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			Chapter One

			A mellow-voiced weatherman on the car radio predicted rain.

			Rick Masters changed the station as he steered carefully across the Vincent Thomas Bridge, which spanned a portion of the murkiness known as the Port of Los Angeles. As he reached the tollbooth at the entrance to Terminal Island, he realized that it was dark enough for headlights. He pulled the headlight switch on the polished wooden dashboard of the Rolls-Royce, turned right onto Ferry Street and cruised along the industrial thoroughfare past canneries and marine salvage yards toward the water. Though he didn’t need it to find his way, at the end of the street was an inconspicuous metal sign, the kind used to mark such places as insignificant historical landmarks. The sign read: Terminal Island Federal Prison. He swerved in the direction of the arrow on the sign and followed a narrow road which led to a parking lot in front of the dingy, brownstone administration building.

			The compound was fortified by a high chain-link-topped-with-concertina-wire fence which extended from either side of the administration building back to the heavy black rocks at the water’s edge. To the left of the edifice was a gun tower equipped with a large spotlight which he remembered fantasizing about while he served time there more than ten years ago. At night, he’d imagine himself crawling effortlessly to the top of the gun tower and escaping by running straight up the beam of light and into the black Pacific sky. The phantasm had occurred to him, as far as he could remember, each and every day during the three year and four month stretch. Crazy.

			

			He parked the car, flicked on the interior light, and checked his appearance in the rearview mirror. Unlike the prison white sidewalls fashioned by the Terminal Island barber years ago, his hair was styled and blow-dried. With his shaded French-frame eyeglasses he was sure that none of the turnkeys would recognize him. As he climbed out of the Rolls, he could feel the rain in the air. He pulled on a three-quarter-length black leather jacket and headed toward the administration building.

			Inside, a large reception area, that he used to mop as a trustee, looked exactly as he remembered it: tidy, but unsanitary. The floor was drab brown tile, and the gas-chamber-green walls were decorated with framed photos of the president and some gray-haired prick who was the current director of federal prisons. Though the reception area was the only place for visitors to wait, there were neither sofas nor chairs.

			At the opposite end of the room, a sallow-faced young guard sat at a small desk reading a magazine. The desk was arranged perpendicular to a door of bars which Rick Masters knew was the only way in or out of the prison. Masters approached the guard. As he did so, he noticed that the title of the magazine was Heavy Metal.

			“Visitor?” the guard said without looking up.

			“Yes, officer,” Masters said in a supplicatory tone.

			The guard pointed to a stack of printed forms on the corner of the desk. Masters picked up a pen attached to the desk leg by a string and filled out one of the forms.

			NAME OF INMATE TO BE VISITED: Carmine Falcone 

			VISITOR’S NAME AND AGE: Albert L. Truman-43 

			ARE YOU RELATED TO THE INMATE? Yes 

			RELATIONSHIP: Cousin

			Rick Masters handed the form to the guard.

			The guard held out his hand. “ID,” he said.

			“Pardon me, sir?”

			

			“You got some ID?”

			“Certainly,” Masters said as he reached for his wallet. He took out the Truman driver’s license and handed it to the guard. As the guard noted the number of the operator’s license on the printed form, Rick Masters felt a sense of excitement, a controlled cock-and-balls innervation. He was showing his work.

			The guard handed back the license. Though Masters felt like sighing, he simply put the license back in his wallet. The guard opened a bound volume of computer printouts and leafed through to Falcone’s name. He wrote another number on the form, then picked up the phone. “One in for F sixteen zero four two three, a relative,” he said. As the guard set the receiver down, the door of bars opened slowly into the wall. “Down the hall to the visitor’s room,” the guard said. “In the room, sit at window number six. Use the phone. Visiting hours are over in a few minutes.”

			“Yes, sir,” Rick Masters said. He stepped past the door. As he followed the guard’s instructions, he heard the heavy door slowly slide closed behind him. He entered a steel-walled room fashioned with a row of numbered glass windows which, like urinals, were partitioned from one another. Each window was furnished with a black wall phone. Rick Masters sat down in a chair facing window number six. He remembered being called to the opposite side of the window years ago for visits from his wife whom he’d divorced shortly after being released. He remembered how, after each of the monthly strained small-talk sessions, he’d walk the yard, thinking about the time he’d fucked her on the hood of his car as it was parked in a busy restaurant parking lot in Beverly Hills. Oddly, passersby had ignored them. There had been other times like that in those days, including getting her off in the cramped lavatory of a 707 during a flight to Las Vegas and on the crest of a ski run at Aspen. But the hood of the car incident was his favorite during the stretch. It had been his idea.

			

			Like an aquarium fish, Carmine Falcone, a dark-featured man of Masters’s age, suddenly appeared at the window. As he sat down he set a pink Pepto-Bismol bottle on the counter in front of him. It was half full. He grabbed the phone off the hook. Rick Masters did the same.

			“Hello, partner,” Falcone said in his New York accent.

			“How are you making it?” Masters said in a fatherly tone. He lit a thin brown cigarette with a gold lighter.

			“Forget the small talk. You know how I’m making it. I’m making it like every other swinging dick in this place makes it. Day by motherfucking day.”

			Masters nodded at the medicine bottle. “Ulcer acting up?”

			Falcone nodded. “I want to know when you’re going to get me out.”

			Masters took a puff of the cigarette. To give himself an extra moment to think before he answered, he changed hands with the phone receiver. “Grimes the mouthpiece let me down. He told me, he promised me, that the fix was in with the federal judge. He kept telling me to be patient, that he would have you out soon. He kept assuring me that the fix was in. That’s why I kept sending word for you to keep your shirt on. Grimes used to be an assistant US attorney…a federal prosecutor. I believed him when he told me he had the connections. I took the man at his word.”

			“Okay, so I kept my shirt on,” Falcone said. “I’ve copped a plea like Grimes told me to and now I’ve been sentenced to five fucking years for getting caught carrying a package of fifties. Now what?”

			“I want you to be patient a little longer,” Masters said.

			“The federal attorneys are frothing at the mouth to get you. They want me to testify before a grand jury. Even the warden called me in for a soft-soap session. He offers to make me a trustee if I’d cooperate with the Feds against you. Everybody knows I’m your partner. Everybody knows I’m the one that helps you print. It’s right in my prison file that you and I met while working in the prison print shop years ago.”

			

			“What did you tell them?”

			“I tell ’em all to go pound sand. What the fuck do you think I tell them?”

			“I didn’t mean it like that,” Masters said.

			“But I’m telling you to your face right now that I’m not going to do the time, partner. I got caught carrying for you. I told you I didn’t want to, but you didn’t trust anyone else. It’s always been that way. I’m the guy who buys the paper. I cart the press. I help with the plates. I cut the bills when they’re printed. I carry the packages. I never complain. Well, now it’s my turn for some motherfucking consideration. I want out and I’m going to do whatever it takes to get out.”

			Rick Masters bit his lip, watched Falcone closely.

			“Do you understand what I’m laying on you?”

			“I think you’re telling me that if I don’t get you out, you’re going to the grand jury.”

			Carmine Falcone swallowed twice. “The last thing in the world I want to be is a rat. You know that. But I’m not going to sit here beating my meat for five years. If it comes to me or you, then it’s going to have to be you. I can’t do five years.”

			Masters looked him in the eye. “I’m giving you my word you won’t have to do the whole nickel in here.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means that everything is not lost. Grimes tells me that there still is a very good chance that the judge will go for letting you out on an appeal bond.”

			“Then what the hell is he waiting for?”

			“This is something I can’t answer.”

			“Doubletalk,” Falcone said. “You’re giving me doubletalk just like that shyster Grimes has been giving me doubletalk.” He leaned close to the glass, “I helped you get where you are today. I’ve taken heat for you. You owe me.”

			

			“Grimes is the best lawyer money can buy. He’s working on the arrangements. It’ll be either an appeal bond or a sentence reduction. One way or the other, he’s going to get you out.”

			“And the check is in the mail,” Falcone said sarcastically.

			“I’m doing everything I can,” Masters said after a pause.

			“What about your pal Max Waxman?” Falcone said. “He’s a lawyer. Can he help?”

			“That’s who I came down to talk about,” Masters said. “Max the Money Man.”

			“What about him”

			“He was your last stop before the airport on the day you were arrested.”

			Carmine Falcone was silent for a moment. “What are you trying to tell me?” he said in a deliberate manner.

			“He said that you never delivered the package to him.”

			A look of dismay suddenly swept over Falcone’s face. “What do you mean he says he never got it? I walked right into his law office with a suitcase. I counted out the six hundred thousand right there on his desk. I had it wrapped in ten-thousand-dollar packages just like you told me. He put it in the safe he has right behind his desk. What do you mean he says he never got it?”

			“He said you called him and postponed delivery. The next thing he heard was that you got arrested at the airport.”

			“He’s a lying son of a bitch. He must have done some quick thinking when he heard I took a fall. Like who would know how much funny money the Feds took away from me at the time of the arrest? That’s what he must have figured.”

			“What did you talk about with him when you dropped the package off that day?”

			Falcone shrugged. “Nothing in particular. I might have said something about the problem we had with the plates for the serial numbers…small talk.”

			

			The men gazed at each other through the thick glass without speaking. “Did you tell him where you were going?” Masters finally said.

			“Where I was going?”

			“Where you were headed from his office?”

			Falcone leaned on the receiver. His eyes closed as if he were trying to concentrate. “I think I told him I was in a hurry to get to the airport. I told him about making a run to Las Vegas for you.”

			“Then he’s the one who did you,” Masters said. “He ratted you to the Feds.”

			“But when they arrested me the T-men said the tip came from somebody in Las Vegas.”

			“The Feds always say shit like that. They like to confuse people. He dropped a dime on you to screw me out of the six hundred grand.”

			“Goddamn,” Falcone said. “I think you’re right. Damn, I’ll kill him when I get out. I’ll waste the motherfucker. May God strike me dead if I don’t waste him. He set me up. He fucking set me up.” He flinched as a guard tapped him on the shoulder.

			“Visiting hours are over,” the guard said. He strolled back toward a door.

			“Don’t forget about me,” Falcone said.

			“I won’t. You have my word on that.”

			Both men set the receivers back on hooks.

			Rick Masters stood up, moved to the door and down the hallway. The door of bars slid open. He ambled through the reception area to the front door.

			The rain started just as he drove out of the parking lot. It came down in sheets as he drove back across the bridge and north on Harbor Freeway. In the cozy atmosphere of the Rolls-Royce he thought about his visit with Falcone.

			Twenty miles later, as he made the transition from the Harbor to the Hollywood Freeway, a motorcyclist in the next lane was bumped by a van. The rider spilled to the pavement. The van squealed brakes and with the sound of crashing metal, spun out of control into the guardrail.

			Rick Masters stepped on the accelerator to avoid the mess.

			He drove north through Hollywood via the freeway, then turned off at an exit that led him to Studio City. He passed through a suburban business area and turned toward the foothills on Mulholland Drive. The upgrade led him into an area made up of homes which were either hidden off access roads, balanced by struts on hillsides, or, like his own, built on the crest of a turn to provide a view of the San Fernando Valley.

			As he turned into the driveway, the all-news radio station was announcing a list of intersections which were blocked due to flooding. He knew that’s the way it was in LA, a little rain or wind and the whole city fell apart.

			The living room, which his girlfriend, Blanca, had decorated in muted tones of brown and red, was warm. The television was turned to a quiz program.

			Blanca was asleep on the sofa. She was a dark-complexioned woman with high cheekbones, full lips, Aztec eyes (a tiny teardrop tattoo decorated the corner of her left eye), and a figure that had given her top billing at Bodies Unlimited, a Sunset Boulevard strip club that changed its name every time it was raided by the vice cops. She wore a pair of form-fitting jeans and a low-cut western-style silk blouse that didn’t quite contain her ample bust. She started awake. “I was having a bad dream,” she said in her East LA barrio dialect. As usual, her face was void of expression, her brown eyes doleful, squawlike.

			Masters walked over to the liquor cabinet and asked her what it was about.

			“I was onstage doing my thing and people in the audience were burning me with cigarettes,” she said sleepily. “Serena once told me she always wrote down her dreams. She kept them in a little book.”

			

			Rick Masters opened the liquor cabinet, pouring himself a Crown Royal whisky. “Who’s Serena?” he said before he took a sip.

			“She was in the show…the one who did the body paint thing.”

			“Uh.”

			Blanca struggled to sit up. With delicate cocoa-colored hands, she lit a cigarette. “Did you go down there?” she asked.

			He nodded and took another sip of whisky.

			“What did Carmine say?”

			“He said Max did it to us.”

			“Who do you believe…him or Max?”

			“At the trial the Feds testified that when Carmine was arrested all he had on him was forty grand. That was exactly what was in the package I gave him to take to Las Vegas.”

			“So Max did get the six hundred thousand?”

			“That’s what it looks like.”

			“I wonder what he did with it?” she said.

			“Sold it, of course. What do you think he would do with it? Stick it up his ass?”

			Angrily, she blew smoke at him. “Excuse me for living,” she said, reclined back on the sofa.

			He finished the drink.

			“Max called again while you were gone.”

			“Max rips me off for six hundred grand and then keeps calling me for more just like nothing happened…balls. Real balls.”

			“He’s probably doing it to make it look like everything is the same as before.”

			“Did anyone else call?” he said, ignoring the self-evident remark.

			“Just Reggie.”

			“What did he want?”

			“An ounce of coke. He said he’s having a party tomorrow night for the cast of his TV show.”

			

			“So what did you tell him?”

			“I told him you’d get back to him.”

			“Do we have an ounce?”

			“We still have three ounces left in the safety deposit box.” Rick Masters walked over to the sofa, sat down next to her. Leaning back, he rested his head on the top of the backrest. “Deliver him an ounce and charge him the same as before,” he said. For the next few minutes he just stared at the ceiling. The television was a jumble of voices and sounds. He heard a quiz show host with a snappy, tenor voice asking the question, “What European country is also known as the Emerald Isle? For five hundred dollars, your answer please.” Again, he reviewed his conversation with Falcone. The thoughts mixed with flashes of memory: his mother taking him to the LA County jail to visit his father; his father asking him how he was doing in school.

			Masters reached to an end table and picked up a princess phone. He dialed a number he knew by heart. A woman answered. “Law offices,” she said.

			“This is Rick. I’d like to speak with Bob Grimes.”

			The phone clicked twice. “What did your friend have to say?” Grimes asked when he picked up the phone.

			“He said he wants out.”

			“Did you tell him I can’t get him out?”

			“The man wants out.”

			“I’ve done everything humanly possible, and he should realize that. At this point there may be no other alternative but to serve some time. Even if the judge grants an appeal bond, it’s just a postponement. He was caught holding forty grand and he’s going to have to serve his time. I’ve explained this to him more than once in great detail.”

			“Do you think he’s going to cave in on me?”

			“If he does, what can he give them?”

			“Everything.” 

			

			There was silence for a moment. Grimes cleared his throat. “I see no easy way out of the problem; if you know what I mean.”

			Rick Masters set the phone down.

			“Do we have problems, baby?” Blanca said.

			“Two big ones.”

			“Max and Carmine.”

			“That’s right,” he said as he stood up and strolled to the steamy bay window. The street gutters were overflowing: brownish rivers rushing downhill. In a brick planter which lined the driveway, a line of petunias the gardener had planted a few days earlier were now bent over, covered with mud. He stood there staring out the window.

			“What are you gonna do?” Blanca said.

			“I want you to go borrow a car.”

			“From who?”

			“Go over and borrow one of Reggie’s cars. Come straight back here.”

			“Right now?”

			He turned and glared at her.

			“Okay, okay,” she said as she slithered off the sofa and got to her feet. She left the room and returned a minute later wearing a coat and carrying an umbrella. “How do I get over there?”

			“Call a taxi,” he said as he continued to stare at the rain.

			“What are we going to do?” She opened a small loose-leaf book that was next to the phone, dialed a number, and asked for a taxi.

			“Take care of one of our problems,” he said. The sound of his voice seemed to reverberate against the window.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Outside, the wind whipped and swirled the rain.

			John Vukovich sat in a chair facing the window in the priest’s study. There were no lights on in the musty-smelling room. Because it was dark, he knew he couldn’t be seen by anyone who happened to look up from the rain-slick Wilshire Boulevard below.

			Vukovich stood up. He opened the window and, leaning forward, held his hands outside for a moment. The droplets which tickled his palms were, like LA’s monotonous year-round weather, lukewarm. He touched wet fingers to his eyelids, then closed the window. He held his wrist closer to the window’s reflected street-light illumination and checked the time. It was almost 7:00 p.m.

			For what seemed like the millionth time, he surveyed the scene across the street: a modest one-story professional building with a decorative wood facade. Venetian blinds covered a bay window that faced the street. The lights were on inside. The building was situated between a small parking lot and a Mission-style apartment building; on the corner to the left was a service station.

			He sat down again. Though he could hear his partner pacing the hallway outside the study, Vukovich felt utterly alone. Probably, he thought, because nothing much had happened all day…hell, the rain itself had been a welcome event. Nothing, that is, except that Max the Money Man Waxman had remained in his law office rather than leave at six-thirty as he usually did.

			As he sat transfixed to the familiar scene below, Vukovich’s mind wandered. Perhaps because he was in a musty-smelling church, he thought of his wedding day nine years ago. Every Yugoslav in Fontana had shown up to see him take the hand of Patti Maravich, the Fontana Junior College Homecoming Queen. He’d worn his army uniform during the ceremony and left for Vietnam six days later. Patti had sobbed at the airport when he left; sobbed just like she always had during their frequent quarrels. They’d divorced about a year ago.

			A well-dressed young man and woman staggered drunkenly past the law office to the entrance to the apartment house, oblivious to the rain. For something to do, Vukovich reached for the binoculars and watched the couple as they stood at the door, embraced, and kissed. They parted briefly for what looked like an intense conversation. The man stuck his hand up the woman’s dress; she pushed his hand away. More conversation. Finally, the woman opened her purse and removed a key. She unlocked the front door and they staggered inside.

			He set the binoculars down. It seemed like it had rained the whole eighteen months he had been in Vietnam. During his first patrol a black sergeant had taught him how to keep a cigarette lit in the rain. “Leave it be,” he’d said. “Just puff. Even if it’s wet, it’ll still smoke. But don’t touch it or it’ll fall apart.” The method had worked well. He wondered how many cartons of cigarettes he’d smoked while he was there…fifty? Seventy?

			Out of boredom, Vukovich picked up the small tape recorder, unwound the tape, and played it from the beginning. “Surveillance log begins-0700 hours…US Treasury Field Force; Los Angeles…Law Office of Attorney Max Waxman, corner of Wilshire and Canberra Street. This is day three. The date is March thirteenth, time 0820 hours: Secretary Mary Shields arrives in her own vehicle and enters building. 0916 hours: Waxman arrives in his Cadillac and enters. 1003 hours: Latin male, approximately forty-five years arrives in blue Chevrolet bearing California license CLA609 and enters through front door. 1049 hours: Latin male departs.” The rest of the tape had similar tedious entries: people, most of whom Vukovich thought looked like underworld types, coming and going from Max the Money Man’s office. Mary Shields, Waxman’s long-legged blonde secretary (he remembered that Waxman’s intelligence file noted that Shields was a counterfeit money courier whom Max once defended) left at 6:00 p.m.

			The tapes reached the end of the last entry. John Vukovich turned off the recorder and set it back on the floor next to his chair. He stood up and stretched.

			Suddenly, the door of the study flew open.

			Richard Chance, a clean-featured, muscular man who, like Vukovich, was in his early thirties, stood in the well-lit hallway wearing a priest’s robe. He raised his hands in benediction. “Hocus pocus dominocus,” he chanted. “This is the message of the master. How do I look, partner?”

			“Like a T-man dressed up as a priest.”

			“Fuck you too,” Chance said. He closed the door behind him and strode to the window. In the darkness, they both stared out the window without speaking. The rain glinted as it fell through the glow of streetlights.

			“I’d like to try parachuting out this window.”

			“Your chute wouldn’t have time to open.”

			“Even when I was a kid I was into stunts. I used to crash my bicycle…jump off the roof of my house. Now, I rarely miss a weekend of parachuting. I live for base-jumping.”

			Vukovich gave a short laugh. “Daredevil Dick,” he said.

			“I’m gonna parachute off the Vincent Thomas Bridge in the next few weeks.”

			“As an ex-paratrooper, I wish you luck.”

			“Why don’t you make the jump with me? I’ve got an extra chute.”

			“No way,” Vukovich said.

			

			Richard Chance unzipped the priest’s garb and took it off, tossed it onto a desk. He wore a white T-shirt, Levis, his gun, and handcuffs. “Ever go to church when you were a kid?” he said.

			“Every Sunday.”

			“Did you believe any of it?”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Like do you believe that Jonah was actually swallowed by a whale?”

			John Vukovich shrugged.

			“All kidding aside…do you actually believe that sumbitch was, in actual fact, swallowed by a whale?”

			Without waiting for an answer, Chance dropped to the floor and did push-ups in rapid succession.

			John Vukovich kept his eyes on Waxman’s office.

			Finally, Chance stopped and got to his feet. “I wonder why they assigned us to work together?” he said between deep breaths. “Like why us?”

			“All I know is that suddenly your name was next to mine on the Field Office duty board last month,” Vukovich said, rubbing his eyes. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

			“I still haven’t figured out where you’re coming from,”

			“Where I’m coming from?” Vukovich said stoically. “My father was a cop. When I was a kid I wanted to grow a beard and be a Serbian Orthodox priest. I served three years in the army and five years on the police department before coming to this job. I haven’t had a day off in two weeks and at this very moment I couldn’t give a shit less about you, Max Waxman, or ‘where I’m coming from.’ And the answer to your question is no, I’m not a snitch for Bateman.”

			Ignoring his reply, Chance pumped out another set of push-ups before he flopped onto his back.

			“I wonder what he’s doing in there?” Vukovich said. “I wonder what he’s doing right at this very moment?”

			

			Catlike, Chance came to his feet. “Maybe he’s counting some stacks of those nice, tax-free phony greenbacks.” Carefully, he positioned a chair in front of the window and sat down next to Vukovich. He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the windowsill.

			Again they stared out into the street, waiting.

			“It’ll be worth it if we catch someone delivering Max a load of those fifties and hundreds he’s been dealing,” Vukovich said, to make conversation.

			“Will it?” Chance said. “Will it be worth spending the next three or four hours writing an affidavit for a search warrant? Then taking the affidavit to the Field Office and waiting while it’s typed? Then driving thirty miles out to the US attorney’s house so some twenty-three-year-old mushhead lawyer can correct the spelling? Then after having the warrant retyped, drive thirty miles to the other side of town so some political-hack US magistrate can complain about being awakened in the middle of the night to sign the warrant? Then drive all the way back here, kick Max’s door in, and spend the next twelve or fourteen hours after he bails out writing reports and filling out evidence forms? Will it be worth it?”

			“On the other hand, we might end up with a million-dollar package and the printer himself.”

			“I’d rather go down there right now, boot Max’s door, and put a gun to his head,” Chance said. “Force the rotten prick to name his source, and while we’re at it, everyone else he knows who’s holding so much as one single phony bill. Then go arrest every fucking one of them. That would really be something. Gangbusters.”

			After a while John Vukovich left his perch at the window. He walked around the room a few times to stretch his legs. The rain seemed to diminish.

			“Do you think Max scores from Rick Masters?” Vukovich said.

			

			“Probably. Everybody else in this town gets their paper from Tricky Ricky. Hell, he’s on a ten-year run.”

			“How does he do it?”

			“Easy,” Chance said. “He prints the money all by himself and lets only a few select people he trusts do the dirty work of selling it. He doesn’t deal with strangers, talks only on pay phones, and has the best lawyers money can buy. As long as he stays like that, he’s untouchable.”

			Chance did more push-ups and Vukovich returned to the window. A breeze, tepid and gusting, blew mist inside.

			Chance took more deep breaths. He stood up. “They say I’m a wild man, a hot-dog. You’ve heard that, haven’t you?”

			“I don’t pay much attention to office talk,” Vukovich said, though he had. On the other hand, he knew Chance led the office in arrests.

			“My problem is that I’d rather put people in jail than sit around the Field Office all day jacking my jaws about how much the federal cost-of-living pay raise is going to be,” Chance said.

			“So would I.” Vukovich said. He rubbed his eyes for a while.

			Chance sat down at the desk. He took his wallet out of his back pocket and removed a tiny address book, flipped through the pages. “Decision, decisions,” he muttered.

			“Whatsat?”

			“If you had a choice between an ugly redhead who likes to talk dirty or a beautiful blonde who’s a bum lay, which one would you choose?”

			“Have to meet ’em first.” He continued to stare out the window.

			Chance dialed a number. “It’s me,” he said. “Did I wake you? Sorry…what makes you think that? Who says I’m horny? Maybe I just called to say hello…on a stakeout. I tried to call you and let you know I had to work…And I miss you. I really do. If I didn’t why would I have called? …How about tonight after I get off? So maybe I am. Maybe I do want to come over and jump on your bones. I can’t help myself…” He laughed. “Gotta run, baby…seeya in an hour or so.” He set the receiver down.

			“What makes you think we’ll get off in an hour?” Vukovich said.

			“Just lining up a piece of ass in case we do.”

			The breeze blew more mist in the window. John Vukovich stood up, closed the window, stretched, and sat down again.

			—

			Max Waxman stood at the all-brass sink in his spacious, wood-paneled, office bathroom. Next to the bathroom mirror was a red wall phone which he expected to ring at any moment. As a matter of fact, he thought, the goddamn telephone was ruling his life.

			He used a tiny, gold-plated razor to carefully shave around a pencil-thin mustache, then wiped his face with a clean towel. Shirtless, he only wore custom-made tropical wool slacks (he preferred the pleated European look because it made his puffy waistline look trimmer) and alligator boots. Leaning close to the mirror he bared his teeth, examining the bright white caps that covered fifty-eight-year-old yellowed choppers. Though he was bald on top, he was proud of the fact that the semicircle of ear-length hair which hung limply to his collar was generally healthy and required ebony retouching no more than once a week.

			The phone rang; he grabbed it off the wall.

			“Answering your own phone now?” Ruthie said. Her voice was a whine.

			“So my secretary doesn’t work nights,” he said.

			“I have a customer I absolutely cannot keep on the line for much longer,” she said. “I need some samples like now.”

			“I’m waiting for a call right this minute.”

			“Let me know the minute you hear anything,” she whined.

			“I’m doing everything I can,” Waxman hung up abruptly.

			

			He splashed on French cologne from a tiny flagon, which he knew cost as much as his father used to spend on a suit of clothes while he was eking out an existence in a grimy sandwich shop. He put on a shirt and sport coat, then walked back into his plushly-carpeted private office. He noticed that the sound of the rain had stopped. On the walls were African wildlife scenes and, facing his teakwood desk, a shiny wall unit loaded with electronic gear. He stepped to a standing Diebold safe which sat behind the desk under the window. He deftly worked the numbers on the combination lock (Trudy’s measurements), opened the door. A ledger rested on the bottom shelf. He took it out and relocked the safe, then sat down at his desk.

			He flipped the pages of the ledger book. Using a ruler, he underlined some figures with a red pen.

			The phone rang. It was Rick Masters.

			“You’re a hard man to get in touch with,” Waxman said. “I’ve left messages all over town.”

			“Been extra busy.”

			“Do you have anything?”

			“I’ll call you on the other number.”

			Max Waxman hung up the phone, then grabbed a magazine from the reception area on his way out of the office. Holding the magazine over his head as a makeshift umbrella, he avoided the puddles on the way to the gas station on the corner. The station’s pay-booth phone was ringing when he got there. He stepped inside the booth and picked up the receiver.

			“What’s up?” Masters said.

			“I need some more paper. I’ve got a broad on the line who’s hot to score.”

			“Who is she?”

			“I defended her husband in a murder case years ago. Ruthie’s no problem; no problem at all.”

			

			“Where’s her husband now?” Masters said.

			“On Death Row in San Quentin.”

			“How much did you charge him for that favor?”

			“Very funny.”

			“How much does she want?”

			“She wants to see samples.”

			“I have some sample hundreds,” Masters said. “I just finished them over the weekend. They’re beautiful. Very beautiful.”

			“How many numbers?”

			“Thirty different serial numbers.”

			“Sounds great. Can I get them tonight?”

			“I’ll send Blanca over. I should have used her rather than Carmine for the last deal and we would have avoided all the problems.”

			“Frankly, I’m glad to hear you say that. Since Carmine got arrested, I’ve gotten the feeling that you’ve been avoiding me. You haven’t been returning my calls like you used to.”

			“Everyone lays low after a bust,” Masters said.

			“What about Falcone? Where do you stand with him?”

			“He ripped me off,” Masters said. “He’s a dead man.”

			“Can you get to him in the joint?”

			“Easier there than on the outside.”

			“Who ratted him in the first place?”

			“Somebody in Las Vegas,” Masters said. “It was in the court papers the T-men filed for his arraignment. Las Vegas is full of snitches.”

			“I’ve always said this.”

			“I was letting him do too much,” Masters said. “But, as you know, I need the insulation. I’m a prize to the Feds. This is what I’m up against.”

			“Are we straight?” Waxman said.

			“Straight?”

			“Are we straight on this Falcone thing?”

			

			“If we weren’t straight, if I thought you’d ripped me off for six hundred K, would I be sending more samples?”

			“I guess not.”

			“You sound like you still have the jitters,” Masters said. “There’s nothing to worry about. Carmine got popped. He ripped us off for a load of paper. Life goes on.”

			“I guess you’re right,” Waxman said.

			The phone clicked. Waxman set the receiver back on the hook. He stepped out of the phone booth. Using the soggy magazine as an umbrella again, he ran back toward his office, surveyed the street as he went. There were no suspicious looking cars parked anywhere in the area. At the door of his office he turned and glanced at the All Souls Catholic Church and the office building next to it. There were no lights on in either structure. He entered his office and locked the front door behind him.

			From a closet in the reception area he removed a white, canvas like bullet-proof vest from a hanger. He shrugged off his coat and shirt, then donned the vest and fastened its Velcro straps tightly around his torso. He dressed again and returned to his desk. If there was anything he’d learned, it was that one simply could not be too cautious when dealing with the scum-of-the-earth. On the other hand, he knew that patience with the scum-of-the-earth paid for his vacations in Cannes every year, the mortgages on his Malibu beachfront home which was once owned by Clark Cable, and his ski chalet in Heavenly Valley.

			His hands were wet with perspiration. He snatched a tissue from a desk drawer and dried them, then wiped his brow before tossing the tissue in a wastebasket. He picked up the receiver and dialed home.

			“I’ll be home in a little while,” he told Trudy. “I have some business to take care of with Rick Masters,” he said, making sure he pronounced the name clearly.

			“Do I know him?”

			

			“No, but I’ll be home in a little while.”

			“You sound funny,” she said. “Is everything okay?”

			“Of course.”

			“Sorry I asked.”

			“After I take care of my business with Rick Masters, I’ll be home.” He made kiss sounds into the phone before he hung up.

			He glanced at his Rolex. It was time for the eleven o’clock news. He opened a drawer and pressed a remote-control switch. The television, which faced him from its perch in the wall unit, came on. The half-hour program concluded with a story about a veterinarian who had structured a plastic beak for an injured duck. The handsome anchorman made happy talk about the story with the blonde anchorwoman. Max Waxman wondered if her tits were as firm and heavy as Trudy’s.

			Finally there was a knock on the front door. Waxman headed into the reception area. He checked the peephole. Blanca stood outside wearing a white raincoat tied at the waist with a belt and holding an umbrella. She looked nervous. He hurried to the coat closet, removed a snub-nosed revolver from the top shelf and stuffed it into his coat pocket. He checked the peephole once again to make sure she was alone and unlocked the door. “Long time no see,” he said, remembering her dancing naked on stage. “Do you have something for me?” She stepped in and closed her umbrella. Waxman reached around to lock the door behind her.

			She smiled broadly. “In exchange for a drink.”

			“Of course,” Waxman said. Having checked the peephole again, he motioned her into his office. As he opened a liquor cabinet, she sat down on the sofa.

			“Bourbon?” he said.

			“Fine.” She glanced around the room.

			

			Waxman brought the drinks over to her. “When do I get to see you on stage again?” he said in a friendly tone.

			“Rick won’t let me do it no more.”

			“That’s a good reason,” he said.

			She removed an envelope from her purse and handed it to him. He opened it and pulled out a thin stack of fifty and one hundred-dollar bills. He returned to his desk, held some of the bills up to a desk lamp. “High-quality stuff,” he said. “Very high quality. I know Rick had some doubts about me on this Falcone thing. I hope that’s all over.”

			“Rick never says much to me about business. He told me to tell you that if you like the paper, he wants your order placed within the next day or two.”

			“That should be no problem.”

			“How’s Trudy?” she said in an attempt to make conversation.

			“Fine, just fine.” He watched her for a moment as she sipped the drink. “You seem a little nervous.”

			“I’m always scared to death when I go somewhere with that stuff on me.” She motioned to the counterfeit money.

			“Understandable,” he said.

			She threw back the rest of her drink and stood up. “I’d better go. It’s late,”

			“Stick around here and I’ll have a thing for you to do,” he said in a jocular manner.

			She smiled and pinched him on the cheek on her way to the door.

			He checked the peephole; the street was clear. He unlocked the door and opened it. Blanca stepped outside and opened her umbrella. “Talk that guy into letting you go back to Bodies Unlimited,” Max Waxman said. “I miss that tassel twirl.”

			She smiled and waved as she headed toward the parking lot. Waxman closed and locked the door.

			“I wonder who she is?” Chance said as he leaned close to the window.

			

			Vukovich used the binoculars. “Never seen her before.”

			In the parking lot, the woman climbed into a black Porsche. She drove out of the lot and headed east on Wilshire Boulevard. Vukovich dictated the license number of the car into the machine before he forgot it.

			—

			Rick Masters sat at the table nearest the door in the busy coffee shop. Through a rain-smeared window he watched Blanca park the Porsche in front of the place. She climbed out of the car and hurried inside. He waved and she joined him at the table. He noticed that her hands were shaking as she lit a cigarette. “Well?” he said.

			“He’s alone.”

			“Where was he sitting?”

			“At his desk…paper spread all over it.”

			“I want you to think carefully before you answer this,” he said. “The curtain behind his desk…was it open or closed?”

			“It was open a little bit.”

			“How much is a little bit?”

			“About a foot.”

			He held out his hand, “Let me have the keys to the Porsche.” She handed them to him, puzzled. “I’m leaving,” he said. “You take a taxi back to the pad.”

			“Be careful, baby,” she said as he left the table.

			—

			The television was still on.

			Max Waxman finished making notations in his ledger. He sat back and rubbed his eyes for a moment. The phone rang.

			“What do you think of the product?” Rick Masters said.

			“I like it.”

			“When do you think you’ll have an order for me?”

			

			“Hell, I’ve just had the samples for a few minutes. Where are you calling from?”

			“I’m in a pay booth,” Masters said. “Uh, can you hold the line for a minute?”

			“Sure,” Waxman said. There was the sound of what could have been the receiver being set down on something…a car door slamming. An engine starting up. A car driving off.

			As he became impatient waiting for Masters to return to the phone, Max Waxman heard the sound of a car driving slowly through the alley outside the window behind him. The car stopped. A car door opened and closed. Waxman sat quietly. Using the remote control device, he turned off the TV. He heard footsteps in the alley.

			Suddenly window glass crashed. He spun around. The black barrel of a shotgun protruded through the smashed window. A deafening explosion. When he opened his eyes he was laying on his side in front of his desk and there was carbide smoke in the air. As he struggled to catch his breath and get into the safety of the reception area, he realized that blood was surging from his neck. “Help me,” he said as he tried to plug the warm leak with his hand. Crawling, he finally made his way into the reception area. Using all the strength he could muster, he got to his knees. He lunged forward, pulling the telephone off the receptionist’s desk. A tight rivulet of blood squirted from his neck as he dialed 0.

			“Operator,” a woman said. She sounded like Trudy.

			“Help me,” be said. “My law office is on the corner of Wilshire and Canberra and I’ve been shot.” Suddenly he felt light-headed; light-headed and freezing cold.

			“What is your name, sir?”

			“Waxman.” His voice sounded as if he was speaking from the end of a tunnel. A tunnel of dark-red ice.

			“What number are you calling from?” she said.

			

			Waxman tried to recite the number from memory but couldn’t. Slipping backward in the ice tunnel, he struggled to read the number off the phone, but it was covered with blood. For a moment he considered taking out a silk handkerchief which he knew was in his pocket and wiping the blood off the dial so he could read the number. Instead, he just curled up tightly in a ball.

			His last thought was that the bulletproof vest hadn’t done him any good.
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