from all this cold weather. I’ll be fine.”

         “I’d bring ya a bowl of chicken noodle with some matzo balls in it, but I’m manning the desk all day. You people like matzo balls, right?”

         “I said I’m fine,” Baker replied curtly. He wasn’t really in the mood for Andy’s casual anti-Semitism today. “Just tell me what you’ve got on Kissinger.”

         “Oh, right—sorry. I’m looking through the press packet the feds sent to the office, and it’s mostly boilerplate stuff. Not much on the guy. Says here he’s part of Nixon’s entourage and an advisor on East Asian affairs, who—and I quote—‘has been instrumental in shaping policy that helps maintain stability in the region.’”

         Stability in the region? Baker thought to himself. That’s a laugh. “Thanks, Andy. Let me know if you find anything else.”

         “Will do, Baker. You got a big fish on the line? My senses are a-tinglin’.

         “We’ll see. Have a good one.”

         “Talk soon, Baker.”

         “‘If the fates allow,’” Baker replied in a piss-poor impression of Sinatra.

         He placed the receiver back into its cradle, satisfied that Mrs. Kissinger wasn’t blowing smoke up his ass. Jew-baiters would often crank-call him with phony sob stories and get a cheap laugh out of sending him on a wild-goose chase. Stubbing out his barely smoked cigarette into a crystalline ashtray, he stood up and let out a sigh of relief as his back cracked pleasurably. The phenobarbital dissolving into his bloodstream was beginning to make him feel tired, but there was no time for a nap on the hidden Murphy bed he had installed in the office for late nights.

         He put the schnapps back into its drawer and crossed the office, opening the door that led to the cramped reception area, where Joanna was shrugging on her coat.

         “Oh good,” she said. “You just saved me the trouble of knocking.”

         Baker smiled and leaned against the frame, watching his secretary wrap a festive red-and-green scarf around her neck. “Didn’t realize I had given you the rest of the day off.”

         “We went over this last week,” said Joanna, now affixing a dark green beret atop her sleek blond hair. “I guess it must have been the schnapps talking.”

         He frowned and decided to lie rather than admit his inability to remain abstinent. “I remembered. Just having a little holiday fun. Speaking of…” He jogged back into his office and reemerged with a bottle of red wine. “For you and…what’s his name again?”

         “Stanley,” said Joanna, accepting the bottle with a warm grin of appreciation.

         “Ah yes!” Baker exclaimed in mock astonishment, pretending the name had been on the tip of his tongue all along. “Who could ever forget the famous Stanley? How long have you two been seeing each other now?”

         “It’ll be six months in February.” She placed the wine down next to her typewriter and reached for the maroon purse draped across her chair. “We’re having Christmas dinner with his family tonight.”

         “Good luck. Families can be…interesting.”

         “Thanks, Morris. And thank you so much for the wine. I feel a little guilty now. I didn’t get you anything.”

         She crossed the desk and gave him a small peck on the cheek, causing him to blush.

         “Huh,” he said, making a big show of glancing up at the ceiling. “And no mistletoe in sight.”

         Joanna laughed. “Really, I am sorry. Things have just been so hectic with all the added security at the department stores and tutoring—and Stanley, of course. Things are getting pretty serious between us.”

         “Think nothing of it,” he said, feeling a small pang of jealousy. He also had someone to go home to, but the thought of Shira did not bring much comfort. “You came into the office on Christmas Day. That’s enough of a gift for me. Now, go enjoy yourself and tell that young man of yours that I say hello.”

         “You are a sweet one. Do you have anywhere to be tonight?”

         “Shira roped me into a little potluck at Ohev Shalom. First night of Hanukkah and all that. We’ve been tasked with bringing the borsht and sour cream.” He puffed up his chest in mock pride. “A very important job.”

         “That should be fun,” said Joanna. “I remember my father used to make us light the menorah every year. But the tradition sort of petered out after…well…”

         An awkward silence ensued. Joanna’s father, Maurice Rapf, had once been a talented and respected screenwriter in Hollywood before he was blacklisted for his ties to the Communist Party. He refused to renounce his political views and tragically took his own life before HUAC agents could drag him away.

         “Well,” Joanna said, breaking the tension, “I’d best be off. Before I forget, though, Valentina called to wish you a happy holiday and asked that you stop by the Red Sword for a drink when you have some free time.”

         “Noted,” Baker said. “And has there been any word from”—he lowered his voice—“our mutual friend?”

         Joanna shook her head gravely. She understood that by “mutual friend,” Baker meant Edward R. Murrow, the disgraced ex-journalist who had faked his own death in order to create a semiclandestine organization known as the Liberty Boys, whose sole purpose was to resist McCarthy and HUAC. Joanna, who advised Murrow on matters relating to nuclear physics, was now the organization’s senior operative in Los Angeles (with Baker serving as her right-hand man).

         When she wasn’t running Baker’s private investigations office, she was either helping to build out the Liberty Boys’ network of informants in Southern California or tutoring graduate students at UCLA. If Baker recalled correctly, Stanley had been one of those students.

         “Not a peep,” she replied. “The last coded message I got was just before the Yang incident and it’s been total silence since then. There haven’t even been any radio broadcasts, either, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. I think he’s gone to ground. The president wants to look tough after what happened, and it’d be a huge win for the administration if our friend was captured.”

         Her reasoning was sound, and Baker said as much. It would’ve been nice to have regular updates on the Symphony’s whereabouts and intentions from the man who’d once managed to infiltrate the shadowy organization. But even when coded messages came in on a regular basis, Murrow kept turning up empty-handed when it came to fresh intel on the federation of cunning Nazis recruited by the US government via Operation Paperclip. They’d vanished into thin air.

         “That’s actually part of the reason why I’m heading out now,” Joanna continued. “I’ve got a rendezvous with a file clerk who works at the Office of Hebraic Affairs over in Encino. Hoping to get a report on which members of the Jewish community HUAC is currently monitoring.”

         “Need backup?” Baker asked. “I can ask Hersh to—”

         “No need,” she said. “This one’s a real pushover. But it’s like pulling teeth lately. Edward isn’t the only one who’s spooked by the Yang affair.”

         “I can imagine,” Baker said. “As our friend would say, ‘Good night and good luck.’ Now, go on—before I schmooze you to death.”

         She bestowed another kiss on Baker’s cheek and left the PI alone with his own blurred cognizance. Similar to his stance on Andy Sullivan, Baker’s view of Joanna had also changed over the last year and a half. Prior to learning her true identity, Baker thought of Joanna as a pretty and kindhearted member of the LAPD typing pool (simply a cover story so she could keep an eye on him for Murrow). These days, he felt a sense of paternal responsibility toward her but also grasped the foolishness behind that sentiment. Baker needed Joanna more than Joanna needed him. She was the only reason his professional life had not yet collapsed in on itself like a dying star.

         Unable to stand the silence left by the secretary’s departure, Baker grabbed his trench coat and fedora off a chipped wooden coat rack and left the office, locking the door behind him.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Oof!” An absentminded Baker had completely forgotten about Hersh until he collided with the towering bodyguard standing just outside the office door.

         “Well, you seem to be in a hurry,” said Hersh, righting Baker, who’d been knocked off balance, with hands the size of large skillets.

         Tall and broad-shouldered, Hershel Greenbaum was a member of Ohev Shalom, a local synagogue frequented by European survivors of the war. Like a good portion of the congregation—Baker included—Hersh had lost his entire family to the Nazis. The man’s impressive stature and strength meant he was worth more to the Germans than a wasted bullet or a few extra pellets of Zyklon B.

         Hersh had lived out the entirety of the war moving stones of granite in a quarry at Mauthausen. Most of his fellow workers dropped dead from overwork, but not him. By the time the Americans liberated the camp in the spring of 1945, Hershel was one of the few quarrymen still left alive. Filled with pent-up rage and more lifting power than ever before, he smashed a German guard’s head into a splattered mess of brains and eyestalks with an immense stone block while the GIs pretended not to notice.

         He had been introduced to Baker by Ohev Shalom’s rabbi, Jacob Kahn, and the two immediately got along like a house on fire. Their first meeting occurred at a fortuitous juncture in both of their lives—Hersh had just lost his job as a bank security guard (owing to the fact that the bank’s new manager didn’t much care for Jews) and Baker was in need of someone to watch his back for revenge-driven followers of the Third Reich. Hersh, who shared Baker’s distaste for the so-called Master Race, was only too happy to take the gig.

         “Sorry, Hersh,” Baker said, adjusting his ruffled coat. “Forgot you were here. I was just about to take a trip over to the pits. Clear my head a little.”

         “Want me to come with?”

         “No, that’s okay,” said Baker. “I’ll see you at the potluck later.” He reached into his pocket, extracting a bill from Mrs. Kissinger’s down payment.

         “Morris, that’s not necessary,” he said, “I can wait another week or two…”

         “Let me worry about the money problems, Hersh. Besides, you’re going to have another mouth to feed soon. Consider this a holiday bonus. Thanks for coming in today.”

         “Nu?” Hersh said, accepting the fifty with a grin. “What else am I gonna do on Christmas?”

         “Judging by your size,” Baker began, “I’d say dress up in a red coat and deliver toys to all the good little girls and boys.”

         Hersh boomed with laughter and slapped Baker on the shoulder, causing his knees to buckle. “That’s a good one,” he roared. “I’ll have to remember to tell that to Mindy when I get home. Let me walk you out at least.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Oy, would you look at that?” breathed Hersh once they were outside and making their way along the sidewalk. “Such a shanda. Of all the places, never thought I’d see this shit here.”

         They’d spotted a long line of downtrodden Korean-Americans being led to a HUAC processing center down the street. From here, they’d be loaded onto trucks and driven to reopened internment camps out in the desert. (Manzanar—ironically located in Independence, California—was said to be the largest and most frightening of them all.)

         Just an average day in McCarthy’s America.

         Baker had read some of the published excerpts from Yang’s manifesto, which called for his fellow Koreans to follow his example and “rise up against the oppressive US regime.” It was all the pretext the government needed to repeat its own ugly history with the camps. Men, women, and children were ripped from their homes, forced to hastily pack whatever they could carry in a bag or two. All of them paying for a young man’s tragic mistake.

         Baker didn’t realize he was moving toward the crowd until Hersh called after him through gritted teeth. “Morris!” he hissed. “Where the hell are you going? You nuts?”

         He didn’t stop until spotting a tired-looking boy of about six or seven with puffy red eyes—a look with which Baker was all too familiar. He’d seen it countless times on all the children he helped shepherd off the cattle cars during his time as a member of the Sonderkommando. That blank and haunted stare of a person who has lost their innocence too soon.

         That expression never left their faces, not even when Baker went to remove their fragile bodies from the gas chambers. They continued to stare up at him, eyes wide and puffy, mouths agape and stained blue with Zyklon. After a while, he stopped shutting their eyelids. There were just too many to close.

         The kid in line was holding on to his father’s trouser leg, a helpless expression contorting his face. Making sure there were no Hueys moving along the line, Baker bent down, knees cracking. Under the cover of pretending to tie his shoe, he produced two unopened packs of cigarettes and held them out to the boy, who stared at him. The boy’s parents were too busy talking in hushed tones to take notice.

         “Take these,” Baker whispered. “You can trade them for whatever you might need once you get to…well, when you get to where you’re going.” Slowly, the boy accepted the smokes without a word. “Keep them hidden, all right?” Baker added. “It’ll be our little secret.” The kid nodded his understanding.

         Baker flashed a smile and a wink before standing and walking back up the sidewalk.

         “You’re crazier than you look, you know that?” said Hersh, clearly impressed, when Baker had rejoined him.

         “Nothing crazy about wanting to do the right thing. I’ll see you later, Hersh.”

         “Yeah, sure. See you later. And do me favor, Morris…try not to fall into the tar, eh?”

         “You’re just looking out for your wallet.”

         Hersh shrugged, not denying the claim. “What can I say? You pay too well.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The heat from the bubbling tar pits littered throughout Hancock Park was a wonderful buffer against the perverse cold. Baker didn’t have to tighten the belt on his coat as he stood on the lip of the steep bank, transfixed by the jet-black goop said to contain the remains of an entire menagerie of prehistoric creatures: massive lizards with gaping maws caked in rotting flesh; shaggy elephants with shattered, blood-soaked tusks; and mean tigers the size of Baker’s own light green Lincoln Continental with the noisy engine. It was almost too much to believe that such beasts had once walked the earth, but the bones that had been dredged out of this scalding muck didn’t lie.

         Not for the first time in his life, Baker questioned the biblical stories he was taught as a child—stories about Noah, a righteous man who, acting on instructions from God Himself, built a massive ark and saved every single animal, two-by-two, from a great flood. Maybe the dinosaurs preferred to take their chances with the rain or maybe they just got the time wrong and missed the boat.

         History was full of beings who couldn’t get out of the way in time. The danger always caught up with you in the end. It consumed you like scalding, viscous tar until there was nothing left but a few bones and a distant memory of what once was.

         Baker, who was coughing again, flicked his cigarette into the morass and watched it fizzle out. His office was a stone’s throw from the park and he often came here to think with only the faint gloop…gloop…gloop… of tar pits to keep him company. They were mesmerizing, a reminder of how cruel and chaotic the world could sometimes be.

         People went missing without a trace. People like Henry Kissinger. Was everything okay between Ann and her husband, or had she lied to save face? It was very possible Henry had started shacking up with a secretary and was now avoiding his spouse. The peace talks were the perfect cover for an extramarital affair. But if that were the case, why didn’t Henry just tell Ann he was too busy to continue checking in? Why cut off communication entirely?

         The phenobarbital fog blanketing his mind started to wear off and he could finally think clearly again. Excitement over the fresh investigation laid out before him, the anticipation of the chase, bubbled in him like hot tar. Usually, he was content to stand here, watching the antediluvian cauldron, until it got dark. Not today, though. Today, he’d have to get a move on if he and Shira were going to make it to the potluck on time. The sky was quickly losing light, and a ferocious gale had just kicked up.

         Even the ancient thermal warmth of the tar pits had its limits. Checking the banged-up IWC on his wrist, Baker smiled. There was just enough time to bother an old friend.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         It took Baker less than half an hour to reach Downey. The city streets, so often clogged with bumper-to-bumper traffic, were almost completely devoid of cars thanks to the holiday. He saw an unbroken succession of Christmas wreathes as he pulled onto Pangborn Avenue, the street alight with decorations that ranged from blinking red and green bulbs to elaborate manger scenes. Some families had even gone the extra mile of sprinkling fake snow across their lawns and roofs. An eerie winter wonderland straight out of The Nutcracker. The only thing straining the illusion was the chorus line of palm trees dotting the horizon.

         Baker parked the Continental next to the curb of 10046 and got out, rubbing his frigid hands together in an effort to warm them up. He regretted his procrastination when it came to getting the car’s heater fixed. What he really needed was a new vehicle altogether but he couldn’t bear the thought of parting ways with the trusty Continental, which had provided him with several quick getaways over the years. For someone who didn’t like to think of himself as superstitious, Baker sure had a nasty habit for holding on to worthless items ascribed with bullshit sentimentality.

         Without warning, Baker’s brain spun back to his upbringing in Czechoslovakia before the war; to when his grandfather, a frightening man obsessed with Jewish mysticism, told a young Morris about the shedim. Malevolent spirits with the feet of a chicken that could be glimpsed only by way of an archaic cabalistic ritual that involved burning the placenta of a black cat.

         Baker’s mother chastised Zayde Leopold for scaring the children, but it was already too late. Morris couldn’t sleep soundly for a month after hearing the story, convinced he was being watched at night by a pair of glowing red eyes hovering above his bed. He would sometimes walk outside and scream at the sight of chicken footprints in the dirt, temporarily forgetting the fact that his family kept a coop in the backyard for fresh eggs and meat.

         Baker reached into the Continental’s glove compartment and pulled out his emergency bottle of schnapps. The alcohol warmed him up and also prepared him for the verbal beating he knew was about to take from the patriarch of 10046 Pangborn.

         He took one last look around, noticing how curtains twitched open to reveal brief glimpses of magnificent Christmas trees decorated with baubles and tinsel, and topped with the mandatory twinkling star. Several pairs of mistrustful eyes followed him up the drive, but he paid them no heed as he rapped his knuckles on the door.

         The door was opened by a distracted, red-haired man in a knit brown cardigan. “Margaret, stop flinging mashed potatoes at your sister!” he called over his shoulder. “Damn kids,” he added under his breath with a fatherly smile. That grin disappeared when his gaze landed on Baker.

         “Oh Christ,” said the man, immediately genuflecting. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

         “And a merry Christmas to you, too,” said Baker to his former partner on the LAPD, Brogan Abraham Connolly. “I see you decided to shave off those ridiculous muttonchops. You almost look like a regular member of society now.”

         Connolly’s smile returned and he pulled Baker into a crushing bear hug. “How are you, ya no-good Sheenie? Been wondering about you lately. No calls, no nothing.”

         “Sorry, Brogan. Been busy,” Baker wheezed. “I also didn’t want to get squeezed to death by a Mick bastard.”

         At last, Brogan let go, looking past Baker. Curious, Baker turned around to see one of the neighbors still glancing out their window. Brogan flipped them the bird and shouted, “Ah, go kiss a reindeer, Frank! And mind your own damned business!” The curtain twitched back into place. “Come on in,” Connolly said, moving aside. “We’ll have a drink, and you can tell me why you decided to ruin my Christmas.”

         It was delightfully warm inside the Connolly household, a one-story ranch whose entranceway branched off into a living area. A roaring fire crackled merrily next to the tree, torn wrapping paper strewn around its base, and Baker could hear the clink of knives and forks, as well as the laughter of Connolly’s two young daughters, coming from the kitchen down the hall.

         “Honey! Fix another plate!” Connolly shouted, closing the door. “We’ve got an unexpected guest.”

         “No need,” Baker said. “I won’t stay long.”

         “I’m not taking ‘no’ for an answer,” Connolly said. “You haven’t lived until you’ve tried Maeve’s roast turkey!” Then he lowered his voice conspiratorially. “No matter how dry it is, just smile and keep chewing until it goes down. If it gets stuck, ask Jesus to go easy on my wife when you see him.”

         Maeve Connolly came rushing down the hallway, wiping her hands on a flowery apron. “Oh, Morris!” she exclaimed. “How lovely to see you. Merry Christmas!”

         “Merry Christmas,” said Baker, returning her salutation with a smile.

         “We were wondering when you’d stop by,” she said, bestowing him with a delicate hug and kiss on the cheek. She was the polar opposite of her large and abrasive husband, but she could keep the man in line better than anyone Morris Baker had ever met during his years as a cop. “Brogan’s been so lonely at the office since you left. Please, come in and have some food. We’ve got plenty.”

         “I really don’t want to be a bother,” Baker said. “Just need a quick word with your charming husband here.”

         “If you’re sure,” Maeve said, looking Baker up and down as though she wanted to comment on how thin he looked. “Well, I’ll give you some mince pies to take home, shall I?”

         Connolly gave Baker a look that said, Don’t you dare refuse this one or she’ll have both our necks.

         “I’d be delighted. Thank you, Maeve,” Baker said with a small bow in her direction.

         Looking satisfied, Connolly’s wife bustled back into the kitchen, where she shouted: “Margaret! What did your father just tell you about flinging potatoes? Give me that fork, young lady!”

         “Over here,” Connolly said, guiding Baker into the living room. “Take a seat and sorry about the mess. Had to get my girls those damn Barbie dolls everyone’s been clamoring for. Was nearly trampled before I even got in the store.”

         “I should be the one apologizing,” Baker replied, sinking into the sofa near the hearth, turning his hands back and forth against the flames.

         “Whiskey okay?” Connolly asked.

         “Please.”

         Connolly walked over to a small wet bar set into the opposite wall and poured out two healthy measures of whiskey into glass tumblers. “You know,” he began, “I guess I shouldn’t be getting on your case for not calling. Phone’s wrecked anyway.”

         “Pardon?”

         Connolly pointed to a spot near Baker’s foot where a pile of shattered plastic and jumbled wiring sat in a tired heap. Had it not been for the handset and numbered rotary, Baker would have never known he was looking at the decimated corpse of a telephone.

         “Hueys keep trying to install those fucking bugs in the house,” Connolly explained. “Whenever they do, I just destroy the phone and blame it on one of the girls. Not sure how many more times I can keep getting away with it, though. We’re on our fifth phone and HUAC is recommending that my daughters be committed to the nearest mental asylum. They’re sending someone over tomorrow to put in another one. Like clockwork.”

         “I keep wondering when they’ll come for me,” Baker said. “Remember what Lonergan said at the diner?”

         “‘This isn’t over,’” supplied Connolly in a buffoonish imitation of the HUAC inspector who headed up the main Los Angeles branch in Echo Park. “They’ve got their hands full these days, I can tell you. Forgotten all about you, I’m sure. In fact, they probably feel like they owe you a debt of gratitude.”

         “How do you m—?”

         “Anywho, what are we drinking to?” Connolly asked, steamrolling over the question. “How about the good old days?”

         He walked over and handed Baker a glass, clinking it with his own.

         “If you say so,” Baker said. “Why are the Hueys installing bugs? Not attending any Communist meetings, now are you?”

         This drew a hearty laugh from his ex-partner and they both took large gulps of the amber liquid. Connolly let out a large belch, plopped into the overstuffed corduroy armchair opposite the sofa, and placed his feet on a matching ottoman.

         “So,” Connolly began, grunting with relaxation, “what brings you to my doorstep on the birthday of our lord and savior?”

         “Your lord and savior,” Baker corrected him, taking another sip of whiskey. “We disowned him a few centuries back, remember?” He angled his glass toward the agonized Jesus effigy carved into a large wooden crucifix hanging on the wall. “He’s all yours.”

         “Don’t get me started on you Christ Killers.”

         Connolly narrowed his eyes and Baker returned the look in kind. There was a moment of silence when the fire crackled, and Connolly’s daughters could be heard screaming at each other in the kitchen. Then both men burst out laughing, falling back into their old rhythm of trying to get a rise out of each other like a pair of immature schoolboys.

         “I really have missed this,” Connolly said, leaning forward to clink glasses with Baker again. “The office just isn’t the same without a Yid lurking about. And how I do miss the chase.”

         “Cushy desk job and pay raise not all it’s cracked up to be, Sergeant Connolly?”

         “Maeve likes that I’m no longer tracking dangerous murderers, and the hours are better. But I tell ya, sitting in one place all day long, pushing pencils, is more boring than staring at cow shit. Remember when we took down Mencken and Parker shouted himself hoarse? What a day that was! The most action I see nowadays is putting in a weekly order for typewriter ink or threatening to fire Hanscom if he doesn’t stop snorting that Guatemalan shit up his nose.”

         “Where’s Parker in all of this?”

         “Parker’s slowly been losing his autonomy after the little stunt you pulled with Lonergan at Merv’s last summer. The Hueys blame the chief for what they saw as a miniature revolution among the city’s ‘criminal’ elements. That’s the whole reason McCarthy’s tolerated Parker’s big mouth for so long. He was supposed to be keeping the Beaners, Chinks, and Blacks in their ‘rightful place.’ Away from the rest of us, that is. He’s been cracking down hard on minority communities since you left.”

         “I’ve noticed an influx of patrol cars over in my neck of the woods,” Baker said, referring to his apartment in the heart of Chinatown. “That’s what you meant by them owing me ‘debt of gratitude’?”

         “You proved their propaganda about Jews was right, Morris. Not that they needed it, but your behavior gave the Hueys a blank check to point to you and say, ‘We told you so.’”

         “So…what? They’re keeping me alive in the hopes that I prove them right again?”

         Connolly let out a jarring “Quack! Quack! You’re the golden goose.”

         “I can’t imagine Parker is too happy about all this.”

         Connolly let out a defeated sigh. “I know how close you and Parker were. But since you’re no longer with us, I don’t have to hold my tongue anymore. The chief may like to think of himself as high-minded, but if it weren’t for his apathy towards Communism, he’d probably make for an exemplary Huey. I don’t think he’s hired a new Negro or Hispanic officer since he took office. Despite all of that, he still failed in HUAC’s eyes. They’ve slowly been chipping away at Parker since the diner fiasco, and after that business with the kamikaze Korean kid, well…they had all the pretense they needed to absorb us.”

         “I haven’t heard about any of this,” Baker said. “Sullivan would’ve told me, surely.”

         “They’ve kept a tight lid on it, all right,” answered Connolly. “They keep promising it’ll only be temporary—that it’s in the interest of Los Angeles security, the usual crock. I’m not so inclined to take McCarthy’s Boys at their word. There’s rumblings of a larger plan to consolidate all of the country’s police forces under the president and HUAC.”

         “McCarthy’s trying to form his own goddamned SS?” sputtered Baker, choking on his whiskey.

         “Bingo. Make way for the American Gestapo! Here they come, goose-stepping by Pennsylvania Avenue!”

         “Christ—no wonder they’re bugging you,” Baker said. It spoke to the severity of the subject matter that Connolly didn’t object to Baker’s blaspheming. “I’d say I’m shocked, but I’m all out of voltage. Remember his election campaign when he riled up crowds everywhere he went?”

         “Do I remember?” Brogan asked, indignant. “Must’ve been…what? ’Fifty-one? ’Fifty-two? I was barely off my rookie days when he rolled into town with those goddamned Brownshirts of his. No better word for it. Thugs, the whole lot of them.”

         “McCarthy’s Minutemen,” Baker supplied, the alliteration leaving behind an acrid taste in his mouth. Nearly all of those men had gone on to become the first Hueys.

         “Exactly,” Brogan answered grimly, his eyes misting over with unpleasant memories.

         Ol’ Joe would get folks all hot and bothered with one of his fiery speeches about ‘Communists this’ and ‘Communists that.’ And once the crowd was nice and softened up, the Minutemen would cause a commotion and all hell would break loose. McCarthy then got to claim that the country was devolving into chaos and he was the only one who could set things right again—all while failing to mention that he was the one causing it all.

         “Stevenson didn’t stand a snowball’s chance in Hell,” Brogan added. “Thought Ike might’ve had him licked by contesting the votes, but that heart attack came out of nowhere.”

         “Oh, come on, Brogan,” Baker snorted in derision. “You don’t actually believe that’s what happened, do you?”

         If the old war hero’s death really was a random event, it couldn’t have come at a better time, when rumors of stuffed ballot boxes were running rampant in the papers. Eisenhower, who had thrown his support behind Adlai Stevenson after losing out on the Republican nomination to McCarthy, was found slumped over his desk at Columbia University just two days after publicly calling the 1952 election results into question.

         “Would it kill ya to just let me pretend that we live in a just world for five goddamned minutes?” Brogan asked. “I’m trying not to remember those days. They were dark times.”

         “Were?” prompted Baker. “I’m still waiting for the sun to rise over here.”

         “I’ll lend you a flashlight,” quipped Brogan. “To brighter days ahead, eh?” They clinked glasses again. “Anyway, I’m surprised you haven’t already heard about the HUAC merger,” Brogan added, lowering his voice. “You know…from Murrow.”

         “He’s MIA,” Baker admitted. “Joanna thinks he’s in hiding, letting the Yang business blow over. And you should be careful what you say about your new bosses, Brogan.”

         “Ah, fuck ’em. I should be fine, so long as I don’t try to seize the means of production. I tell you, Morris, you got out of that corrupt cesspool at just the right time. If you didn’t resign, you’d have been forced out by now. They’re cracking down harder than ever. But you’re free, aren’t you? You don’t answer to anyone!”

         “I wouldn’t go that far. Being a Jew isn’t exactly a walk in the park these days.”

         “I meant relatively speaking.”

         “The grass is always greener, my friend.”

         “Yeah, I suppose. Oh, while we’re on the subject of Jew-haters, how was your trip to Germany? I didn’t get a single postcard! You help get one of those Schmeissers the death sentence?”

         “I’ll tell you all about it some other time,” said Baker. He wasn’t exactly keen to recount what it was like to testify against a concentration camp guard who had tortured him during the war.

         “Sure, sure. So anyway, what do you need from me? And don’t say money.”

         “No.” Baker chuckled, draining his glass. “Wanted to see if you had any information on a guy by the name of Henry Kissinger. Big-shot advisor for the State Department who works under Nixon. Apparently went missing in the last week or so. Ring any bells?”

         Connolly got up to pour himself another drink. “The one who’s here for the Kishi tour?”

         “Yes!” Baker exclaimed, gratefully accepting a refill of his own. “Here,” he added, handing over the photograph given to him by Ann.

         “That’s him,” Connolly said, studying the photo. “His wife reported him missing at the end of November. I only remember because we were working with the feds on extra security for the events. His name kept crossing my desk, him being associated with Nixon and all. And when he disappeared, the case was given top priority. But like I say, that was about a month ago.”

         “Well, that’s very interesting…”

         “What is?”

         “His wife came to see me at my office this morning. Said he only went missing in the last week and asked me to find him. Didn’t say a single word about the LAPD being involved.”

         “Well, I don’t blame her for looking elsewhere. My guys can find neither hide nor hair of the guy. The investigation is still ongoing, but the odds get slimmer every day.”

         “So why didn’t she tell me she’d already gone to the police?”

         “Maybe she thought you’d think it a waste of your time if the trail was already colder than my plate of turkey in the other room.”

         “Yeah, maybe,” said Baker, grateful to have input from the man with whom he’d closed many homicide cases. “Were there any leads at all?”

         “None,” Connolly said, his voice now a little slurred from the drink. “The man simply left his hotel one morning and never came back.”

         “Who were the officers you assigned to the case?”

         “Bletchley and Pistone. You remember them, don’t you?”

         “Sure I do. You trust them?”

         “Hell no,” said Connolly without missing a beat. “I don’t trust anyone outside of myself, but of all the options left to me, Bletchley and Pistone are pretty reliable. What? You think there’s foul play involved with Kissinger?”

         “That’s what I’m being handsomely paid to find out.”

         Maeve came into the room at that moment, carrying a checkered cloth napkin bulging with homemade mince pies. She handed Baker the care package with another peck on the cheek.

         “Are you seeing anyone these days, Morris?” she asked.

         “Maeve…” Brogan said warningly.

         “It’s okay,” Baker told him. “Yeah, I am. As a matter of fact. Her name’s Shira.” He looked down at his watch, “In fact, I need to go pick her up now. I’m running a bit late. Thank you for the pies, Maeve. And thanks for the drink, Brogan. My apologies for intruding on your dinner.”

         “Not at all,” Maeve answered. “Do bring this mystery girl around for a meal sometime.”

         “And just let me know if you have any other questions,” Connolly said, standing up to shake his hand. “Oh, and a happy Hanukkah to you.” Baker looked shocked, prompting Connolly to let out a wet bray of laughter. “Didn’t expect that from me, did ya? Don’t worry, I ain’t converting to your side anytime soon. Heaven forbid.”

         “So how’d you know it’s Hanukkah tonight? I’m on the edge of my seat.”

         “Our new butcher’s a kike! Really knows his way around a ham.”

         “You know us Jews, Brogan,” Baker said, slurping down the last of his whiskey. “We’re just full of surprises.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         The sky had darkened into a shroud of inky blackness when he pulled up to Shira’s apartment building in Pico-Robertson at six o’clock on the dot. Shira stood on the curb, a large pot of cold borsht held in her gloved hands and an equally frosty look of anger on her face.

         He got out of the car and ran around to open the passenger door.

         “M’lady,” he said. Shira got in without saying a word. “Okay, I know I’m late,” he added. “I took on a new case this afternoon, needed to look into a few things, and lost track of time.” Still no answer. Slumping his shoulders in defeat, he slammed the door and walked back the driver’s side. He sat with his hands on the wheel for a moment. “I know you’re angry,” he said, “but let’s not bring it to the potluck, okay? If you’ve got something to say, Shira, just say it.”

         Shira Abramovitch looked over at him with those piercingly hazel eyes he’d initially fallen for at Ohev Shalom two summers ago. Like him, she didn’t enjoy talking about her experiences during the war, though he often wondered if those ravishing and vaguely hypnotic eyes had helped her survive the horrors of Auschwitz, where she’d worked as a seamstress for Commandant Rudolf Höss.

         “I’ve been waiting outside for the last hour,” she said with a thick Slavic intonation that recalled her Belarusian homeland.

         She sounded calm, but the sloshing borsht in her lap betrayed the fact that her knees were shaking—a sign of suppressed rage or a by-product of the cold. Most likely a combination of both. He stared at her, slack-jacked and aware that a fight was brewing. It wasn’t their first and it would most certainly not be their last.

         “Well, that was stupid,” he said without thinking. “Why not just wait inside?”

         “Because if I did, Mrs. Maisel would’ve talked my ear off until Mashiach came.”

         Now it was his turn to remain silent. Shira did have a valid point—Mrs. Maisel, an elderly tenant of the building—had a penchant for droning conversations that qualified as “cruel and unusual punishment” under the terms of the US Constitution.

         “It is now six o’ clock,” Shira continued. “Do you remember what time you promised to pick me up at?”

         “Five thirty,” he mumbled.

         “What was that?”

         “Five!” he bellowed. “Damnit, Shira! I told you I was working a new case. I’m sorry! What else do you want from me? I have to make a living, don’t I?”

         “I don’t want an apology!” she shouted back. “How many times have we been over this? I want you to communicate with me! Pick up the phone for once. And even when you are with me, your mind seems to be somewhere else. I don’t think I can handle being the second most important thing in your life for much longer.”

         “Of course you’re important to me!” He tried to run a hand through Shira’s dark brown hair and she jerked away.

         “You have a funny way of showing it, Morris. If you just laid off the booze once in a while.”

         “What did you just—?”

         “That’s right, I can smell it on your breath. The entire car smells like a distillery. You promised me you’d stop.”

         Another valid point. He did promise, and for a while there, things seemed to be going pretty well, didn’t they? He’d cut back on the drink and tried his hardest to be a standup boyfriend and member of the community. So where had it all gone wrong? At what point did Morris Baker revert to the old fuck-up role he excelled at playing? It was hard to say.

         A string of late nights and frustrating dead ends working a case had the power to drive a man back to the bottle faster than a fly sensing a fresh pile of turds pinched out of a dog’s rear end.

         But it was more than that. He’d gone into business for himself with the naive idea of tearing down the bureaucratic red tape like a bunch of Christmas wrapping paper and doing some good in the world. Genuine good. The kind of sentimental schmaltz that was said to warm your heart right up.

         There was only one drawback: People didn’t much want to be helped. They continued to lie, cheat, murder, steal, abandon their spouses, and dodge your calls—not giving two shits whether you were a shamus or a private dick. All Baker had done was opt for a measly title change.

         Maybe it wasn’t so hard to say after all. He could have spoken this aloud and apologized. It might’ve ended the trouble right then and there.

         “How many times are we going to have this fight, Shira? Huh?” exploded Baker. Now his anger was getting the best of him and he gripped the steering wheel until the tips of his fingers turned white. “I’m trying to help people in this town who’ve got nowhere left to turn. We of all people know what it’s like to be thrown overboard without a life jacket. What we saw and did during the war? All of that shit is happening again right here, right now—and I’m done turning a blind eye to it all. People are scared, and you’re asking for a measly fucking phone call?”

         He felt disgusted with himself as soon as the diatribe left his lips. Shira felt neglected—and rightly so—and here he was, blaming her for his own emotional inadequacies.

         “Forget it,” Shira muttered. “We’re late as it is. Oh damn!”

         “What is it?”

         “I forgot the sour cream.”

         “I can wait while you—”

         “No, I can’t risk a run-in with Mrs. Maisel. Let’s just go. And can you turn the heat on? It’s freezing in here.” She wrapped her arms around her midsection, revealing the blue, tattooed numbers inked into the pale flesh of her left forearm.

         “It’s broken.”

         “Typical. You know, Isaac says—”

         “Oh great! Here we go again! Let’s hear what the great Isaac Kremnitzer has to say! You really should just fuck him at this point and be done with it, Shira.”

         That did it. Looking as though he’d just slapped her across the face, she turned away. It was times like these when Baker pined for the days of his last girlfriend, Elizabeth Short, who didn’t mind his erratic hours and emotional distance. Liz might have been a bissel crazy for reporting him to HUAC that one time, but she had certainly been less of a handful than Shira was.
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