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INTRODUCTION
If this is the first Peter Sharp Legal Mystery that you’re reading, it might help you to know a little background information about the characters.
Peter Sharp’s wife threw him out of their home (which she actually owned), due to a conflict of their philosophies about legal representation: Peter being a defender of those poor, unfortunate people ‘wrongfully’ accused of crimes, and his wife Myra a prosecutor with the District Attorney’s office, who railroaded them to conviction.
Peter ultimately wound up living on a dilapidated old boat in Marina del Rey, and when his former classmate/employer Melvin Braunstein died in a plane crash, Peter inherited a failing law practice, an office manager (Melvin’s twelve-year old step-daughter Suzi, a Chinese computer genius) and her huge St. Bernard. Peter was appointed legal guardian, and through a series of misfortunes that miraculously worked out, wound up living with Suzi and her dog on a beautiful 50-foot Grand Banks trawler-yacht.
When Peter isn’t swilling Patrón Margaritas at one of the marina’s local watering holes, he’s usually involved in some losing legal case that little Suzi will inevitably solve, leaving Peter with the impression that he’s really as good as he thinks he is.
Along the way in each legal adventure, Peter usually winds up butting heads with his ex-wife, who Suzi adores and is constantly scheming to get back into the Sharp household. There’s also Stuart Schwartzman, Peter’s old friend and frequent client, who is the most entrepreneurial person in Southern California – and Jack Bibberman, the best private investigator Peter ever met.
All of the Peter Sharp Legal Mysteries are summarized at the end of this book, and if you’re curious about them, more details (plus photos) can be seen at http://www.PeterSharpBooks.com
Magic Lamp Press
Venice, California
*****
Chapter 1
Marriage can be a great institution, but I don’t do too well in institutionalized situations, so mine didn’t work out – and that’s too bad, because my ex-wife Myra was elected as our county’s District Attorney and I missed out on all of those fancy black tie events offering free food and an open bar.
We got along just fine during the first couple of years we were married, but then she decided to start law school. Why not? I guess she figured that if I could do it, anyone could. It was all downhill from there. I think that some females are born with a prosecution chromosome that prevents anyone around them from ever getting away with anything. Most women utilize that trait as mothers; others become teaching nuns or deputy district attorneys. Myra was very fortunate in having been able to achieve her maximum genetic potential… she’s the chief prosecutor of Los Angeles County. My law practice requires that I do some criminal defense work, so she now gets some opportunities to do to me what I used to enjoy doing to her.
At first there was a feeling in the legal community that because the D.A. is my ex-wife I’d be getting some preferential treatment from her office. Unfortunately though, all the feelings have been proved wrong. Aside from my being wrongfully arrested a few times in the last year or so, I’d say that I’ve been getting treated fairly by her gang, but anyone who spends time in the downtown Criminal Courts building knows that there’s no love lost between us. As a result of my helping her to get elected she gave me her private telephone number so I now have instant access to her, but that’s all the thanks I ever received. So much for gratitude.
My good friend Stuart Schwarzman is the complete opposite. He hasn’t got a prosecutorial bone in his body, is easygoing, and always concerned about the rights of every person. He isn’t married at the present time, or at least I don’t think he is, so when he calls to ask my advice about a domestic situation he claims to be involved in I remind him of my general rule to not do ‘phone law’ and invite him to stop by my boat later this afternoon so that we can talk about his alleged issue face-to-face.
With the help of a certain computer freak who rarely talks to me, my law practice has been doing quite well, and I was able to afford a partnership share in this 50-foot Grand Banks trawler-yacht here in Marina del Rey, California, which is where I live and run my practice. We’re out on the western edge of Los Angeles, so the constant ocean breeze protects us from most of the city’s smog.
I normally wouldn’t have a mini-family living with me on the boat, but in Mel’s last Will and testament he requested that I be appointed Suzi’s legal guardian. She’s an adorable little 12-year old Chinese girl with exception logic and computer skills. I never thought that the court would approve me, and I still suspect that Myra must have had something to do with the judge’s decision. Like everyone else, both Myra and the judge fell in love with Suzi at first sight and couldn’t resist her plea to be allowed to continue her lifestyle of living on a boat in the marina, like she did with her stepfather on his houseboat. A portion of the multimillion-dollar settlement I was able to get her from Melvin’s death bought made her my partner in this boat, and allowed us both to move up: her from Mel’s small old houseboat, and me from a client’s old wooden cabin cruiser I was staying on. Our Grand Banks is a beautiful boat, but pales in comparison to the 138’ mega-yacht everyone says is owned by George Clooney that ties up out on the end tie of our dock. One of these days I hope to bump into him, but so far all of my efforts at meeting him have failed.
After Melvin was gone I discovered that Suzi is a home-schooled genius and was always the brains behind her stepfather’s small law firm and her huge beast is a great watchdog. He knows who the ‘friendlies’ are and Stuart is one of them, so there’s no growling whenever he comes to visit the boat.
The other friendlies who can come aboard at will are Stuart’s employees Vinnie and Olive, my investigator Jack Bibberman, Suzi’s adopted big sister, my ex Myra, all of our dock neighbors, and just about every cop on the west side of town who make frequent visits to the boat to avail themselves of Suzi’s computer skills and access to secure criminal databases – with passwords she probably ‘borrowed’ from Myra’s computer during one of her sleep-overs at what used to be our house in Brentwood Glen.
Suzi is always trying to create some scheme to get Myra and I back together again, but we’re both onto her plan, so we just play along, so as not to upset her. Unfortunately, the good ship reconciliation has already sailed, and I’m afraid I’ve missed the boat.
***
The loud knocking on our hull is probably Stuart. The way this 40-ton boat is starting to rock means that he’s coming up the boarding ladder, and we’re glad it’s a strong one, because he’ll never see 250 again... if he can even see the scale at all, while he’s standing on it.
“What’s up Stu? I haven’t heard from you in a while. By the way, did that deal you were working on to sell your house last year ever come through?”
“It’s funny you should ask, because that’s the problem. I’m facing a big capital gains liability.”
“That’s what happens to successful people Stu. They buy low, sell high and pay taxes on their profits. But that’s not exactly a domestic situation… it’s a tax problem. ”
“I think I’ve figured out a way around that. My accountant says that as a single guy I’m allowed to avoid paying taxes on the first quarter million of profit. But if I’m married and filing jointly with my wife, the exemption is doubled to a half mil… and I’ll be going for the much bigger exemption.”
“Yeah Stuart, I’ve heard about that law. I think you’d have had to be married and living there with your wife for two of the past five years in order for that exemption to kick in. Maybe you can find some girl to marry and backdate the marriage certificate. Don’t look at me like that! I’m just kidding.” It’s hard to feel sorry for Stuart and his tax liability. He’s got several successful businesses going on and as a result of some cases I’ve settled for him in the past, he’s also got a couple of million dollars stashed away somewhere. Another thing he’s always successful at is never failing to surprise me.
“I was married. I mean I’m still married. I mean, I have a wife, and we file joint returns.”
“Stu, are you telling me you’re currently married? How come I’ve never met her?”
“You have met her Pete.”
“What are you talking about? You’ve never introduced any woman to me as your wife. Are you secretly married to someone?”
“Well yeah, I guess you could say that.”
“Is it someone I know? What’s this lucky female’s name?
“Her name’s Priscilla and you’ve met her… at least you’ve seen her around my office.”
I’m struck silent for a minute. Of all the times I’ve been to Stuart’s office the only woman I’ve seen there is Olive, and she’s engaged to Vinnie - Stuart’s other employee.
My thoughts are temporarily interrupted by the sound of large paws approaching. It’s the beast and its master. Usually she just opens the door to her private foreward stateroom to listen in on the conversations I have, but this time it must have gotten too interesting, so they’ve decided to come out into the open and eavesdrop in person.
As I rack my brain trying to remember Stuart introducing me to any dame named Priscilla, Stuart saves me the trouble.
“Don’t strain yourself Pete. Priscilla’s not a woman. I mean, she’s female, but not a woman.”
“What do you mean it’s not a woman? You mean you’re married to some girl child named Priscilla?”
I’m dead serious, but this last question of mine forces a giggle out of the kid. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen her do that since a funny car commercial we saw last year.
“Calm down Pete. Priscilla is my cat. You’ve seen her at the office a million times. She sleeps on top of my warm computer monitor during the day.”
“Come on Stuart. This is getting a little too weird for me. I never expected this kind of craziness, even from you.”
“I know it sound nuts Peter, but I had to do it for tax purposes. By the way, all this stuff we talk about today is privileged, isn’t it?”
I can’t believe what I’m hearing, but I think I know where he’s going with this. The kid obviously figured it out already because behind me I hear large paws leaving the room and then the foreward stateroom door being closed. “Yes Stuart, it’s privileged.”
“Pete, please listen. I’m not crazy or weird. A couple of years ago when I saw how the property values in my neighborhood were starting to go through the roof, I knew that my old house would be a valuable item. I bought it over twenty years ago for only thirty-five grand, and now others not even as nice as mine down the street started selling for over four hundred big ones. Over the years I put in a nice pool, air conditioning, a big family room addition and lots of other improvements to make it the nicest place on the block.
“Several local real estate agents told me that if property values in my neighborhood kept going up like they were, I might be able to get over six hundred G’s for the place, so I made some tax-saving plans.
“The government doesn’t come out to verify what a person’s wife looks like, so I applied for and received a social security card for Priscilla and started filing joint returns with her as my wife. My tax guy isn’t a close personal friend, so he never knew. I only contact him once or twice a year, and didn’t retain him until about a year after my cat marriage, so he never questioned it.
“As husband and wife we took the full half-million-dollar capital gains income tax exemption instead of one half that size. And there was no misrepresentation either, because it was our main residence for at least two of the past five years. We were just following the law.”
I put my hand up as a signal for him to stop talking. I need a brief period of silence to gather my thoughts. As I rub my forehead, I find that no words are coming to mind. This new stunt of his has left me completely speechless.
“Okay Stuart, here’s the way I see it. You’re not really married to that cat, and there are so many reasons why, that I don’t even want to start to explain them all. Suffice it to say that if you want to play out this little charade for tax purposes, my advice is to not do it.
“With your marriage plan, the State of California’s refusal to recognize common law marriage probably doesn’t apply because you’re not using it for purposes of inheritance, insurance, property rights or any other reason where the state’s law comes into play. The I.R.S. doesn’t care about most individual state laws with respect to domestic relations, so maybe you can get away with it. I don’t know, but I advise against it anyway.”
I don’t know what else to say. He’s really gone over the top this time, and I don’t want to dignify this ridiculous situation by responding to it with any type of discussion about the law.
“Thanks for your input Pete, but I think that as long as I’ve reported all my income, the worst that could happen during an audit is that they’d disallow the extra exemption and I’d have to pay the tax. As long as you report your income, they don’t get too mad at you. From what my tax guy tells me, you have to fail to report at least fifteen percent of your income before a criminal investigation kicks in, and I’ve reported every penny of mine. Everyone cheats a little on deductions. Nobody goes to jail for it and believe me - my tax guy is an expert on that subject.”
The secret of Stuart’s financial success has always been an uncanny ability to find some small way to change the odds just a little bit toward his favor. The way he once explained it to me was like a game of blackjack in Las Vegas. As far as games go, Stuart thinks that blackjack is the one with the best odds of a customer winning. Those odds are still with the ‘house,’ but at blackjack the player has some kind of chance if he doesn’t do anything stupid. The question Stuart asked me was “what if you played blackjack in Las Vegas, but were legally allowed to see what card the dealer had face down on the table?” His logic becomes apparent. Even if you could see the dealer’s ‘hole’ card, there’s no guarantee that you’ll win every hand, but just that little edge gives you a slight boost in the odds, because of your knowing when the dealer will have to either hit or stand pat.
This marriage scam of his is no different. Once again he wants to skew the odds. I can see there’s no sense in continuing to argue with him because his mind is obviously made up, and that’s that. But who am I to question him? He’s avoided being arrested so far in his life, and he’s wealthy, so maybe he’s right and I’m wrong.
“By the way Pete, are you doing anything special next Thursday afternoon?”
For some strange reason I don’t like the sound of his question. It’s too innocent. “I don’t know, Stu. What do you have in mind?”
“Well, I got this letter from the I.R.S. and it seems that they’d like me to stop by their office next Thursday to clear up some questions they have about my capital gains tax marriage exemption.”
The other shoe just dropped. I had a feeling he might be leading up to something like this.
“Stuart, I might be wrong about this, but I think that’s what they call an audit. I don’t know too much about tax law, so you’d be much better served by having your C.P.A. go there with you… and bring your checkbook, because they might not look favorably at your wife not exactly being human.”
“You mean I might get arrested?”
“I think that commitment to an asylum would be more likely. Talk it over with your C.P.A. He’ll handle it for you. I also think that if a representative appears on your behalf, there’s no need for you to be there. Come to think of it, that would be a good idea. If your representative doesn’t know anything about Priscilla’s lower classification in the food-chain, and you’re not there, there’s less of a possibility of that little detail leaking out.”
“That’s a slight problem Pete. My tax guy can’t make it next Thursday.”
“If he’s a C.P.A., there’s probably someone else in his office that can handle the appearance for you. He is a C.P.A., isn’t he?”
“Not exactly.”
“That’s okay. Even if he’s not a C.P.A., as your accountant, he can still make the appearance on your behalf.” He is a real accountant, isn’t he?” I can tell by the hesitation what Stuart’s answer probably is to my question. I just hope he hasn’t been having his taxes done in some storefront fortune-teller’s place.
“C’mon Stuart. If he’s not a C.P.A. and he’s not even an accountant, what the hell is he, your gardener?”
“No, no, it’s nothing like that. He really knows his tax law, it’s just that he’s unavailable next Thursday.”
“That’s no problem. I’m sure you can get a continuance of your appointment until your guy is available.”
This causes more hesitation on Stuart’s part. It looks like he’s racking his brain for another excuse he can make for his accountant.
“They might not want to continue the appointment until he’s available… I mean, it might be a while.
“You mean he’s that busy?”
“No. He’s out of town.”
“Exactly where out of town? Timbuktu?”
“3901 Klein Boulevard. That’s in Lompoc, California.”
For some strange reason that address sounds familiar. Whoa, it just hit me. Some time ago I had to go up to Lompoc to visit a former client, and if my memory serves me correctly, that’s the location of a correctional facility. “Stuart is your accountant currently a guest of the federal government?”
Stuart looks down towards the floor. Why am I not surprised?
“Stuart, I suppose you know that address is a federal penitentiary. Is your tax accountant a convicted felon doing hard time?”
Stuart’s silence says enough.
“How did you happen to find this criminal? His ad in the yellow pages?”
“No. We met in a tax chat room on the Internet. He sounded really knowledge-able, so we made a deal for him to do my income taxes, and at first I didn’t know he was in prison. I knew he wasn’t local because all my written correspondence to him was sent to a P.O. Box in Buelton, California. I now know that’s a town near Lompoc, where some of the prisoners are allowed to receive mail.
“He did my taxes for the first two years and I was really satisfied with his work. It wasn’t until I wanted to meet with him in person to discuss my capital gains problem that he confessed to me he was serving time. He let me know that he would understand if I decided to pull my business and find another accountant… one on the outside.
“I appreciated his honesty with me, went up there to visit with him a couple of times and realized that I’d have to find someone on the outside to help me with the audit.
“And that’s where it stands now. I know that you’re not a tax lawyer Peter, so there’re no hard feelings in your not wanting to go with me next week. I’ll find someone else. There’re a lot of accountants in the San Fernando Valley.”
I’m glad he understands my reluctance to get involved in his beastial tax matter.
Ever since Stuart started classes at some fly-by-night correspondence law school his main purpose in visiting our boat is to meet with Suzi, who is tutoring him in his studies and helping him brief some cases.
Realizing that his discussion with me has now come to a dead end, Stuart goes to the foreward stateroom, knocks and enters. As he closes the door behind him I hear the kid’s voice. “Hello Stuart. How’s the wife?”
*****
Chapter 2
Sometimes when things get dull around here after dark I’ve been known to take a leisurely stroll over to the Marina del Rey Liquor Store to pick up a six-pack and some wine. I use them to calm my nerves and improve my social life. If my timing is right, by the time I get back to the dock my neighbor Laverne will be in the window of her houseboat waving two wine glasses at me. She can smell her favorite box of wine a half mile away.
Notwithstanding the fact that she’s not exactly a ‘10,’ I’m glad she rents on of the small houseboats on our dock. I would guess that we’re about the same age, but because she’s a slender 40-something, she still looks pretty decent. On a good evening I’d give her a 6+.
We have a routine. She puts my beer in the fridge, opens the wine, and starts us off with a toast, as we ceremoniously click our elegant plastic wineglasses together.
After the first box of wine is finished we usually agree that I’ve had too much to drink to safely get home, notwithstanding the fact that I live only five boats down the dock. To remedy that situation, we decide to spend the night in her stateroom, watching one of those dreadful television reality shows she loves. To make me happy, she turns the sound off and tapes the crappy show for her sophisticated video library, while we listen to some soft country music that all sounds the same to me: it’s always about a guy who has lost his pick-up truck, dog and wife.
***
Whenever the kid notices that I’m not back on the boat by bedtime she’s knows that I’m either in jail on another charge trumped up by my ex-wife, or down the dock on Laverne’s houseboat. If she doesn’t get a call from Myra telling her to come and bail me out, it means I’m spending the evening with Laverne. There’s no way anyone can bother her while the dog is around, and if she needs me, she knows where I am
Knowing how close the kid is to Myra and how much she wants to see the two of us get back together again, she’s not too happy that I’m cavorting with Laverne. I’m sure she knows for sure that there’s no possibility of my falling for this dame, so there’s no threat to her master recon-ciliation plan.
Notwithstanding the fact that Laverne’s houseboat decoration motif is what could be classified as ‘early whorehouse,’ it’s really not that bad. There’s about as much room in here as a small one-bedroom apartment, and with the red-flocked wallpaper, the place can actually be quite cozy once the artificial fireplace is switched on. And thanks to the TV and country music, we don’t feel any need to have a conversation.
In the late 1800’s a French guy named Gustave Flaubert got so fed up with the dull conversation of his dinner companions that he compiled all of their hackneyed platitudes into what he called his ‘dictionary of accepted ideas.’
I may not be a Flaubert, but I’ve come to the conclusion that there are three levels of conversation, and people locked into the bottom level are only capable of nouns. All they ever talk about is people, places or things. Their favorite entertainment is gossip, watching reality TV and reading tabloid magazines.
The second level of conversationists is comprised of people who not only talk about nouns, but can also mention events. This level is inhabited by sports fans, people who read the sound bites in Time Magazine, and are pretty good at regurgitating some opinion they’ve heard and adopted about something that was spouted off by Rush Limbaugh, Howard Stern, Don Imus, Bill O’Reilly, Al Franken or any of the other self-appointed pundits they idolize and believe are giving them a fair and balanced view of things.
On the other hand, all modesty aside, I like to think that I’m on level one, the rarified area where people who are actually capable of original thought reside. Level one people don’t just talk ‘at’ each other with competing comments about nouns or events… they actually listen to what’s being said and can respond with intelligence, whether they’re in agreement or not with other parties to the conversation.
Unfortunately, Laverne is a level three person and like others in her strata, they haven’t the slightest idea that higher levels exist. Like those guys with confederate flags on the back of their pick-up trucks, to them, anyone who appears to be a level one conversationalist is just some commie egg-head, to be despised and suspected.
Rather than spend an entire evening discussing the intense relationships between desperate losers in some survivor show, we just sit back, listen to some soft music and get embalmed. I’d prefer that the soft music not be country & western, but this isn’t a perfect world, so I listen to those depressingly sad ballads about people who have lost everything but their ability to make records and appear on some award show at the Grand Ole Opry once or twice a year, to celebrate the millions they’ve made off of those people with pick-up trucks.
Thanks to the booze, by the time we hit the sack Laverne looks really nice - like the prettiest dame in the trailer park. Fortunately I’m still asleep when she gets picked up for work in the morning and as usual, there’s a plate of greasy French toast waiting for me on her kitchen table.
This morning while I’m trying to digest a slice, a dog-mail gets delivered. Whenever Suzi wants to communicate with me she usually tucks a message under the dog’s collar and sends him to wherever I am in the boat or on the dock. This morning he pushes Laverne’s door open and is now sitting next to me, waiting for me to remove the message and give him his tip, which usually consists of a pat on the head and a scrap of whatever edible item is available. I don’t know if this French toast meets the ‘edible’ requirement, but I might as well give it a shot. After removing the message from his collar I pet his huge head and toss a slice of my breakfast onto the floor.
He appreciates the pat on his head, but after a few sniffs of the breakfast tip, he looks up at me with one of those ‘thanks anyway, but I think I’ll give it a pass’ looks, and exits the boat.
My message is an email from an old classmate of mine who conducts an annual review class for freshman law students preparing to sit for the California State Bar’s First Year Law School Examination, or ‘Baby Bar.’ Passing this test is a requirement for all students of non-accredited law schools and it covers the three first-year subjects of Contracts, Torts and Criminal Law.
Peter:
I’ll be conducting my semi-annual six-week-end Baby Bar Review Course soon and have added a few new sections that cover some of the finer points of writing an essay answer, the psychology of taking a State Bar exam, and how our present judicial system evolved from the Common Law of England.
If I remember correctly, you were pretty good in those areas, so I’d appreciate very much your considering being a guest lecturer for two Saturday afternoons.
From what I hear of your recent successes, you’re probably a high-priced lawyer now, but hope that you’ll think about the satisfaction of helping out some desperate students who are now in the same position we used to be in.
Sincerely,
Bart Levin
This sounds interesting. I wonder what his real reason for contacting me is. As soon as I finish breakfast and do the dish, I’m going to call Bart and make arrangements to meet with him. Later this morning I’ll be driving Suzi to the Board of Education’s downtown offices so she can be given one of those periodic home-schooling tests. They usually accept results sent in by the home-school teacher, but Suzi’s results are so much higher than any other student that they insist she come in to take the exams in person so they can see she’s not cheating. Bart’s office is also downtown, so after dropping off Suzi I can stop by and meet with him.
At first I thought the kid would resent being required to go downtown several times a year and not being trusted to take the tests on her own, but I was wrong. This way the need for her home teacher’s certification isn’t required. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen any home teacher. I’ll bet the kid has the Board of Education believing that there actually is a home teacher, and is completely self-taught. I wouldn’t put it past her.
Suzi often talks Myra into joining us on these test days, claiming she needs some moral support for the test. Myra and I both know that it’s just another scam that the kid pulls to get us together for a part of the day. Unfortunately it won’t work this time because Myra can’t make it. I got a message from one of her assistants telling me that some idiot pedestrian caused a traffic accident in front of the Criminal Courts Building that involved a police squad car, so the Mayor asked Myra to supervise the taking of witness statements, to try and avoid another onslaught of non-meritorious lawsuits being filed against the city.
***
We usually draw quite a bit of attention during our infrequent car trips together. Aside from the fact that I drive a big yellow Hummer, it’s probably more due to the huge dog riding with his head sticking up out of the open sunroof. And if that’s not enough to get stares, he’s been fitted with some fancy goggles made especially for dogs to wear while riding in cars. They’re called ‘Doggles,’ and the kid ordered them to protect his eyes from specks of flying road debris. At first glance he looks a lot like some canine World War One air ace, with his goggles on and big ears flopping in the wind.
They won’t allow the animal into the testing building, so I’m stuck dog-sitting him for the next hour or so while the kid’s up there showing them how much smarter she is than they are. In the meantime, I’ve set up a meet with Bart Levin and it looks like he’s recognized us, because like the other people milling around outside his office building, he’s gawking at Baron Bernie, the air ace and me as we come to a landing. It becomes immediately obvious to him that there’s no way the dog will be giving up his front seat co-pilot position, so Bart hops in the back seat and we continue our motor tour of the downtown Los Angeles business district, becoming a popular subject for every Asian camera-toting tourist we drive by.
After exchanging some small talk and catching up on our old classmates, I cut right to the chase.
“Bart, I think now’s the time for you to tell me why you really want me to lecture at your review course. I was never a genius in those new sections you’ve added to your class, and you know it.”
“Okay Pete, you caught me. The truth of the matter is that my decision was based solely on business reasons, and because of your ex-wife.”
His answer catches me off-guard. I can’t believe that Myra asked him to hire me. There must be another reason.
“Please Bart. We both know my ex-wife didn’t call you. What’s going on here? And if you don’t tell me the truth, I’m going to order Baron Snoopy here to eat you.”
“All right Pete. You’ve been in criminal courts lately. What do you see there? I’ll tell you what I notice… the prosecutors and public defenders are mostly female. And that’s not all. In the past ten years I’ve noticed a complete change of the gender composition ratio of my students. It used to be almost six-to-one male. Now it’s fifty-fifty and it looks like the next year women will be in the majority for the first time. And what’s more, they usually express an interest in going into government work… for the prosecutors or public defender’s office.”
“I don’t understand Bart. What draws them to governmental service? The pay isn’t that great.”
“You’re right. The pay isn’t that good, but the experience is. In no time at all they can be handling preliminary hearings and misdemeanor trials. And take a look at the high profile criminal felony trials. Marcia Clark was on the O.J. case, Leslie Abramson tried the Melendez brothers, Kobe Bryant hired a lady lawyer, and all you see on the television law shows is females. It probably started with Ally McBeal, but there have been plenty others. Every one of them wants to become an Erin Brockovich or Gloria Allred.”
“Well, I think we can both agree that there definitely is a need for more Gloria Allreds out there.”
“I think another main reason is they feel that coming from unaccredited law schools they don’t stand much of a chance of getting hired by some big law firm, and if they do get hired by one, it’ll probably be because they look good in a sweater… and that won’t lead to any trial experience. That’s why many of them have requested you as a teacher.”
“Why me?”
“Think about it Pete. Your ex-wife is now the District Attorney of Los Angeles County. If a female student gets friendly with you, there might be a possibility of your recommending her to Myra for a job there.”
“C’mon Bart, you know it doesn’t work like that. The position of Deputy D.A. is a civil service job. No matter what I might say to Myra, an applicant has to go through the regular hiring procedure.”
“You and I know that Pete, but these are just desperate law students. They believe what they want to believe, so please think about it, because if you join our team your first lecture will be next Saturday morning.”
“Bart, are you trying to tell me that if I teach at your seminar that there will be a large number of females trying to get friendly with me just because they think I can help them get a job? And, that they don’t care one way or another about my brains, looks, legal talent, or teaching ability? That the only thing I’m good for is a job recommendation, and for that reason and that reason only, they’ll be willing to cozy up to me? What kind of person do you think I am? You disappoint me Bart.
“By the way Peter, we don’t have any rule against a teacher dating a willing student.”
“Is it okay if I don’t wear a tie?”
*****
Chapter 3
The telephone is ringing and my caller ID display shows Myra’s private number. “Hello beautiful, what can I do for you today?”
“Cut the crap Petey, I just want to know how the little princess did on her tests.”
I hate it when she calls me that, but at least she’s calling. “You know how she did. She was the absolute smartest person in that whole administration building, and they should all know it by now. And believe it or not, she did it without you being there for moral support.”
“Yeah, now she’ll have to come up with some other scam to get us together again for lunch on the afternoon of her next test.”
“You’re the top prosecutor in the County. What do you think will happen when they find out she doesn’t have a home teacher? Will you be coming out here to arrest her for fraud?”
“Of all the people in this world I’d like to arrest, she’s rates the lowest. I’ve seen the way she wraps people around her little finger with that cupie doll face, and there’s no way I want to go up against her in a court of law. Where is she now? I’d like to say hello. I’m afraid I’m one of those people she’s got all wrapped up… and I think you’re one too.”
“Sorry. It’s the last Tuesday of the month, so she’s holding court over at the Chinese restaurant around the corner, where the local cops are having another one of their interagency luncheons. Most of them are her computer clients now that she’s figured out a way to hack into the secure criminal databases… thanks to you, Miss Frankenstein.”
“Peter, do you think it’s safe for her to drive that e-cart of hers around the marina to the bank, post office and that restaurant she probably owns a part of?”
“I think it’s a lot safer than telling her not to, because then she’d probably figure out some way to commandeer my Hummer, and then she’d have to teach the dog how to drive because she can’t see over the steering wheel or reach the pedals.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right, but I’d still rather she didn’t. Oh by the way, congratulations on your new professorship.”
“How did you find about that? I just agreed to it the other day.”
“One of the interns in my office is a law student and she’s taking that phony-baloney review course.”
“Hey, while we’re at it, what happened with that accident in front of your office?”
“Watch the news tonight Peter.”
This is no surprise. Myra never saw a camera she could resist, especially since becoming an elected official.
The kid won’t be back from the restaurant for a little while. Her late mother used to work there and her uncle Charlie owned the place. Unfortunately, tragedy struck the family. Her mother died in an automobile accident shortly after marrying my ex-boss Melvin, to help improve her immigration status. Uncle Charlie was shot to death in the restaurant’s parking lot during a dispute over parking spaces, and little Suzi, who was always sort of like the restaurant’s mascot, spends quite a bit of time there getting petted on the head by all the customers. It gives her a chance to get away from me and be with a lot of nice people, so I really can’t complain about her close association with the restaurant. There are four guys working there who have been nicknamed ‘the Asian Boys’ who not only wait tables and clean the place every night, but also do routine maintenance and varnishing on several of the boats on our dock, including ours. And whenever we have boat guests in the evening, Suzi arranges for the Asian Boys to deliver a gourmet Chinese dinner, serve it, and clean up afterwards.
The only strict rule that I as guardian enforce is that she must be back at the boat before sunset, unless she calls in with a good excuse and lets me know exactly where she is. The few times that has happened, her and the dog were driven back to the boat by a squad car, while another cop drove her electric cart back here.
Most cops have their favorite spots for doughnuts, restrooms, coffee, lunch, and other needs. The Chinese restaurant is their most popular lunch place, and the parking lot usually has quite a few black-and-whites parked there from the California Highway Patrol, Culver City Police, L.A. County Sheriff and L.A.P.D. For the monthly interagency luncheons, uniforms from the nearby beach cities of Manhattan, Redondo and Hermosa also show up.
As a result of her crime-busting computer skills and popularity at the restaurant, I don’t think it’s possible for Suzi to ever get in trouble with the police. A retired cop who was once a client of ours gave her his badge when he retired and went cruising. Even though it’s against the law, she wears it on a necklace when she goes to the restaurant, and not one cop has ever said a word to her about it.
Every couple of years I reread the most famous ‘locked-room’ mystery of them all, Jacques Futrelle’s The Problem of Cell 13. It’s the amazing story about a French Professor named Augustus S.F.X. Van Dusen, who was called ‘the Thinking Machine,’ who makes good on his promise to escape from a cell in the notoriously secure Chisholm Prison, while under constant watch. I feel some kinship with the author – not because I’m a ‘thinking machine,’ but because like me, he’s also had quite a bad experience on a boat. Mine was a horrific harbor cruise here in Marina del Rey but his was a little worse. He was a passenger on the Titanic.
***
Several hours mysteriously flew by while I’ve been reading and I feel the boat rocking slightly. This means that the kid and her 200-pound pet have returned from their appearance at the restaurant.
I climb down the ladder from our flybridge and avail myself of the signaling device to institute a dog-mail. It’s a box of dog biscuits. All I have to do is shake the box a little and the Saint Bernard miraculously appears from out of nowhere. I tuck the note into his collar, hand him a biscuit, and off he goes to the foreward stateroom that serves as the little princess’ private domain. My message is a reminder that Myra will be on the news this evening.
Now that my chores are done, I might as well prepare some dinner for myself. I never have to worry about the kid because with all the food she brings back from the restaurant, she can probably survive for about six months without leaving the boat. And she’s no fan of my cooking.
Tonight’s delicacy will be the usual eight ounces of large elbow macaroni mixed with some butter, a dash of cream, and grated cheese that’s a mixture of Parmesan and Romano. It’s one of the simplest dishes I prepare, but I’ve enjoyed eating it since I was a kid and my grandmother used to serve it to me.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/4716 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!