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PROLOGUE


The sky above the San Fernando Valley that Saturday morning was a deep blue, washed clean of the dirt and chemical particulates that typically color L.A. air by a breeze that burbled out of the San Gabriel Mountains and over the flat valley floor and across the high ridge of the Santa Monica Mountains. Mulholland Drive snakes along the crest of the Santa Monicas, and, if you were walking along Mulholland as Sandra Bernson and her father were doing that morning, you would have been able to look south almost forty miles across the Los Angeles basin to the tip of the Long Beach Peninsula or north some thirty-five miles across the San Fernando Valley and through the Newhall Pass to the deep purples of the Santa Susana mountains and the peaks surrounding Lake Castaic. It was a day of unusual clarity, the far horizons magnified as if by some rare trick of optical law that might even allow you to see into the lives of the sleeping millions in the valleys below. Sandra Bernson later said that as she watched the small private airplanes floating into and out of Van Nuys Airport in the center of the valley that morning, she imagined them to be flying carpets. On mornings like these, she later said, it was easy to believe in magic.


Sandra was a fifteen-year-old honor student at the prestigious Harvard-Westlake School, and her father, Dave Bernson, was a television writer and producer of moderate success, then working as the supervising producer of a popular series on the Fox Television network. The Bernsons lived in a contemporary home on a small private road off Mulholland Drive in Sherman Oaks, approximately one mile west of Beverly Glen, and they left their home at exactly 6:42 that morning. Both Sandra and Dave were able to tell investigators their exact departure time because it was Dave’s habit to call out when their walks began so that they could time themselves. They intended to walk east along Mulholland to Warren Beatty’s home approximately one mile east of Beverly Glen, where they planned to reverse course and return. Their typical walk would cover four miles round-trip and take almost exactly fifty minutes. On this particular Saturday, however, they never made it to Beatty’s and they didn’t complete the walk.


On this Saturday, Sandra Bernson saw the deer.


They proceeded east from their home, climbing one of Mulholland’s steeper grades to a high, flat stretch of road abreast Stone Canyon Reservoir. That was Sandra’s favorite part of the walk because she could see the valley to the north and the reservoir to the south, and just before they came to Beverly Glen Canyon they would reach the Stone Canyon overlook. The overlook is built into the top of a little knoll there beside Mulholland, with manicured walks and observation points and benches if you want to sit and admire what realtors like to call a 360-degree jetliner view. Sandra remembers that as she and her father reached the top of the overlook she saw the deer creeping up from the valley side of Mulholland, sniffing and listening, and she whispered to her father, ‘Look, Dad!’


‘Mule deer. See the size of his ears? It’s a buck, but he’s already shed his horns. See the knobs above his eyes?’


The deer heard them. It looked in their direction, its huge ears cocked forward, and then it bounded across Mulholland and the overlook’s little parking lot and disappeared. Sandra said, ‘I wanna see where he goes!’


She slid across the overlook’s low wall and ran to the edge of the knoll just as the buck vanished near a cut in the slope that had caught a lot of dead brush and beer cans and newspapers and brown plastic garbage bags. Dave arrived at her side a moment later. Everything caught by the cut looked old and dusty and weathered as if it had been there for a very long time, except for the garbage bags. They looked shiny and new, and Sandra was using them as a landmark to point out to Dave where she had last seen the mule deer when she saw the hand sticking out of the bags. The nail polish was very red and seemed to gleam in the breathtakingly clear morning sun.


It never entered Dave’s mind that the hand might be a movie prop or belong to a mannequin; the moment he saw it he knew it was real. It looked real, and it also looked dead. Dave recalls that he considered working his way down to the body, but then says that he remembered things like clues and evidence, and so he led his daughter back to Mulholland where they flagged down a passing Westec private security car. The security cop, a twenty-eight-year-old ex-Marine named Chris Bell, parked his unit and went to see for himself, then returned to his car and reported the find to the Westec offices. In less than eight minutes, two LAPD patrol units arrived on the scene. The uniforms observed the hand protruding from the plastic, but, as had Dave Bernson, decided not to venture down the slope. The uniforms relayed their observations in code by radio, then secured the area to await the arrival of the detectives.


Dave Bernson offered to wait also, but by that time Sandra had to pee really bad, so one of the uniforms drove them home. Forty minutes after Sandra Bernson and her father were returned to their home, and thirty-nine minutes after Sandra began calling her friends just as quickly as she could to tell them about this incredibly gross thing that had just happened, the first detective unit arrived on the scene.


*


Detective Sergeant Dan ‘Tommy’ Tomsic and Detective-two Angela Rossi were in the first car. Tomsic was a powerfully built man who’d spent a dozen years on the street before making the transfer to detectives. He had almost thirty years on the job, and he viewed the world through suspicious, unblinking eyes. Angela Rossi was thirty-four years old, with twelve years on the job, and had been Tomsic’s partner for only five weeks. Rossi spoke her mind, was entirely too confrontational, and, because of this, she had trouble keeping partners. So far Tomsic didn’t seem bothered, but that was probably because he ignored her.


Eleven minutes after the first car, the senior detectives arrived on the scene. Detective Sergeant Lincoln Gibbs was a tall, thin African-American with mocha-colored skin, a profoundly receding hairline, and tortoise-shell spectacles. He looked like a college professor, which was a look he cultivated. He had twenty-eight years on the job, less than Tomsic, but more time in grade as a detective sergeant, so Linc Gibbs would be in charge. He arrived with Detective-three Pete Bishop, a twenty-two-year veteran with an M.A. in psychology and five divorces. Bishop rarely spoke, but was known to make copious notes, which he referred to often. He had a measured IQ of 178 and a drinking problem. He was currently in twelve-step.


The four detectives got the story from the uniforms and the Westec cop, then went to the edge of the overlook and stared down at the hand. Gibbs said, ‘Anybody been down there?’


One of the uniforms said, ‘No, sir. It’s undisturbed.’


The detectives searched the ground for anything that might present itself as evidence – scuff marks, drops of blood, footprints, that kind of thing. There were none. They could see the path that the body had followed as it slid down the slope. Scuffs on the soil, broken and bent plants, dislodged rocks. Linc followed the trail with his eyes and figured that the body had been dumped from a point just at the rear of the parking lot. The body was between twelve and fifteen yards down a damned steep slope. Someone would have to go down, and that presented certain problems. You wouldn’t want to follow the same path as the body because that might disturb evidence. That meant they’d have to find another route, only everything else was steeper and the drop-off more pronounced. Linc was thinking that it might take mountaineering gear when Angela Rossi said, ‘I can get down there.’


The three male detectives looked at her.


‘I’ve done some rock climbing in Chatsworth and I work terrain like this all the time when I’m backpacking.’ She pointed out her route. ‘I can work my way down the slide over there, then traverse back and come up under the body. No sweat.’


Dan Tomsic said, ‘That goddamned soil is like sand. It won’t hold your weight.’


‘It’s no sweat, Dan. Really.’


Rossi looked like the athletic type, and Gibbs knew that she had run in the last two L.A. marathons. Tomsic sucked down three packs a day and Bishop had the muscle tone of Jell-O. Rossi was also fifteen years younger than the rest of them, and she wanted to go. Gibbs gave his permission, told her to take the camera, and Angela Rossi went back to the car to trade her Max Avante pumps for a busted-out pair of New Balance running shoes. She reappeared a minute later, and Gibbs, Tomsic, and the others watched as she worked her way down to the body. Tomsic frowned as he watched, but Gibbs nodded in approval – Rossi seemed graceful and confident in her movements. Tomsic was praying that she wouldn’t lose her balance and break her damned neck – one slip and she’d flop ass over teapot another sixty or eighty yards down the slope.


Down below, Rossi never once entertained the notion that she might fall. She was feeling absolutely confident and more than a little jazzed that it was she who had taken the lead in recovering the body. If you took the lead you got the promotions, and Rossi made no secret that she wanted to become LAPD’s first female chief of detectives. It was a goal she had aggressively pursued since her days at the academy and, though there had been what she called her Big Setback, she still hoped that she could get her career back on track and pull it off.


When Rossi reached the body, she could smell it. The sun was rising and the dark plastic was heating quickly and holding the heat. As water evaporated from the body it collected on the plastic’s inner surface, and, Rossi knew, it would be humid and damp inside the bag. The victim’s abdomen would swell and the gases of decay would vent. Decomposition had begun.


Linc called down to her, ‘Try not to move the body. Just take the snaps and peel back the bags.’


Rossi used the Polaroid to fix the body’s position for the record, then pulled on rubber surgical gloves and touched the wrist, checking for a pulse. She knew that there would be none, but she had to check anyway. The skin was pliant but the muscles beneath were stiff. Rigor.


Rossi couldn’t see much, as yet, but the body appeared intact and double-bagged in two dark brown plastic garbage bags. The bags were secured around the body with silver duct tape, but the job appeared to have been done hastily. The bags had parted and the hand had plopped out. Angela Rossi peeled the bags apart to expose the shoulder and head of a blonde Caucasian woman who appeared to be in her early thirties. The woman was clothed in what looked like a pale blue Banana Republic T-shirt that was splattered with blood. The woman’s left eye was open but her right eye was closed, and the tip of her tongue protruded between small, perfect teeth. The hair on the back and right side of her head was ropey and matted with blood. Much of the blood was dried, but there was a shiny, wet quality to much of it, also. The skull at that portion of the hair appeared depressed and dark, and brain matter and ridges of white skull were obvious. The woman’s nose was straight and her features rectangular and contoured. In life, she would’ve been pretty. Angela Rossi had an immediate sense that the woman looked familiar.


Tomsic yelled down, ‘Don’t pitch a goddamned tent down there. What’s the deal?’


Rossi hated it when he spoke to her that way, but she clenched her jaw and took it. She’d been taking it more and smarting off less since the Big Setback. Anything to resurrect the career. She called back without looking at them. ‘Caucasian female. Early thirties. Blunt force trauma to the back of the head.’ She pushed the garbage bag back farther, exposing the victim’s head and shoulders. She saw no additional injuries and wanted to peel back the bags even farther, but was concerned that the body would dislodge and tumble down the slope, possibly taking her with it. She took more pictures, then said, ‘The blood around the wound appears to be tacky, and it’s wet in some spots. She hasn’t been here long.’


Bishop said, ‘Lividity?’


‘A little, but it could be bruising.’


Above her, Linc Gibbs was growing impatient with all the conversation. He didn’t like Rossi perched on such a steep slope, and he wanted to call in the criminalist. He said, ‘What about a weapon?’ Murderers almost always dumped the murder weapon with the body.


He watched Rossi lean across the body and feel around the bags. She moved out of sight twice, and each time he tasted acid because he thought she’d fallen. Another Tagamet day. He remembers that he was just getting ready to ask her what in hell was taking so long when she said, ‘Don’t see anything, but it could be under the body or in the bag.’


Gibbs nodded. ‘Leave it for the criminalist. Take some more pix and get back up here.’


Rossi took the remainder of the roll, then worked her way back up the slope. When she reached the top, the others crowded around to see the pictures. All of the male detectives pulled out reading glasses except for Gibbs, who wore bifocals.


One of the uniformed cops said, ‘Hey. She looks like somebody.’


Rossi said, ‘I thought so, too.’


She didn’t look like anyone to Gibbs. ‘You guys recognize her?’


Bishop was turning the pictures round and round, as if seeing the victim from every possible view was important. All the turning was making Tomsic nauseated. Bishop said, ‘Her name is Susan Martin.’


The Westec cop said, ‘Holy Christ, you’re right. Teddy Martin’s wife.’


All four detectives looked at him.


The Westec cop said, ‘They live right over here in Benedict Canyon. It’s on my route.’ Benedict Canyon was less than one mile from the overlook.


Gibbs said, ‘I’ll be damned.’


The four detectives later testified that they thought pretty much the same thing at the same time. Teddy Martin meant money and, more important than money, political power, and that meant the case would require special handling. Dan Tomsic remembers thinking that he wished he had called in sick that day so some other asshole would’ve answered the call. Special cases always meant special trouble, and investigating officers almost always caught the short end of the deal. Teddy Martin was a rich boy who’d made himself even richer; a successful restaurateur and businessman who used his wealth to cultivate friends and social position and notoriety. He was always having dinner with city councilmen and movie stars, and he was always in the newspaper for giving millions of dollars to all the right causes. Tomsic knew the name because Teddy Martin had opened a new theme restaurant with a couple of movie star partners that his wife had been nagging him to take her to. He’d been foot-dragging because he knew it’d cost sixty bucks for a couple of pieces of fish just so the wife could eyeball some second-rate movie props and maybe some closet-fag actor. Tomsic hated guys like Teddy Martin, but he kept it to himself. Guys like Teddy Martin were headline grabbers and almost always phonies, but a phony with the right connections could end your career.


Pete Bishop said, ‘It’s gonna be a headliner. We’d better call the boss.’


Gibbs said, ‘Use your cell phone. You put it on the radio, we’ll have media all over us. Tommy, see if there’s anything on the wire.’


Angela Rossi walked with Tomsic and Bishop back to their units. Fine soil and foxtails had worked down into her running shoes and between her toes, so she sat in the backseat of her radio car and cleaned her feet with a Handiwipe before changing back into her Max Avantes. While she sat in the car, Tomsic and Bishop stood apart from each other in the overlook’s parking lot, each talking into their respective cell phones.


By the time Rossi finished cleaning her feet and had rejoined Gibbs at the top of the slope, both Tomsic and Bishop were off their phones. Tomsic said, ‘Nothing on the board about a Susan Martin.’


Bishop said, ‘I called the boss and notified the coroner. Criminalists are on the way, and the boss is coming out.’ The boss was the detective captain who oversaw the Westside detectives. When he reached the scene, everyone knew he’d decide whether Gibbs would keep the case or it would be reassigned to someone else. Gibbs knew that because of Mr Martin’s stature, the case would almost certainly be assigned to one of the elite robbery-homicide units downtown. He had no problem with that.


Gibbs said, ‘Okay, we’d better notify Mr Martin and see what he says.’ He looked at the Westec guy. ‘You know where they live?’


‘Sure. I’ll take you over, you want.’


Gibbs started for his car. ‘Okay. Let’s go.’


Bishop was shaking his head. ‘We’d better stick around for the boss, Linc.’


Tomsic said, ‘Angie and I’ll go.’


Angela Rossi later said that if she’d known where it was going to lead, she would have shot Tomsic right there.


Dan Tomsic and Angela Rossi followed the Westec guy east along Mulholland to Benedict, then south down through the canyon into a lush winding world of million-dollar homes and Mercedes convertibles. Most of the homes were new and modern, but the Westec guy pulled off the road in front of a Mediterranean mansion that could have been a hundred years old. A big mortar wall with an ornate iron gate protected the mansion from the street, the wall laced by delicate ivy with tiny, blood-red leaves. The wall was cracked and crumbling beneath the ivy, but you could see the cracks only if you took your time and looked between the vines. A gate phone stood to the left of the drive so you could identify yourself before being buzzed in. Tomsic figured the grounds for four or five acres, and the house beyond for maybe twenty thousand square feet. Tomsic and his wife and four children were squeezed into a twenty-two-hundred-square-foot cracker box in Simi Valley, but those were the breaks. Anyone could be a cop, but it took real talent to serve bad food in an overpriced restaurant.


They were getting out of the car when Angie said, ‘The gate’s open.’


The big wrought-iron gate was open maybe nine or ten inches. You didn’t live behind walls and gates and security cops, then leave the front gate open so that any stray goofball or passing psycho could come inside and make himself at home. Tomsic remembers that his first thought on seeing the open gate was that they would find a body inside.


They went to the gate and pressed the button on the call box twice, but they got no answers. Angie said, ‘We don’t need to wait for a warrant, do we?’


Tomsic said, ‘Shit.’ He pushed at the gate and went through.


The Westec guy said, ‘We can’t just walk in, can we?’ He looked nervous. ‘I’ll call the office and they can ring the house.’


Tomsic ignored him, and Rossi followed Tomsic toward the house.


The drive was hand-laid Mexican pavers and had probably cost more than Tomsic’s house, his two cars, and the quarter interest he owned in a Big Bear Lake cabin combined. The mansion itself was built of mortar and rough-hewn wooden beams and was finished with an ancient Spanish tile roof. A healthy growth of ivy covered the ground along the east side of the drive, nestling up to a couple of monstrous podocarpus trees before continuing around a four-car-garage. Each car had its own door, and the whole effect was more that of a stable than a garage. A large fountain sat just off the front entry, trickling water.


Tomsic thought that it looked like the kind of house that Errol Flynn might’ve owned. His wife would love the place, but Tomsic knew that most of the old stars, just like most of the new stars, were perverts and scumbags, and if you knew the things that went on in places like this you wouldn’t be so thrilled with being here. Normal people didn’t go into the movie business. Movie people were shitbirds with serious emotional problems who kept their secret lives hidden. Just like most lawyers and all politicians. Tomsic completely believed this, probably because everything he’d seen in almost thirty years on the job confirmed it. Of course, Tomsic had never in his thirty years shared what he knew with his wife because he didn’t want to rain on her parade. It was easier to let her think he was a grump.


Nothing seemed amiss. No bodies were floating in the fountain and no cars were parked crazily on the front lawn. The massive front door was closed and appeared undamaged. A large ornate knocker hung in the center of the door, but there was also a bell. Tomsic pressed the button, then used the knocker. Loud. The Westec guy came running up behind them. ‘Hey, take it easy. You’re gonna break it.’ His face was white.


Angie said, ‘Stay back, okay? We don’t know what we have here.’


Tomsic glanced at Angie and shook his head. Fuckin’ Westec geek, worried about losin’ the account. Angie rolled her eyes.


Tomsic slammed at the door two more times without getting an answer and was starting back to the car when the door opened and Theodore ‘Teddy’ Martin blinked out. Martin was a medium-sized man, a little shorter than average, with pale, delicate skin. He was unshaven and drawn with hollow, red-rimmed eyes. Tomsic says that he would’ve bet that the guy had spent most of the night blasted on coke or crystal meth. ‘Mr Martin?’


Martin nodded, his head snapping up and down. He was wearing baggy gray sweatpants and no shirt. His torso was soft and undeveloped and covered with a thick growth of fine hair. He squinted against the bright morning sun. ‘Yeah, sure. What do you want?’


Both Tomsic and Angela Rossi later testified that Tomsic badged him and identified himself as a detective with the Los Angeles Police Department. Angela Rossi noted that Teddy Martin never looked at the badge. He kept his eyes on Tomsic and blinked harder as if something were in his eyes. Angela Rossi thought at the time that he might have allergies. Tomsic said, ‘Mr Martin, does a woman named Susan Martin live here with you?’


When Tomsic asked the question, Angela Rossi says that Teddy Martin took a single sharp breath and said, ‘Oh, my Christ, they killed her, didn’t they?’


People say the damnedest things.


Tomsic took Rossi aside, gave her his cell phone, and told her to call Gibbs and tell him to get over here. Rossi walked out to the drive and made the call. When she returned to the house, Tomsic and Teddy Martin and the Westec geek were inside, Tomsic and Martin sitting on an antique bench in the entry. Teddy Martin was blubbering like a baby. ‘I did everything they said. I did everything, and they said they’d let her go. Jesus Christ. Oh, Jesus, tell me this isn’t happening.’


Tomsic was sitting very close to Martin and his voice was soft. He could make it soft whenever he wanted to calm people. ‘You’re saying she was kidnapped?’


Martin sucked great gulps of air as if he couldn’t breathe. ‘Christ, yes, of course she was kidnapped.’ He put his face in his hands and wailed. ‘I did everything they said. I gave them every nickel. They said they’d let her go.’


Angela Rossi said, ‘You gave someone money?’


Martin waved his hands, like a jumble of words were floating around him and he had to grab hold of the ones he wanted to use. ‘Half a million dollars. Just like they said. I did everything exactly the way they said. They promised they’d let her go. They promised.’


Tomsic gently took Teddy’s wrists and pushed his hands down. He said, ‘Tell me what happened, Mr Martin. You want to tell me what happened? Can you do that?’


Martin seemed to regain control of himself and rubbed at his eyes. He said, ‘I came home Thursday night and she was gone. Then this guy calls and says he’s got Susan and he puts her on. I think it was around eight o’clock.’


Rossi distinctly remembers asking, ‘You spoke with her?’


‘She was crying. She said she couldn’t see anything and then the guy came back and he told me that if I didn’t give them the five hundred thousand they’d kill her. I could hear her screaming. I could hear her crying.’


Tomsic said, ‘Did you recognize this man’s voice?’


‘No. No, I asked him who he was and he said I should call him James X.’


Tomsic glanced at Rossi and raised his eyebrows. ‘James X?’


‘He said they were watching the house. He said they if I called the police and they would kill her. Oh, Jesus, I was so scared.’ Teddy Martin stood, taking deep breaths and rubbing his stomach as if it hurt. ‘He said I should get the money and he would call tomorrow and tell me what to do with it.’


Angie said, ‘Tomorrow was yesterday?’


Martin nodded. ‘That’s right. Friday. I got the money just like he said. All in hundreds. He wanted hundreds. Then I came back here and waited for his call.’


Tomsic said, ‘You just walked into the bank and got five hundred thousand dollars?’


Teddy Martin snapped him an angry look. ‘Of course not. My business manager arranged it. He cashed bonds. Something like that. He wanted to know why I wanted the money and I told him not to ask.’


Rossi saw Tomsic frown. Tomsic prompted Martin to continue. ‘Okay. So you got the money, then came back here to wait.’


Martin nodded again. ‘I guess it was around four, something like that, when he called. He told me to put the money in a garbage bag and bring it to a parking lot just off Mulholland at the four-o-five. They have a little lot there for people who carpool. He told me that there was a dumpster, and I should put the money into the dumpster, then go home. He said they would give me exactly twelve minutes to get there, and if I was late they’d know I was working with the police and they’d kill Susan. They said I should just drop the money and leave, and that after I was gone they’d pick up the money and count it and if everything was okay they’d let Susan go. They said it probably wouldn’t be until nine or ten with the counting.’ He sat again and started rocking. ‘I did everything just like they said and I’ve been waiting all night. I never heard from them again. I never heard from Susan. When you rang the bell I thought you were her.’ Teddy Martin put his face in his hands and sobbed. ‘I made it in the twelve minutes. I swear to God I made it. I was driving like a maniac.’


Tomsic told Angie to take the cell phone again, call Gibbs, and this time tell him to have someone check the dumpster. She left, and Tomsic stayed with Martin and the Westec guy. Rossi was gone for only four or five minutes, but when she returned she looked burned around the edges. He said, ‘You get Gibbs?’


She didn’t answer the question. Instead, she said, ‘Dan, may I see you, please?’


Tomsic followed her outside to the ivy alongside the expensive Mexican drive. She took out her pen, pushed aside some leaves, and exposed a ball peen hammer clotted with blond hair and bits of pink matter. Tomsic said, ‘I’ll be damned.’


Rossi said, ‘I was just looking around when I saw it. The handle was sticking up out of the ivy.’


Tomsic stared at the hammer for several seconds, noticing that a single black ant was crawling in the pink matter. Tomsic made the same whistling sound that he’d made at the Stone Canyon overlook when he’d seen the body. Angela Rossi then said, ‘He killed her, didn’t he, Dan?’


Lincoln Gibbs and Pete Bishop turned into the drive as she said it. Dan Tomsic, who had a million years on the job and whose opinion as a professional cynic almost everyone valued, glanced at the mansion and said, ‘The sonofabitch killed her, all right, but now we have to convict him.’


‘Hey, we’ve got this guy, Dan! He’s ours!’


Dan Tomsic stared at her with the disdain he reserved for shitbirds, defense attorneys, and card-carrying members of the ACLU. He said, ‘It’s easier to cut off your own goddamned leg than convict a rich man in this state, detective. Haven’t you been around long enough to know that?’


It was the last thing that Dan Tomsic said to her that day.


Susan Martin’s murder made the evening news, as did the events that followed.


I was able, months later, to piece together the events of that Saturday morning from police reports, participant interviews, court testimony, and newspaper articles, but I couldn’t tell you what I was doing when I heard, or where I was or who I was with. It didn’t seem important.


I did not think, nor did I have reason to believe, that Susan Martin’s murder and everything that grew from it would have such a profound and permanent impact upon my life.





CHAPTER 1


Jonathan Green came to my office on a hazy June morning with an entourage of three attorneys, a videographer, and an intense young woman lugging eight hundred pounds of sound recording equipment. The videographer shoved past the attorneys and swung his camera around my office, saying, ‘This is just what we need, Jonathan! It’s real, it’s colorful, it’s L.A.!’ He aimed his camera at me past the Mickey Mouse phone and began taping. ‘Pretend I’m not here.’


I frowned at him, and he waved toward the lawyers. ‘Don’t look at me. At them. Look at them.’


I looked at them. ‘What is this?’ I was expecting Green and an attorney named Elliot Truly, but not the others. Truly had arranged the meeting.


A man in his mid-forties wearing an immaculately tailored blue Armani suit said, ‘Mr Cole? I’m Elliot Truly. This is Jonathan Green. Thanks for seeing us.’


I shook hands with Truly first, then Green. Green looked exactly the way he had the two times I’d seen him on 60 Minutes, once when he defended an abortion rights activist accused of murder in Texas and once when he defended a wealthy textile manufacturer accused of murder in Iowa. The Texas case was popular and the Iowa case wasn’t, but both were victories for the defense.


The videographer scrambled backward across the office to fit us into his frame, the woman with the sound gear hustling to stay behind the camera as they captured the moment of our first meeting. Armstrong steps onto the moon; the Arabs and the Israelis sign a peace accord; Jonathan Green meets the private detective. The woman with the sound equipment bumped into my desk and the videographer slammed against the file cabinet. The little figures of Jiminy Cricket on the cabinet fell over and the framed photo of Lucy Chenier tottered. I frowned at him again. ‘Be careful.’


The videographer waved some more. ‘Don’t look at me! Not at me! You’ll ruin the shot!’


I said, ‘If you break anything, I’ll ruin more than the shot.’


Green seemed embarrassed. ‘This is tiresome, Elliot. We have business here, and I’m afraid we’re making a bad impression on Mr Cole.’


Truly touched my arm, trying to mitigate the bad impression. ‘They’re from Inside News. They’re doing a six-part documentary on Jonathan’s involvement in the case.’


The woman with the sound equipment nodded. ‘The inner workings of the Big Green Defense Machine.’


I said, ‘Big Green Defense Machine?’


The videographer stopped taping and looked me up and down as if he found me lacking but wasn’t quite sure how. Then it hit him. ‘Don’t you have a gun?’ He glanced around the office as if there might be one hanging on a wall hook.


‘A gun?’


He looked at Truly. ‘He should be wearing a gun. One of those things under the arm.’ He was a small man with furry arms.


Truly frowned. ‘A shoulder holster?’


The woman nodded. ‘A hat would be nice. Hats are romantic.’


I said, ‘Truly.’


Jonathan Green’s face clouded. ‘I apologize, Mr Cole. They’ve been with us for the past week and it’s becoming offensive. If it bothers you, I’ll ask them to leave.’


The videographer grew frantic. ‘Hey, forget the gun. I was just trying to make it a little more entertaining, that’s all.’ He crouched beside the water cooler and lifted his camera. ‘You won’t even know we’re here. I promise.’


Truly pursed his lips at me. My call.


I made a little shrug. ‘The people who come to me usually don’t want a record of what we discuss.’


Jonathan Green chuckled. ‘It may come to that, but let’s hope not.’ He went to the French doors that open onto the little balcony, then looked at the picture of Lucy Chenier. ‘Very pretty. Your wife?’


‘A friend.’


He nodded, approving. When he nodded, the two lesser attorneys nodded, too. No one had bothered to introduce them, but they didn’t seem to mind.


Jonathan Green sat in one of the leather director’s chairs across from my desk and the two lesser attorneys went to the couch. Truly stayed on his feet. The videographer noticed the Pinocchio clock on the wall, then hustled around to the opposite side of my desk so that he could get both me and the clock in frame. The Pinocchio clock has eyes that move side to side as it tocks. Photogenic. Like Green.


Jonathan Green had a firm handshake, clear eyes, and a jawline not dissimilar to Dudley Do-Right’s. He was in his early sixties, with graying hair, a beach-club tan, and a voice that was rich and comforting. A minister’s voice. He wasn’t a handsome man, but there was a sincerity in his eyes that put you at ease. Jonathan Green was reputed to be one of the top five criminal defense attorneys in America, with a success rate in high-profile criminal defense cases of one hundred percent. Like Elliot Truly, Jonathan Green was wearing an impeccably tailored blue Armani suit. So were the lesser attorneys. Maybe they got a bulk discount. I was wearing impeccably tailored black Gap jeans, a linen aloha shirt, and white Reebok sneakers. Green said, ‘Did Elliot explain why we wanted to see you?’


‘You represent Theodore Martin. You need investigators to help in the defense effort.’ Theodore ‘Teddy’ Martin had been arrested for Susan Martin’s murder and was awaiting trial. He had gone through two prior defense attorneys, hadn’t been happy with them, and had recently hired Jonathan Green. All the hirings and firings had been covered big time by the local media.


Green nodded. ‘That’s right. Mr Cole, I’ve spoken at length with Teddy and I believe that he’s innocent. I want your help in proving it.’


I smiled. ‘Moi?’


The videographer edged in closer. I raised a finger at him. Unh-unh-unnh. He edged back.


Truly said, ‘We’ve talked to people, Mr Cole. You’ve an outstanding reputation for diligence, and your integrity is above reproach.’


‘How about that.’ I glanced at the camera and wiggled my eyebrows. The videographer frowned and lowered the lens.


Jonathan Green leaned toward me, all business. ‘What do you know about the case?’


‘I know what everybody knows. I watch the news.’ You couldn’t read the Times or watch local television without knowing the business about James X and the five hundred thousand dollars and the dumpster. I’d heard Theodore Martin’s sound-bite version of it ten thousand times, but I’d also heard the DA’s sound-bite version, too, that Teddy and Susan weren’t getting along, that Susan had secretly consulted a divorce attorney and told a friend that she was planning a divorce, and that Teddy had offed her to keep her from walking away with half of his estimated one-hundred-twenty-million-dollar fortune. I said, ‘From what I hear, the police have a pretty good case.’


‘They believe they have, yes. But I don’t think all the facts are in.’ Green smiled and laced his fingers across a knee. It was a warm smile, tired and knowing. ‘Did you know that Teddy and Susan loved to cook?’


I shook my head. That one had slipped right by me.


‘Teddy arrived home early that night, and they had no engagements, so the two of them decided to cook something elaborate and fun. They spent the next couple of hours making a pepper-roasted pork tenderloin with wild cherry sauce. Teddy makes the sauce with fresh cherries, only they didn’t have any, so he ran out to get some.’


Truly took a step toward me and licked points off his fingers. ‘We have the receipt and the cashier whom Teddy paid. That’s where he was when Susan was kidnapped.’


Green spread his hands. ‘And then there’s the question of the money. What happened to the money?’


Truly ticked more fingers. ‘We have the bank transactions and the business manager. The manager says that Teddy was visibly shaken when he came for the money that Friday morning. He says Teddy was white as a sheet and his hands were shaking.’


Green nodded. ‘Yet the cashier remembers that Teddy was relaxed and happy a dozen hours earlier.’ Green stood and went back to the balcony. The videographer followed him. At the French doors he turned back to me and spread his hands again. I wondered if he thought he was in court. ‘And then we have the murder weapon and the crime scene evidence.’


Truly ticked more fingers. He had used up one hand and was starting on the next. ‘There were fingerprints on the hammer, but none of them match Teddy. There were also fingerprints on the garbage bags that Susan was in, but those don’t match Teddy, either.’


I said, ‘You think he’s innocent because of that?’


Green came back to the director’s chair, but this time he didn’t sit. He stood behind it, resting his hands on the wooden posts that hold the back. ‘Mr Cole, I don’t win the number of cases that I do because I’m good. I turn down ten cases every day, cases that would bill millions of dollars, because I will not represent people I believe to be guilty.’


The videographer went down to the floor for a low-angle shot, the woman with the sound equipment with him, and I heard him mumble, ‘Oh, man, this is great.’


Green said, ‘I don’t represent drug dealers or child molesters. I only take cases that I believe in, so that every time I walk into court I have the moral high ground.’


I leaned back and put my foot on the edge of my desk. ‘And you believe that Teddy is innocent.’


‘Yes. Yes, I do.’ He came around to the front of the chair and tapped his chest. ‘In here I know he’s innocent.’


The videographer muttered, ‘This is fabulous,’ and scrambled around to keep Jonathan Green in the shot.


Green sat and leaned toward me, elbows on knees. ‘I don’t yet know all the facts. I need people like you to help me with that. But I do know that we’ve received several calls that are disturbing.’


Elliot Truly said, ‘Have you heard of our tip line?’


‘I’ve seen the ads.’ Green’s office was running television, radio, and print ads offering a reward of one hundred thousand dollars for anything leading to the capture, arrest, and conviction of James X. There was a number you could call.


Green said, ‘We’ve received over twenty-six hundred calls and there are more every day. We try to weed out the cranks as quickly as possible, but the workload is enormous.’


I cleared my throat and tried to look professional. ‘Okay. You need help running these things down.’


Green raised his eyebrows. ‘Yes, but there’s more to it than that. Several of the callers have indicated that one of the arresting officers has a history of fabricating cases.’


I stared at him. The videographer scrambled back across the office, again running into the cabinet, but this time I did not look. ‘Which officer?’


Truly said, ‘The detective who claims to have found the hammer. Angela Rossi.’


I looked at Truly. ‘Claims?’


Jonathan Green, Elliot Truly, and the camera stared at me. No one spoke.


I looked back at Green. ‘Do you believe that Angela Rossi planted evidence against Teddy Martin?’


Green shifted in the chair and the camera swung back toward him. He looked uncomfortable, as if the subject bothered him. ‘I don’t want to say that, not yet, but I believe that the possibility exists. She was the first to go down to Susan’s body, and she went alone.’


Truly said, ‘She had the opportunity to recover the murder weapon and secrete it on her person.’


‘A full-size ball peen hammer.’


Truly smiled. ‘Where there’s a will.’


I shook my head. ‘Why would she take the chance?’


Green said, ‘Elliot.’


Truly leaned toward me, serious. ‘Rossi was on a fast track up the promotion ladder until she blew a homicide investigation two years ago. She failed to Mirandize a suspect who subsequently confessed, and the suspect walked. She might feel she needs a headline case to resurrect her career, and if she tampered with evidence to make this case, it may not be the first time she’s done so.’ Truly made a little hand move at one of the lesser attorneys, and the lesser attorney slipped a manila envelope from his Gucci case and brought it to me. Truly said, ‘Rossi arrested a man named LeCedrick Earle five years ago for possessing counterfeit money and attempting to bribe an officer. He’s currently serving a six-year sentence at Terminal Island.’ Terminal Island is the federal facility down in San Pedro. ‘Earle phoned six days ago and told us that Rossi planted the money.’ He gestured at the envelope. ‘He’s been saying that he was set up since day one, and sent us a copy of his case file and the various letters of complaint to prove it.’


I opened the envelope and fingered through the arrest reports, legal correspondence, and letters of complaint. Terminal Island return address, all right. I said, ‘All perps claim they’re innocent and every cop I know has had charges brought against him. It goes with the job.’


Green nodded, reasonably. ‘Of course, but Mr Earle’s claim seems to have a bit more merit than the others.’


Truly said, ‘A former LAPD officer named Raymond Haig told us about the Earle case, also. Haig was Rossi’s partner.’


I said, ‘Haig was her partner at that time?’


‘Yes.’


‘And he said that she planted the goods?’


Truly smiled again. ‘He wouldn’t say that, but he says that he knew her and that she would do anything to further her career. He suggested that we look into it.’


I said, ‘If Earle made the allegation, there would’ve been an internal police investigation.’


The smaller lesser attorney said, ‘There was, but no charges were filed.’


Green said, ‘Mr Haig indicated that Detective Rossi has a history of excessive behavior.’


I put the envelope down and tapped at the edge of my desk. The videographer crept back to the water cooler and focused on me. I said, ‘Mr Green, you should know that my partner, Joe Pike, is a former LAPD officer.’


‘We’re familiar with Mr Pike.’


‘I work with LAPD often, and I have many friends there, and in the district attorney’s office.’


He leaned toward me again, very serious now, sincere. ‘I’m not looking for a stooge. I have plenty of those, believe me.’ He tried not to glance at the lesser attorneys but couldn’t help himself. ‘I’m looking for an honest detective who won’t just tell me what I want to hear. I want the truth. Without the truth, I have nothing. Do you see?’


I nodded. Maybe I could see why he was one of the world’s greatest defense attorneys after all.


Truly said, ‘What we’re discussing with you is only a small part of the larger picture. We have sixteen investigators working with us now, and we’ll probably have as many as thirty, but you’ll be the only investigator working on this aspect of the case.’


The larger lesser attorney said, ‘We have fourteen attorneys on board, in addition to the investigators.’


The smaller lesser attorney’s head bobbed. ‘Not to mention eight forensic specialists and three criminalists.’ He seemed proud when he said it. Peace through superior firepower.


I made a whistling sound. ‘The best defense money can buy.’


Jonathan Green stayed serious. ‘As I said, there’s plenty of work to go around, and more work every day. Will you help us, Mr Cole?’


I leaned back, thinking about it, and then I held up the envelope. ‘And what if I find out that Rossi’s okay?’


‘Then that’s what you find. I owe it to myself and my client to exhaust every possibility. Do you see?’


I said, ‘Wherever it leads.’


‘That’s exactly right.’


‘The moral high ground.’


‘My reputation rests on it.’


I watched the Pinocchio clock. I looked at the picture of Lucy Chenier. I nodded. ‘If Rossi’s clean, that’s what I’ll report.’


‘I wouldn’t have it any other way.’


Jonathan Green put out his hand and we shook.





CHAPTER 2


We worked out my fee, Elliot Truly cut me a check, and the Big Green Defense Machine left me to get on with it. I stood in the door as they walked to the elevator, watching the videographer record every moment of the departure. Cindy, the woman who runs the beauty supply distribution office next door, came out of the elevator as they were getting on and saw Jonathan. She stared at him until the doors closed, and then she smiled at me. Incredulous. ‘Isn’t he that guy? The lawyer?’


‘Jonathan Green.’


‘I saw him on Geraldo. He’s famous.’


I held out crossed fingers. ‘We’re like this.’


Cindy opened her door, then cocked an eyebrow at me. ‘I always did think you were cute.’


‘Big time. I am nothing if not big time.’


She laughed and disappeared into her office. That’s Cindy.


I went back into my office, closed the door, and looked at the picture of Lucy Chenier. She was sitting in her backyard wearing shorts and hiking boots and an LSU T-shirt. I had had the picture in my office since Lucy sent it to me a little over three months ago, and I looked at it a lot. Lucy was a lawyer, too, but she hadn’t been on Geraldo. His loss. I stared at the picture. Something about it wasn’t right and, being an astute detective, I deduced that this was because the videographer had bumped the cabinet. It was not too late to rush down the stairs and shoot him, but that would probably be overreacting. Besides, he was part of the Big Green Defense Machine, and teammates shouldn’t shoot each other. Jonathan Green might think me small.


I adjusted the picture, then went back to my desk and dialed Lucy’s office in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. If Cindy was impressed with Jonathan Green, so might be Lucy Chenier. I am also nothing if not a show-off.


A warm southern voice said, ‘Ms Chenier’s office.’ Lucy’s assistant, Mrs Darlene Thomas.


‘It’s me.’ I’d phoned quite often in the three months since I’d been in Louisiana, and the calls were becoming more frequent.


‘Hello, Mr Cole. How are we today?’


‘We’re fine, Darlene. And yourself?’ Small talk.


‘Very well, thank you. I’m sorry, but she’s in court today.’


‘Oh.’ Dejected.


Darlene said, ‘She’ll call for her messages, though. I’ll tell her that you phoned.’


‘Tell her that I’m lonely, Darlene.’


Darlene laughed. ‘I’ll tell her that Mr Cole says he’s lonely.’


‘Tell her that I miss her, Darlene. That the longing grows with every passing moment and has become a weight impossible for me to bear.’


Darlene gasped. ‘Oh my, but you do go on!’


I was grinning. Darlene did that to me. ‘Darlene, have I ever said that you’ve got a very sexy voice?’


‘Get on with you, now! You stop this nonsense before I tell Ms Chenier!’


We said our good-byes and I called Joe Pike to tell him that we were once more employed. His answering machine picked up on the first ring and beeped. He used to have a one-word message that just said, ‘Speak,’ but I guess he felt it was long-winded. Now, there was just the beep. When I asked him how people were supposed to know who they had gotten or what to do, he’d said, ‘Intelligence test.’ That Pike is something, isn’t he?
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