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HISTORICAL DISCLAIMER

My research for
Prague Spring has
included books and articles on the following topics: the Holocaust;
Czech history from the late Nineteenth Century through the Soviet
invasion of 1968; the Nokim; the Gehlen Organization; first-hand
accounts of people who lived in Prague during the Thirties and the
Nazi occupation; Berkeley in the Sixties; justice; psychopathology;
and the psychology of murder in its various forms, including
genocide.

I have tried to depict
historical events with as much accuracy as the constraints of
fiction would allow. Given that I wanted to write a compelling
story, however, I purposely altered some historical details for
dramatic purposes. For example, I portray the Soviet invasion of
Czechoslovakia sometime in late September of 1968, when it actually
occurred on August 21, 1968. I have also compressed or somewhat
altered the timeline of events that occurred during this invasion.
Although the Gehlen Organization did exist, and the CIA actually
employed thousands of ex-Nazis and S.S., to my knowledge none of
them ever came to the United States to counsel politicians or
commit acts of assassination. And although the Nokim (Haganah avengers) also existed
during the years I have suggested, I doubt that any of them ever
came as far as the United States to assassinate anyone. Nokim lore
does state, though, that its members poisoned loaves of bread
destined for a D.P. camp that held Germans. The reader can be
assured, however, that my fictional protagonist Simon Wolfe did not
take part in that effort.


A great crime offends nature, so that the
very earth cries out for vengeance: that evil violates a natural
harmony which only retribution can restore…

Yosal Rogat


CHAPTER ONE

 


 


San Francisco ~ Spring 1952

 


I watched from my second-story window as
Feiertag left his apartment. I wanted to follow and sit at a table
across from him at breakfast. To see him go through his routine one
last time, pretending he was just another smiling émigré loyal to
his newfound land of freedom under America's all-forgiving God. But
exposing myself at the last minute would have been self-indulgence.
This job had to be done right, requiring a discretion that had not
been necessary with previous targets. I'd have to work like the
Kidon, not the Nokim.

When we Nokim assassinated Nazis in
Europe, we made no attempt to hide our tracks. We wanted the world
to know we'd brought another mass murderer to justice. In Germany
we'd disguise ourselves in German uniforms and drive right up to
the house of the war criminal. I would ask the wife if her husband
were home. Sometimes I'd say he was in danger and we'd come to warn
him. Other times I'd simply make up a story about a bureaucratic
snafu and say we needed him to come down to headquarters to
complete some forms.

Then we took the criminal into the forest
where we recited the list of his crimes. Each and every one claimed
innocence. You've made a mistake, they'd say. They were not there
when twenty Jews were shot and dumped in a ravine or gassed with
exhaust in the back of a truck. They had not personally pulled the
trigger and they would have done something to stop the murders if
they could. Or they would have been killed themselves if they'd
disobeyed orders. But that was no excuse. The SS death squads were
a voluntary service.

We tied their hands behind their backs and
blindfolded them. I put the barrel of a gun above their temples and
executed them swiftly, without pain. It was more than they
deserved, but it was part of our code. First, we didn't kill
anybody without properly establishing their guilt. It was not
enough to know they'd been part of the SS. The Haganah needed some
evidence of their participation in actual crimes. Torture was also
forbidden; we did not want to become sadists like them. After we
executed the criminal, we left him by the side of the road,
blindfolded with a bullet in his head. Our calling card.

But world politics had changed and I now
worked for the Mossad, a more modern organization than the Haganah.
They did not want the truth to be suspected. I would kill Feiertag
their way--not because I felt such a loyalty to them--it was the
only way that offered me the possibility of a future. If I botched
this job, I'd have both the Mossad and the San Francisco police
after me. Perhaps even the FBI. So it had to look like an accident.
If nobody suspected that Feiertag had been murdered, the Mossad
might ignore the incident.

I sat on the bed's lumpy mattress to wait
for Feiertag's return. I'd kicked off the covers and top sheet
during the night. The threadbare lower sheet was gathered under me,
exposing the mattress's striped ticking. I wouldn't bother to
straighten the bedding. I wasn't coming back. None of us was. And
whoever moved into this dump would never guess it had once been a
jump-site.

I'd run out of Top Cigarette Tobacco, so I
rooted around the ashtray. It hadn't been emptied for days and all
the best butts had been rolled by Mara. Mine hardly stayed together
during a smoke and almost always fell apart when crushed out.
Mara's fingers worked with the grace of dancers, bending and
flexing to compress tobacco and stretch paper at the same time. I
was impatient and tore the paper half the time. She said my hands
were like animals waiting in a dark corner. "Good for ambushes, not
rolling cigarettes." Her dimpled smile took the edge off her
words.

I lay back on the bed naked except for my
boxers. Feiertag wouldn't be back until eleven. I knew his routine.
He'd return from breakfast, take off his suit and put on a bathrobe
to wear around the apartment; then watch TV until two, when he'd
nap.

Lighting the longest of the ashtray's
crooked butts, I leaned my head against the wall and looked at the
empty place next to me. Where would Mara be now? On the beach? No,
it was evening in Haifa. In bed with somebody she'd met that day?
She'd say it would be just like me to think she could forget so
easily. Besides, the Mossad probably hadn't let her go that
quickly. They'd be grilling her about why I hadn't returned as
planned.

Mara thought I hadn't warned her I was
staying because I didn't love her. In a way I guess that was true.
I didn't love anybody. I'm not sure that's why I hadn't confided in
her, though. I told myself I was protecting her. But I didn't need
to tell myself anything. Both Mara and I knew that people who led
secret lives didn't share secrets. We didn't even know each other's
last names.

"Always like new strangers in one another's
arms," Mara said.

Normally her face was as expectant as an
eager child's. But I didn't mind, really, when she looked
vacant.

"Only I see your sadness," I said.

"That's because I'm not sad around anyone
else." She tilted her head to one side like one of Modigliani's
beautiful oval-faced girls with floating blue eyes.

We both had Aryan features. That's why we'd
been chosen--to blend in with the enemy.

"I'm not going back with you," I told her
our last morning together.

"They'll come after you, Simon." She propped
herself on an elbow, exposing a small breast that was half pink
nipple.

"If they want to kill me, let them," I
said.

"But why?"

"The Mossad isn't interested in the
Nokim," I said. "And I don't want to go back to Israel to
hunt down Arabs."

She leaned in closer. "So let's just go back
there and live our own lives. We can set up a home."

"I've never felt comfortable in Israel."

"And you feel at home here?" she asked.

"No, but I'd rather be damaged goods in a
place where nobody expects you to belong."

Sunlight seeped through the weave of the
apartment's burlap curtains. It was dawn already. Our plane was
scheduled to leave that morning.

"You want to be left alone," Mara said,
climbing over me to open the window. The sun reflected off rooftops
through steaming dew, outlining her silhouette as she dropped her
head to look at me under her arm. She still had the body of a girl,
but the expression on her face was anything but girlish: Is this
all you ever want of me?

I rolled away and Mara pressed up close
behind me.

"I know we're not children anymore," she
said. "And there's nothing we can do to get back those lost years,
but we're both still young."

"Speak for yourself," I said.

She took her hands off me. I could still
feel the close heat of her.

"No matter what I do or say, it's like I'm
always pouring salt on your wounds," she whispered.

I fell back to sleep. When I awoke she was
gone and I knew what I had to do. It had to be done fast. I might
have three days to a week before they came after me. I wouldn't
wait that long. I'd do it as originally planned, Saturday, the day
after tomorrow.

And now it was Saturday.

I slipped on my watch. 10:30 a.m. Still too
early for Feiertag's return. I'd been observing his apartment for
over three months. The man was a remarkable creature of habit. He
left each morning between nine and nine-thirty. Walked down Noe
Street two blocks to Hill, which he took to Castro. He owned seven
suits, three he'd brought over with him and four he'd bought here.
He always wore the same suit on the same day of the week. I could
have emerged from a month-long coma and known it was Tuesday
because Feiertag was in the blue pin-striped double breasted. He
had only one hat, though, a gray Homburg, which matched all his
suits.

Every weekday he dropped off clothes at a
cleaner on the corner of Hill and Castro. After leaving the dirty
clothes, he'd go a half block up Castro to a small café run by a
German couple. Breakfast was either a short stack or two eggs
sunnyside up with a side of bacon. I didn't bother to calculate,
but I'd have bet his meals were also on a regular rotation. The
important thing was that he took between twenty-five and
thirty-five minutes to eat breakfast. The extra ten minutes were
spent with the owners when they visited his table.

From the few snatches I caught of their
conversations, it sounded like mere pleasantries passed in German.
Aside from the common language, the owners shared very little
history with Feiertag, at least nothing they'd dare talk about in
public. Feiertag was a German from Czechoslovakia's Sudetenland and
the couple was the genuine article from Berlin. What went unspoken
was where they'd all stood during the war, opinions that would not
be well received in their new country. If the couple were to return
to Germany they might have gotten away with whispering these views.
But if Feiertag went back to Czechoslovakia he would either be
killed by his own countrymen or sent to Siberia by the Soviets.

Otherwise Feiertag felt perfectly safe to be
himself in his new U.S. home. He didn't even try to hide his real
identity. I'm sure he assumed the few people still tracking down
Nazis were looking for men with SS tattoos on their arms (or the
scars from their removal) and high-ranking German officials who
could be identified by survivors. Feiertag wasn't even German.
Besides, he'd left no Jews behind to act as witnesses against
him.

I would not have known what Feiertag had
done if I hadn't accidentally run into a childhood friend after the
war. I was on covert assignment in Germany. The Haganah had sent me
because I spoke several German dialects, including Praguer
Deutsch and High German. My friend and I went to a café to
catch up. He told me he'd survived the camps and was trying to help
other survivors find homes and get restitution. Then he asked how
I'd managed to get through the war years.

I'd escaped on the Auschwitz death march and
then thought about returning home to Prague, but it was still
occupied by the Germans. I'd have been a pariah to anyone who took
me in. Even old friends who simply spoke to me would risk death for
themselves and their families for not turning me in. I'd heard
about a ragtag army of Jews who'd gathered in Lublin, Poland, and
were marching across Europe. My friend laughed when I told him I
was almost shot hailing this Jewish Brigade, wearing a German
uniform I'd stolen off a dead soldier. I marched with the Lublin
Group down to Northern Italy, which had been occupied by the
British and Americans. There I was approached by the Haganah who
asked me to work for them.

When I mentioned I was with the Haganah, my
friend did not ask to hear any more about what I was doing. I
shouldn't have even told him that much. It was just so good to see
somebody from home. When we started talking about what had happened
to mutual acquaintances, he told me how Mayor Feiertag had rounded
up Sarah Möos with other Jews hiding in his town and burned them in
the synagogue. Whatever youthful innocence I had left was consumed
by the mention of those flames that had extinguished my Sarah's
girlish laughter.

I asked him where Feiertag was. He said the
mayor had disappeared after the war in the expulsion of Czech
Germans to Germany. He might have escaped through a ratline or
possibly the Russians had taken care of him.

I didn't forget about Feiertag after that
talk. Later, when I read in a newspaper that his daughter had
married an American major she'd met in Munich, I decided to keep
tabs on her. I thought she might eventually lead me to her father.
Feiertag's daughter was living with her husband in San Francisco
when Feiertag joined them in 1950.

She now lived in Sausalito. Her father
visited her and her children on Wednesdays and Sundays, taking a
cab both ways. On Sundays he left home at three in the afternoon
and didn't get back to his apartment until well after dinner, often
as late as ten. On Wednesdays he also went for dinner, usually
returning before nine. Sometimes when his daughter drove into the
City to visit her husband, who was president of a San Francisco
bank, she'd stop by and take her father to lunch.

Each weekday Feiertag would walk to a small
office on Liberty Street where he edited a Czech-German
anticommunist publication funded by an organization called the
Captive Nations Committee, which was loosely tied to Radio Free
Europe. Every now and then if the weather was nice he'd play hooky,
walking the mile or so to Glen Canyon in Diamond Heights for a few
games of chess. On Friday nights he might go to the opera. He liked
Mozart and Wagner, but passed on Puccini and Verdi. All the time we
observed him, Feiertag never went out on Saturday afternoons. We
decided that would be our day.

For the first six weeks of the operation,
Mara and I had a third person from the Mossad working with us. Even
though he had been brought up in Israel, he was too young--perhaps
a few years younger than me, 22 or 23--to have been part of the
Haganah, which was transformed into the Mossad after Israel became
a state. He referred to himself as a Kidon, the Mossad's
name for assassins. Most Kidon were involved in the war with
the Arabs. I still thought of myself as part of the Nokim.
We killed only Nazis.

This Kidon went back to Israel for
six weeks and was supposed to return to help Mara and me do the
job. He would be posted on the street to spot and detain a possible
intruder, while Mara ran upstairs to warn me. When the Kidon
arrived in San Francisco, though, it was not to help us complete
our assignment. He said the plan had been abandoned and we were to
get out as soon as we could book passage.

 


* * *

 


Feiertag returned at exactly eleven that
Saturday morning. I waited until 2:30 before crossing the street to
his apartment. He lived in an Edwardian that had been turned into
four apartments. I entered the middle of three doors off the front
porch. The other two led to the downstairs units. I'd previously
tested the bare wooden stairs and knew where to step so they
wouldn't creak, mostly on the outer edges. The German woman who
owned the house had remodeled it on the cheap. That worked in my
favor when I got to Feiertag's door. With a simple penknife I was
able to silently pry back the lock's throw.

It was dark inside. Feiertag always kept the
heavy drapes closed. But I'd broken into his flat several times
before when he hadn't been home, and could've gotten around with my
eyes closed. It was fourteen steps from the front door to his bed,
if walked directly. I took nineteen, circling the edge of the
living room, not taking the chance of being seen until I entered
through the bedroom door. He was asleep. Four more paces to the
head of the bed.

I stared down at him. Every now and then his
upper lip fluttered with his outward breaths causing his
pencil-thin moustache to do a little jitterbug. I'd never been able
to establish his exact age. Finding birth records became next to
impossible after the Sudeten Germans got kicked out of
Czechoslovakia. I guessed he was somewhere in his mid-fifties. I
felt at such peace I thought I could have remained poised, watching
him forever. Feiertag opened his eyes and blinked several times as
he focused on me. Then he lay utterly still, as if he'd been
expecting my visit.

"Yes?" he said.

I took a .22 caliber Beretta out of my
jacket pocket, standard issue for Mossad assassins. It was small
and easily concealed, yet just as deadly as a .44 Magnum in the
hands of a skilled assassin. I stepped away from the bed and
motioned with my head for him to get up. When he was standing I
moved within arm's reach, hoping he'd try something foolish and I'd
have an excuse for breaking his nose. He kept his arms by his side,
eyes lowered.

I took out a silencer and began to screw it
onto the pistol as I recited his crimes: "Heydrich Feiertag, you
stand before me accused of crimes against humanity. In July of
1944, acting in your official capacity as mayor, you burned
innocent people to death in your town's synagogue. I am here to
carry out your execution for the murders of Joshua Fried, Isaac
Kovner, Sonia Weisbach, Martin Fischl, Erma Weiss, Otto and Herta
Krauss, Jakob and Marta Pinsker, Frank Jaeger, Helen Möos and her
seventeen-year-old daughter Sarah."

His eyes rose sympathetically to meet mine.
"You're making a terrible mistake," he said with a timid smile.
"Some people were killed in a synagogue in my town, yes, but it was
the SS who committed that crime. I wanted to stop it, but what
could I do?"

"Were you not one of the leaders of the
Henleins, who invited the Germans and the SS into Czech
territory?"

"The Germans, yes, but not the SS. I was as
terrified of the SS as everyone else."

I had finished putting the silencer on my
pistol.

"And to prove your loyalty to them, you
killed twelve Jews."

Feiertag's mouth tightened. "Of course the
Jews blamed it on me. They would have preferred we become
communists rather than reuniting with the Fatherland."

"Reuniting with the Fatherland," I repeated.
It was one of Hitler's favorite sayings, even though the Czech
Sudetenland had never been part of Germany. "Why lie now? Wouldn't
you rather die with some dignity?"

Feiertag straightened, trying to muster all
the courage and honor he could. He put his hands behind his back
and lowered himself to his knees.

Picturing Sarah on her knees in the
synagogue, succumbing to the smoke and fire, I lifted Feiertag off
the floor and threw him against the wall. It was stupid of me. He
made a loud thump that somebody could have heard.

"Strip," I said. "Come on, take off all your
clothes."

He'd become confused.

"Now!"

He took off his robe and laid it on the bed,
folding it lengthwise with the lapels touching.

I thought about putting a bullet in his knee
or elbow, but that would have alerted the police. Ballistics would
know it came through a silencer and he was killed by a
professional. Besides, even though I was now acting on my own, I
still felt as if I was part of the Nokim, and torture was
against the avenger's code.

In his clothes Feiertag had looked fit for a
man his age. Naked, his skin was pale, beginning to sag off the
bone. I prodded him with my gun into the bathroom and had him draw
a bath. I told him he was going to get into the water and to make
the temperature comfortable. When the tub was full he climbed in.
It would have been much more satisfying to hold him under water
while he thrashed for his life. But bruises on his skin and water
in his lungs would have been evidence of foul play. I wanted
nothing to suggest a suspicious death.

I closed the shower curtain so he wouldn't
see what I was doing and told him to be still, then waited just
outside the bathroom door. When I heard the shower curtain
withdraw, I poked my head through the door. "My orders are to
insure there's no undue suffering. But I'd just as soon do it the
other way."

Feiertag shut the shower curtain again.

I tiptoed into the kitchen and unplugged the
toaster. It was the smallest electrical appliance in the flat that
would work. The main fuse would trip within seconds after I dropped
it into the water, cutting power to the entire house, including the
light over the staircase. It would take thirty seconds to dry the
toaster and put it back in place. Then I'd climb down the stairs in
the dark. While others in the apartment went out their back doors
to check the fuses, I'd walk out the front unseen.

Feiertag's body would not be discovered for
hours. Perhaps not even until his daughter missed him on Sunday
afternoon. He might be dead a full day by the time anyone found
him. There would be nothing to suggest that he hadn't simply had a
heart attack while bathing. Nobody would connect his death to the
fuse that had blown earlier.

I returned to the bathroom, set the toaster
on a glass accessory shelf above the sink, plugged it in and
clicked the handle into the locked on position. After
waiting a few seconds for the heating elements in the bread slots
to turn red, I pulled back the shower curtain. Though my body
blocked the toaster from his view, Feiertag began sniffing the air
with terror. I'd forgotten that burning-metal smell toasters make
as they heat up.

Hurrying to grab the toaster before Feiertag
became uncontrollable, I heard the front door unlock. At first I
thought it came from across the hall, but realized the sound was
far too loud. Feiertag heard it too. His eyes darted hopefully in
that direction. I hesitated. If I had still worked for the Mossad
I'd be under strict orders to abort. A Czech mayor who'd only
killed a handful of Jews was not worth the wrath of the
Americans.

"Grandpa," a boy's voice called out from the
living room.

Only one set of footsteps had come through
the front door. The boy was by himself. Why would he have come up
alone? His mother might have dropped him off while looking for a
parking space. Or maybe she'd given him the keys to the apartment
and gone across the street to the small grocery for cigarettes. In
either case, I'd have a minute or two.

Time enough to drop the toaster in the water
and pull it out before the boy saw me. The fuse would blow and the
apartment would go dark. I'd run past the boy, put the toaster back
in the kitchen and get out the door. A six-year-old would be the
only witness and he might not get a good look at my face. His
mother would come up and find her father dead. In her grief, the
child's story might sound so confused that nobody would take it
seriously. There was still a chance they'd think Feiertag had died
of a heart attack.

"Grandpa?"

The boy stood in the bathroom doorway
studying our tableau: his Oppa in a tub of water and a
stranger holding a toaster above him. The child's eyes were filled
with curiosity rather than fear.

I can still do this, I thought. Drop the
toaster in the water. Everything goes dark. Put the toaster back in
place and get away before Feiertag's daughter returns. The boy will
be in shock, disoriented. His mother will be beside herself when
she finds her father dead in the tub. She won't listen to the
rantings of a small boy. She'll call for the ambulance and try to
get the boy out of there as fast as possible. The police might
never even get involved. And if they did, there was no connection
between Feiertag and me. The Mossad had made sure of that. The
landlord of my room across the street had never seen me. Somebody
else had rented the place for me.

Yes, I could still do this, I thought,
looking into the boy's large eyes. Perhaps he was expecting me to
turn the toaster upside down, floating two slices of golden manna
into grandpa's waiting hands. The child looked as though he were
ready to applaud such a delightful outcome. Children that age can
imagine almost anything, I thought, perhaps even death. But I knew
firsthand that the terrible dread of it can only be planted in a
child's mind by seeing the real thing with his own eyes.

I set the toaster back on the shelf above
the sink and turned to look at Feiertag one last time. He gave me a
small smile. Not a thank you, exactly. But a smile I knew,
nonetheless. I'd given it to others who'd granted me another day of
life.

I edged past the boy and out the open
apartment door. Feiertag's daughter was coming up the stairs.
Beautiful: tall, full-busted with a small waist and flowing blond
hair. The perfect Aryan specimen of womanhood. Her eyes flitted my
way as she passed me on the stairs. I didn't look back as I heard
her run the rest of the way, calling out, "Martin? Martin? Dad? Is
everything okay?"

I stood on the sidewalk in front of the
apartment building, deciding whether to turn right or left.
Feiertag's daughter would be discovering him in the bathtub with
the toaster on the shelf above the sink. Either Feiertag would
explain it to her or he'd make up some story. One thing I was sure
of, though: he wouldn't call the police.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


San Francisco ~ Late Summer 1968

 


It didn't matter if the kid was rich or
poor. He'd have been just as dead. He looked as if he'd gone
painlessly in a fog of junk, but that didn't matter either. How
he'd died, how much or little pain he'd suffered, whether he had a
shred of dignity left as he faded, that was all grief for the
living now. He was neatly tucked in, as if his mother had folded
over the hem of the sheet and kissed him on the cheek before
putting him to bed. With his shut lids covering the telltale haze
frosting his eyes he almost looked asleep. Just in case, I turned
my ear close to his parted lips.

I'd seen men caught by a bullet mid-flight,
slumped against a wall, mouths twisted in a grimace. People who'd
melted into the mud so the only way to tell them from the earth was
their white overbite. And once or twice, those who'd simply folded
themselves up, heads bowed, mouths seeking solace in the shape of
an O. They all looked as if they had something left to say.
But I took my ear away from the boy's mouth without hearing it.

I pulled back the bedding. The kid was
naked. Smooth skin and good muscle tone. He'd eaten well and gotten
plenty of exercise. All in all, one hell of a good-looking kid. No
marks on his body. Nothing to suggest a struggle. No tracks on his
skin. Only the one needle mark. The spike lying next to him on the
nightstand.

"No fixings?" I asked my partner, Inspector
Richard Evans.

"Nothing in the trash, either," he said.

I took hold of the dead boy's hand. It was
clammy. When I lifted his arm it fell easily back to the bed. Rigor
mortis hadn't set in.

"Looks a little blue," I said, bending down
to check the corpse's butt, just where it touched the bed. It was
brownish where the blood had settled. I pressed my finger against
its flesh. The skin turned white when I let up. The blood was still
viscous. The room was pretty warm, though, up in the
mid-seventies.

"Have you checked the street?" I asked.

"So far, it looks like all the cars belong
here," Richard said. "There's a bus stop a few blocks away, Simon.
I think it runs pretty late."

I smelled the kid's skin for almond or
citrus or some other scent of poisons, looking for any indication
it wasn't a simple OD. I pulled back his eyelids. The whites were
clear but the pupils were so contracted I could hardly find them.
It all pointed to the same thing--some sort of opiate, probably
heroin.

A slight air of mustiness surrounded the
body: the first whiff of decay rather than the sweeter smell of
sex. No traces of semen to suggest sexual activity either. I
noticed a high school ring on the boy's finger and lifted his hand
to look more closely. It said Claremont Prep, a private
school in Berkeley. I rolled over his hand so Richard could
see.

"Doesn't figure he'd be in a shit hole like
this," he said.

I dropped the boy's hand. "Some of these
preppies get a kick out of slumming."

When I'd come into the hotel room at
three-thirty that morning, Richard had already been there an hour.
He'd called headquarters with information from the boy's driver's
license. He'd also sent two patrolmen into the streets to question
locals, and interrogated the desk clerk who'd said the victim had
come in alone. A medium-height blond hooker had followed a little
later.

"Usually the chicks rent the rooms
themselves," the young, scruffy clerk had said when I interviewed
him. "I know most of 'em, so a new one like that'll catch your
eye--too classy for a place like this. I mean her getup wasn't
anything special, just your standard prick-tease shit--miniskirt,
spikes, long leather gloves--but this one had good bones."

I bent over a tech who was dusting the
bathroom doorknob.

"There's prints everywhere," he said.
"Prints on top of prints."

"Yeah, and I'll bet the blonde kept her
gloves on," I said, slipping past him.

The bathroom had a white tile floor with
light gray dust balls scattered around its black border. I found a
pink residue under the lip of the sink, as if somebody had cleaned
the bowl in a hurry. I ran my finger over the porcelain and sniffed
the rose scent of makeup; then smelled a face towel that had been
used and refolded as neatly as the unused ones. It smelled the
same. I called in the forensic officers collecting and logging
evidence and asked them to take a sample of the makeup.

Back in the bedroom, Richard pointed out a
wallet under a fraying overstuffed chair. I was about to pick it up
when the boy's clothes folded over the chair caught my attention: a
pair of olive cords, long sleeve shirt and a high school
letterman's jacket. Good labels--the kind of stuff you'd expect to
find on an Ivy League kid. Even his socks and underwear were laid
out neatly, but for some reason the belt had been taken from his
pants and draped over the back of the chair. His penny loafers were
side by side under the bed.

A boy about to get laid by a good-looking
prostitute in a shabby hotel room, you'd figure his clothes would
be all over the place, mostly on the floor. And if the kid OD'd on
dirty smack--and that's what I was guessing--you'd expect to find
him in a pool of vomit or with his head down the toilet. Or some
other awkward position you wouldn't want to be caught dead in.
Everything was just too damned orderly. I refolded the clothes over
the chair.

As I crouched to pick up the wallet, I saw a
blond hair hidden between strands of yarn on the brown shag carpet.
I ripped a piece of paper out of my notebook and put the hair on
it, looking closely at the single strand against the white
background. I folded the paper and pocketed the evidence to give to
the lab to put under a microscope.

Using a handkerchief I picked up the wallet
by its corner--it hadn't been dusted yet--and dropped it to the
floor. It fell open several inches in front of the chair. "You sure
that's where they found it? Under the chair?"

"We used a tape to measure the spot,"
Richard said.

One hundred and thirty-seven dollars was
inside the billfold--five twenties, three tens, a five and two
ones.

"How many whores would've left that
behind?"

"They're all a bunch of thieving junkies,"
Richard said, answering the telephone. "Inspector Evans. Yeah,
Lieutenant." I waved my hand to let him know I didn't want to talk.
"Inspector Wolfe's here now but he's tied up."

I lifted the wallet's leather flap, exposing
plastic sleeves for driver's licenses and other cards. The kid's
name was Chris Cantwell, but I was more interested in who he was
than what he was called. I found San Francisco and Berkeley library
cards, a Social Security card and a free pass to a chain of movie
theatres. For a second I considered liberating the pass, but at a
buck a pop it would have been stupid to spoil one of my few
off-hour pleasures with a guilty conscience. When I finally got to
his driver's license, the first thing I noticed was his date of
birth: February 8, 1951. He was just seventeen. I looked at the
address. A swanky Pacific Heights residence.

Richard hung up the phone.

"You know who I think this is?" I said to
him.

"Yeah. They got Fanelli out of bed an hour
ago. He wants us to meet him down at the Hall."

 


* * *

 


Lieutenant Fanelli wasn't in when we got to
the Hall of Justice. I grabbed the newspaper, delivered every
morning to the lieutenant's desk by a rookie patrolman. Even though
I knew my boss liked his paper left untouched, I gave Richard the
sports section. The front page had a story about the Soviet
invasion of Czechoslovakia. I hadn't been back for over twenty-five
years. I'm not sure I would've gone if I could have. But with the
Russians keeping the Czech borders closed, it wasn't even an
issue.

I'd pretty much wiped my childhood city from
my mind. Yet with Prague all over the news this spring and summer,
it was hard not to think about. The Czechs liberated press was
calling their new free expression Prague Spring, but it looked like
the Russians weren't going to let it last through summer.

Fanelli came in wearing his best suit. The
way it hung off him, he must have lost weight since he bought it.
His dark beard was shaved close and his graying black hair oiled
straight back, smelling of Vitalis. Everything about him bristled
with a forced energy, except his drooping eyes--they always looked
world-weary.

I understood why Fanelli seemed edgy when
Chief Murray trailed him in, looking as easygoing as Fanelli was
jittery. The chief only got directly involved in cases where the
department might take outside heat. He was good at delegating that
heat while keeping an Irish smile on his face. Everybody knew you
only dared smile back when invited with something like a slap on
the back. And the redhead slapped hard.

Richard came to attention and said, "Chief."
He'd never been involved in a case that had reached the top.

I nodded without speaking. I'd called the
chief Ron for so many years when I'd reported to him as the
lieutenant of Homicide, I didn't feel comfortable with anything
else.

Fanelli dropped into the chair behind his
desk as if it was already the end of a long day. "Both the
congressman and his wife are pretty torn up about their son's
death," he said, shooting me dirty looks as he straightened his
newspaper.

"Did Congressman Cantwell know where his son
was going last night?" I asked.

"We weren't there to question him," the
chief said, filling the doorway with his wide shoulders, making an
effort not to rush in and take over Fanelli's office. I wondered
how long his restraint would last. "We only went to offer our
condolences and tell Allen he could count on us."

"I made arrangements for you two to go by
later," Fanelli said. "Take it easy with the congressman. He's more
than a little distressed about the circumstances of his son's
death."

"Then he knows the boy might have been
killed by a prostitute?" I asked.

"That's just speculation," the chief
said.

"What do you think?" Fanelli asked
Richard.

"It looks like an accidental overdose to
me," Richard said. "The big question is whether the hooker had
anything to do with it."

"You don't think she brought the stuff and
shot him up?" Fanelli asked.

"If it was accidental," I said, "it would
have been more haphazard. People don't shoot up lying in bed.
They're in the bathroom near a sink, sitting on the john or the
edge of the tub."

"It could've taken a while for the drugs to
take affect," the chief said.

"Yeah, but why would a scared hooker stick
around to wash her face and tuck in a corpse?" I asked.

Fanelli glanced nervously at the chief, who
said to me, "I want you to report back to Lieutenant Fanelli as
soon as you're done at the Cantwells. Don't talk to anyone about
this. If any reporters ask, tell them it looks like the kid died of
natural causes. And keep your opinions to yourself when you talk to
the congressman. Just take his statement."

Fanelli glanced at his watch. "I told
Cantwell you'd be there at 11:30. Check out a squad car. I want
this to look official."

"Inspector Evans, right?" Chief Murray
said.

"Yes, sir," Richard said.

The chief put his arm around Richard. "Would
you mind getting the car while I talk to your partner? He'll meet
you downstairs in about fifteen minutes."

Richard walked off proudly, wearing the
chief's touch like a medal on his shoulder. After he'd left, the
chief motioned toward Fanelli with his head. Fanelli got up from
behind his desk and said, "Don't forget to report in the minute
you're finished with Cantwell." He closed the door on his way
out.

"I'm going to need your help on this one,
boyo," the chief said.

He sighed and gave me a look I couldn't turn
away from. Like an Escher print, his expressions usually went one
way or the other, sucked you in or spit you out.

For me they always led to a dead end.


CHAPTER THREE

 


I needed to blow off some steam after my
little tête-à-tête with the chief. So I took some time to leaf
through a stack of phone messages on my desk and saw one from
Northern, the district station on Ellis Street near the Tenderloin.
A patrolman who'd been working with us at the Fool's Gold the night
of Chris Cantwell's death wanted me to interview a hooker the desk
clerk had seen that night. When I climbed in the squad car I told
Richard to stop by Northern on the way to Cantwell's.

"I don't think that's a good idea," he said.
"You heard what Fanelli and the chief said."

Most of the guys on the force thought
Richard and I agreed on everything. And we did have a certain
understanding. We'd only been partners two years, but we'd been
acquainted nearly twelve. He was married to my cousin Miriam and we
lived less than a mile from each other in Oakland. I'd stuck up for
him when Miriam's parents said she shouldn't marry a
schvartze; I argued that we of all people must not judge
somebody because of his race. Richard and I had stood side by side
at her parents' funerals and spent nearly all the holidays
together. I'd vouched for him to get on the SFPD. But at the end of
the day Richard went his way and I went mine.

"Fanelli didn't say anything about not
interviewing witnesses," I said.

"You know that wasn't the deal."

"If I wanted to make deals for a living I'd
be doing something that paid a lot more than a thousand dollars a
month," I said.

Richard turned over the engine but waited to
put the car in gear. "What did the chief have to say?"

"To keep things in perspective." I lit a
cigarette. "You know what that means--little guys stay in the
background."

"I don't know why you're always bad-mouthing
the chief," Richard said. "The way I heard it he put you on the
fast track to inspector when he was in charge of Homicide."

"Office politics is one thing," I said. "But
when it comes to the death of a young kid, I won't look the other
way. Just take me to Northern,"

I folded my arms the way the chief had when
he'd told me to take my cues from Cantwell on how to conduct the
investigation.

"It's his son. He'll know best," the chief
had said, softening his approach and laying his hand on my wrist,
having inferred from my silence I wasn't going to oppose him.

 


* * *

 


Lari Zohn wasn't what I'd call a hooker. Too
young, too sharp and too beautiful. She had a Slavic elegance I
immediately recognized: long silky black hair, dark eyes and a nose
that sloped gracefully down from pencil-thin eyebrows. In a
waist-cut denim jacket exposing just the right amount of black
leotard, she made a nice package that would support the lifestyle
of a top-flight call girl for at least another five years. It
could've cost her a few hundred dollars waiting several hours for
me in the interrogation room. And her haughtily thrown shoulder let
me know she wasn't happy about it.

"Hello, Lari, I'm Inspector Wolfe."

I sat across the table from her.

"My friends call me Lari. You can call me
Hillary."

I nodded and offered her a Camel. She took a
Benson & Hedges out of her purse and put it between
strawberry-glossed lips.

"Kind of out of your neighborhood, aren't
you?" I asked as I lit it for her.

She looked nothing like a Tenderloin
streetwalker. The patrolmen who'd spotted her in an all-night diner
near the Fool's Gold wouldn't have even ID'd her as a prostitute if
he hadn't seen her in holding at Richmond Station. But he'd told me
she'd never spent a night in jail. "Must keep friends in the right
position," he'd said with a sly smile.

Lari took her time before telling me what
she was doing in the neighborhood: "Clean men like dirty
places."

"You know why you were brought in?"

"I know nobody's booked me for
anything."

"A dead kid was found in a hotel room where
you were working last night. Can you tell me who you were
with?"

"Trust me, you wouldn't want to know," she
said. "But I can assure you he was very much alive last time I saw
him."

"See anybody else there?"

She took a drag off her cigarette and gave
me a well-practiced sneer most men would have gladly mistaken for a
smile.

"This was just some innocent young kid," I
said.

"What was he doing down there if he was so
innocent?"

I heard a knock and turned to see Richard's
face in the door's glass window.

I took out my business card. "If you
remember anything, I'd really appreciate it."

She folded her hands on the table without
taking the card.

"You don't have to come downtown or
anything. Just give me a call," I said, placing it in front of her
intertwined fingers.

"People call me," she said, plucking a piece
of tobacco from her lips.

Richard knocked again, held up his arm and
pointed to his watch.

"Your boyfriend's waiting," she said without
expression.

"Let's just keep this between ourselves,
shall we?" I said, getting up.

"That the heat hauled my ass into Ellis
Street? Don't worry."

Richard opened the door and planted himself
on the threshold. "Want me to go to Cantwell's without you?"

I shot him a look to keep his mouth shut.
When I turned back to Lari I noticed my card was missing.

"If you don't want to call the police
station, I'm in the Oakland phone book," I said.

She glanced at Richard, then at me and back
down at the table, her hands still folded like a school girl's.

On our way out of the station I told Richard
he shouldn't have mentioned Cantwell's name in front of Lari.

"You didn't tell her why you were
questioning her?" he asked.

"You didn't give me a chance."

"I'm not getting to Cantwell's late," he
said.

"A congressman ought to understand we're
homicide inspectors and… She could have been up there in the room
with the kid."

"The desk clerk said it was a blonde."

"I think that blond hair I picked up was
from a wig. Both ends looked cut."

Richard looked askance at me as if I'd been
sandbagging again. "Yeah, but then how often you think that pit
gets vacuumed?"

"It was human hair from an expensive wig.
Not something you'd find on a twenty-dollar hooker. Plus the kid
had enough dough on him for a high-class call girl."

"Then why didn't you hold her?"

"No evidence. Besides, there was something
about her I trusted."

"I only had to take one look to tell you she
had nothing going for her I'd ever trust," Richard said. "A
beautiful white chick that grew up with all the advantages--she's
got no fuckin' excuse."

I dropped it. There were some things Richard
and I would never agree on. I'd seen normal women--mothers and
daughters born with every advantage, who never dreamed their world
would one day be turned upside down--selling their once pristine
flesh for a slice of bread. But Richard had been born into a world
that was already turned on its head. In the Oakland ghetto you
started on the bottom and didn't get anywhere unless you clawed
your way up. It had been that way since he was a kid and he had no
reason to believe it would ever change. There would always be the
same violent streets and fire-and-brimstone churches his mother had
taken him to. Richard credited the fact that he'd "made it" to her
church-going ways. Just as he blamed his dad for his sister Doris's
fall from grace. She'd moved across town to live with their
estranged father when she was in her mid-teens. Richard said it was
his old man's fault that Doris had gotten into drugs and
prostitution. But he also admitted she should have known better:
"The world's just not that complicated. You're either going up,
going down or going nowhere."

 


* * *

 


Fifteen minutes after leaving Northern, we
parked in front of an ornate wrought-iron fence surrounding an
expansive lawn on a steep hill in Pacific Heights. I climbed out of
the car and gazed up at the Queen Anne overlooking the city. One of
the few Victorian mansions that had survived the 1906 earthquake,
it was now a fashionable painted lady with peach scallops and
yellow curlicues, all neatly picture-framed in fresh white
trim.

"Kids who live in big houses die of natural
causes, not drug overdoses," I said, opening the gate.

"Miriam told me you grew up in a big house,"
Richard said.

"It was more of a large flat, really. But
that didn't stop the Germans from giving it to one of their
officers."

We walked up a gravel path lined with rose
bushes. The housekeeper answered my knock. As Richard and I took
out our IDs, Mrs. Cantwell showed up in an expensively simple black
dress, with long blond hair pulled back severely like Grace
Kelly.

"I'll take care of this," she said,
dismissing the housekeeper.

I'd never met Sylvia Cantwell in person, but
I'd seen photos in the Sunday Chronicle's society page
blurbs about the San Francisco Opera Guild, Junior League and other
organizations for women with too much time and money. Judging by
her son's age, she must have been in her late 30s, but she didn't
look it, either in the photos or in person.

"Come in, please, inspectors," she said,
without looking at our faces or IDs. "My husband's in the library.
Unfortunately, politics does not stop for personal tragedy."

She didn't seem particularly grief stricken,
but then she didn't seem particularly anything. We followed her
down a dimly lit hallway with a Persian carpet runner.
Eighteenth-century portraits lined the walls, with a realism as
cold in their perfection as Mrs. Cantwell. Like the modern
abstracts my parents once owned, these paintings looked as though
they belonged in a museum. I wondered if my parents' treasures
ended up in the house of some respected citizens like the
Cantwells.

Mrs. Cantwell led us to the back corner of
the house, where she stopped at a wood-paneled door and knocked.
"My husband's involved in hush-hush matters. One never knows, there
could be an undercover agent in there with him." She spoke in an
almost girlish voice that made me suspect she was willing to suffer
fools who took her at face value. My suspicions were validated when
an attractive thirtyish brunette opened the door, dressed in a
chartreuse suit with a blue paisley scarf thrown around her neck.
Mrs. Cantwell said with the same coy delivery, "Or on the other
hand, it might just be Michelle. Did we interrupt anything
important?"

Michelle stepped quickly aside to let Mrs.
Cantwell pass.

"It's the police, darling. They're here
about our son," Mrs. Cantwell said, striding into the room.

In comparison with his wife's charming
guile, Congressman Cantwell appeared to be an open book--the
grief-stricken father dressed in a somber black suit custom
tailored to his trim figure. The only thing in excess about him was
his full head of hair, which he somehow managed to keep just so
without a hint of that greasy kid's stuff.

"Thank you for coming so promptly," the
congressman said, holding out a hand. "I know the force is
overworked enough without having to accommodate a politician's
demanding schedule."

"Whatever we can do to help, sir," Richard
said, shaking his hand.

"I want you to know I appreciate it,"
Cantwell said, glad-handing me next.

At six-feet-one he was only four inches
taller than me, but his long manicured fingers made my hand feel
like a plumber's. His grasp lingered warmly as he flashed
compassionate brown eyes that made people feel handpicked to be a
special part of his special world.

"Sit, please," Cantwell said, gesturing to a
couple of upholstered wooden chairs from the same era as the house.
Everything about the room retained its Victorian character. The
library walls were painted antique green above mahogany wainscoting
and the bookcases were filled with uncreased leather spines. The
congressman and his wife sat on a loveseat that matched our
chairs.

"We'll talk later," Michelle said, lowering
her long lashes and sidestepping as silently as a ballet dancer to
the door.

For the briefest moment the congressman's
eyes lit on her as if she offered the only color around, which was
literally true. "Tell them I'll try to make it down to campaign
headquarters tomorrow afternoon," he said. "If there's a committee
meeting scheduled on this Czech business, let me know. Otherwise, I
don't want to be bothered."

"We know how difficult this must be for
you," I said after Michelle had made a hushed exit.

"Difficult?" Cantwell said. "You have no
idea. I watched my platoon get slaughtered on the beaches of
Normandy, but losing a son… You can understand how we'd simply like
to get this over with."

"Of course," I said. "We just have a few
questions today."

Cantwell took a labored breath. "I meant the
entire investigation."

"We understand, sir," Richard said. "And
we'll do everything we can to wrap it up ASAP."

"I don't think you do understand," Cantwell
said, giving us a pained smile. "Mrs. Cantwell and I don't believe
there was any foul play."

I glanced over at Mrs. Cantwell, who sat by
her husband's side with her hands on her lap. Her son had just
died. Something had to be going on underneath that magazine
pose.

"What do you believe?" I asked her.

"My son isn't the first person to have made
bad choices," the congressman appealed to Richard. "This time they
resulted in an unfortunate accident. But there was no homicide
involved."

Richard glanced at me, letting me know he
was prepared to leave without any further discussion. That's what
Cantwell wanted--for us to go back to the office, write up a report
downplaying the possibility of any criminal wrongdoing that would
necessitate further investigation, and feed the press some
cock-and-bull story. Cantwell was running for the U.S. Senate. With
the election less than a month away, the last thing he could afford
was a scandal.

"You must understand," Mrs. Cantwell said,
"it's of primary importance for us to preserve our son's
memory."

"We get it," Richard said, standing. "And
we've been instructed to take all necessary precautions to protect
your privacy." He looked over at me and gestured toward the door
with his eyes.

"You know your son wasn't alone," I said,
remaining seated.

Congressman Cantwell stood up, letting us
know our interview was over.

I stared at Mrs. Cantwell, who like me had
remained seated. She returned the look, and although her expression
did not change, I thought she wanted to tell me something. Before
she had the chance, though, Richard was by my side with his hand on
my shoulder, pulling me up and guiding me out the door.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


When we got in the car Richard cocked his
head in my direction as he cranked over the engine, waiting for me
to explain my behavior at Cantwell's. I wasn't ready to talk yet,
so I lit a cigarette. Richard looked stony as he drove up the block
and down the Fillmore Street hill.

"Did it strike you as odd that Mrs. Cantwell
didn't seem all that upset about her son's death?" I finally
asked.

"She's a politician's wife. You can't really
tell how she felt," Richard said.

"But why wouldn't they wonder who their son
was with? Why be so eager to sweep his death under the rug?"

"Can you blame them?" Richard said. "What
would you do if your kid OD'd in a cathouse?"

"I think I'd feel I owed it to him to find
out what really happened."

"You think, but you don't know because
you've never had a kid, and the thing you keep forgetting is that
it's their son we're talking about."

"Not anymore," I said.

We didn't say anything else all the way to
the Hall of Justice. After Richard turned off the ignition, we sat
silently in the car for several seconds, waiting to see if anybody
was ready to say uncle. Nobody was. So we got out and regarded one
another over the top of the car.

"Cantwell's probably already called the
mayor and D.A. about backing us off," Richard said. "My guess is
Fanelli tells us to wrap it up the minute we get inside."

I nodded and headed away from the Hall
toward my Citroen DS. I took a lot of ribbing from other cops about
my "frog mobile," but I'd gotten used to driving them in
Europe.

"Where the hell you going?" he called out
after me.

"If I told you, you'd just have to tell
Fanelli."

 


* * *

 


I didn't have to think too hard about where
to go next. Aside from Chris's parents, I only had one lead. It
took twenty minutes to get to the east side of the Oakland Bay
Bridge. I got off the freeway at the Ashby Avenue exit in Berkeley
and drove up into the hills to Claremont Avenue. Claremont Prep was
in a new, plain-looking, three-story brick building, smack up
against the sidewalk, without even a strip of lawn for the rich
kids to sit on during their lunch.

I decided to tell the school I was there to
investigate a robbery. Since it hadn't hit the papers yet, I didn't
want to be the one breaking the news about Chris Cantwell's death.
But when I got to the administration office, they already knew.
Somebody had called somebody.

"You don't think any of the other students
were involved?" the principal said as he led me to Chris's
fifth-period class. He was a large pear-shaped man with a whispery
voice and baby-thin hair, dressed in a heavy tweed sport coat. When
I didn't respond he said, "How did it happen?"

"You didn't hear?" I asked.

"All we know is that he passed. You must
understand, of course, I'm concerned about anything that might
reflect on the school."

"Of course."

"We have other students to think about."

"And their parents." They were the ones who
wrote the fat tuition checks. "Why was Chris going to a school so
far from home?"

"His father went here," he said in a
rehearsed way that made me think there was more to it. "What kinds
of questions will you be asking the students?"

"If you don't want me to talk to them on the
premises, we could call their parents and question them at their
homes."

"I'm sure that won't be necessary. We
wouldn't want to put you to all that trouble."

Inside the classroom, kids were buzzing with
the news of Chris's death. I stood in a far corner at the front
while the teacher settled things down. I would have positioned
myself in the back, out of the way, but I wanted to watch the
students' reactions.

The teacher was an angular woman in her
early forties with large, sympathetic eyes. She explained that I
was there to ask some questions about Chris to help with my police
investigation. She repeated what I'd told her to say: "This is
purely routine and any student who'd rather not talk to the
inspector right now does not have to. If you choose not to,
however, he may want to contact your parents to make an appointment
to come to your house, or have your parents bring you down to the
police station."

I hoped that little bluff would get everyone
to cooperate.

The teacher then talked about things we
hadn't discussed: "When you talk to Inspector Wolfe, please don't
pretend to feel something you don't. However you feel, it's okay…
"

I studied the students' faces as they
listened. Most of them looked squeamish, as if they couldn't wait
to get the hell out of there. Several fought back smiles and
snickers. I didn't take that to mean much. I'd seen people laugh
hysterically over a corpse, out of shock or panic. Then I noticed
one girl sitting in the back row wiping tears off her face.

By the time the teacher was done with her
talk, I'd figured out who I wanted to question in depth. If I was
lucky, maybe one of the kids would even know something about Chris
on the day he died.

I met with students in an empty room across
the hall. Almost all of them knew Chris but said they weren't close
with him. They seemed to admire him from afar. Several boys told me
how Chris had single-handedly won last year's football championship
for the school. The girls talked about how cute he was with a
wicked smile and fast tongue, but none of them said they'd gone out
with him.

I was beginning to wonder if Chris kept up a
clean-cut image at school while secretly visiting prostitutes. Then
I talked to one of the football players, named Bobby Michaels,
who'd been a teammate of Chris's. He said he'd seen Chris at a
school dance with the girl I'd seen crying, whose name was Patricia
Walker. He told me that Chris and Patricia had sneaked out into the
parking lot with a group of kids who were getting drunk. But he
hadn't seen them go back into the dance and couldn't remember when
they'd left. He'd never seen them together again after that night a
few years ago.

When I asked Bobby how the boys on the
football team felt about Chris, he said they thought he was a "real
kick."

"We'd nicknamed him Motormouth," Bobby said.
"He was always cutting up."

"But he was your star player," I said.

Bobby shook his head and laughed. "That's
Chris for you."

"He wasn't?"

"Nah, he was just our backup field goal
kicker. He probably could've been a first-stringer, if he'd tried.
But Chris always had to do things his way."

"Why did everybody tell me he won the
championship game for you?"

"He did," Bobby said. "The lucky
son-of-a-buck became an overnight hero, and he'd only played in one
game."

Bobby went on to tell me how Chris had
kicked the winning field goal in the championship game.
"Technically he shouldn't have even gotten a letterman's jacket,
only playing in one game," Bobby added. "But you know Chris--he
talked us guys into supporting him and we all went to coach and
said the school would be really upset if they didn't give a letter
to the guy who'd won us the championship. So they made an
exception. I'll tell you, nobody was more proud of their letter
than Chris. I don't think he ever took that jacket off."

"How was it Chris ended up playing in that
championship game?" I asked.

"It was just a fluke, really," Bobby said.
"Week before the game, Chris and Lonny were practicing
together--"

"Lonny's your first-string kicker?"

Bobby nodded. "Chris was holding for Lonny
when he slipped and pulled a hamstring."

"How did that happen?"

Bobby shrugged. "Must've held the ball over
a wet patch or something."

I asked for Patricia Walker next, but she'd
disappeared.

The last kid I questioned was a scrawny boy
who introduced himself as Mickey Dodge, sticking his hand way out
and pumping mine like a used-car salesman. I'd spotted him sitting
in a corner with his head turning every which way, looking to see
how everybody else was reacting. When a few of the boys got the
giggles he giggled too, but softer so he wouldn't stand out. After
the teacher told the kids not to pretend to feel something they
didn't, he looked lost, until he saw Patricia Walker crying and
began wiping his eyes.

There was also something odd about the way
Mickey dressed. His wool slacks belted high on his waist and
pin-striped dress shirt were old-fashioned. He had a jacket with
white leather sleeves that looked like a letterman's jacket, but it
had the wrong colors for the school. Mickey waited until I asked
him to sit down, folding his hands in front of him.

"Are you going alphabetically or something?"
he asked.

I half lifted my eyes from my notes.

"Sometimes they go backwards," he said, "and
Dodge is towards the end."

"No, I picked you last on purpose," I said,
flipping through my notes, even though I knew there was nothing in
there about him. Nobody had even mentioned his name. It made him
nervous, though, so I kept it up.

"Not that it matters to me," he said,
forcing a series of small laughs. "'Cept other kids lie sometimes,
especially when it comes to me."

"Why don't you set me straight, then?" I
said, looking up from my notebook.

"In the first place, no matter what anyone
else told you, Chris and I weren't what you'd officially call
friends. We haven't been for a long time. I… I… wouldn't do
that."

"Do what?"

"Stuff they told me not to," he said,
glancing down at the desktop.

I was about to ask him who they were,
when it occurred to me he might be on probation.

"I'm glad you told me that," I said.
"Because it's my responsibility to report everything I hear back to
the board."

"I'm clean," he said, holding up his hands.
"And like I told everybody else, none of it was my idea."

"I've only heard Chris's version of things."
I jotted down some notes, mostly to take my eyes off Mickey and
give him space.

"It was his father's fault, really. By the
time Mr. Cantwell was done, I ended up getting blamed for
everything."

"So you and Chris were old friends," I said,
giving him my best-buddy smile.

"Since grammar school, but we never did
anything like that before."

I nodded crisply: understood.

"Okay, like I told the court, we blew up
cherry bombs in ant holes and tied a squirrel in a pillow case and
put it in the dryer, but--"

"He was the brains," I said.

"Well, I got the rope." He didn't want to
appear to be a total dupe. "It was in my parent's basement. But,
hey, I already copped to that, right?"

I smiled. Mickey wasn't going to tell me
anything he hadn't already admitted in court. That would be enough,
though.

"Nobody liked that dog, anyway," he blurted
out.

"Barked all the time and kept everybody up
at night."

"If it had been up to me, I think I would
have just poisoned it," he said.

"But you got the rope," I reminded him.

"Chris asked me if I had one." Mickey
scrutinized me again. "But like I said all along, the saw with the
big teeth was Chris's. His gardener used it to cut down tree
limbs."

That saw must have gotten good and bloody
cutting up a dog. And it would've been a pretty damning piece of
evidence against Chris Cantwell. Yet if Congressman Cantwell had
friends on the force, they could have conveniently lost it.

"But nobody ever produced Chris's saw as
evidence in court," I said.

"They all acted like I just made it up. Even
my own lawyer." He fidgeted and straightened his collar. "Anyway
that was a long time ago, when me and Chris got kicked out of
school in San Francisco and our parents transferred us here."

"I appreciate your honesty, Mickey. It's
going to go a long way in helping me to help you with the board.
But I need to know more about your involvement with Chris and
drugs," I said.

"I had nothing to do with that."

"With what?"

"That LSD thing," he said. "Like I told his
parents and everybody else, when I got to his house that stupid cat
was already running around in circles making funny sounds like--I
mean it was more like a baby bird." He caught himself laughing. "I
told him it wasn't a very nice thing to do." He shook his head and
smacked his lips earnestly.

"I want to get this all down," I said,
writing myself a note to check into Chris's drug history. "You know
if Chris had a girlfriend?"

"He wasn't hung up on anyone, if that's what
you mean." Mickey leaned in close to give me the real dope. "He was
kind of weird about chicks, though."

"Weird how?" I whispered, leaning in to meet
him.

He backed away. "Just saying weird things,
you know. A lot of guys do that, I guess."

"Can you give me an example?" I asked,
putting pen to paper to stress the question's importance.

"Like once he told me this girl--Patty
Walker, the one you saw crying--was trying to get inside his head.
Toy with him--you know--play on his neuroses."

I looked up as I wrote. "Neuroses? Is that
your word or his?"

"His!"

"Are you sure?"

"I never got above a 'D' in English," Mickey
said proudly.

"Did you ask him where he heard the
word?"

Mickey shook his head.

I told him I might want to talk to him again
later, and hustled over to the school nurse's office. I found her
assembling first aid kits, putting bandages, ointment and aspirins
into metal boxes. She was a big woman in her late forties. All
business in a starched and pleated white uniform, she didn't look
like the type to hand over a kid's medical records on the q.t.

I told her I was investigating Chris
Cantwell's death and needed to verify a few things I'd heard
interviewing other students and the principal.

"He never had anything serious wrong with
him that you knew about?" I asked as I flipped through my
notes.

"Not that I knew about," she said, weighing
her words, not wanting to say anything she wasn't supposed to.

"That's what I heard," I said, still turning
pages. "But I thought maybe he'd sprained an ankle or got bruised
playing football and came to you without telling anybody else."

"Uh-uh," she said, shaking her head.

I was about to ask her about drug use, but
I'd probably only get one silver bullet and wanted to save it.

"Terrible thing," I said, scanning a page
with my finger.

"We're all very upset," she said.

"I guess that's it." I smiled to show my
gratitude. "Thank you."

"You're welcome, Inspector."

I gave my notes a final once over, as if I
didn't want to forget anything.

"His psychotherapy appointments were on
Tuesdays, right?"

"I can't remember. It's been about six
months," she said.

I nodded, looking down at my notebook to
avoid her eyes.

"That's what I was told by Dr.--" I turned
pages as if looking for a name.

"Dr. Meyers," she said.

"Yes. Anyway, that's what he told me when I
spoke to him," I said, finally looking up.

"You mean her?" she said, eyeing me
suspiciously.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


There was only one female Dr. Meyers in the
phone book--Dr. Elaine Meyers. Her office was on the north side of
the Berkeley campus on Shattuck Avenue, located in a nondescript
stucco storefront, above a children's clothing shop. Her
receptionist was a mother-earth type, no makeup, glasses, and
frizzy hair pulled back loosely into a bun. Behind a small desk she
was reading the Berkeley Barb, an underground newspaper
handed out in Telegraph Avenue coffee houses.

When I entered, she looked up with a
nurturing gaze. I wondered if that was how she tried to make new
patients feel at ease.

"How can I help you?" she asked as if she
really meant it.

"I'm here to see Dr. Meyers."

"Oh, I'm so sorry, did we goof up an
appointment?"

I showed her my ID and explained I was
investigating the death of one of Dr. Meyers' patients.

"You don't look very surprised," I said.

"Congressman Cantwell called here earlier,"
she said, averting her eyes.

"He called here, himself?"

She nodded, her eyes still off to the
side.

"What did he say?"

"Only that his son had died and he wanted to
talk to Elaine about it."

"Did she talk to him?"

"I don't know. Listen, I'm really not
supposed to say anything about patients. You're going to have to
talk to her."

"Where is she?"

"She works on campus Monday, Wednesday and
Friday afternoons."

"She teach there or something?"

"She runs the Remembrance Project. If you
leave now you might be able to catch her."

The ringing phone obscured her next words,
which sounded like either 14 or 314 Wheeler Hall.

"Association," she said into the phone.
"Sorry, she's not here, can I take a message?"

 


* * *

 


I was somewhat familiar with the Berkeley
campus from taking night courses there while getting my Masters in
Criminology. I cut through Sproul Plaza to get across campus to
Wheeler Hall. The early morning haze had burned off and the day had
turned out to be clear and sunny. Shirtless boys hung around a line
of card tables set up for all kinds of causes: right-wing,
left-wing and religious, which I figured was supposed to cover
any-and-every wing. All with nice simple answers, of course, to
life's most complex questions.

When I got inside Wheeler Hall I searched
for stairs to the basement. (I didn't like being cramped in small
spaces with metal doors.) Hidden behind the main stairwell to the
upper floors, I found a narrower descending staircase. In the
basement I found a drinking fountain, men's and women's bathrooms
and a glass-front firebox containing a hose and axe. But no Dr.
Meyers. So much for her office being number 14.

Upstairs I passed four office doors before
coming to Room 314, which had a business card with Dr. Meyers' name
printed on it, folded to fit in a small metal frame. That's the way
the university handled people who worked there on temporary grants,
getting funded from year to year. They didn't get their names
painted on doors the way professors did.

I knocked.

Dr. Meyers opened. She was not some
gray-haired sixty-year-old shrink, as I had pictured. She wore a
youthful outfit, denim skirt and olive-colored French-cut T-shirt,
which complemented her sea-green eyes. Her hair was a thick
chestnut, cut short like Jean Seberg in Godard's Breathless.
Not too many women had the kind of feminine face to pull off such a
boyish haircut; both Seberg and Dr. Meyers did. In fact, too much
hair would have detracted from her cheeks, which had the intriguing
contours of a woman emerging from her full-faced twenties into an
age of self-discovery.

"Yes?" she said, becoming prickly the way
women do when they're being stared at by strangers. Male strangers,
at any rate.

I was about to answer, but was stopped by a
gaunt man in his mid-fifties wearing an expensive silk suit. He
appeared behind Dr. Meyers and waited for us to make room for him
to slip out the door.

"Sorry about the interruption, Mr. Weisman,"
she said, stepping aside. "I'll see you next week, okay?"

He glanced over and nodded hello as if we
might have known each other. After he left, Dr. Meyers turned her
attention to me. I resented having to pull out my ID. I would have
preferred our first meeting to have been on a more informal
basis.

"What can I do for you, Inspector?"

"Do you mind if I come in and talk to
you?"

Her narrow office had a desk at the far end
in front of two steel casement windows. A table that could crowd
three people on each side was butted up against the desk. Books
overflowed the floor-to-ceiling shelves on both side walls, so that
some were piled on the far end of the table and the back of her
desk. Otherwise, everything was neat and orderly.

"What did you want to talk to me about?" she
asked.

"Chris Cantwell. He was a patient of
yours."

She didn't respond.

"I think you've been informed that he's
dead," I said.

I knew how to make the most of awkward
silences, when people didn't have words to hide behind. But
uncomfortable moments were also her stock and trade.

"His father contacted you, right?" I
asked.

"Sit, please." She took her place across the
table from me. "How did it happen?"

"I'm not one of your patients," I said. "I'm
here to ask the questions."

She nodded as if to say fair enough. "There
are certain things I can't talk about, unless of course you already
know about them."

Of course, doctor-patient confidentiality
was a concern. And with Congressman Cantwell pressuring her, she'd
be right to worry about what she divulged. I weighed how much I'd
be willing to give before getting anything in return. The story
would hit the evening paper, anyway, but how much of the truth
would they print? How far could I trust her?

"It's got to stay here between us," I
said.

She nodded.

"He died of a drug overdose."

She nodded again, not seeming overly
surprised.

"How much do you know about Chris?" she
asked.

"I'm beginning to get the picture he wasn't
what he appeared," I said.

Her momentary smile said that was an
understatement.

"I was hoping you could fill in that picture
for me," I said.

"You're from Homicide, right?"

I nodded.

"I see," she said. "Where did this
happen?"

"In a seedy hotel in the City. I already
know that he'd used drugs before. Can you tell me if it was a
recurring problem?"

"As far as I know, he'd never been treated
for addiction, if that's what you mean."

"Because if he only used them occasionally,
it would make an accidental overdose more likely," I said.

She shrugged.

"Are you sure his father didn't contact
you?"

She lowered her eyes. "About what?"

"Threatening to have your license revoked if
any dirt leaks out on his kid."

"I see you've met Allen."

There was an ashtray on the table with a few
butts in it. I pulled out my pack. "You want one?"

She shook her head.

"Mind if I do?" I lit up before she could
answer.

She got up to open a window.

"I've been trying to give it up," she
said.

I turned to look at her books. Several of
them caught my eye: Survival in Auschwitz by Primo Levi;
Night by Elie Wiesel; Darkness at Noon by Arthur
Koestler.

"It's difficult, though, because most of the
people who come here smoke," she said.

"What is this Remembrance Project?" I asked,
still facing the bookcase.

"I interview Holocaust survivors."

I turned to face her. "I'm usually quicker
than that."

"Denial?" she said with a smile I might have
taken wrong from somebody else.

"How did you know?" I asked.

"Partly your German accent. I don't think an
ex-Nazi would risk the visibility of becoming a cop."

I wasn't conscious of crushing out my
cigarette or her sitting opposite me again. "Have you ever talked
about it with anyone?" she asked.

"About what?"

"Everything. Or anything. It's not only
important for the world to hear about. Sharing can also help you
put it behind you. You were just a normal kid from a normal family.
Then suddenly nothing was normal. It's important for us to
remember, even after we're forced to do abnormal things, that we're
still human. Sometimes just remembering--"

"I'm too busy taking care of present day
injustices I can do something about," I said.

"That's important too," she said. "The same
things keep happening in different ways, just new names and
faces."

"The names may be different but the faces
are always the same," I said.

"We all have things we think can't be
shared."

"What things?"

"Come on," she said.

"Come on, yourself," I said, lighting
another cigarette. "Do you know if Chris Cantwell ever got into any
trouble with the police?"

She shook her head.

"Does that mean you don't know or you can't
say? The boy's dead. There's no need to protect his confidentiality
any longer."

"People survive the dead. People who still
care about them." Her smile now seemed melancholy.

I should have tried pressuring her with more
questions, but all of a sudden I felt imprisoned in my own skin.
"Call me if you remember anything important you can talk
about," I said, standing up and handing her my card.

As I was heading out the door, she said,
"Inspector Wolfe."

I turned.

She shook her head and gave one last smile.
This time bittersweet.

"If you feel differently…" she said,
reaching into her top drawer, pulling out a business card. She held
onto it for a second or two before extending it to me. "Call me if
there's anything important you want to talk about."

I shoved it in my pocket without looking at
it.

 



CHAPTER SIX

 


I'd left my apartment windows open all day.
Since the flat faced east and didn't get the late afternoon sun, I
returned to a dusky chill. I took off my jacket and hung it in the
bedroom closet. Slung my tie over a peg on the closet door and
threw my shirt in the bottom drawer of my bureau where I kept
laundry for the cleaners Saturday mornings. I recalled leaving Dr.
Meyers' card in the shirt pocket but figured I'd fish it out later
when I wasn't trying to get her off my mind.

I laid my belongings on top of the dresser.
Billfold and wallet with police ID. Shoulder holster and Smith
& Wesson .38 Special. Money clip and change. Keys. Cigarettes
and lighter. And finally a tarnished top of a tin can whose sharp
edges had been beaten into small folds so they wouldn't rip their
cloth enclosure. Just about the size of my palm, it was shaped like
a kidney, really, more than a heart. I took off my pants and folded
them along the crease before hanging them. In my boxers and
T-shirt, the nip from the oncoming evening felt just right against
my bare limbs.

I stared out the window. The whisper of dusk
had fallen over the front lawn, broken only by the laughter of
David and Wiki, the young couple who lived across the hall,
strolling up the walkway holding hands. I listened as they reached
the top of the stairs and it became quiet again. Except for a
breeze rustling a few dried maple leaves upturned like imploring
palms in the gutter across the street.

I recalled what Dr. Meyers had said
regarding survivors still caring about the dead, and pictured our
family's small, overcrowded apartment on Siroka Street, overlooking
Prague's Old Jewish Cemetery. When the Germans seized the homes of
wealthy Jews, my parents and I had been forced to move into the
flat of some distant relatives. I'd stay out all day and slip in
like a ghost at sundown, then turn my back on the adults to look
out the window. They seemed so old and defeated. Now I was older
than any of them and felt as though they were turning their backs
on me.

A few weeks after we'd moved into the
tenement, my mother changed from one of Prague's most chic women
into a frumpy middle-aged matron, her hair becoming gray almost
overnight. She claimed she didn't care how she looked because my
father had stopped talking to her. He'd stopped talking to me too.
He'd stopped talking to everybody when the Germans forced him to
give up his factory to one of his Aryan workers.

I preferred to remember my mother the way
she was at a party my parents had given less than a year before we
were forced to move. She wore a light rayon dress with high padded
shoulders, her hair piled on her head like her fashion idol, Ginger
Rogers. I can still picture the dress's pattern--bright
orange and yellow tropical flowers boldly laid out against a
Tahitian-blue background. My father couldn't take his eyes off her
as she tangoed, the sheer fabric rippling across her still-girlish
limbs.

I couldn't stand to see her at the Siroka
Street apartment moping around in her bathrobe. So I stayed out all
day. If there had not been a curfew, I probably wouldn't have
returned until they were asleep. It wasn't easy finding places to
escape during the day. I could no longer go to high school. All the
Jewish kids had been expelled. I was taking a chance simply by
getting on streetcars, which we were forbidden to ride.

I'd leave early in the morning by foot and
get lost in the crowds crossing over the Charles Bridge to the
Little Quarter. That way people wouldn't see me get on the
streetcar in the Jewish Quarter. I'd carry my book bag so riders on
the tram thought I was just another kid going to school. Getting
off at the Palacky Bridge I'd cross back to the eastern side of the
Vltava River. From there I'd pick up another streetcar south to
Padoli.

Although the Nazis prohibited Jews from
using public baths and swimming pools, the Padoli pool was large
and anonymous. I'd plant myself in a corner and hide behind a book.
The other regular patrons were young mothers and old people. Some
of them probably guessed why I was there, but most of the Prague
Czechs were not anti-Semitic. Besides, they still took a certain
pride in defying German orders. Later that year when Heydrich "the
Hangman" was appointed by the Germans to be the Czech Protector,
everything changed.

I became an avid reader by the Padoli
poolside. Among the few possessions my parents had brought to
Siroka Street were their books. I plowed through everything in
their library: novels, poetry, history, and philosophy. Sometimes
even religion. Not the Torah or Talmud, though. We were a modern
secular family. I'd never felt like a Jew growing up and I wasn't
about to start for the Nazis. Sometimes other young people by the
poolside tried to say hello, but I'd bury my face deeper in my book
and pretend I hadn't heard them. I didn't want to have to make up
stories about who I was and what I was doing there.

I'd managed to avoid talking to anyone for a
few months, until one day a girl my age sat down beside me. I kept
reading and didn't look up at her. I didn't have to--I knew exactly
what she looked like. I used to stare at her when I thought she
wouldn't notice. I wasn't stealing looks so much because I thought
she was pretty. I had no idea if others would have found her so.
Yet each time I saw her I discovered something new.

The first time I noticed her she was taking
off her swimming cap. I'd expected straight blond hair to glide
softly down her neck. That would have matched the paleness of her
complexion. Instead this dark wanton mass escaped, leaping down
bare back and shoulders. The way she ran her fingers through that
tangle seemed wonderfully shameless.

Now my heart raced to have her only a few
feet away. I tried to concentrate on my book but found myself
reading the same sentence over and over.

"It's much better in English," she said in
Czech, pointing to my German translation of Tom Sawyer.

I couldn't believe it. No introductions--no
hellos--she just spoke to me as if we were friends from
school.

"I know," I answered in heavily accented
English.

She could tell I was showing off, but
thought I was clever anyway. And that made her feel all the smarter
for sitting next to me.

"I read it in English first," I said in
perfect German.

That was my family's first language, as it
was with most wealthy Jews in Prague. The upper classes behaved as
though they lived in one of the great cities of Western Europe, not
on the outskirts of Slovakia.

I took a chance and looked directly into her
face. Maybe she was pretty after all. Yet I felt certain that
nobody else would be perceptive enough to see it. Surely they'd be
put off by her long angular nose and thin lips. Added to that,
there was the problem of her hair, which did not belong with any
other part of her. Everything about her seemed a mismatch. And
because I felt sympathy for all her awkward contradictions, I
allowed myself to become friendlier.

"There's a lot of slang and I wanted to see
how they translated it," I said, holding up my copy of Mark Twain's
book.

She grabbed it out of my hand without even
asking and scanned the German text. "It's better in Czech." She
also spoke excellent German. "I bet it would even be better in
Yiddish, but I don't think they've translated it."

She tilted her head and pressed her lips
together, making them all but disappear. As if swallowing what
hadn't been said--she knew I was Jewish and she'd just told me she
was too.

"We don't speak much Yiddish," I said in a
whisper. But I didn't tell her my family looked down on Jews who
did. I didn't have to.

"My mother is a liberal Nationalist," she
said, "and we speak Czech at home. I bet your father only learned
so he could communicate with his workers."

"My father was born in Vienna. German is his
first language," I said almost guiltily. Other Jews had adopted
Czech as their first language to show solidarity with the Czech
Nationalists. "Almost all the people he does business with speak
German."

"I guess you're a snob," she said,
scissoring up on bird-like legs without using her hands. "But it's
not your fault, so I'll still like you."

I extended my arm to introduce myself, but
she said, "No names yet."

That's when I noticed her sparkling hazel
eyes. I thought they were terribly brave and could pose all the
questions I'd never dared to ask.


CHAPTER SEVEN

 


I awoke on the sofa to the hiss of the TV's
early morning test pattern. I looked at my watch. It was ten
minutes to seven. I'd fallen asleep in my underwear. I had a crick
in my neck from using the couch's arm as a pillow. As I twisted my
head from side to side to release the pain, it spread into a wave
of nausea that felt connected to something I couldn't quite put my
finger on. I tried to recall what I'd been doing when I fell
asleep. I didn't even know what I'd been watching on TV. But I did
remember an earlier news broadcast.

Russian tanks had taken up positions in
Prague's Wenceslaw Square. Student protesters surrounded the tanks,
waving fists and placards at Russian soldiers. The placards were
often humorous: DO NOT FEED THE ANIMALS--THE BIGGER THE TANK THE
SMALLER THE BRAIN. Some of the Russian soldiers even looked
amused.

The story included a clip from an interview
with Congressman Cantwell, taped before his son had died,
commenting on Prague Spring. Because Cantwell was on the Foreign
Affairs Committee and also a high-ranking member of the House
Committee on Un-American Activities, he'd become an anticommunist
hero. In this broadcast he denounced the Russians, saying they
should get out of Czechoslovakia and allow the Czechs to determine
their own fate. Nobody had the right to interfere with the rule of
law, and anybody who tried was no more than a common thug.

"Make no mistake about it," he'd said, "this
is not some problem we can ignore simply because it seems remote
and isolated. We must join with our NATO allies to staunch this
wound in the East, which otherwise will most certainly bleed west
across Europe. Then, we'll be facing Russian troops in cities like
Rome and Paris."

Hawks like Cantwell kept insisting that the
Russians were threatening an invasion of Western Europe. To me it
seemed as though the Soviets had enough trouble holding onto
nations like Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia. I could not have
imagined them trying to invade Italy and France, and I wondered
where Cantwell was getting his information.

 


* * *

 


After staying away from headquarters most of
the previous day, I figured I'd better show up this morning. But
first I wanted to drop by Claremont Prep to find the girl who'd
disappeared when I talked to the students yesterday. I arrived at
the school about fifteen minutes before first period and located
her in a hallway with several other girls. She told me she had to
get to class and didn't have time to talk. I said it would only
take a few minutes and backed her into an empty classroom.

Whatever had caused Patricia Walker to cry
the day before had vanished this morning.

"So?" she demanded, sitting down without
being asked.

She had straight auburn hair down to her
shoulders and thick bangs rounded to cover the tail ends of her
eyebrows. Also, quick eyes, despite the fact that they were
weighted down with heavy mascara. With a slightly hooked nose, she
was just on the interesting side of beautiful--exactly where I
thought she preferred to be.

I swung around a student's desk and sat
facing her, making an effort to smile. "A couple of your classmates
told me you used to date Chris Cantwell."

"Who told you that?" she asked, much more
adept at forcing a smile than I was.

"You went to a school dance with him a few
years back."

"Who told you that?" she repeated, shaking
her head, but still smiling. "You're not going to answer me, are
you?"

"So, you dated him a few times?"

"Just once," she said, leaning back and
draping a gangly arm nearly to the floor.

"He wasn't my type."

"Why do you think he asked you out?"

"Maybe he thought I was a challenge."

"Were you?" I asked.

A dark look swept over her face, but passed
as quickly as it appeared.

"So tell me about that night at the dance,"
I said, flipping through my notes.

She rolled her eyes.

"Did anything unusual happen?" I asked.

"We might not consider the same things
unusual. I'm not a forty-year-old cop and you're not a teenage
girl."

"Take a stab at it."

"Unusual?" She reached a bony arm around the
back of her neck to scratch the other side of her head. "I went
with him, didn't I?"

"Perhaps a girl like you going to a dance
with a guy who wasn't your type wouldn't be all that unusual," I
said.

"What do you mean a girl like me?"

I smiled.

She flashed one right back, straight white
teeth telling me to shove it.

"I'm sure you'd like to get back to whatever
you were doing," I said. "And I have police business to attend
to."

"I was fifteen and too stupid to decide who
I liked on my own, so I let other girls influence me. 'You just
couldn't turn down an invitation from a boy as gorgeous as Chris
Cantwell,'" she imitated one of her girlfriends.

"Yet you went off with him afterwards."

She broke into a nervous laugh. "Where would
we go?"

"Up into the hills to drink?"

"Drink-drink?" she said, batting her
eyelashes. "I'm underage, Mr. Inspector."

"So were all the other kids in the parking
lot."

She held out her hands to be cuffed. "Okay,
take me in. I confess. I had a few sips of vodka."

"Just a few?"

She nodded and dropped her hands.

"Because sometimes when girls get
intoxicated they do things they wouldn't otherwise do."

Patricia blinked slowly--one, two, three,
four times--before saying, "I had a headache and he took me home.
That's all there was to it."

I nodded noncommittally and jotted down a
note: Did Patricia Walker have sex with Chris Cantwell the night
of the dance?

"Ask my father if you don't believe me," she
said. "Go ahead--call him now. I'll give you his damn number."

That meant her father didn't know or he
wasn't going to be talking either. In any event, I didn't have the
time or patience to deal with Patricia anymore this morning.

"That's all for now. Thanks." I waved her
away as if her entire performance was forgettable. "Unless you have
something relevant to tell me."

She stood up, keeping her eyes glued to the
top of my head. "Relevant? You bozos don't even know the meaning of
the word."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"You're the detective. You figure it out."
She turned and marched out the door.

 


* * *

 


When I arrived at the Hall, I dropped by the
Coroner's Office to see what they had on the Cantwell kid. As luck
would have it, I bumped into the coroner Matt Wilson and Cantwell.
Even if Cantwell hadn't been with him, I wouldn't have tried to get
any information out of Wilson. He wouldn't give me the time of day.
And the feeling was mutual. In my opinion, he didn't know a damn
thing about forensic medicine. But he sure knew how to schmooze the
right people to keep his job.

The coroner had his arm around the
congressman and was telling him to keep his chin up or whatever men
like that say to console one another. Cantwell greeted me with a
warm good morning as if we were old friends. Wilson asked me if I
had business there. He must have seen me down at the morgue a
hundred times and had never before asked what I was doing
there.

"Just checking your son's report," I said
directly to Cantwell. Why screw around with the middleman?

Wilson answered back, "It doesn't look like
a homicide to me."

"Probably sunstroke," I said.

Wilson was about to give me some sharp
reply--maybe tell me there wasn't room enough for the both of us at
the County Morgue--when I turned away and headed down the hall. He
would have come after me, but Cantwell said, "I'll take care of
it."

I went down to the basement to talk to Dale
Smoot, the coroner's assistant, and found him filling out a death
certificate at his desk. As always, he wore a western string tie,
with thin blond hair parted down the middle, blunt cut against both
sides of his head, exposing his pointed ears. Ichabod Crane
couldn't have looked more at home nestled in this little sleepy
hollow. Like him, Dale was a scrawny man with a beaky nose and long
bony limbs. He reminded me of a vulture, especially when he was
bent over a corpse.

I asked him if he'd begun the autopsy on the
Cantwell kid.

"Ain't gonna be one," Dale said. "His father
just came in to ID the body."

He picked up a large mug of coffee and
savored a long sip. Dale liked good coffee and was very proud of
the Melitta brewing system he kept ensconced in a corner of the
morgue. Sometimes he offered me a cup, but this wasn't going to be
one of those mornings.

"I just saw him with Wilson," I said,
employing the slightest hint of a smile I'd picked up from Dale,
who always spoke Wilson's name with a touch of sarcasm. "What's
going on the death certificate?"

Dale lifted the fountain pen off paper and
put it in the inkwell by his right hand. I always meant to ask him
why he hadn't changed to ballpoint like the rest of the world. He
handed over the certificate. "See for yourself."

"Accidental death from food poisoning?" I
said, scanning Dale's chicken scrawl.

He looked upstairs. "That's what the man
said."

"You saying somebody injected him with
botulism?" I asked.

Dale gave me a droll look. He never laughed
outright. "Somebody injected him with sumpin', but that ain't what
we're putting on the record."

"Okay," I said. We both knew damn well the
kid would have puked his guts out and his corpse would have looked
wasted if he'd had food poisoning. "Just one more question and I'll
let you get back to work."

Dale's left eyebrow lifted just a fraction
of an inch. "Shoot."

"What else did you find in his blood?"

"Enough morphine to kill a horse. If the
food poisoning hadn't killed him, that would've done it."

Morphine would have explained the kid's
constricted pupils. The corpse also had the blue pallor consistent
with lungs having given out from an opiate overdose. But without an
autopsy to prove there was no internal hemorrhaging caused by food
poisoning, they could call it whatever they wanted.

"You sure it wasn't heroin?" I asked.

"Different chemical composition. None of the
other elements you'd expect to see with stuff cut on the street,
either. Nope, it was morphine, pure as the driven snow."

"And that's not going on the death
certificate at all?"

Dale shook his head and smiled wryly. "Just
the facts, ma'am."

"What would a hooker be doing with
morphine?" I asked.

"Unless she'd entered some sort of sexual
Olympics, she wouldn't be shooting up a john with a depressant,"
Dale said, dipping his pen into the inkwell to get back to
work.

When I got outside the coroner's office the
sun had warmed the morning air. I stopped to take in the heady
aroma from a nearby coffee manufacturer and exhaust fumes from
people going to work. I always felt like I'd just gotten a new
lease on life after I stepped out of the morgue.

As I walked through the parking lot toward
the Hall of Justice, Cantwell approached. "I admire your tenacity,
Inspector."

"Likewise," I said.

"How would you like to get together for a
drink later on?"

"Why? You ready to talk about your son's
death?"

Cantwell smiled genially. "Below the Cliff
House at around four, let's say?"


CHAPTER EIGHT

 


When I stepped off the elevator onto the
fourth floor, Richard grabbed my arm and pulled me back in. "We got
a meeting upstairs with the deputy chief."

As we rode up the elevator I wondered who
else Cantwell had visited at the Hall of Justice besides Wilson.
Probably the chief, who'd relayed Cantwell's message to the deputy
chief. I wouldn't have cared so much about the congressman
tampering with our command structure if I believed his kid had
simply died of an accidental overdose. But Cantwell's intense
interest in covering up the circumstances made me all the more
curious about what had really happened.

Instead of meeting with the deputy chief in
his office, his secretary directed us to a conference room where
twenty uniformed patrolmen from various district stations were
drinking coffee and joking around.

"What gives?" I asked Richard.

"Beats me. Fanelli just told me to find
you."

A captain who reported to the deputy chief
stepped up front and raised his hands to quiet the officers. "As
most of you know by now, we've been asked to help out the UC Campus
Police with an anti-war demonstration in Sproul Plaza
tomorrow."

There were a number of hoots. One patrolman
called out "Red Square," and actually got a couple guffaws from
rookies who hadn't yet heard that joke.

"What the hell are we doing here?" Richard
whispered to me.

"What did Fanelli say about the Cantwell
investigation yesterday?"

"Nothing. I didn't even see him."

I stood up to get the Captain's attention.
"Excuse me, sir, we're homicide inspectors."

"Thank you for enlightening us, Inspector
Wolfe." That got more than a few laughs. "And the deputy chief
appreciates Lieutenant Fanelli volunteering your experience to work
as the liaisons between Field Ops and the U.C. Campus Police."

I was the first one out the door after the
meeting and I caught Fanelli at an inspector's desk. The lieutenant
was on his way out of the office, wearing a sportcoat and holding
his briefcase.

"Since when do you assign homicide
inspectors to babysit a bunch of college kids?" I asked.

Fanelli pulled me out of earshot of the
others on the floor. "They needed experienced officers to supervise
the operation. I said you two weren't tied up on anything
important."

"How about the Cantwell case?"

"Forget it," Fanelli said. "I talked to the
D.A. There's nothing there."

"I was down at the morgue this morning.
Cantwell was there, too, chatting with Wilson."

"So?"

"They're recording it as food
poisoning."

Fanelli thought about this a moment. "I'd
probably do the same if it was my son."

"Even if you suspected he'd been
murdered?"

"I don't," he said.

"What do you think?"

"The kid was with a hooker and he
accidentally took an overdose of heroin. When she saw he was dead,
she got the hell out of there."

"So that's what you want me to put in the
report?"

Fanelli didn't appreciate my tone. "Just put
whatever the hell's on the coroner's report and seal the damn
thing."

All juvenile records were sealed.

"Have you ever heard of a hooker carrying
pure morphine?" I asked.

"There's no morphine on the street."

"My point exactly," I said.

"Who told you that?"

"Not Wilson, that's for sure. And what kind
of pro shoots up her john, anyway? Numbed up like that, even a
seventeen-year-old would take half the night getting off. These
girls like to turn their tricks fast, especially in a fleabag joint
like that."

Fanelli nodded for me to continue.

"How about the makeup in the sink?" I said.
"Why would she be washing up with a dead kid in the other room?
Like you said, she'd want to get the hell out of there as fast as
she could."

"That's all?"

"He didn't die of food poisoning."

"Tell you what," Fanelli said. "I'll talk to
the D.A. about it again. I'm heading over to his office now."

"Thanks," I said.

"I'll need a full report on your discussions
with the campus liaison and Field Ops by the time I get back."

Figuring Richard and I could take care of
that in an hour or two, I headed down to Records. I found Willie B.
reading the sports page, perched on a cheap wooden stool that
looked as if it was about to collapse under his 275 pounds. Ten
years past his prime as an amateur heavyweight, he couldn't stay on
his feet longer than a half-hour without having to "take a load
off."

"You don't happen to know if there's any
sealed files on a kid named Chris Cantwell--Congressman Cantwell's
son?" I asked.

I thought it might be the kind of thing he'd
remember. Records officers gossip and they'd be sure to talk about
a high-profile case involving a politician's son. Besides, Willie
B. had one hell of a memory. He could name every fighter Archie
Moore had ever knocked out, all 141 of them. Give a round by round
of any important fight in the last fifteen years, including
scoring. And talk about Ali's first-round punch that took out
Liston as if it lasted fifteen minutes--what position each fighter
was in, where the kayo punch landed, how the bigger man fell,
taking you step-by-step through Ali's victory shuffle. His memory
was the reason Willie B. had been assigned to Records after popping
his knee chasing a dealer down Powell Street.

"You bring me the Brotski files?" he asked,
not bothering to look up from the newspaper.
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