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CHAPTER 1



THE MUSTANG 5.0 ROARED out of the darkness on tires grown accustomed to the brutality of decaying asphalt. The car was followed by the banshee scream of LAPD sirens, flashing red and blue lights of a half dozen black and whites in dogged pursuit.

Overhead drama. The familiar low-pitched coughing drone of an LAPD helicopter playing hopscotch with its halogen beam spotlight joined in the chase, followed by the higher-pitched whine of news helicopters approaching in the distance. Without braking, the driver attempted a tire-punishing right turn onto a one-way street. His lights off, he misjudged his speed and plowed into the side of a parked car, shearing off its door and sending it flying through the air like a Frisbee. The explosive force of the collision sent the Mustang skidding sideways across the street. The driver manhandled the wheel, brakes, and gearshift all in a single motion, careened into the glaring headlights of an oncoming pickup truck, near-certain lethal impact in the making. But skill and luck were still with the driver. He regained a measure of last-second control and prevented a head-on collision, but not the slamming impact with a parked car that left the mangled white door with streaks of blue. The chase continued—with the shrill, ear-splitting squeal of tortured rubber, whiffs of smoke from rear wheel wells, and a whining transmission through five forward gears of acceleration down the one-way obstacle course—as the Mustang approached a spike strip visible at the corner.

Show-and-tell.

The driver downshifted, avoided the spike strip, hit the curb and sidewalk, and took a shortcut across a vacant lot that kicked up clouds of dust and clipped the rear fender of another parked car as it exited, sending pieces of metal, red plastic, and shards of glass clattering across the pavement. Tires screamed for relief. Near-deserted Market Street an LAX runway as the Mustang approached liftoff speed. Suddenly the halogen light of the helicopter caught up to the pony, painted it in a circle of daylight like the tractor beam of the Enterprise.

Inglewood.

Family Bloods.

Hard choice: spike strip or Bloods. Both lethal.

He gambled on Inglewood, made a tight last-second tire-shredding turn onto a tree-lined street of graffiti-covered apartment buildings. Hoping to become invisible in a world of infrared sensors and global positioning satellites, the driver raced down a darkened corridor toward the next intersection. But there was no intersection.

There was a cul-de-sac.

Downshifting and locking disc brakes put the muscle car in a screeching, out-of-control skid that destroyed a pair of expensive twenty-inch rims with all the blunt force of its five thousand pounds slamming headfirst into a curb, up, over, and into the immovable mass of a concrete light pole that brought the 5.0 to a crashing, bone-jarring stop. A swirling cloud of coolant hissed and seeped from the radiator like steam from a teapot.

One way in. No way out—unless the Mustang could fly. Black and whites swarmed in like a flock of helicopter gunships on a search-and-destroy mission.

All they needed was a declaration of war.

Bail or assume the position. Only partial halogen sunlight through the trees. He could’ve run for it, lost himself in the massive apartment complex, found a sympathetic tenant who didn’t like cops. Waited it out till the K-9 squad gave up. Only problem: graffiti-covered apartments were not friendly. Driver read the gang graffiti, knew his blue scarf was the wrong color to wear in a Blood neighborhood. Bloods in a war with LAPD on a daily basis, battling Crips on a second front. Driver figured his odds were better with the cops.

Tractor beam of the helicopter, blinding spotlights on top of a dozen black and whites turned the battered Mustang into a show car, optical reflections from whirling spinners on damaged rims bathing the perimeter like strobe lights in a disco. Drawing beads on the driver with their nine-millimeters, twice as many cops cautiously approached the car from all sides like hunters on safari stalking their prey.

The chase was over. Five-O won. Ignition key off, deep-throated mufflers fell silent, all too familiar command on the charged-up bullhorn barking orders. He knew the routine. Both hands out of the window, open the door from the outside, step out slowly. Don’t make any sudden moves. Don’t even sneeze. Cops on edge after a chase, adrenaline rush, hair-trigger index fingers itching for exercise. Hands over his head, walk to the center of the tractor beam. Slowly. Down on both knees, then flat on the pavement with both arms outstretched, wait for the pat-down, wrists handcuffed behind his back.

Sleepy-eyed South Central LA residents fell out of bed, crowded into barred front windows, porches, and litter-filled streets to see the latest inner-city reality show as if on cue from a Marine Corps drill sergeant. A group of curious residents, some men, more women, ten times as many teenagers, all wearing red in some combination—shirts, scarves, sweats—began hurling insults across the street, as much at the driver as at the police, his blue head scarf to the growing crowd what a red cape is to a bull. Angry youths gave the finger to helicopters above, hitting up gang signs behind arriving TV commentators who were interviewing police and spectators. Drifting in and out of the tractor beam, shouting profanities over the loud popping of helicopters circling overhead like buzzards waiting their turn to feed, amid the constant chatter of police traffic on radios and walkie-talkies, the gathering crowd began to make a block party out of the event. The aroma of blunts, primos, and weed daring police to say a word or risk Rodney King time. Boom boxes started to blare. Teenage girls wearing scarcely more than hair curlers began wiggling, bouncing, and dancing in a wild sexual frenzy to the beats as if auditioning for a Dr. Dre music video. Gangbangers rapping along with 50 Cent, Jay-Z, OutKast. A few got out lawn chairs, ice chest full of forties. All they needed was barbecue. Three o’clock in the morning. Someone should’ve sold tickets.

A pair of hands jerked the driver roughly to his feet, brought him eye level with a small white face, blond mustache, name tag that read MONROE. Rifling the driver’s wallet, he asked, “Your name Napoleon Booker?” looking first at the photo on the driver’s license and car registration, then at the driver.

“If that’s what it says.”

“I can’t read. Suppose you tell me. I run a check, what name’s coming back?”

“You can’t read, go take a special-ed class.”

The cop shook his head and mumbled to no one in particular. “Comedian, huh? Okay, Napoleon, here we go,” he said, and he withdrew a small card from his shirt pocket. “You are now under arrest,” he began formally. “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. Do you understand these rights?”

Napoleon shook his head and said, “Whatever, but whose court and whose law?”

“Got any warrants, Napoleon?” Monroe said, ignoring the comment.

“What do you care, muthafucka. You can’t read!”

“Smart-ass, huh,” the cop spit out, not really looking at Napoleon, expecting little more, like it would be unusual if he cooperated. He ripped the blue scarf from Napoleon’s head, revealing a field of cornrows in need of attention. “What set are you in, Napoleon?” the cop droned on, fingering gold chains around Napoleon’s neck, going through zippered pockets of baggy pants hanging miraculously at his butt line as if by some unseen force, lifting up his shirt, turning him around, inspecting prison tattoos on both arms. “Who do you bang with—Fruit Town Crips? Rolling Sixties? Hoover Crips? What do they call you? What do you go by?”

“Fuck you.”

“That’s good,” Monroe said, then called out to the clan, “Hey, fellas, says his name is Fuck You, but his license says Napoleon, if you can believe that. Any you guys know him, what set he belongs to, his gang name?” Several cops walked over, took cursory looks at Napoleon, shook their heads, drifted away.

“You Mirandize him?” The name tag said CALVIN. The razor-bumped face was black, nose broad, the beady penetrating eyes cold and deep-set, a vicious mouth that snarled like a rabid dog when it opened. Attitude pure Gestapo. Not waiting for Monroe to answer and not really caring, he said to Napoleon, “Homeboys never learn, do you? Trying to drive like Mario Andretti. Don’t you know you can’t outrun a computer, or the ghetto-bird up there?” He pointed toward the helicopter, nine-millimeter still in his hand. “Or did you keep your black ass in school long enough to learn that?!” he said, attitude on full throttle, words hostile and venomous, absent any kinship with the suspect. “You don’t have three strikes,” he went on, face inches from Napoleon’s, spray of spit a fountain between them. “You will when we get through with you. Won’t need them gold chains on your neck where you’re going. Know what I’m saying? You feelin’ me, homey?” The cop slammed the nine-millimeter into his chest several times, like Tarzan declaring himself king of the jungle. Only thing missing was the yell.

Napoleon said, “Why don’t you get the fuck outta my face!”

Calvin bristled at the challenge, put both hands on his belt, brought his broad nose, razor-bumped face, malignant stare, and rabid dog’s mouth a hair’s breadth from Napoleon’s, like he was Mike Tyson squaring off with an opponent in the ring, and said, “’Cause I don’t want to. So what you gonna do about it? Huh? I’ll tell you what you’re gonna do—nothing! You ain’t gonna do a goddamn muthafucking thing ’cause I’m the man, see.” He waved his nine-millimeter in Napoleon’s face like a flag. “And you ain’t nothin’ but a little punk-ass bitch. Know what I’m saying, homey? You feeling me?”

Mindful of news commentators broadcasting live, restless crowd watching the exchange, Monroe thought it best to intercede before Tarzan lost control. He said to Napoleon, “Why’d you run, Napoleon?”

“Why’d you stop me?”

“’Cause you were driving with no lights and had no plates.”

“I just bought the car!”

“I can understand the plates,” Monroe said. “What happened, they forget to install the lights?”

“Whatever.”

Calvin looked over at the mangled muscle car, back to Napoleon. He laughed.

“Really? You just bought it, and you with no visible means of support,” he said, knowing from instinct and experience he spoke the truth. “Let me see that,” he said, and without asking he snatched the registration from Monroe’s hands. “Who’s Mary Booker?”

“My moms.”

“That’s what I thought.” Calvin handed the registration back to Monroe and said, “How’s a little punk-ass gangbanger like you gonna pay for a new car—legitimately?”

“Negro, suck my muthafuckin’ dick, why don’t you!”

Calvin smiled, said to Monroe, “Hard little punk-ass nigga, isn’t he. Wants me to suck his brains.” In his face with it—nigga, what they call black cops behind their backs.

Monroe said, “Man’s name is Fuck You, what’d you expect?”

Calvin said to Monroe, “Not very creative, was she, his mom…name her kid Fuck You.” And with an expression of utter disdain, beady eyes looking Napoleon up and down as if appraising a contaminated rat, he said, “Then again I can see why. I mean what else do you call garbage. Know what I’m saying.” And he stepped back, wiping his hands on his uniform as if he had just touched a dirty rag. “Just look at him.”

Monroe’s face brightened with amusement but he didn’t comment. What he saw was a black youth in his mid-twenties, muscular, well conditioned, skin the color of night. His cherub-looking unshaven face was sprinkled with hair and anchored by a wide mouth enhanced by large African lips that exposed two rows of crooked teeth when it opened. A large, flat nose, heavy lids struggling to stay open over hard brown eyes grown suspicious beyond their years, and a low forehead buttressed by flat ears, pierced with small diamond studs, rounded out its contour. The brown baggy pants with a dozen zippered pockets and matching sweatshirt were generic. But the blue head scarf said who and what he was.

“You still haven’t answered the man’s question, homey,” Calvin went on, trace of foam at the edges of the snarling mouth. “Why’d you run?”

“’Cause I ain’t white, popo! That’s why!”

Calvin half laughed, half grunted, said that answer was played out, suggested Napoleon try something a little more original. “Naw,” he said, “that ain’t why you ran.” And the cop took Napoleon’s car registration from Monroe a second time, waved it in front of his face, saying, “Nice car like that, all torn up…half a dozen other cars totaled.” Calvin shook his head and said, “You one of these little thugs that ran ’cause you got something to hide. Wanna tell us what it is, or we gotta find it?”

“I ain’t tellin’ you shit, you cracker-ass nigga! Fuck you.”

Calvin laughed for the third time in as many minutes, gave the registration back to Monroe. He said, “Right. Retard with a limited vocabulary and poor memory. Keeps repeating his name so he won’t forget it.” Calvin holstered his nine-millimeter, walked away in another fit of laughter. “Have it your way, Fuck You.”

Gesturing toward the crowd in red, Monroe said, “Maybe I ought to let them question you. Bet they could find out the four-one-one…what set you’re in? Gang name? What do you think, Napoleon? Yeah? No?”

Napoleon didn’t say anything right then because he knew this tactic to be true, knew cops threatened to drop a suspect from one gang into the neighborhood of rival gangs if they didn’t talk, and sometimes did exactly that even when they did talk. But he knew that was unlikely this time. He’d run, they’d chased him down, and it was on the news. No way they were going to let him go after this much drama.

Napoleon said, “I think you should kiss my ass, white boy. Know what I’m saying?”

Monroe said, “Well, your eyesight’s good. Can’t say the same about your choice in names.”

Napoleon said, “Fuck you.”

Monroe smiled for the first time. He said, “I’ll be damned. He was right—only way you remember your name is repeat it. Have it your way then, Napoleon. We’ll go with what it says here while we’re waiting for your sheet to come back. Meantime, we search your car, what are we gonna find?”

“Whatever you plant, muthafucka,” Napoleon said in truth, knowing from personal experience the way LAPD can frame suspects. “That’s what you’ll find.”

“You got a weapon in there?” another cop with crooked teeth asked, knowing from instinct there probably was and hoping to save time in the search.

“Hell no, I ain’t got no weapon,” Napoleon said, knowing it was a lie, knowing too that if they didn’t find the trapdoor compartment behind the dash where he kept his Glock and if they were angry enough and wanted him bad enough, they’d plant one. Plant dope too if it suited them. They’d find the half-empty fifth of Johnnie Walker Red, his dime bag of weed, crow about that. They’d charge him with an open container, possession, try to charge him with sales if they thought they could get away with it.

The cop with crooked teeth just looked at him, fingered the blue scarf, then called out to the team checking the Mustang. “Hey, guys. Napoleon here says he hasn’t got a weapon, but he’s wearing Crip colors, so what does that tell you? It tells you he’s either the bravest Crip I know, traveling in a Blood neighborhood without packing, or he’s the dumbest wannabe I’ve ever met. And looking at him, way he’s dressed and all, I don’t figure him for a wannabe. Either way, we get back to the shop, you go through that buggy with a fine-tooth comb and find me something, ’cause it’s there, somewhere.”

Find me something. That said it all. Code name for a setup.

“Like I said, ain’t nothing to find less you put it there,” Napoleon said again, knowing he should be quiet but helpless to control his anger, his explosive temper, letting the cops get next to him like that. Especially the black cop. Knew black cops always had something to prove, were harder and more brutal than white cops.

“And the money,” Calvin’s voice blurted from somewhere in the pack. “Don’t forget that.”

“Money?” Napoleon said, twisting around to face Calvin’s voice, see if he could read the cop’s face, see if he was just baiting him to make him talk or if there was another agenda. But all he saw was a group of blue shirts gathered around the crippled Mustang. Napoleon was suddenly feeling uneasy about the situation, knowing his only money was the hundred and twenty dollars in his wallet Monroe had already counted. “What money you talking about?” he shouted to the knot of blue shirts.

Monroe continued the inquisition. “What about dope, Na-po-le-on,” he said, pronouncing his name with as much derisiveness as he could muster. “We gonna find any dope in your car? Any Sherm? Rocks? Weed? Primos? Blunts?”

“Wait a minute,” Napoleon said. “What is this? What money…?”

“I wouldn’t worry about money now, Napoleon,” Monroe said. “From the looks of things, Calvin was right…where you’re going you won’t have any use for money either.” But Monroe knew this was not true, that jailed inmates always had money on the books to negotiate favors and privileges. Napoleon knew this too. Still, he wondered why the black cop had brought it up.

“You got all my money right there in your hand,” Napoleon said to Monroe. “No coins. Six dubs…hundred and twenty dollars all total. You can count, can’t you?” Street smarts still in hiding.

The cop cut intolerant eyes at Napoleon, could understand why Calvin’s patience wore thin with hoodlums like Napoleon.

“Talk to me about dope, Napoleon,” Monroe said, his own patience waning.

“Naw, muthafucka,” Napoleon spit out angrily, “you talk to me about money!” he said, continuing to press the issue. “What money you looking for I’m supposed to have?” Napoleon said, watching a sea of blue around the Mustang suddenly part as a police flatbed arrived, backed up, began to hook up chains and braces.

Monroe said, “I’d like to say you cooperated in my report, Napoleon, giving us the heads-up on what’s in the car…?”

“What’s in the car? Ain’t nothing in the car,” Napoleon said. “I told you, popo, whatever you planted is what you’ll find. You illiterate and deaf too?” Arrogance still ruling the day. Anger. Temper out of control, the way it had been all his life.

With tremendous reserve Monroe said, “All of the above…none of the above. Take your pick. At least I know my own name. You, on the other hand, wanna go for bad. Your car’s all jacked up, you’re standing here in handcuffs not offering an ounce of cooperation, looking at more strikes than the law allows, knowing you’re gonna do some time…and you call me illiterate?”

“Listen,” Napoleon said, touch of reality finally creeping into his voice, street smarts coming out of deep freeze. “I don’t know anything about any money. What kind of game you playing?” Napoleon was used to the games played by cops. Knew from past experience just how far they’d go, Rampart far, if necessary. He knew they planted dope. And guns. Sometimes both…if they didn’t kill you first. He had in fact been set up before by LAPD who’d planted a gun used in a homicide, knowing too they’d be out to get him once his sheet came back and they found out who he was, that he beat the 187, beat their setup. Murder or drugs—he could see that, understood that kind of frame, how it worked, and knew there was a way to beat it if you had a good lawyer. He knew they wouldn’t plant anything in front of a crowd, news commentators, TV cameras. They’d wait until they had the car secured in police impound, plant whatever they wanted. But why money? What would that get them? A gun…dope, he could see that. But the cop had said money. What money? Whose money? From a dope dealer? Evidence room? If that was the case they wouldn’t be advertising, they’d be helping themselves and keeping very quiet about it. Whatever cops were about, honesty wasn’t included. Extortion? Gambling? Counterfeiting? No, that wasn’t him. They’d know that once his sheet came back. He couldn’t see them setting him up on a counterfeiting case. Murder…carjacking, maybe. Not counterfeiting. And absolutely not bank robbery! He could beat that blindfolded. Street smarts back in high gear now, but they weren’t working on all fours. He just couldn’t figure the angle about money. Then maybe it was just a cop trick after all. He was just too paranoid, reading more into it. Had to be the drugs…driving a new car with no plates and no lights. No wonder they flagged him. Jesus, what was he thinking about? He was wired from hits on the freebase pipe, he had to admit that. Which is why he took off when they flagged him. He wouldn’t have run like that if he wasn’t high. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Still, the cop did say to find the money…?

With the Mustang secured on the flatbed, the driver followed several black and whites out of the artificial sunlight of the tractor beam, signaling the party was over. Army of occupation started piling into black and whites, began their orderly but well-practiced retreat from hostile territory. News commentators and broadcast technicians packed up their gear just as fast, filed out behind the police ground units and headed to the next hot spot. Helicopters faded away one by one in search of tomorrow’s news today. With lawn chairs folded, boom boxes silent, residents returning to their apartments, the tractor beam shut off, plunging the street back into darkness. The inner-city reality show was over—for the moment. Tune in tomorrow night for a new episode.

Monroe walked Napoleon over to a nearby black and white, put him in the backseat with a white female cop whose close-cut, slicked-down ash-blond hair was her only saving grace. Her severely acne-scarred, pockmarked Elephant Man face so distorted her features it was hard to tell if her mouth was open or closed. Her name tag said TAYLOR, and after getting settled on uncomfortable manacled hands, Napoleon asked if Taylor was her first name or last. She didn’t open her mouth to answer him. But when her robot head rotated to face him, her eyes raked across him with the cold, impassive hardness he’d seen on female cops that was far more intimidating than that of their male counterparts. He figured the wedding ring was just for show, couldn’t imagine anyone so ugly with such hard eyes ever being married. He wanted to ask her if she had children and if they were just as hideous-looking as she was, decided it was prudent to stay silent.

“Right,” said Napoleon after a moment, guessing conversation was not one of her strong points.

Monroe rode shotgun next to the driver, a white cop he called Darryl who had a knack for chewing gum despite missing half his teeth.

“We’ll book him at Seventy-seventh Division,” Monroe said after they’d joined the parade of black and whites leaving the fire zone, turning his attention to the car’s computer. They drove east out of Inglewood on Century Boulevard in silence, passed Hollywood Park racetrack, crossed over Crenshaw, turned north on Normandie for the run to Seventy-seventh.

Monroe said, “Well, well, well. What have we got here?” He was looking at the computer screen. “Napoleon T. Booker, aka Little Dog Nine—what’s the Nine, Napoleon, type of piece you use or how many gangbangers you’ve killed?”

“Fuck you.”

He should have expected it. The elbow that rammed into Napoleon’s rib cage knocked the wind out of him, caused him to double over with pain, his chin almost to his knees. He looked up at the Frankenstein face responsible, started to speak, doubled over again with the second blow she unleashed, tried to catch his breath, knew a third blow was coming and tried to protect himself by turning away from the sadist. No good. It caught him just below the kidney. Napoleon thought he’d pass out.

“Says here you’ve been in and out of jail since you were ten,” Monroe droned on, ignoring the rear seat action. “B and E’s, burglary, assaults, GTA, theft, one eighty-seven—a one eighty-seven…?” It sounded like he’d just discovered gold. The cop hesitated, typed on keys, mumbled to himself as he read green lines that rolled down the screen. Momentarily he turned around, spoke to Napoleon’s doubled-over form: “How’d you beat a one eighty-seven three years ago?”

Napoleon didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. Couldn’t catch his breath, but managed to spit out a weak “fuck you” a second time. Suddenly the gargoyle reached over, grabbed a fistful of loose cornrows, snapped his head up and around to face Monroe, and spoke for the first time. “Officer asked you a question. Be to your advantage to answer him.” The voice was surprisingly feminine, but it was just as cold and hard as the eyes stuck on the face.

“I was set up,” he said truthfully after a moment, remembering the harrowing trial that threatened to put him on death row at twenty-three.

Monroe and Darryl both laughed. Frankenstein too.

“That’s what they all say,” Darryl said over his shoulders. “I was set up—give me a muthafucking break, why don’t you.”

“Don’t take my word for it,” Napoleon said, trying to shake loose from the fingers attached to his cornrows, his head feeling like a trophy held up by cannibals victorious in battle. “Read the transcript, you don’t believe me,” he went on, tether of fingers still attached to his hair. “My PD proved the gun had been planted ’cause there were no prints, the ballistics didn’t match, and the only witness was a basehead informant for LAPD.”

“PD did all that?” Monroe said somewhat incredulously. “Who represented you?”

“White lady, Myra Cross.”

“Myra Cross,” Darryl said, excitement in his voice. “The hottie. Built like a—”

“Down, boy,” Frankenstein interrupted from the backseat. “There’s a lady present.” Lady? Napoleon wondered who she was talking about.

“She’s a good lawyer, way I hear it,” Monroe said. “Was cross-examined by her on a burglary case once. Don’t remember much about the case, but I sure remember Ms. Cross. Hard to pay attention to details when you’re staring at her rack all the time.” He tried to stifle the laugh but it slipped out. And still snickering, he turned to the figure in the backseat and said, “No offense, Lila. You have a nice rack too.” Patronizing her. Just like that, questioning her femininity. Good-old-boys’ club alive and well in the LAPD. No women, niggers, or dogs need apply. Not necessarily in that order.

Lila. The name fit the voice, but not the Frankenstein image.

Lila grunted deep in her throat and said, “My, aren’t we in a patronizing mood tonight.” Neanderthal man. All he needed was a club.

Half turning in his seat, eyes taking in Monroe, trying to catch Lila’s and start damage control, Darryl said, “He didn’t mean anything by it, Lila.” Lying politely, almost sounding like he meant it.

“I know what he meant,” Lila said. “Watch the road, please.” Concrete hardness of words matching the icy stare of a pair of blinking shell-holes in the cratered face.

A no-win situation for the good old boys.

Six and a half blocks of frosty silence before Monroe’s courage returned. He said to Napoleon, “You’re going back to the joint, Little Dog Nine…” It sounded as if he almost regretted saying it. “On top of your priors we’ll add felony hit-and-run…that’s a strike. Felony evasion…that’s a strike. Resisting arrest, parole violation…two strikes there. Plus whatever we find in your car.”

Napoleon shook his head violently, got rid of the tether of fingers. “You mean whatever you plant in the car.”

Darryl said, “We don’t need to plant anything in your car to put your little gangbanging ass away. You’re a TV star. Made the eleven o’clock news, remember?”

Napoleon knew they were right. They didn’t need to plant anything. He’d fucked up. Still, it pissed him off to have the cops remind him. Unable to rein in his seething anger, he said, “Fuck you, popo. Fuck all you white cocksuckers!”

Monroe said, “Race card.”

Darryl said, “Yeah.”

As if on cue, Lila’s pile-driving elbow returned to Napoleon’s rib cage, his nose dropping down to meet his knees. “Muthafuckin’ bitch, you!”

“It’s Officer Taylor,” Lila said through the hole that passed as a mouth, “since you asked. Remember that, why don’t you—Officer Lila Taylor.” And almost immediately one fist grabbed the other, and like a jackhammer she rammed another elbow into Napoleon’s side so hard he cried out in pain and toppled over on the seat, his head hitting the armrest of the door.

It took great effort for Napoleon to speak. He said, “I’m gonna sue your assess for police brutality!”

The trio of cops all laughed in unison. Monroe said, “I don’t see any police brutality. Darryl? Lila? You see any brutality?” A hairy white arm reached over the front seat, inspected Napoleon’s neck, lifted up his sweatshirt, inspected his chest. “I don’t see anything on your neck, your chest. No cuts, bruises. What police brutality you talking about, Napoleon?”

“Man, fuck you, popo,” Napoleon said, bracing for the elbow, surprised when it didn’t come.

“We get through with you, Napoleon,” Monroe said, turning back around, fingers working the keyboard, “you won’t need Myra Cross—you’ll need Houdini himself.”

Napoleon said, “Houdini’s dead.”

Monroe said, “My point exactly.” The explosive laughter of the trio sounded prerecorded, like the laugh track for a TV sitcom.

The pain in his side unbearable, Napoleon lay crumpled over on the seat in silence. He thought about what the cop had said, about needing Houdini instead of Myra Cross. If it wasn’t for the pain he would have laughed. Myra Cross.

Houdini incarnate.








CHAPTER 2



MYRA CROSS STEPPED OUT of her flossy burnt-orange Mercedes Benz 500 SE the way a supermodel steps onto a Versace runway—with all the attitude and arrogance her green eyes, flaming-red Basic Instinct haircut, and Cancún-tanned 118-pound frame could command. Only she wasn’t a supermodel. Not yet. But she was working on it. What she was was a thirty-one-year-old divorcée doing time as a public defender. She popped the trunk, withdrew the portable carry-on that held two feet of legal briefs, and beeped on her alarm. Expensive Tony Valentine boots carried her across the twenty or so yards of P-3’s underground concrete to the elevators that serviced the Los Angeles County Criminal Courthouse. Conservatively dressed in a blue Ann Taylor business suit, with its not too short, not too tight skirt, she was a cyclone of shameless sexuality. Snug waist-bound jacket that failed miserably at concealing the ample bulge of her chest, salmon-colored wide-collar blouse only pretending to cover a delicate neck freshly decorated with monkey bites—Myra Cross, if she was anything, was stunning to look at on her worst day. It was no exaggeration to say that on her best day you’d need sunglasses.

The parking elevators brought her to a lobby filled with black and brown members of the dispossessed. She followed the guilty, the innocent, and the families of both through the security barrier and headed for the elevators.

Dillon Lester, DA’s office. Three-piece pin-striped suit, button-down shirt, L.A. Law power tie—reached past her, pounded the elevator button without taking his eyes off Myra’s neck.

He said, “Whoa, Myra. Cancún was good, eh?” They stepped back from the gathering crowd, found a pocket of space in which to talk.

Myra smiled shamelessly, played at the collar of her blouse in pretense and said, “They show, do they?”

Dillon smiled. “I was talking about your tan,” he said, winking, leaving the pocket to pound the elevator button again, then returning.

“Yeah, right,” Myra said, still pretending modesty with the blouse.

Dillon asked enviously, “Who’d you go with?”

“Somebody you know, probably.”

“Have fun?”

“Ask him.”

“When’s it gonna be my turn?”

“That the word on me in the DA’s office—everyone gets a turn?”

Dillon said, “What do they know. I’m talking about you and me, Myra. Hawaii. Cabo maybe. Three days in paradise. What do you say?”

Myra wanted to say he wasn’t bright enough and had crooked teeth. She could work around the crooked teeth, but not matching her intellect was a deal breaker. Instead she said, “I say you’re not my type. Elevator’s here.”

They rode the elevator with cops, felons, ex-felons, parole officers, lawyers, witnesses, and spectators. Dillon asked Myra about Cancún. Myra said it was a lot like Puerto Vallarta, only more developed. She said it was like the movie 10 with Bo Derek, but the piano player sucked. Dillon said he hadn’t seen the movie but he’d rent it this weekend. They could watch it together. Myra said she never saw the same movie twice.

The elevator was not quite empty by the time it reached the Seventeenth floor. Only Dillon, Myra, and a couple arguing in Spanish who’d gotten on at the ninth floor. Assuming the couple didn’t know much English and not really caring, Dillon turned to Myra as he stepped off and said, “Keep in mind what we discussed earlier.” He cocked his finger like a gun and pointed. “You and me—sun, sand, and romance.”

She wanted to say “in your dreams,” but decided not to be cruel and said, “Got some dirt on your collar.”

Dillon frowned, reached absently over his shoulder and said, “Where?” as a closing elevator door came to Myra’s rescue.

Myra stepped into the busy nineteenth-floor corridor of high ceilings, polished marble floors, and thick teakwood doors with frosted glass panels lettered in black. She turned the corner and three doors down brought herself to a stop just long enough to play feebly with her collar before entering the noisy office of the public defender. The crowded windowless waiting room of faded pea-green floor-to-ceiling walls was broken by a thick, riveted steel door adjacent to a two-inch-thick single bulletproof window with a built-in microphone. Behind it sat Clara, the obese cornrowed black receptionist with dagger-shaped multicolored fingernails who considered the PD’s office her own personal fiefdom.

The waiting room of uncomfortable steel chairs was filled to capacity by mostly young, mostly black and brown defendants, the standing overflow of desperate faces stretching out against the walls like suspects in a police lineup. Myra glanced around for familiar faces and, seeing none, waited for Clara to hit the buzzer. Clara didn’t appreciate the interruption of her donut breakfast, spit out plenty of South Central attitude with hostile eyes as the door popped open.

As Myra pranced through, Clara said, “The vacation lady returns. And look at you…brown as a berry.” Clara reached out her arm, put it next to Myra’s. She said, “Any more time in the sun you be lookin’ like me.”

Myra said, “Not really. I don’t like donuts.”

Clara frowned, drew back angry lips, and said, “Low blow, Miss Cross. Low blow.” Myra learned early on whenever Clara called her Miss Cross, it was attitude time. “Got a slew of messages on your desk, Miss Cross,” Clara said gruffly, then laughed suddenly, adding, “They see that neck, you gonna have a lot more.”

“And we’re paying you to spread the word, right?”

“You, Miss Cross, ain’t payin’ me a dime. My paycheck comes from the County of Los Angeles, thank you very much.” Clara brought her eyes back to the donut and added, “But you could make me an offer…?”

Myra said, “Blackmail is a felony.”

Moving full painted lips to the donut in her left hand, dismissing Myra with a flash of FloJo fingernails on her right, she said, “Whatever, Miss Cross.”

Myra knew when to quit. Knew too that by the time she’d reach her office her neck would be public gossip. Legal briefs in tow, she swept past the typing pool to her closet at the end of the corridor, settled into the familiar discomfort of a squeaky steel chair just as the button on line three lit up. It was Marty French, her boss. Bright. Straight teeth. Balls. Gay. Too bad. She could go for him.

“I’d like to see you, Myra, when you get a moment,” he said plainly, no feminine affectation in his voice, though she could tell he was struggling to keep from asking about her neck.

“Anything urgent?”

“No, Myra. Nothing urgent. You’ve been out two weeks. Just want to bring you up to date. Like I said, when you get a moment.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Myra said, clicking off, turning on her computer. Waiting for it to boot up, she began leafing through Clara’s stack of phone calls, wondering how Clara could write, much less hold a pen with cumbersome appendages passing as nails. Looking for one call in particular and not seeing it, she checked her e-mail.

There it was—Photos ready. Call when you get back. Jason.

Dialing his number, goose bumps sweeping over her skin as she waited for him to answer, she felt giddy as a schoolgirl on her first date.

“Jason Rice.”

“Jason. Myra Cross. Got your e-mail.”

“How was it after I left?”

“Got a tan finally. Maybe we should go back, shoot some more?”

“Not really. Uneven colors distract the eye. Better to be tanned all over or not at all. But don’t sweat it. You photograph like a natural. Wait’ll you see what I’ve got. When can you come by?”

Myra said she’d be there after work, clicked off just as line two lit up.

“Myra. Good to have you back.” The booming voice belonged to Craig McInnis, the attorney covering her cases during her absence. Sight unseen you’d think he was the size of Hulk Hogan. Willie Shoemaker was more like it. He was smart and aggressive, but his ego blocked the door. “Heard you have a fabulous tan,” he said. He may have had the “little man” syndrome, but he was as lecherous as they came.

“Jesus,” Myra said. “Why don’t I just sell tickets, then everyone can see my neck and I can recover the cost of my trip!”

Craig said, “You never paid for a trip in your life, Myra.”

“You my travel agent, Craig?”

“Now, Myra. Just welcoming you back. That’s all.” She could hear him drooling through the phone. Wondered if he was masturbating. Down, boy.

“Yeah, right,” Myra said, ending it. “Call you back later.” She clicked off as line one lit up. Clara’s line.

“Line four, Miss Cross,” Clara said, her words wrapped in the frost of attitude like cold meat from a butcher. “Roderick Cole from downstairs.” Downstairs was the code word for the DA’s office. Clara clicked off before Myra could thank her.

“Mr. Cole,” Myra said, turning professional, knowing he was calling about cases, but knowing too he wanted to fuck her, wanted “his turn,” as Dillon had so succinctly put it. “To what do I owe this honor?”

“You might say hello, Myra, or did we miss you while you were gone.” He sounded pitiful, like a small child looking for sympathy because he stubbed his toe, the awkward silence that followed his way of pleading for Myra to give him some play without his having to come right out with it. “We” didn’t mean the DA’s office. “We” meant Roderick, or Rod, as he was known among colleagues, was jealous but didn’t have the balls to speak up. That too was a deal breaker, not having any balls. And Myra regretted that in a way because Roderick was a real hunk. Perfect teeth. And intelligent. But he wasn’t aggressive or assertive enough professionally or socially, and that would keep him out of her bed.

Myra said, “Sorry, Rod. Both of the above. Now, any offers on the table?” Not having any balls, he’d fold and get right to the point, and she waited for him to shuffle papers and collect his thoughts.

“You talk to Craig yet?” Roderick asked.

Myra said she hadn’t. Roderick said Craig had handled just about all her misdemeanors, then read off the dispositions. He’d left the felonies for her. Craig had the smarts all right, but he didn’t know how to play poker. Myra, on the other hand, was a pro.

“Let’s discuss the Newton case,” Roderick said.

“Which Newton?” Myra said, her memory waking up, shaking off the sand of Cancún. “I’ve got three.”

Roderick shuffled more papers. “Billy Newton. Street name Long Dog. Kid he shot’s gonna live but he won’t testify. Forensics couldn’t match the slug with the gun they found, and the only other witness who could place Newton at the scene is a crackhead with a sheet a mile long. So we’ll probably kick it out as a reject.”

“All right. Who’s on second?”

More shuffling of papers. “The Brady girl.”

“Brady? Brady?” Myra’s memory not quite off the beaches of Cancún yet.

“Solicitation—”

“Of a vice officer, yes,” Myra cut in. “Entrapment, Rod. Get real, why don’t you. My client was sitting in a bar minding her own business. So you tell me, just who solicited who?”

“Doesn’t matter. She mentioned money.”

“We both heard the same tape. She said, ‘That’s fifty bucks.’ Who wouldn’t mention money, after it was dropped in front of your nose with no comment. Hell, I’d mention money too if someone I didn’t know just walked up to me, interrupted my lunch, and dropped fifty bucks on my plate. Fifty bucks buys a lot of daiquiris. I’d think they were looking for a drinking buddy. And that’s what a jury will think.”

Roderick half laughed, half coughed and said, “Interrupted your lunch. Give me a fuckin’ break. I can’t believe you’re gonna take this to trial. Christ, Myra, she’s a hooker with priors that go back ten years! It’s a wonder she’s not dead!”

“Maybe so,” Myra said, still not quite up to speed, half of her photographic memory somewhere in Cancún, the other half scrolling down the rap sheet as if reading it on her computer screen. “But none for soliciting in a bar. She may be a streetwalker, Rod, but she wasn’t working the night Vice set her up.”

“You say Vice set her up. But we both know different, don’t we?”

“I only know my client is innocent, Counselor.” She pronounced “counselor” with such derision she could feel him bristle at the other end.

Roderick coughed again in exasperation. He said, “I just can’t believe you’re gonna waste taxpayer money on this!”

“You’re the one forcing it to trial.”

After a long pause Roderick coughed and said, “She must have an asshole of a pimp since he wouldn’t bail her out. Suppose we give her time served, let’s see…that’s forty-two days…give her eighteen months’ probation with community service, save the taxpayers some dough. What do you say, Myra?”

Time to get out of Cancún entirely, start playing poker. Myra said, “No deal, Counselor. My client was minding her own business. Nothing on the wire but her comment about the fifty dollars. Not what it was for, when, where, or how long. Nothing. Vice came to her. She didn’t go to them. Entrapment, Rod. I’ll go to trial.”

She heard Roderick take a long, deep breath through his nose, pen tapping nervously on papers, hoping his decision would help land him between her legs.

“All right, Myra,” Roderick said, anger framing his words. “I’ll kick her out this time. She gets busted again, taxpayers will pay for a trial. Trust me!”

No balls. God, how she loved this game. She leaned back in the chair, smiling, carefully inspected the fresh gloss on her nails, and for a moment lamented the fact they weren’t as long or stylish as Clara’s. But only for a moment. She said, “I can live with that, Rod,” making it sound as if she were genuinely appreciative. “Who’s on third?”

The poker game lasted another twenty minutes. She bluffed some hands and won, got called on a few and lost, knew when to compromise on others. When it was over she’d won the pot. Four of her clients would go to trial: one for a drug-related homicide Myra knew she couldn’t win; two who’d been looking at twenty-five years to life on a third strike for separate armed robberies—but Myra had plea-bargained to a lesser charge of simple theft because no weapon was ever produced; a repeat child molester who would get twenty-five to life, which meant he’d do sixteen and a half years of the twenty-five before eligible for parole. Three more would plead down from felonies to misdemeanors and do up to a year or less in county jail. Four more would be DA rejects.

Myra knew from experience that not all her clients would like the results. They were young thugs who had long histories with the criminal justice system and previous PDs who they were right in believing had sold them out, because they had. But in the end, when all was said and done and they’d looked at the options, they would consider Myra Cross a miracle worker.

Negotiating was a great turn-on. Court appearances and the jousting with her DA adversaries produced an even greater high. But nothing, not even a not-guilty verdict on a client she knew was guilty, compared to the high of good sex. Nothing excited her more. Absolutely nothing.

But the high came at a price, and at day’s end it always left her tense and agitated, with a feeling she might explode if she couldn’t bring herself down. She could see the slight tremor in her hands, could feel beads of perspiration forming on her neck, feel the dryness in her throat, the craving in her brain, and knew she needed something to settle her nerves. Not a tranquilizer. Not Valium or Xanax. Not just anything. No, what she needed was another joint. She’d had two before leaving her west side Barrington Avenue condo but realized it was too soon. She knew too her perfume, powerful as it was, wouldn’t mask the odor. No. She’d have to suffer through this day like dozens before it. And so to take her mind off the craving, she spent the balance of the day buried in paperwork, returning calls, answering e-mails, and reviewing clients’ jackets. By the time she’d finished, some of the edge was gone. She looked at her watch. Not really looking forward to it but knowing it was necessary and feeling ready to brace the firestorm she knew was waiting, she went to see Marty French.

Marty French’s office was a testament to his feminine traits. Myra could never decide if it was a law office or sitting room. Though only slightly larger than her own, Marty’s office seemed spacious by comparison. When he took over as chief counsel of the public defender’s office, Marty, at his own expense, hired an interior decorator to outfit his office. The end result was something akin to a retro seventies art deco lounge. A mint-green deep-pile carpet supported an economy of furniture. Other than a thick cushioned winged Louis XIV chair behind a single glass-topped chrome-legged desk, there was only a large vinyl-covered sectional strewn with pastel-colored oversized pillows. Behind the desk, wood-paneled walls were fronted by faux orange-crate boxes that stacked themselves one on top of the other between the ends of floor-to-ceiling shelves of law books, the contents of which Marty constantly reminded his staff he had committed to memory. Gay, yes. Bright, exceptionally.

Marty’s secretary was Lorna, a very tall, gangly unattractive brunette who’d come to the PD’s office straight from business college. In the twenty-five years since her arrival she’d never missed a day of work, and without exception maintained a daily routine of early arrival and late departure. She was loyal, efficient, did not socialize and did not gossip. With no husband, no children, and fading prospects for either, she lived frugally and schooled herself in managing her meager salary. Myra was the only one in the office who sensed that Lorna’s frugality had made her rich. Though she never discussed her personal business with anyone, she became despondent following her mother’s death and came sobbing to Myra for someone to talk to. Only then did a hint about the enormity of her wealth slip out. Myra wondered why she still continued to work, guessed her solitary life knew nothing else.

Lorna flashed a toothy smile as Myra walked in, asked about her vacation, had too much class to comment about her neck. She rang through to her boss, announcing Myra’s presence, brought her enormous six-foot frame out of the chair and over to the door, opening it for Myra to pass.

Tom Mesereau was the only other lawyer Myra knew who was as impeccably dressed as Marty French. Giorgio Armani suits, Van Heusen pin-striped shirts, silk ties, and matching suspenders were a daily ensemble that never repeated itself in the same month. Seated at his desk with eyes buried in paperwork, he did not look up or acknowledge Myra until she’d crossed the room and dropped down on the sectional. Only then did he bring his steel-gray eyes off the desk and onto her face. Myra got the impression it was almost an effort.

“Myra. Enjoy your vacation?” Marty asked matter-of-factly, eyes seeking out her neck, trying not to be obvious.

“Got a tan,” Myra said, rubbing it in.

“I’ve often wanted to go to Cancún. Never seemed to manage it. I don’t suppose you were ready to come back.”

“Who wants to leave when you’re enjoying yourself. Especially in Cancún. Never seems to be enough time.”

“Vacations are like that,” Marty said, dropping his eyes back to the paperwork, giving up on Myra’s neck. “Well,” he went on, change of tone to the formal, signaling the end of banter, beginning of business. “Good to have you back, Myra.”

“Can’t say I’m overjoyed,” Myra said, trace of impatience in her voice, last vestiges of blue water, sun-drenched white sand beaches fading rapidly with the change in mood. The edge had faded for the most part, but not entirely. She still needed a hit of something, hoped it didn’t show, played it off by kicking off her shoes, stretching out full length on the sectional like she was relaxing at home.

The steel-gray eyes and movie-star face didn’t appreciate Myra’s informal presumption. “Vacation’s over, Myra,” Marty said frostily.

Myra made no apology. She cut her eyes at Marty, sucked air through disgusted teeth, and sat up. Swinging her legs back to the floor and realizing Marty would see her neck, she braced for the comments she knew were coming. Marty French was nothing if not a fanatic about proper dress and appearance on the part of his staff. Particularly his female PDs. He did not like tight-fitting short skirts, revealing blouses, or makeup beyond a thin application of lipstick. Anything more got you the riot act. Maybe fired. The PD’s office was not a democracy. Marty French was president for life.

Myra slipped on her shoes, straightened up for the lecture.

But he didn’t mention her neck. He wasn’t looking at her at all. He was perusing case jackets on his desk.

“Let’s go over your cases, Myra,” Marty said.

“All right, chief. Who’s on first?”

“You talk to Craig?”

Myra said she had.

“You satisfied?”

Myra said she was. Told him about her conversation with Roderick, disposition of her cases. Marty listened dispassionately, nodded his head in approval when she’d finished.

“You and Craig make a good team.” The comment caught her off guard. Then it dawned on her why he hadn’t mentioned her neck. Craig McInnis had worked a deal of some kind in her absence, the midget motherfucker. Without asking, she knew what was coming.

“You’ve got to be kidding!”

“Look at the results if you don’t believe me. You and Craig have the highest acquittal rate in the office.”

“So?”

“Soooo…” Marty reached into a drawer, pulled out a stack of files, pushed them across the desk to Myra. “I want you and Craig to work on these together. There are some constitutional issues we can bring to the table, especially in light of the Rampart scandal.”

“What’s all this teamwork about, Marty? Why not just separate them—half to Craig, half to me?”

“This office has always been a team, Myra, or have you lost sight of that?”

Myra bristled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just what I said, Myra. This office is a team. Any one defendant belongs to all of us. You and Craig are very skilled defense attorneys. Your understanding of case law and the thorough preparation you undertake is why you two have been so successful. And with the client population we have to serve, that’s no easy matter. But you act as if Myra Cross is the only attorney in this office. You following me, Myra?”

Only too well, Myra thought. Marty was guarding his ego and his power base. The news articles about her in the local papers must be getting next to him. She wondered what he would say if he knew what she was really planning. No matter. She’d be gone by then anyway. But for now she was pissed that Craig had exploited Marty’s weak side.

“And when did I not consult any senior staff when it was necessary?”

“But you do it grudgingly, Myra. That’s what I’m talking about. This ‘when it’s necessary’ attitude of yours.”

She couldn’t argue that one. She’d become a standout almost from the beginning when she’d won an acquittal in the Raymond case, a very high-profile case in which movie actor Ralph Raymond was killed by his supposed lover in a jealous rage. The DA’s office presented an airtight case with DNA matches and videotape from a surveillance camera. But from the beginning Myra’s gut feeling that her client was innocent drove her to investigate well beyond Marty’s recommendation, with the admonition that using the PD’s resources on such a hopeless case, especially a high-profile case, could well mean the end of her public service. But Myra was dogged in her investigation, and what she uncovered and presented to the jury read like a movie. Her client had a twin separated at birth whom she’d never met. A slew of investigators were able to locate the twin. Myra proved she was mentally ill, had stolen her twin’s identity, and was in the area at the time of the homicide with no verifiable alibi. This explained the matching DNA and likeness on the videotape.

Myra became a minor celebrity with the acquittal, turned down lucrative offers to join prestigious Century City law firms because she astutely recognized she’d lose her autonomy in hundred-member firms, enjoyed being a big fish in a small pond. Knew too they’d see her success as a fluke, begin demanding sexual favors as the price of partnership. She wouldn’t mind the sex necessarily, but not as a bargaining chip for the use of her intellect.

But if the Raymond case had made Myra a celebrity, it had also made her arrogant. Not in a boastful or obnoxious way, but in swelling her self-confidence to a fault. She began feeling if not actually believing it unnecessary to consult with colleagues or peers except in rare instances. This was what Marty meant. And if it was just between her and Marty she could deal with it. But Craig McInnis?

“Why do I have to partner with Craig?” she asked, knowing it was Craig’s idea from the get-go, that the teamwork idea was bullshit. “Why not Janice or Melvin or Ignacio?”

“Why not with Craig? He’s bright. Aggressive.”

“And Janice isn’t?”

“Of course she is. So is Melvin and Ignacio and a host of others around here. But you two are exceptions. I’d like to take advantage of that, put together a dream team of my own. Bring in Janice and the others if you want,” Marty added reluctantly as a concession. “But I want to start with you two.”

“This something Craig thought up?”

Marty cut his eyes at Myra. He said, “This is something I want, Myra. You on board or not?”

Poker time. Myra didn’t miss the veiled threat in Marty’s voice. She wasn’t ready to leave the PD’s office just yet. Not until she talked with Jason Rice. Better fold on this hand. She stood abruptly, scooped the files from Marty’s desk.

“Absolutely, Marty. Teamwork can only make things better for our clients. I’ll hook up with Craig first thing tomorrow, get right on top of things.”

Marty smiled and flashed his steel-gray eyes in victory. He said, “Knew you’d see the wisdom of the idea.” He gestured to the files with polished nails and added, “One of the defendants there requested you personally, Myra. Ought to make him feel pretty good to know he’s got not one but two PDs working his case, wouldn’t you think?”

Myra glanced at the files, frowned. “Who?”

Marty looked away, thinking. “Three-striker. Booker something or other…” Then he snapped his fingers and said, “Napoleon, right. Napoleon T. Booker. What mother in her right mind would name a child Napoleon?” He said it as if insulted.

“Napoleon was a general.”

“Who caught his third strike at Waterloo and was banished for life. What does that tell you?”

“That his mother wanted a role model, a chance for her son to make the history books instead of the eleven o’clock news.”

It was one of the few times she’d ever heard Marty laugh. “Role model? This Napoleon’s a drug dealer looking at twenty-five years in Soledad, only he doesn’t have rank on his shoulders.” Marty was having fun and still laughing. “I wouldn’t bet against him making the news. But I guarantee you, Myra, absolutely guarantee you, no one will ever read about him in the history books. You helped him beat a one eighty-seven three years ago. Figures you’re his get-out-of-jail ticket. Name familiar?”

Myra thought it was. “And he wants me?”

“Everybody wants you, Myra.” Marty couldn’t stop the smile that came and went from his lips. “That’s why I’m pairing you with Craig—so you don’t get overloaded. I’m sure you can appreciate that.”

It took great effort for Myra to rein in her anger, then realized his remark, as tactless as it was, was not entirely without truth. Biting the bullet, she turned to go without comment. Just as she reached the door, Marty’s voice came across her shoulder, demanding and flushed with control. “Glad to have you back, Myra. But make sure your neck is covered when you go to court tomorrow. It’s already a circus—no reason to turn it into a soap opera. Ask Lorna to step in, won’t you. Thanks.”

Marty French didn’t miss a thing—waiting till the end to twist the knife, the cocksucker. She didn’t bother to turn around, thought it prudent to let Marty have the pot, wait for the next deal of the cards and a better hand. She felt the edge returning now, knew she needed a hit or she’d explode. Nodding to Lorna in Marty’s direction as she closed the door, she left the office and headed for the elevators. If Jason Rice was right, her time in the PD’s office would soon be nothing but a memory. Her reputation, however, would be an entirely different matter.








CHAPTER 3



FOR FORTY-TWO of his sixty-three years Jason Rice had photographed some of the world’s most glamorous women for just about every magazine in which they were featured. Having started out submitting his work freelance, he was soon under contract with Playboy, where he built his reputation as a photographer who understood the subtleties of light and shadows that framed the female form. Over time he was hired away by Penthouse, who lost him to Hustler and a succession of other magazines from the prestigious to the sleazy. He had a knack for making homely women look attractive and attractive women look gorgeous. He was professional at all times and lived with his gay lover of ten years in the apartment over his Argyle Street studio in Hollywood.

Myra Cross was drop-dead gorgeous. He could tell that when he first saw the Polaroids she’d sent him: a series of photos of her sitting on a window ledge, modestly dressed in a cleavage-revealing halter top and pleated dress falling across her waist, exposing bare fleshy legs. He sensed she might be a natural. Confirmed it when he met her in person and realized she was a photographer’s dream—that rare creature whose beauty needs no enhancement. It wasn’t her chest that impressed him. It was the way her face caught the light, threw its rays across her emerald eyes into the strands of luminous red hair.
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