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For my sons,
past, present, and future.
“The world holds us to be fools, let us hold it to be mad.”
Saint Francis de Sales 1567 – 1622
Patron Saint of Journalists and Writers
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My gratitude for this extends to the nurses and staff of the Longmont United Hospital of Longmont, Colorado. Thirty-three years after Juneau, I spent more than nine months in Longmont United with a difficult leg wound. It was in those hospital beds that I began this long-delayed story.
Three staff members were most notable in their contributions to my effort. They all supported my writing this story, begun with pen on lined notebook paper while I was enduring the treatments.
Michael Weerts, a humane human resource director, continually brought peace and caring to the caregivers on the floor. Those angels of mercy were called to do their professional work under the press of personal difficulties and in the face of the arrogant persona of some of the doctors. Michael’s compassion overflowed the staff and into my life.
Josh Sonka, an unusual maintenance man, first caught my attention when he shared his cultural identity and language with a Polish-speaking hospice patient, who died shortly thereafter. Josh had escaped Communist Poland through the Berlin Wall to become a proud American citizen with an honorable Army service record. He offered encouragement and linguist expertise to my writing. His real life story rivals almost all the novels I have read and probably everything I hope to write.
A third notable was Nancy Cardona, a gifted massage therapist with proud Spanish ancestry. She had left Columbia as a young woman to become an American citizen with a miraculous destiny. Her healing touch helped keep the voracious pain at bay after the traditional morphine injections and numerous pills had failed. It is unlikely that I could have written this without her.
At times I began to doubt that it all happened, the Alaska experience as well as the hospital nightmare. However, I will never let perfect accuracy stand in the way of a good story. Truth in writing sometimes is worn as a loose garment, much like a hospital gown with its opening in the back.
Introduction
It was the day the seagulls did not follow the ferry. On the first day of sunshine in the summer of 1967, a body bobbed to the surface of Auke Bay. Where the man came from, how he got to southeastern Alaska and his true business there were never determined. Even his full name remained unknown.
However, the birds didn’t care. The swooping and diving gulls abandoned their usual search for garbage in the wake of the passing ship. Instead they stayed with the body, loudly screeching their delight at the man’s resurrection from the depths.
Perhaps by coincidence, on that same day a new prosecutor named Brian Thomas arrived in Juneau. ’Coincidence’ is a term often debated. Many crime investigators do not believe in it.
During the following ten days, a vicious war broke out between law enforcement and an incipient criminal group. It bloodied the streets and hills of Juneau. Men died as far away as Skagway and Haines. It overloaded the schedules of the autopsy doctors and it filled the walk-in cooler at the Burns Family Mortuary. However, there scarcely was time for any funerals.
The ten-day war was conducted entirely under heavy gray cloudiness and through curtains of nightly rain. The combat blackened many lives with fear and rage. It defaced much of what had been beautiful and fueled decisions by some Alaskans to leave this once-promising wilderness.
Some of the plotting and planning added validity to the old axiom that the way to hell is paved with good intentions. The mirror of self-inspection was offered to those who survived and some saw their own blemishes. Yet for others, the conflict polished the shield of noble thinking and sharpened the sword of integrity.
Alaska may have become a better place because of these warriors, but they failed to earn a meaningful reference in the credible histories to be written. The truth may die with the last of these 20th Century Alaskans. The only record of this war may be a literary epitaph engraved in a fictional place.
At the time, the newsworthiness of this conflict was minuscule. It was dwarfed by the drama of the Vietnam War and the national disgrace exposed by the civil rights movement. Alaska was a long way from the power centers of the world. Who cared about a few killings in Juneau?
The rewards to those involved may be fulfilling only to a fortunate few. For them, that fulfillment was huge --as huge as the wake from the Alaska State Ferry that washed up the body in Auke Bay and rerouted the flight of the hungry gulls.
Part One
The First Day
Chapter One
THE SUMMER OF ’67
Gray death was the color of life, such as it was. The one hundred days surrounding the Fourth of July were the most oppressive ever in southeastern Alaska. The sagging overcast broke open only twice – just two days of sunshine in the entire summer of 1967. The rest of the days were long and gloomy as the unrelenting clouds soaked up the sun’s best energy.
Historically, rain was prevalent in the region. Along the southeastern Alaska Peninsula the annual precipitation ranged from 90 to 120 inches. The typical summer had enough cloudy days to give many inhabitants a mental affliction known as cabin fever. However, 1967 was extreme even by Alaskan standards. These clouds were smothering, a garrote on the human spirit.
By evening of each day, the air would cool sufficiently to condense the cloudbanks. That cooling compression forced the clouds down to the sea, creating a stupor of thickening mist. By midnight, the temperature imperceptibly would continue to cool those galaxies of water particles, which then became rain. As the summer dragged along, many residents were unable to fall asleep until they heard the rain dancing on their rooftops.
No thunder and lightning attended the rain and that silence was enhanced by the absence of wind. The clouds had not blown in from the northern Pacific. They merely descended quietly from heaven to unload their limitless cargo.
Each morning, the pattern reversed itself. The raindrops returned to mist and then would vaporize under the ascending clouds. About 10:30, the bold pilots of Alaska Coastal Airlines would take-off as the improved visibility let them safely clear the Gastineau Strait Bridge. Their amphibious aircraft would skip and bounce off the water. The high-pitched shrill of the engines signaled the start of the brightest part of another gray day.
As the last of the planes disappeared into the clouds, the choppy water of their wakes would slowly relax into a wave-less slumber. The screeching of the hundreds of resident seagulls became muted as they settled back onto the shoreline with fluffed antipathy. All sounds, natural or man-made, were sucked away by some unseen force. Even the inexorable tide slipped in and out like a prowler. To many discontented residents, that unseen power was evil.
As the summer groaned on, it became clear that the eternal grayness had a death tone to it. The first fatalities were human attitudes. Joy and hope vanished without notice. Then came the physical deaths that in other years would have been accepted in a more normal process of grief. In 1967, every death rose to the rank of cruel, unusual and always shrouded in mystery. Even routine medical autopsies, with understandable conclusions, developed a sinister gray import.
June 27 was the first of the two sunny days of the summer. The droopy coastal peaks suddenly exploded into beautiful pieces of art. The brightness did more than just make people squint. It freed their souls to fly excitedly with the revitalized seabirds.
Most discarded their routine responsibilities in favor of long walks, fishing excursions, or silent meditations while lounging in some warm nook of sunshine. The resurgence of hope caused many to believe that the gray melancholy finally was gone.
They were wrong.
On that June 27, a decomposing body bobbed to the surface of Auke Bay, churned up by the passing Alaska State Ferry. Both hands and one foot were missing, having been chewed off by the bottom running crabs. Attracted by the noisy seagulls, Harold Hansen and Jon Carlson had discovered the floating corpse as they returned from a happy morning of fishing. They rushed their boat ashore and anxiously called the police.
Sergeant Charlie Cousins and three patrolmen responded quickly. It was their first call of the day. Fisherman Carlson and one of the patrolmen, Jim Levy, became retchingly ill when a putrid body part came loose during the retrieval. Patrolman Ray Niles and the other fisherman, Harold Hansen, retreated safely away from the repulsive remains of what once had been a man’s happy physique. Cousins and Patrolman Al Timmerman were the only ones able to remain in the shallow water, pushing and lifting the body.
Once it slipped from their grip and rolled over, revealing an angry hole in the back of the head. It was smaller than the mass of destruction on the face, but was just as ugly. Timmerman pointed at it. “Murder.” The Sergeant nodded in agreement. It was noon before all the remains were scooped into a body bag.
When the officers had arrived, most of the swarming seagulls departed, seeking a more promising location. A couple of hopeful ones still circled easily in the crackling blue sky above and one determined bird had paced arrogantly among the men, keeping a watchful eye for any lack of diligence. When the bag was finally closed, it too departed.
The sunshine and the remarkable Auke Bay scenery could not rescue the wounded spirits of these men. Moreover, the grayness of the rest of the summer would offer them little opportunity for spiritual and emotional recharge. By Labor Day, two of them also would be in the cemetery up on the hill.
One of today’s fishermen, Harold Hansen, would die of a massive heart attack only eight days later. He would be coming off a long weekend of heavy drinking, the seeds for which were planted right here on this June 27th shoreline. He would die in his boat, still sitting beside his idle fishing tackle and a once-full case of whiskey. Only one unopened bottle would be left.
Hansen’s boat would drift ashore with the tide. When the police collected his body, Sergeant Cousins would note that the boat was only a few feet from where this June 27th corpse had been found. “Must be a good place to die,” he would write in his report.
Cousins would liberate that last bottle of whiskey and put it unopened in a prominent place on his office bookshelf. When later asked about this strange souvenir, he merely would say, “I never want to forget the summer of ’67.”
The second death among this June 27 shore party would be Patrolman Jim Levy. He would die from a gunshot wound that looked suspiciously like it was self-inflicted. He should have spent the day fishing with little need for a gun. The hunting season had yet to begin.
His wife Barbara, a nurse in the hospital emergency room, would be on duty when they brought him in. At first she would not recognize her husband due to the bullet’s unspeakable damage. He died in her arms. That merciless bullet also would execute her spirit.
Everyone would agree that a search for the true cause of death might kill Barbara completely. As it was, the funeral would have to be delayed while she recovered from an emotional collapse. All post mortem legalities finally would be completed and she left Juneau forever. For her, any mystical allure of Alaska and whatever romance she once might have felt for the Last Frontier all were dead and buried.
The fate of those on that sunny June 27 shoreline would be one of the most cruel of human experiences in Alaska’s short statehood. Its damage was not as expansive as was the 1964 Good Friday earthquake around Anchorage. It was not as sudden as the flood in Fairbanks earlier in the year. However, the events unfolding with the Auke Bay discovery would be devastating. It was as if a curse had come along with the body that floated to the surface.
Another noteworthy event occurred on June 27,1967. The 2:10 United Airlines flight from Seattle arrived at the Juneau airport precisely on time. On most days that summer, the flight had to be diverted to Anchorage. The tight approach to the Juneau airport always was obscured by cloudiness. This was one of those rare occasions when it could land exactly as scheduled.
Deplaning passenger Brian Thomas was unaware of the circumstances immediately surrounding his arrival. He had been preoccupied with the unusual duties already assigned to him as the new Assistant District Attorney. As he began to descend the ramp from the plane, he halted abruptly. The brilliant scenery before him was stunning.
“My God,” he gasped, “this place must be Heaven.”
This would be just one of the mistakes he would make during the next ten days. His newcomer vision of Alaska would die under the gray death as surely as would some of the men who already were here.
Chapter Two
TIME TO GET EVEN
“A .357 magnum,” Cousins muttered, pulling a little slack out of the bag before closing it completely. In dragging it up from the water’s edge, they had created a smooth, wet skid mark. Seawater drained off the bag, sending rivulets down the mud slick and back into the bay. The Sergeant amended his opinion. “Nah, only a .45 or a 30.06 could have done that kind of damage.”
Tall, muscular Al Timmerman countered. “I say it’s a smaller caliber. At close range to the back of the head, a .38 Police Special could have done it. You wouldn’t need a cannon to make that mess where the nose and cheekbones used to be. The type of bullet is more important, like a dumb-dumb. Somebody probably did him with an old-fashioned hollow-point.”
“I can’t tell for sure if that is an exit wound on the face,” the Sergeant retorted, “could be from the gulls too. I sure as hell am not going to stick my fingers in there to find out.” He looked up at the dapper middle-aged man standing beside the open tailgate of a black station wagon. Its front doors had the word “Coroner” painted on them. “That’s what Mr. Burns there and the Doc are paid big money to find out.”
“I can’t justify Doctor Johnson’s fees,” the mortician replied, “but if you think I’m overpaid, tell me how to rebuild that face for the funeral.”
Timmerman stomped his feet, sending sprays of water out of his saturated pant legs. “Maybe so, Daniel,” he growled, “but I didn’t see you out there swimming with this stiff.”
Daniel C. Burns and his wife Dorothy had operated southeastern Alaska’s only mortuary since statehood. In the last eight years they had become very wealthy, in large part because Daniel also served as the only coroner for the First Judicial District. Almost all deaths in his 150,000 square mile jurisdiction had to be certified by him. A little known state law required an autopsy and coroner’s certification for any death occurring outside of the presence of a doctor.
There was a lot of space between Alaska doctors in 1967.
The mortician inspected the sleeves of his suit coat, lightly picking off small, imaginary particles of dust. He then stroked the lapels, calling attention to the fine tailoring. Finally he looked up at Timmerman and smiled, “True, Al, very true. Now just imagine how much Doctor Johnson is going to enjoy working on your stiff.” He smiled.
Both Timmerman and Cousins grinned back.
Cousins then began chuckling. “We might have to help move his problem along a little, you know? Maybe it’s payback time.”
“Hey, we taxpayers don’t know what in the hell you’re talking about,” Hansen broke in with a snarl. “What’s the doctor done that’s so wrong?”
“Yea, what’s wrong with him?” Carlson agreed, “Is this some cop joke?” He paused slightly, then his thinking raced forward with noticeable anxiety. “Wait! Is he some kind of pervert? Does the Doc fool around with dead women?”
Patrolman Niles quickly responded. “Oh I’m really sorry. That’s not it and it wasn’t right for us to keep you guys in the dark.”
“Sure enough,” Timmerman added immediately, “but you’ve never been to an autopsy done by Doctor Johnson. He’s a SOB. Charlie, you tell them.”
Both fishermen stepped closer as Sergeant Cousins eased himself down on the station wagon’s tailgate. Water continued to drip from his pant cuffs, creating wet designs in the dirt. He pulled a partly smoked cigar from his shirt pocket and shoved it into his mouth. Rolling the stogie around his lips, he finally anchored it in the corner of his smile. Now he was ready to tell the story.
“Doc Johnson dislikes most people…” he began.
“But don’t forget,” Niles interrupted, “he really likes women.”
Carlson inched closer.
“Right,” Cousins answered, “more than once he’s had to climb off of some nurse and come do an autopsy. We have to keep track of who he’s spending sack time with so we can call him when there’s another autopsy to do.”
The cops all chuckled at that, but the two fishermen were unimpressed. They continued to scowl.
“Do you know where to find him now?” Burns asked, pointing to the body bag.
“Depends on what time we get set up at your place.” the Sergeant replied, “the Doc might be at one place early and at another one later on.”
Their chuckles erupted into laughter, though Carlson remained concerned and Hansen’s disgust was growing.
“If we play our cards right,” Timmerman smiled, “we might leave two damsels in distress.” That sparked more boisterous laughter, with the Coroner now joining in.
As the laughing subsided, the Sergeant continued. “Anyhow, he definitely has it in for us cops. He’s always trying to make us throw-up during the autopsies. It’s a game with him.”
“I think he’s afraid of us,” Niles added. “He knows that we know about his drinking and drugging, especially, his tripping out on acid.”
Carlson could no longer be contained. “Sergeant, is that true? Is the doctor a drunkard and a drug addict?”
“‘fraid so,” Cousins answered, “and although he’s never showed up at an autopsy stoned, we know he uses a lot.”
Niles quickly spoke up, “but he has shown up drunk and smelling of marijuana.”
“That’s true,” the Sergeant replied, “and I suppose that someday we may have to bust him, especially if he starts selling drugs out of the hospital. However, our big complaint, Mr. Carlson, is that he’s tries to make us sick.”
“Has he gotten it done?” Hansen finally found something of interest.
“Sure, he’s gotten to us all at one time or another. Once he got all four of us at the same time.”
Burns nodded vigorously. “That’s true. I saw it happen and it was terrible.”
“We’d brought in this poor guy who’d been hit by a car,” Charlie continued. “The unlucky stiff was just walking down the sidewalk, minding his own business. A lady lost control of her car. It jumped the curb and squashed him against the Bank of America building. She was doing about 30 miles an hour and her big bumper darn near cut him in half.”
Carlson shook his head, trying to rid his mind of such an ugly picture. “His body must have been as awful as this one here.”
Niles was shaking his head too. “It was a bad scene. The guy cried out for several minutes after the car had pinned him. We just couldn’t get her car off of him fast enough. We tried hard, but still that really got to us.”
The graphic horror of that death silenced everyone. Then Cousins cleared his throat and spoke in an unsteady whisper. “That body was real bad, Mr. Carlson, but this one here is much worse. Nevertheless, that fellow’s death really shook us up. Even after we got his body to the mortuary and Johnson began the autopsy, we still were pretty fussed up.”
“The Doc knew how we felt, could see it in our faces,” Timmerman now became angry. “He began talking a lot of disrespect about the guy’s body and then he accused us of losing some of his organs.”
“That’s a nice way of saying it, Al,” Charlie had regained his voice and now he too sounded angry. “But it’s true that the doctor said he couldn’t find all of the guy’s brain. Hell, it all had been there when he sawed off the skull cap.”
“I’m too nice?” Timmerman’s anger was escalating. “Well this is how it was. After searching around for the supposedly missing piece of brain, the doctor pretended to find it in the guy’s ass.”
Niles stepped forward. “He laughed at us and then went about chopping up that piece of brain into little squares. He didn’t need to do that. He just was trying to get us to vomit.”
Jim Levy had been morbidly quiet throughout the story. As Niles finished talking, Levy turned away and began to cry softly. The group became silent, recognizing his obvious distress.
“Do you remember what that man was saying while he was pinned against the wall?” Levy now was sobbing loudly, speaking with disjointed words. “He was trying to pray the 23rd Psalm. ‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want,’ you know? The last thing in his life was that he asked God for help and God didn’t save him.” Levy’s sobbing slowly subsided. The silence continued.
The mortician had closed his eyes tightly. There was a small trickle of an escaping tear. He had been nodding his head as Levy spoke. Then he shattered the silence with an angry burst. “Holley Johnson has repeatedly violated the Hippocratic Oath. He does not deserve to be a doctor. He absolutely does not deserve to be alive.”
Burns paused and inhaled deeply. “He’s an evil agent of Satan, an immoral monster. He’s worked on me too, but he knew I wouldn’t get sick. Instead, he attacked my soul and made me sin in the worst way.”
“How so?” Levy asked, his tears having run their course.
After a slight hesitation he answered. “He’s filled me with a kind of hate that won’t go away. I’ve even prayed to God that he be killed.” Quickly he added, “no, not just killed. I prayed that he be butchered and sent screaming into Hell, piece by piece. Oh my, I asked God to do that! That man drove me into a sin so bad that I can never be forgiven.”
Timmerman spoke up loudly. “Don’t let the son-of-a-bitch get you down, Daniel. Start praying for the Doc, not against him. He’ll get what’s coming to him.” He paused for a moment, then walked over to Burns and put his arm around the shorter man’s shoulders. “No, you don’t have to do that either. You don’t have to pray for him. That’s too much to ask. Just leave Johnson’s shit up to us trained killers, Daniel. You just pray for yourself.”
Sergeant Cousins struggled to regain leadership of the conversation. “To answer your first question, Mr. Carlson, it actually wasn’t his autopsy procedure that did us in. It wasn’t even his brain-chopping trick. What Doctor Johnson did in the parking lot afterwards is what finally got us deathly sick.”
“Oh no,” Levy’s eyes began to tear again.
“Outside the Doc called us over to his jeep and pulled out a sealed Mason jar. He popped the lid. Some fluid splashed on his hands and shirtsleeves. He laughed at the spill. Then he told us that the jar was full of pickled brain from another autopsy.”
Cousins paused, then continued. “He first shoved the jar in our faces. The stuff very definitely smelled pickled and there was some slime floating on top.”
After another pause, the Sergeant breathed deeply, then added, “Johnson told us that human brains tasted best when pickled.” Charlie’s story now was staggering forward. “Then he got us. He jammed his fingers into the jar and pulled out a chunk. He popped it in his mouth and bit down hard. Some juice ran down his chin. Then he swallowed.”
Once again Cousins inhaled, then proceeded cautiously. “Right in the middle of all that, Doc shoved the jar at us again and told us to try some. This time when the smell hit us, we all lost it. We couldn’t help it. Right there in Daniel’s parking lot, we all chucked our guts out.”
The mortician nodded his head again. Now his eyes were shimmering with anger. He began to say something, then turned aside quickly.
The Sergeant’s face flushed rapidly as his voice got louder. “Johnson was laughing at us harder and harder, having the time of his life. As we were puking, he screamed at us over and over that the chunks were salmon, not brains.”
Cousin’s anger revved up as he continued, “there we were, down on our knees. There he was, roaring with laughter and hollering ‘its just salmon, pickled salmon!’ He was still laughing as he drove away.”
“Don’t forget,” Burns spun around and snapped, “don’t forget that he emptied that entire jar on the pavement right in front of you guys. Then he left and never offered to help clean up that mess. That was my main parking lot, not the back alley. I had a funeral to put on in an hour and there was all your stuff right where the family cars should to be parked.”
Timmerman interjected, “if I hadn’t been so damn sick, I would have shot him.” He turned toward the mortician and spoke with surprising coolness, “Daniel, your prayer just about got answered right then and there.”
The Sergeant suddenly stood up, “It’s time to even the score, guys. Let’s use Juneau Jim here to do it for us.”
Everyone immediately froze with shocked surprise. Niles was the first to move. He turned to Timmerman with an unspoken question. Then he turned back to Sergeant Cousins and asked cautiously, “Juneau Jim? Charlie, do you mean that this body was Juneau Jim?”
Hansen erupted with renewed anger. “You sick bastards! First, all you talk about is some stupid vomit game while this guy lies here dead. Now you say that all the time you knew what this thing is about. Tell me, how could you possibly know who that glob of flesh really is?”
“No ID, no jewelry, no hands for finger prints and much of the face is gone,” Officer Niles became more astonished as he spoke. “How in the world do you know, Charlie?”
A slight smile made his cigar tip upwards. In a poised, now confident voice, he answered. “It’s that steel tooth. Juneau Jim was the only guy around here with a steel tooth right in the middle of his cheesy smile.”
“Yeah, that thing looked strange when we were in the water,” Timmerman acknowledged. “I didn’t know what it was.”
“It isn’t shiny any more,” Cousins responded. “The seawater took care of that. Jim was real proud of that tooth. He claimed that a medical officer off of a Soviet submarine put it in for him. The Russians usually fix their teeth with steel. They’re short of gold and silver, you know.”
Levy was overwhelmed. “Really, is that true?”
“I saw a lot of that shiny tooth during the Walker trial. Jim smiled all the time he was in the witness box. He liked being important, even though everyone knew that Walker was a vicious man.” Cousins’ voice was still controlled.
“Jesus, Charlie,” Timmerman blurted out in an automatic reflex. “Have you solved this murder too? Yeah, you think Walker killed him, don’t you?”
“How is that possible?” Niles jumped in. “H. Lee Walker and his crew have been in prison for several months.”
Timmerman answered first. “Guys like that know how to use the system. I’ll bet that Walker could get a pizza and a six-pack sent in if he wanted it.”
Niles was undeterred. “Al, remember that Walker was just a crew-chief on a six man fishing boat. He certainly is no Mafia don or some wheel from Chicago’s south side. How could he have gotten this killing done?”
Now it was Cousins who answered quickly. “Ray, I do not know the how of it, at least not yet. Maybe I’m hung up on our old days at the One-Seven, but we both know that things like that can happen.”
“That was Chicago, Charlie,” Niles was in hot pursuit. “This is Alaska and up here the bad guys hopefully don’t own the system. That’s why you and I moved here, remember?” He blinked hard. “Wait, it just can’t be Walker. He really was in prison when this killing must have been done.”
“I guess that all I’m saying is that Walker leads everyone else by a mile in the motive department. Juneau Jim’s testimony put him away for a long time.” Sergeant Cousins sucked on his cold cigar, then added, “remember, his own crewman, Will Freeman, was killed just as he was about to roll over on Walker. Freeman had been promised immunity. We haven’t made that murder case either, not yet that is, but aren’t we all certain who did that one?”
“And we took Freeman over to Sitka for safe-keeping,” Timmerman spoke thoughtfully as his own memories came to life. “Walker was in the Juneau jail and Freeman died in the Sitka jail.”
Ray Niles now nodded in agreement. “I went over and helped Sitka PD work the case. Those dummies thought it was an accident. Freeman died after falling down the main staircase in the middle of the night. No one saw it happen, so they thought he must have just tripped.”
“That is a very unusual way of dying in a jail, isn’t it?” Cousins now was smiling broadly. “Did any of them explain to you, Ray, how Freeman got out of the isolation cell in the middle of the night? ‘Accident’ is an unbelievable theory of any guy’s death when it happens like that in a jail.”
“There’s still no link to Walker,” Niles persisted. “No one gave him a weekend pass from Juneau. He didn’t have a round trip ticket to Sitka.”
Levy had been staring at the body bag, trying to remember the all-important tooth. “Life is cheap here,” he muttered through his obvious daze. “Maybe there really is an evil spirit in the clouds. The Indians believe that there is and they’ve been here a long time.”
“Let’s get off that evil cloud stuff.” Cousins rolled his cigar around in his mouth once again. “There’re no clouds right now and there probably aren’t going to be any clouds for the rest of this day. I’ve even heard that the afternoon flight from Seattle is expected to arrive on time. Does that sound like any evil clouds are sneaking up on us?”
“Now what’s with the Seattle airplane?” Hansen interrupted. He’d had enough. “That’s just useless information, like most of the rest of the crap you’ve been talking about. I’ve had it with all your happy horseshit. Why don’t we talk about something important like going back to town and getting a couple of beers and having some lunch?”
Carlson laughed at his fishing partner. “Oh, here we go again. Harold is thirsty.”
Hansen’s anger grew dramatically. “I’m hungry too, Carlson. Don’t try to suggest something.”
Now it was Cousins’ job to keep the peace among the group. “Let’s get Juneau Jim loaded up so that Burns can take him to the mortuary.” Turning directly to Hansen, he added, “then we can go to lunch and plan our get-even with that nasty doctor.”
“Count me out,” Hansen growled. “I’m not going to listen to you idiots talk about vomit and dead guys while I’m trying to eat. Hell, you goofy bastards might even wind up at the airport just to see if some airplane lands on time.”
Charlie leaned over and grabbed a corner of the body bag. He spit some tobacco-stained saliva, then said, “That airplane is not useless information, Mr. Hansen. Our new Assistant DA is coming in on that flight. With our backlog of cases, we’ve needed another prosecutor for months.”
“Let’s get going,” Timmerman said as he grabbed the other corner of the bag. “We might even get a chance to introduce Juneau Jim to the new guy.”
Chapter Three
BRIAN’S AWAKENING
A short, balding man near the bottom of the steps suddenly became animated, waving his arms and jumping up and down. Fascinated by the scenery, Brian failed to notice him. His waving became more vigorous, exposing stains under his shirtsleeves as he continued to bounce around. His wide necktie flopped in disarray and his rimless glasses slipped down his nose. The excited fellow pushed his glasses back and called out, “Brian Thomas, Brian Thomas! Welcome to Alaska!”
Brian looked at him in surprise.
“You are Brian Thomas, aren’t you?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Jeeze, I thought I was making a fool of myself in front of the wrong man.” His laughing face was appealing. His bald head now was shining with perspiration. “I’m Dave Dietrick, Juneau’s one and only District Attorney.” At that he flung one arm out wide and crossing his body with the other, bowed deeply.
Brian sharply focused on him, then quickly descended the ramp. Stepping onto the tarmac, he shoved his hand forward and said, “I did not expect to see you here, Mr. Dietrick. Yes, I am Brian Thomas.”
“Just had to get out of the office today.” Dietrick appeared to be exuberant, “and you’ve given me a great excuse.” They shook hands vigorously and laughed. The DA’s high energy powered over them both.
As they walked toward the terminal, Brian discovered that his travel fatigue had vanished. He began to speak with increasing excitement, “Mr. Dietrick, I’ve dreamed of coming to Alaska since I was a little kid, but I never imagined the glorious beauty of this place.”
Dietrick finished lighting a cigarette and shook his head. “Just call me Dave. I’m Mr. Dietrick only in court.”
Brian nodded, “Okay, Dave. Now, do you ever get tired of this spectacular scenery?”
Dietrick inhaled off the cigarette, then firmly blew-out the smoke as he replied. “Not this year, Brian, not this year.” He paused again for another drag, then resumed smiling. “You see, we’ve had a lot of rainy, cloudy weather this summer. A lot, shoot, like damn near everyday. It’s prophetic that the sun broke through on the day you arrived.”
Now Brian was the one to laugh heartily. “Well I’m not the Second Coming of Christ you know, but at times I’d like to think so.” They both laughed loudly.
As they entered the baggage claim area, Brian resumed talking. “This whole deal has been most unusual. It was suggested that I send a letter to Mr. Dawson, the AG, and ask about employment in his office. He called me and said that he was also in charge of the crime prosecutors in the state. Then he told me about this opening in Juneau. That was my first surprise. In Colorado and Nebraska where I’ve lived, the prosecutors are elected independent of the Attorney General.”
Dave interrupted. “Yeah and even the Attorney General isn’t elected here. Our new Governor, William Haddock, appointed Dawson. Wild Bill is the first Republican Governor of Alaska and it’s no surprise that a prominent Anchorage Republican was appointed AG. I didn’t know the score, but fortunately for me, I was a registered Republican when I applied for this job. I’ll bet that you’re a registered Republican too, right?”
Before Brian could answer, Dietrick continued. “Oh, and I came from Colorado too. You definitely will find a lot here to be surprised about.’
Now Brian was too excited to be denied. “Really?” he asked. “Whereabouts in Colorado?”
“Denver, Jefferson County, and my last stop was at Lamar,” he answered. “I’m 46 years old and have lawyered in four different places – so far.”
“I’m only 28,” Brian countered, “but I’ve moved around some too. I graduated from the University of Colorado Law School, but by first job was boring government work in Lincoln, Nebraska.” His nose wrinkled in disgust. “My God was that boring.”
“If you’re looking for excitement, my man, you’re in the right place,” Dietrick was laughing again. “We get into all kinds of exciting stuff every day.”
“That’s what Mr. Dawson told me during my interview,” Brian responded. “I love that kind of action and my whole life began to get better from that moment on.”
“When did you interview?” the DA was surprised. “I didn’t know you’d come to town.” He crushed the cigarette hard under his unpolished brown wing tip.
“That was the first bit of excitement,” he answered quickly. ”Mr. Dawson was going somewhere on business and had to change planes in Denver. I flew to Stapleton Airport from Nebraska and interviewed with him for 35 minutes. Then he caught his connecting flight. I flew back and waited for his decision. Wild, eh?”
“You’ll do plenty of work here that same way.” Dietrick lit another cigarette. “I’ve been without an assistant for almost four months and there’s plenty of catch-up that needs to be done. There’s a couple of hundred misdemeanor cases waiting for you, not only here, but also over in Sitka, Wrangell, Petersburg, up in Skagway plus several Indian villages. You’ll be jumping on and off old PBYs and all sorts of airplanes.”
Brian noted the subtle messages in Dietrick’s comments and locked them away in his memory for later review.
He then decided to charge forward with his story. “I’ve been fascinated with Alaska since I was 10 or so. I’ve never been here before and I met only one guy who had been here, on vacation. I first learned about Skagway and part of Canada from the radio show Sergeant Preston and Yukon King. I listened to it every week for years. Then I got Outdoor Life and read lots of Alaska hunting and fishing stories.”
“My folks subscribed to National Geographic and it had some Alaska stories with great pictures. However, what really hooked me was Jack London’s book, The Call of the Wild. By the time I got to fifteen, I had a full blown obsession about this country.” With that, Brian paused to catch his breath.
“Well, that‘s as good a reason as any,” the DA spoke as if his mind had left the building. He suddenly looked very tired.
“Why did you come here?” Brian asked.
The noise of the arriving baggage interrupted Dietrick’s mood. “I’ll tell you over drinks sometime,” he answered. “Come on, I’ll help carry your luggage.”
The ride into town was a bit too exciting for Brian’s liking. Dave’s animated talking and incessant cigarette lighting made him inattentive. There were two near misses with oncoming traffic. During a full arm gesture, he made a wrong turn and corrected his error by slamming the car into reverse and speeding backwards onto the highway. All this kept Brian in rigid silence. He vowed to never ride with Dietrick again.
“Where are you staying?” Dave asked.
“At a place called The Secret Cove Inn until I can find an apartment.”
“Oh no, you can’t stay there,” the DA barked. “You’ll come to work every morning smelling like dead fish.” He then went on to describe fights, shootings, stabbings, drunkenness and male prostitution that occurred there. “The motel is connected directly to The Secret Cove Bar, a real cesspool of a place, and that guarantees you big trouble.”
Dietrick quickly resumed his lighter, lively talking. After giving Brian a verbal tour of the city’s accommodations, Dave settled on The Baronof
Hotel. He related all the virtues of its history, then concluded, “it’s about $20 a night more than The Cove, but it’s much safer and quieter.”
He then sat up abruptly and excitedly slapped Brian on the shoulder, sending a flurry of cigarette ash swirling about the car’s front seat. “Hell, I know what I can do. I’ll pay your entire hotel bill out of my slush fund. The Baronof won’t cost you a dime!”
The notion of some secret account unsettled the new prosecutor. He instantly became concerned. Before he could file that information away for future evaluation, he blurted out, “is that Okay to do?”
“Absolutely,” Dietrick answered, “I have complete discretion over the account and I don’t report to anybody how I use it. Usually I draw out cash for informants and expenses for confidential investigative stuff. However, with my huge trial overload, I haven’t used it much. There’s plenty for your hotel bill.”
“I’d feel better about this if we just made it a salary advance.” Brian discomfort was growing.
“Nonsense,” the DA was pushy now. “A salary advance certainly would be approved, but the paperwork is slow and awkward. You’d probably get your first paycheck before you get the salary advance.”
Dietrick paused for another smoke. “Look, the fiscal year ends in just three days and there’s still plenty of money in the slush fund. In fact, I’ve started drawing all of it out and keeping the cash in my office. That’s a lot easier than explaining to the budget guys why I didn’t use it all this past year. I am asking for the same amount for the next go-round.”
Dietrick’s confidence did not ease Brian’s concerns. He had noticed his boss’ inconsistency about reporting or not reporting the money use. ”He’s the DA,” Brian thought to himself, “he knows the law about such things, but there’s something not right here. I wonder how much money is involved.” He decided to play this out for a while.
“Okay, let’s go to The Baronof.”
His check-in went smoothly. Dietrick was having a hushed conversation with the manager as Brian and the Bell Captain went up to his room. The suitcases were emptied and the contents organized quickly. “Only in a place with a name like The Baronof will the bellman hang up your clothes and unpack your stuff,” he thought to himself. After the man had left, a healthy tip securely in hand, Brian quickly cleaned up, changed clothes and hurried back to the lobby.
As he approached the front desk, the clerk leaned over the counter and pointed across the lobby. In a forcefully cheerful voice he said, “Mr. Dietrick is waiting for you in the bar, Mr. Thomas.”
“Thank you,” Brian answered politely. A small opening appeared in his sense of excited newness. Through it popped another subtle warning. Once again it was about the money. “I wonder if Dave promised that guy something special too.”
The worry left him as he entered the bar. Dietrick jumped up from his barstool and waved enthusiastically. “My God,” Brian thought to himself, “he acts like a silly puppy every time he sees me.” He smiled at the thought of the DA being a Cocker Spaniel.
“How’s your room?” Dave shouted across the bar.
“Great!” Brian shouted back, “This place really is historic.” As he approached Dietrick, four patrons at the far end of the bar turned and carefully watched him. They remained quiet, but clearly were very curious about the two loud lawyers.
Brian ordered a drink and was amazed at the bartender’s speed in serving him. Responding to an excited thirst, he gulped down more than half of it. A burning sensation followed it down his throat. Before that subsided, he swallowed the rest of the whiskey and set the glass down on the bar. Something did not feel right about this first drink. “Be careful,” an inner voice warned him, “remember why you’re here.” However, he did not look around the room, did not see the four silent spectators.
Dietrick looked at the bartender and signaled for two more drinks. “There’s a lot of historic stuff in Alaska, but not all of it is any good. Was your room at least clean?”
“Dave, it was just fine,” he answered. He turned to face Dietrick directly. “I am curious about that strange shade on the window in my room. It’s all black and made of some kind of heavy fabric.”
“Brian, without that shade you won’t be able to sleep much.” He pointed to the outside windows of the bar. “See how sunny it is? Well, it’ll be that bright at 11:30 tonight. Our midnight sun can burn right through most curtains.”
“Do you have them on your bedroom windows?” Brian asked.
“We haven’t needed anything so far this summer,” Dietrick answered slowly, “nothing until tonight. But in my house, when we need to block out the light, we wear sleeping masks. They’re cheaper than the shades and work just as well.”
“Sleeping masks?” Thomas was dumbfounded.
“Yeah, they just strap around your head and have two patches that go over your eyes.” The DA took a swallow from his newly arrived drink. Then he giggled. “They take some getting used to, but they add a certain excitement to sex with the wife.” He laughed loudly and Brian could not help from joining in.
The shade discussion led them to talk about other things unique to Juneau. One hour and several drinks later, Dietrick began an entertaining lecture about local drinking laws. At times, the new prosecutor had broken into uncontrollable laughter, but his drinking had slowed, intentionally failing to keep up with Dietrick’s.
For his finale, Dietrick stood up to allow for more active gestures. “Yes Brian,” he laughed, “the bars have to close for one hour every day so they can air out. When they prop open the doors at 4:00 AM, the cigarette smoke rolls out like the place was on fire.” He waved his arms in front of his face, brushing away the imaginary smoke. “Then out come the patrons, staggering and cussing their eviction. When they hit the clear, cool air, they keel over in shock!” At that, he fell to the floor.
Now both men were laughing hysterically. The bartender leaned over the bar. “Phone call for you, Mr. Dietrick.” He handed the receiver across the bar and waited as the District Attorney crawled to his feet. The unconcerned laughter continued. Only the bartender glanced over to the four silent patrons, who still were watching carefully.
The DA accepted the receiver and immediately cupped the speaker end with his hand. He snorted loudly, trying to subdue his laughter. That inspired even louder laughter. Finally it subsided, with Dave taking a deep breath and sniffing a couple of times. One more forceful breath and he answered the call, “Dietrick here.”
His merriment vanished immediately. He remained silent for a very long minute, all the while listening intently. “Absolutely,” he spoke, now in total control. For the first time during the afternoon, Dietrick turned and carefully watched the four quiet patrons at the end of the bar. His mood then changed to a cocky nonchalance. “Sure, Brian and I will finish our drinks and be there in 30 minutes.” With that he handed the phone back to the bartender and ordered two more drinks.
The DA emptied the glass in front of him and smiled at Thomas. He then whispered, “keep smiling, my man. Don’t let those guys at the end of the bar guess what I’m going to say to you.”
Having had no warning of any pending intrigue, Brian’s smile withered slightly. However, he restrained his urge to look down the bar. His grin broadened artificially.
Dietrick began a light laughter and leaned closer to Thomas. “When I finish telling you this, laugh hard as if I just told you a dirty joke.” Brian nodded, pushing his smile out to an even wider grin. “There’s been a murder and we’re going to the autopsy in 30 minutes. You’re going to handle the case.”
Brian could not stifle his surprise. His mouth dropped open. “Murder? I thought you gave me the backlogged misdemeanors.” His whisper was loud enough to be heard at the far end of the bar, but none of the silent foursome showed any recognition. Immediately he corrected himself and began laughing loudly. “Oh, you got me on that one, sir.”
“Pretty good joke wasn’t it?” Dietrick was satisfied with Thomas’ quick recovery. He then added his own touch, “I told her we’d be over in 30 minutes. Finish your drink and let’s go. Her sister is too impulsive to stick around very long.”
It was Brian’s turn to smile easily. He was impressed with his boss’ fast mind as he embellished his deceptions. He downed the drink in his hand and quickly stood up, leaving two full glasses untouched. “Let’s go, Dave. You can fill me in on these two babes while we’re in the car.”
“Boy, you are ready, aren’t you?” Dietrick laughed loudly. With that, he drained his glass also. As he stood up, he looked at the bartender and pointed out toward the front desk.
“Yes sir, I’ll put it on the bill,” the bartender said. Clearly he was accustomed to the DA’s way of doing business.
“And add a healthy tip for yourself,” the DA spoke with authority, “you’re service was excellent.”
“Thank you, sir.”
The two prosecutors laughed all the way out of the Baronof. They were safely in Dave’s car before Brian exploded. “What is this, Dave? You know I’ve been in court only once and that was just a child support case.”
He grew angrier. “A murder case? I can’t handle that kind of a deal. Hey, this is just my second hour on the ground in Juneau. I haven’t even opened a law book yet.” He was glaring at the DA.
Dietrick responded with a wide grin. “Brian, today you’ll do nothing but observe the autopsy and meet the doctor, the Coroner and the cops. There won’t be anything to do for a long time, because nobody’s been arrested yet.”
“So they don’t know who did it?”
“Oh yeah,” the DA nodded as he spoke, “we definitely know who did it. But, we’ve got a big problem right now proving it.”
“How so?” Brian’s anger was cooling.
“Well, our hang-up is that the killer has been locked up in prison for more than four months,” he answered, more somber now. “We’ve got to find out what magic he used to get out of the prison, fly three or so hours to Juneau, kill the guy, and then get back to his cell without being caught.”
Dave paused, fishing another cigarette out of his pack. “That’s going to
take a lot of investigation. Some of it’ll be done in Washington.”
“Washington?”
“Good question. You see, Brian, Alaska does not have a prison yet, so we ship all our convicts to a special Washington State Prison at Walla Walla,” Dietrick explained. “There’s no way you’ll have to worry about this case for a long time. When you come to the point of worry, you’ll have had enough good experience to take it on.”
“Well, thanks for your confidence, Dave,” Brian was speaking cautiously again, “and I must admit that it sounds exciting, especially if it won’t happen for a while.” A new question popped into his mind: “Why am I, just the assistant, being given such a big case? Why me?” Finally he asked, “Dave, if it’s going to be such a long way down the road, why can’t you take it?”
“Think I’m going to quit or something?” Dietrick’s answer had a sharp edge to it. “Well, I’m not planning on quitting.” He lit a new cigarette. “You see, I won’t try the case because I’ll have to be a witness.”
“What?”
“That’s right. The murder victim was very important to me in a trial I had last winter,“ the DA now was speaking with less recklessness. “It is true that the guy’s testimony put the main defendant and his three cohorts in the slammer. However, I also know a hell of a lot about all of them, too much.”
“So, what does that have to do with anything? The defendant is gone and your witness is dead. Why are you ducking this case, really?” Brian’s assertiveness was unexpected. “Too much whiskey?” he questioned himself. Immediately he resolved to use greater care with his words.
Dave flinched. “What qualifies you to know so damn much about criminal prosecution? You’re just fresh meat up from Nebraska.”
Brian realized that he had gone too far. “Yes, you are right. I guess I was getting scared of doing my first murder. Sorry.”
“You’re new here too,” Dietrick continued, “ and that’s an advantage you have. You do not know what some criminals can do to a DA. The defendant was well connected in important circles. I was supposed to set up protection for the witness and because he was a local hero, some people will blame me for his death. You don’t have any of my old baggage from being in this town, so you will have to do the trial.”
“Oh my gosh,” Brian’s mind was racing, “who was this dead guy?”
“Juneau Jim.”
“Juneau Jim what?”
Dietrick inhaled off his cigarette. “The guy just showed up here seven or eight years ago. Nobody knew where he came from or how he got here. He lived by himself in the basement of the old Seattle Canned Fish warehouse down on the waterfront. He did a few odd jobs around town, but his main thing was hanging out at the Ole London Bar. He was mooching drinks there and when that didn’t work any more, he washed glassware or cleaned the toilet to pay his bar tab. Juneau Jim was the only name he used and the only name we ever knew.”
Brian was still caught up in disbelief. “So, do you know his secret name? Will you have to testify about Juneau Jim’s real name, his full legal name?”
“Nope,” Dietrick replied, “I still don’t know what his real name was. His fingerprints revealed nothing. He had no social security number, no driver’s license. No seaman’s papers either. There was no FBI rap sheet on him. Nothing. Even the Veterans Administration didn’t know him. He was just Juneau Jim. He still is just Juneau Jim.”
Brian’s nagging feeling was back. A hunch was coming alive, making him uncomfortable. “There’s something wrong here, really wrong,“ he thought to himself, “this feels messy.”
The men rode on in silence. The DA’s mood had changed significantly.
“I’m afraid that Dave is into this thing more than he’s saying.” Brian shifted uneasily under the weight of his worry. He ran his tongue over his teeth, feeling a roughness from the liquor he’d drunk. “Well, this Juneau Jim business might not be part of the reason why I’m here, but there sure is something rotten about it all this. Really rotten.”
Chapter Four
SOMETHING’S ROTTEN IN JUNEAU
The car bounced through the gutter, jolting Brian to an eyes-wide-open alert. Dietrick’s high-speed turn into an alley made the car lurch hard to the left, missing a severely weathered brick wall by less than an inch. “Yooo!” the DA exclaimed with childlike glee, “we just about went shopping in the Native American Art Store.”
Brian reaffirmed his airport vow never to ride with his boss again. “Good thing there wasn’t another coat of paint on this wreck,” he muttered, “or we’d have some pissed-off Indians on our windshield.” Shaking his head for clarity, he asked, “How long was I asleep?”
“Less than four minutes,” Dave answered, “nobody gives me traffic tickets in Alaska.”
Brian again shook his head, annoyed at his inattentiveness. “Too many drinks.”
“Nah,” the DA spoke loudly, with authority, “you’ve got jet lag, just jet lag. However, you might try one of these.” He pulled a pack of chewing gum from his shirt pocket.
Brian removed a stick and popped it into his mouth. As the sweetness circulated through his teeth, he realized how rotten his mouth tasted. Noticing that Dietrick was chewing hard on a large wad, Brian took a second stick and quickly put it into his mouth. “This works for you?”
“My cigarettes usually cover it up,” Dietrick answered as he picked up speed, “but that was very good scotch at the Baronof.” The glisten in his eyes made it appear that he was about to cry.
Dietrick shoved a new stick into his already packed right cheek. Brian studied him closely. The DA had lost the vibrant tone to his skin. Liver spots now were obvious on the left quadrant of his bald head. His face was drawn and pale. “He’s sick,” Brian thought, “he’s probably had too much work to do. Must’ve been rough without an assistant.” Instantly he added the Baronof scotch as a factor in Dietrick’s transformation.
The alley divided one of Juneau’s irregular blocks. Ahead on the left side, three uniformed policemen and a short, powerfully built man in street clothes were bunched together in deep conversation. Seeing them, Dietrick accelerated even more. At the sound of the engine, the men stopped talking
and turned to watch the car race toward them. The street-clothes cop calmly removed a cigar from his mouth.
Brian closed his eyes. Unless the men moved quickly, Dietrick certainly would run them down. Sounds of harsh laughter forced Brian to turn his eyes back to the DA. He scarcely recognized Dietrick’s face. It was stretched and distorted, apparently by his clear determination to hit the men. “What’s going on here?” Brian asked loudly.
As they roared down the alley, an open area beside the men rushed into view. The opening was tucked in between the buildings and two police cars were parked at its near end. The building at the far end of the hidden parking lot had a heavy, gray metal door. On it was a faded sign that read ‘Burns Family Mortuary.’
Without slowing, Dietrick turned the steering wheel hard toward the opening. The men remained unmoved as the car began to skid sideways toward them. Brian now had a front-row seat for the inevitable annihilation of all four cops. Then the vehicle jerked past them and into the parking area. The speed of the turn did not prevent Brian from seeing the men’s faces up close. Their angry eyes burned into his memory the insanity of all this. The DA seemed intent on trying to scare them to death and quite clearly they were ready to do more than that to him.
In the next moment, Dietrick braked hard and the car slid to a stop perfectly aligned beside the second police car. In deep, well-measured words, he announced, “Lafayette, we are here!” At that he leaned back and closed his eyes.
“This is why I’ve been sent here?” Brian asked himself.
“He’s drunk again,” Patrolman Niles spoke with a disgusted look.
“So?” Officer Timmerman replied with a shrug, “who’s going to prosecute him, the new guy?”
Brian quickly climbed out of the car, fearful that his boss would try another stunt. As he began walking toward the policemen, Dietrick called to him from inside the car. “Wait up, Brian, I need another stick of gum.”
He stopped and patted his pockets. Then Brian shook his head. “I don’t have it,” he answered, “in fact I’m sure I gave them back to you.”
“Wait up anyhow.”
“I told you he was drunk,” Niles blurted out, “now he’s even lost his chewing gum.”
“Can it!” Sergeant Cousins barked, “save your chit-chat for later.”
“He’s going to kill someone,” Niles protested.
“I said can it!” Cousins buttoned the middle button of his sport coat and tugged the wrinkles out of the sleeves. With that, he was ready to greet the two men who had life-and-death say over all his department’s cases.
Dietrick struggled to climb out of the car. Brian rushed over to help him, but the DA waved him away. As he staggered up beside the car, he grinned at the cops. Cousins, cigar in hand, waved back.
“Jesus, Charlie, don’t you ever light those stogies?” Dietrick’s smile burst across his face.
“Not very often,” the Sergeant grunted, “they’re usually too wet.” He shoved the cigar into the corner of what might have been a slight smile. Immediately it wiggled then tipped up as his jaw made a chewing motion.
“Do they taste that good?” Dietrick was working his way toward the cops.
“Better than fresh donuts,” Cousins deadpanned his punch line.
Everyone laughed, even the contemptuous Ray Niles. Brian bent over with unrestrained laughter. He put his arm against the corner of the building to keep from falling. In one uncontrolled guffaw, Brian’s gum wad flew out of his mouth. That prompted even more laughter from everyone. The Sergeant bit down hard on his cigar and turned away. His amusement had to remain guarded.
As the merriment subsided, Dietrick took Brian around and made the introductions. Everyone was pleasant as they shook hands. “It’s a beautiful day,” Niles said, “too nice for an autopsy.”
“Sounds like the deceased didn’t exactly choose this time to die.” Brian suddenly felt uncomfortable about the autopsy. Then he quickly added, “I shouldn’t focus on that. I should be grateful that I’m not the one who’s in there. It’s too nice a day for that too.”
Niles nodded in agreement.
“Juneau Jim has been asking for it for some time,” Timmerman stepped in to shake Brian’s hand, “he was a useless, no good son-of-a-bitch.”
“Don’t forget that his testimony put away H. Lee Walker,” Dietrick said in a surprisingly calm voice. He clearly did not want to arouse Timmerman’s well-known temper. “He may have been a son-of-a-bitch, but he wasn’t entirely useless.”
“Maybe so, but that trial didn’t have full justice,” Timmerman countered. “However, this is the justice he deserved.” He jerked his thumb back toward the mortuary.
Brian hoped to hear more about Juneau Jim, but Dietrick wanted the matter to end. He pulled his assistant toward the third uniformed officer. “This is Jim Levy, Juneau’s newest police officer,” he announced, “maybe he can help you settle in here. He’s just gone through it.”
“Glad to,” Levy responded, “but if you’re planning to leave here alive, you ought to visit with the Sergeant. He’s the expert.”
Brian was too preoccupied with all the new names to appreciate Levy’s mysterious words. However, his reference to leaving Alaska ‘alive’ grabbed the attention of the other cops. “You scare me Levy,” Niles said.
Cousins averted any more comments. He stepped forward and enthusiastically shook Brian’s hand. “Glad you’re here,” his smile was sincere. “Your boss has been going upstream without a paddle for a long time.”
“Amen,” Dietrick agreed.
“Why did you pick Juneau?” the Sergeant’s manner was friendly.
Brian warmed to the question. “Alaska has been a big interest of mine since I was ten. I listened to a lot to radio programs about Alaska. I read books too. I started reading the Alaska fishing and hunting stories in Outdoor Life magazine and they were great. I loved to go fishing and hunting, but civilization crowded the fun out of it back home.”
“I also have a job to do here,” he added in his private thoughts.
“You came to the right place for all that outdoors stuff,” Dietrick said. The others nodded in agreement.
Cousins continued softly, “Did you study Alaska law?”
Brian’s response was immediate. “No, but I am licensed to practice in two other states. I had no trouble learning the second state’s laws and I don’t expect any trouble learning Alaska’s.”
“Sounds logical,” the Sergeant said, “what about trial work? Have you done much of that?”
“Almost none,” he answered, “I’ve done one trial on collecting back child support in a Colorado court.” Brian inhaled deeply, “but I know I want to do it. I went to the University of Colorado because they had a free legal clinic staffed by senior students. Most law schools offer no real client work for the students.”
“Beggin’ your pardon, Brian, but I’d never go to a free legal clinic run by students,” Al Timmerman interjected, “they don’t know what they’re doing.”
Brian’s answer was quick and firm, “that’s true, we didn’t, but by the end of the school year we certainly knew a lot more. No murder cases of course. In fact we did no criminal cases at all. However we seniors worked on 15 cases that year and we won them all.”
“Really?” Dietrick now was interested.
“Yes,” Brian replied, “we had a good faculty supervisor and we made up for our inexperience by overly preparing our cases. Also, we discovered something else. We seemed to have more fight in us than the attorneys on the other side did. Come to think of it, maybe it wasn’t so much the fight
we had. Maybe we were just too dumb to know all the legal risks of what we were doing.”
The cops began to laugh. Even Cousins broke into a wide smile. Dietrick was dancing around in tight circles, delighted with his new assistant.
“For a new lawyer, you’ve got a lot of sand,” Niles said.
“Old lawyers get scared too,” Dietrick added, “just ask me.”
“Were you ever afraid your mistakes might get you put in jail?” the Sergeant asked carefully.
Once again, Brian answered quickly. “You mean jail for contempt against the judge? No, I avoided contempt and all that stuff. An old lawyer for whom I did some research set me straight. He told me that a lawyer’s job doesn’t include going to jail for his client.”
There were more chuckles from the listeners. Timmerman laughed loudly. “There’s a bunch of them lawyers I’d love to see in jail. There are criminal lawyers and then there’re lawyer criminals. I’m glad you’re not one of them.”
Dietrick’s big smile vanished with Timmerman’s abrasive comment. He jerked a new cigarette from his shirt pocket and remained silent as he lit up. Sergeant Cousins spoke again. “Aren’t you afraid of anything?”
“Yes, I’m afraid of not winning,” Brian answered firmly.
Silence came over them all. Finally Dietrick spoke up. “Brian you can’t win them all like you did in school. You’ll learn that soon enough.”
Brian turned slowly and looked into the desolate face of his boss. With a touch of anger, he answered, “Look, I admit I am inexperienced in court, but I didn’t come here to learn how to lose.”
“Oh no, I stepped in it again.”
Sergeant Cousins quickly came forward. He put his hand on Brian’s right arm and stood close. “Hey, Tiger, I wasn’t suggesting that you will not be a good prosecutor. In fact, I like your fire. I expect that you’ll kick some serious butt here for a month or two. By then those weasel defense attorneys will be begging to settle their cases.”
Niles nodded his head vigorously.
“I agree, Brian,” Timmerman spoke out, “just remember that we’re all on the same side.” The officer gave Brian a long, hard look as if trying to add something unsaid to his comment.
Brian noticed that Dietrick was upset, looking down at his shoes and sucking his cigarette into an intense brightness. Brian pressed his mouth shut, determined to prevent more indiscretions. However, it was too late to apologize for this one.
The ensuing silence was brief. It was disrupted by a slow scraping sound followed by an explosive bang. Brian twitched in surprise. The metal door now was wide open and pressed back against the outside wall. In the doorway stood Daniel Burns.
The mortician had removed his suit coat and had folded his crisp shirtsleeves up to his elbows. He was adorned with a heavy, rubber-coated apron that hung down below his knees. Yet it was open enough at the neck to reveal that his necktie still was neatly tied.
“The doctor just called, gentlemen. He’s finally on the way.”
As they all filed into the mortuary, Dietrick pulled Brian and the coroner aside. He made the introductions. Burns was calm and pleasant in his welcome. There was some distraction from whispering, then hushed snickering among the policemen. At that the mortician moved even closer to the two lawyers. “This autopsy will be a little different,” he warned, “you might want to use some of this.” He then handed Brian a small, circular tin of a white salve.
“Put a gob of that under your nose,” Dietrick explained, “it’ll help you get through this without getting sick.” He then reached over and coated his forefinger with a generous supply of the salve. In demonstration, he painted a white mustache on his upper lip, centered at his nose.
The cops burst forth with more quiet merriment, followed by intensified whispering. “What’s going on?” Dietrick quietly asked Burns.
“You’ll see,” the mortician replied, “just act like there’s nothing wrong.”
Dietrick turned to inspect the room and immediately noticed a long wooden box sitting on the stainless steel preparation table. Its tall sides hid the contents from view. “What’s that?” he asked.
“You’ll see.”
Through the still open door, the far away sounds of a rapidly moving vehicle filled the room. It became obvious that it was growing near. Seconds later, a red, canvas-topped military jeep skidded into view in front of the doorway.
“He drives like you do, Dave,” Cousins spoke quickly. Brian chuckled at the Sergeant’s wit.
Before Dietrick could respond, the tall, blond-haired Dr. Holley Johnson jumped out the flimsy driver’s side door. With one high kick, he leaped gracefully over the hood of the jeep. He landed squarely in the doorway and stood up erect, his hands on his hips. He smiled as he threw back his head and announced, “Dr. Holley Johnson, M.D. at your service. Now, which one of you is the dead guy?” He leaned back again and roared.
Sergeant Cousins was ready for the doctor. “Ah, gentlemen, our surfer buddy has arrived. Be grateful. He’s given up some afternoon delight and a couple of bottles of wine just to come and chop up a corpse.” With that he put his hands together in prayer position front of his chest. Then he bowed politely.
Brian laughed loudly. He was beginning to like Charlie Cousins a lot.
The doctor cocked an eyebrow, pretending surprise. “Ah, I see we have a new man today,” he exclaimed. Turning to the Sergeant, he asked, “Cousins, is this poor schnook your latest Keystone Cop?”
Brian immediately stepped toward Johnson and extended his hand. “I’m Brian Thomas, the new Assistant DA. This is my first day here.” Then he smiled broadly. It was the kind of smile that seemed friendly all the while disguising Brian’s growing dislike of the man. “I climbed off a Baronof bar stool just to come watch you work,” he spoke with contrived sincerity.
“Ah, a man after my own heart – another man willing to sacrifice the pleasures of life to do his duty.” The doctor chuckled, then asked, “Do you have a strong stomach, Mr. Brian Thomas? At that he grabbed Brian’s outstretched hand and smeared something greasy on it. He then held up his shiny palm and laughed.
Brian jerked back his hand and stared at the slimy coating just applied. Disgusted, he stared at the doctor and asked, “Did you just finish wiping your ass, Doc?” Then holding his hand up to his nose, he sniffed. “Ah, I note that your shit don’t stink.”
Brian detected a smile flicker across Cousins’ face.
“Now I hadn’t thought of that,” he answered with a big smile, “but you certainly are a man after my own heart.” He laughed, then continued, “don’t you worry, Mr. Brian Thomas, its only cooking oil. I was just beginning to rub it all over an enticing woman and I mean ‘all over.’ Then came the phone call. I’ve got a phone on my boat, you know. Then came the call for all this. What a shame. She was responding so well.”
“Who was she?” Timmerman interrupted, “another one of your ten-year-old Indian girls?”
Brian was rubbing his hand with his handkerchief. He could not restrain himself. “A ten-year-old?”
Johnson was grinning now, enjoying the banter. “The Indians hit puberty very early, Mr. Brian Thomas. There’s a shortage of white ladies here in Alaska, so the early maturity of our Native American women is a blessing. You’ll discover that soon enough.”
Brian’s jaw hardened. He scrubbed harder on his hand, but remained silent. Incest, rape, and child abuse were his hot button.
“Don’t be mad at me, Mr. Brian Thomas,” the doctor was laughing again. “That Indian thing is just a vicious cop lie, with a little kidding added by me.”
At that, he feigned seriousness. “The truth is that my shipmate was an enthusiastic hospital nurse. Word is that she was hooked up with a certain police sergeant, but apparently he hadn’t been taking care of business.” Johnson was smiling as he smoothed back his hair once more. The oil on his hands added a glisten to his beachcomber hair.
Brian noticed that Johnson’s hair now was glistening only on the right side, on the side of his oily hand wipe. “Now he’s only half slick,” he said to himself. He turned slightly to avoid continued starring at the doctor’s hair. Once again he was close to another indiscretion – rudely laughing at the doctor who had started to look like a clown.
Sergeant Cousins chewed his cigar in a circular motion. “I’m not worried about my good friend Lynn. On your best day, Doc, you could never handle her.” The cigar moved again. “However, since you seem to be been sniffing around my house, you might know where Trixie is. She was fragrant this morning and now she’s missing.”
“Trixie?” the doctor asked, lacking any sincere interest.
“A black lab,” Timmerman interjected, “just the kind of female you go for.”
“Hear that, Mr. Brian Thomas?” Johnson turned back to him, ignoring Cousins and Timmerman. “Jealously, simple jealousy. I’ll even bet that Trixie ran off just to save her honor. These cops are so bad that they have to come to the autopsies of our female corpses just to get their jollies.”
“You’re a sick unit,” Niles spoke up.
“Gentlemen,” the mortician interrupted, “we’ve got an autopsy to do. Please save your fun for later.”
Dietrick agreed. “Yes, let’s get on with it. Brian and I have to get to the office. I have a mountain of work to turn over to him today.”
The doctor walked briskly to the stainless steel sink against the near wall and washed up. As he leaned over the sink, he spoke loudly over his shoulder. “Be careful, Mr. Brian Thomas, all work and no play will land you in an insane asylum – or worse. Maybe you’ll wind up on that table and some guy like me will get paid $1000 to come in and chop your pecker off.”
Dietrick turned his back on the doctor and lit a cigarette. Brian noticed that his face was hot with anger. Then he glanced at the cops. They too registered various shades of anger. “Why does the doc work so hard at upsetting people?” he asked himself. Then he saw that Dietrick was smoking with his back still turned to Johnson. “Doctor Johnson had better
be careful now. Dave and a couple of those cops are mad enough to kill him.”
The doctor pulled on a set of scrubs and a pair of rubber gloves. As he turned toward the table, he saw the wooden box for the first time. “Hello, what have we here?” Approaching the table, he asked, “Daniel, why the wooden coffin?”
“Special circumstances,” the mortician replied, “this is a very interesting case.”
Brian took a step forward. Dietrick reached out and touched him on the shoulder, restraining him. “Stay back,” he whispered.
“What’s happening?” Brian spoke softly.
“I don’t know,” the DA whispered, “but my best guess is that we will want no part of it.”
Across the room, all four policemen were watching with great anticipation. Their focus on the doctor was so intense that they had stopped breathing.
Johnson hesitated in his move toward the table. He looked back at the surgery mask lying by the sink. For a second he considered getting it. That would have been standard procedure for an autopsy. However, the mask inhibited his witticism and his curiosity about the box was growing. He turned and walked briskly to the table. “Well, let’s see what’s so special here.”
As he leaned over the side of the box, he gasped loudly. “Oh God!” His second reflexive gasp drew in even more air. At once he began producing a series of gagging sounds. The doctor turned and ran back to the sink.
As he leaned over, he hurled his gloves away and began splashing water on his face. He gasped once more as the gagging intensified, grating his throat dry with pain. “I need air,” he wheezed, dashing for the door. He almost made it.
The gagging quickly merged with a few hiccups, then more gagging and hiccupping until all control was gone. At the threshold of the door, Johnson fell to his knees and splattered the side of his jeep with textbook perfect projectile vomiting. The hacking and hiccups were merciless. Finally, after one giant spasm, he pitched forward and lay there, face down.
“Is he dead?” Niles asked nervously.
At that, the other cops burst forth with explosive laughter. In seconds, tears were streaking across their faces. Their laughter escalated. Brian turned back to the policemen, trying to understand what had happened. Before he could speak, movement in the doorway distracted him.
The riotous outburst had roused Johnson and he was dragging himself through his own effluent, towards his Jeep. Once there, he climbed up the speckled passenger side and held himself in a standing position. Slowly he worked his way around the front of the vehicle until he reached the floppy driver’s door.
Dietrick suddenly awakened from the shock of all this. “What about the cause of death, Doctor?” he shouted.
Johnson weakly waved back “I’ll certify that the man is dead,” he gasped. At that he laid his head on the canvas top.
Dietrick was angry now. “Doctor, this is a murder case. We must know a cause of death and have an autopsy report!”
Looking aimlessly in the direction of the doorway, the doctor gagged then spit something wet and solid onto the jeep’s hood. Through his fiery throat he wheezed, “Call the Chink.” With that, he used the last of his strength to pull open the door and slide into the front seat.
The chorus of laughter in the mortuary was renewed as Johnson tried to hold himself in an upright sitting position. In seconds, however, he pitched forward and slumped against the steering wheel. After two or three violent coughs, he slowly tipped toward the passenger seat and disappeared from view.
“Is he dead?” Niles repeated. The answer came immediately with the sounds of Johnson puking on the jeep front floor. The sounds mutated to a dry wheezing and finally to a complete silence.
Amongst the dissipating laughter, Niles shouted, “For God’s sake, is he dead now? Somebody check on him.”
“Come on,” Dietrick commanded Brian to move. They walked quickly to the doorway and carefully stepped over Johnson’s mucus and bile. The DA led the two of them around the back end of the jeep. As Brian turned toward the open Jeep door, Dietrick shouted, “No! Leave him. We’ve got to get to the office at once.”
After a brisk trip down the alley, they once again bumped through the gutter and turned sharply onto the street. It was only after they were well on their way to the Capitol that Dietrick exploded. His face flushed as he pounded on the steering wheel. “Those dumb cowboys,” he shouted, “why did they have to pick this case to get even with that asshole?” The car jerked forward with a roar.
“What happened back there?” Brian asked.
“The odor from a dead body can make anyone sick,” he answered, “and Dr. Holley Johnson, M.D. has a way of getting the cops to take a sniff at the wrong time. Every one of those guys has been conned by him
into puking their guts out. Today, of all times, they decided to get even.
Bastards.”
“He got sick even though he’s a doctor?”
“Yep, anyone can get sick unless they are prepared,” Dietrick answered. “They even hid the corpse from his view by putting it in that high-sided box. The doctor was so surprised by what he saw that he couldn’t help from inhaling the smell.”
“Why didn’t we get sick?” Brian asked.
“Remember, Burns warned us to stay back from the table.” The DA mumbled something additional while lighting another cigarette. He inhaled deeply then, “he also gave us that white goop to smear under our nostrils. That stuff helps block the smells.”
Dietrick looked over at Brian and smiled. “By the way, you might want to wipe that stuff off your face. You’ll scare somebody at the Capitol.”
Brian pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and began rubbing it across his upper lip. “Jeeze!” he exclaimed as he encountered the doctor’s oil that he’d wiped off his hand. “Do you think this really was cooking oil?” he asked while refolding the handkerchief.
“Probably,” Dietrick answered with a continuing grin, “but we really don’t know what body parts he was rubbing it on.”
“Yuck,” Brian said with disgust. He quickly rolled down the window and threw his handkerchief out. “Have you got a clean hanky, Dave?”
Dietrick quickly pulled one from his pocket and handed it to him. “Don’t throw mine out the window when you’re done,” he laughed, “my wife washes and irons mine.”
Brian resumed rubbing his lip. As he carefully refolded the handkerchief, he asked, “Do you think that the body was really that rotten?”
“Absolutely.”
“Do you think the doctor’s dead?” Brian immediately continued, “That one policeman was sure worried about it.”
“Nah,” Dietrick laughed again, “but Johnson will have no shot at getting a date tonight.”
“But that cop kept asking…”
“That was Niles just being Niles. He and Cousins were car partners at Chicago PD and Charlie got jammed up with a politician. Seemed that an alderman’s nephew was robbing a liquor store in his uncle’s district. Every one believed that the cops were all tuned in not to interfere. Charlie was a high integrity maverick so he went for the arrest. The nephew shot it out and Charlie put him down. The alderman set out to hang Charlie, but Niles got him out of Chicago before it happened.”
“I never would have guessed that Sergeant Cousins would have been that way,” Brian spoke in disbelief, “he doesn’t seem to be the Wyatt Earp type.”
“Well, like I said, Niles’ questions about the doctor being dead was Niles just being Niles.” Dietrick continued, “He’s still trying to cover Charlie’s backside.”
Brian chuckled, “so the doctor used to trick the cops and today they got their revenge. This time they tricked the doctor, right?”
“Correct,” Dietrick answered, “but it was lousy timing. We already had big troubles proving how Walker killed Juneau Jim. Right now we can’t even prove it was murder.”
As the State Capitol swung into view, Brian started a new line of thought. “Dave, are there very many rotten corpses to autopsy here?”
“Yes, they come in all the time,” Dietrick was stretching around the steering wheel, looking for his parking space. “People die frequently in the ocean or in private airplane crashes or back in the wilderness. You ought to see a body that has been mauled by a Brown Bear.”
“And you want me to cover those autopsies?”
Dietrick pulled into the stall with a sign reading ‘District Attorney.’ He answered, “don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.” Dietrick immediately leaped out of the car.
“Can’t you take a few of them?” Brian was puzzled. He rushed to get out of the car and catch up with his boss.
The DA was on the third step up to the Capitol front door when he stopped. He spun around abruptly and scowled down at his assistant. “Because,” he answered with a harsh tone, “I am very busy and second, I am your boss. Some think that I’m a rotten boss, but they still know that I am the boss. Everyone jumps when I say jump. I expect that of you. Don’t you forget it.” He quickly resumed climbing the steps and vanished through the heavy, ornate front doors.
For a moment, Brian was unable to move. “This guy is some kind of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. First he’s grateful I’m here, relieved that I can take over hundreds of cases. Then he flips and rags on me.”
A new thought: “What’s with him anyhow? Doesn’t he know how cops handle stress? It isn’t pretty, but it works. Besides, those poor guys were fishing that body out of the drink while he and I were drinking at the Baronof. They got the rotten end of the deal.”
Before he could continue his analysis of Dietrick, he realized that he now was far behind the fast stepping District Attorney. He sprinted up the steps and pulled open one of the Capitol’s front doors.
As he hurried inside, the memory of Dietrick’s secret fund flashed to the forefront of his thinking. “He’s no psycho,” Brian thought to himself, “he’s either a great trial lawyer or he’s just a thief and a liar.” Before he took another step he answered himself out loud, “I’ll bet on the thief and liar.”
Chapter Five
THE BIG LIE
The two men ascended the main staircase too fast for Brian to appreciate the classic, well-polished banisters. As they walked through the second floor entrance to the District Attorney’s office, Brian noticed that Dave was sweating profusely. The pace had been lively. “How does he do it?” he thought to himself. “I’m nearly wiped out from the drinks and the excitement. All he does is sweat and keep going.”
“Ladies, this is Brian Thomas, our new Assistant DA,” Dietrick announced loudly, “he has just survived a long plane ride, about a hundred drinks at the Baronof, and our weirdest autopsy ever.” He smiled at Brian, “go easy on him, girls. I don’t want him catching the next flight back to Denver or Nebraska or wherever in the hell he’s from.”
The two secretaries looked up, the one at the front desk smiled warmly. Dietrick positioned himself beside her. ”Brian, this is Chris Larsen, our receptionist and a great typist,” he continued, “after you get settled in, she’ll be your secretary.” Chris’ smile broadened. “Hello, Brian,” she said in her best receptionist voice, “we’ve heard good things about you. Glad you’re here.”
Brian’s second wave of fatigue disappeared. It was nice to have a secretary who was attractive and could type. “I’m glad we’ll be working together.”
“She’s too pretty not to be involved with someone here.” he decided to himself. “I’ve got to find out who he is and whether he’s a good guy or a bad guy.” A pause. “Better be sure she’s Okay too.”
The woman at the far desk had taken advantage of the moment to light a cigarette. Her features were weathered; her hardened face seemed to prevent her from smiling. “And this is our office manager and my secretary, Jane Holland,” Dave announced as he walked to her desk.
Jane stood up and extended her hand. Brian could not disguise his surprise as they shook hands in a very masculine fashion. He watched the cigarette hanging from her lips as she spoke, “good to meet ya.” Something about her manner reminded him of Humphrey Bogart playing a private eye in some old crime movie.
He also was surprised at the roughness of her hand. He quickly noted that her fingernails were clipped short, each one revealing a thin line of dirt under it. “Must moonlight on an outdoor job,” he thought. Then came an
expected thought. “Maybe she digs clams at low tide.” With that he had to fight desperately the urge to laugh. Despite his levity, Brian knew that this was one very tough woman.
“Without Jane managing my life,” Dietrick declared, “I’d be in jail every week.” Brian smiled at the thought of a DA being behind bars. “Was that some sort of confession?” he mused. Then he turned his attention back to the secretary. “Glad to meet you, Jane.”
Once again there was an abrupt change in Dietrick’s appearance. His smile and his happy demeanor vaporized. “Jane, get on the phone,” he barked, now scowling, “track down that new doctor in town, Ho Chee Min or whatever his name is. I must talk to him right away.”
“Do you mean Dr. Ho Lin Chee?” she asked, the cigarette now bouncing up and down in her face. Jane was flipping through the Rolodex on her desk before Dietrick could answer.
“Yeah, whatever his name is,” he replied. He spoke in a low growl. Then he spun around and faced the still smiling receptionist. “Chris, show this guy to his office. Lead him around our library and give him a tour of the building. He needs to see the courts and where the Attorney General works.”
As he moved toward the doorway to his office, Dietrick stopped and turned back to Chris. “Oh, and start that damn red tape of getting him a parking space. Even though his truck won’t be here for several weeks, it’ll take those slugs that long to figure out a space for him.”
In what Brian first thought was an illusion, Dietrick then leaped across the threshold into his office, taking another hop and a skip just inside the door. Safely there, he exploded with a loud “those sons-of-bitches!” The last thing Brian saw was Dietrick’s vicious kick at someone or something imaginary. Twice he kicked into empty air, grousing profanities under his breath.
In a fleeting thought, Brian wondered whether Dave was having some delayed reaction from the drinks of an hour ago. Good trial lawyers usually do not allow themselves the luxury of hair-trigger rages. “Must be the whiskey,” he thought.
Neither secretary revealed any surprise at the DA’s actions. Jane calmly began dialing her phone. Her cigarette smoke rose in an unwavering line from her face, merging into a hazy airspace above her desk. Chris put several papers into a file and gracefully stood up from her chair. She smoothed some wrinkles from her well-fitted skirt.
Prepared now, her contagious smile returned and a charming friendliness radiated from her. “Come with me, Brian, I’ll give you the nickel tour of the place. We reserve this tour only for our VIPs. The others
just get the two-cent tour.” Her smile intensified Brian’s feeling of being grateful for her presence. Alone with Dave and Jane, day in and day out, just might be a bit insane.
They quickly moved into the library. The selection of reference materials and case reporters impressed him. Chris hurriedly waved at the bookshelves. “There’s quite a bit here, but if you need more, such as the US Supreme Court decisions or something out of Oregon, you can use the Supreme Court library upstairs.”
“This looks great,” Brian’s enthusiasm was genuine, “Having access to the US Supreme Court decisions is terrific too, although I doubt that I’ll need much Oregon law.” At that he chuckled.
Chris’s smile continued, but her voice now softened. “I’m no lawyer and I haven’t worked in this office very long, but I understand that Alaska copied a lot of its laws from Oregon.”
Brian shook his head with a sheepish grin. “Chris, it looks like I’ll need you around just to keep me from acting like a complete idiot.” He continued to chuckle. “By the way,” he asked, trying to put his Oregon ignorance behind them, “how long have you been in the DA’s office?”
“A year and a half as of the 14th of this month,” she answered, ”and before that I was a nursing assistant at the hospital. I was there a little over six months. I’ve never worked in a law office of any kind before this. In fact, I’ve never even dated a lawyer. My father taught me not to trust lawyers.” Now she was smiling with a noticeable twinkle in her eye. “He said that Shakespeare was right.”
“Shakespeare?”
“Yes. Shakespeare said that we should kill all the lawyers.”
Brian broke out with raucous laughter. “Never heard that before. Of course, we did not study Shakespeare in law school and I struggled to get through Hamlet and MacBeth in college. Had I’ve known of his view of lawyers, I never would have become one.”
“Right!” Chris was having great fun, “and just what would you have become?”
“A doctor,” he retorted with a grin, “Shakespeare thought well of them, didn’t he?” Then shifting quickly back to Chris’ work experience, he asked, “why did you leave the hospital to work with men your father told you to distrust?”
“The doctors, one doctor in particular,” she responded, her smile faded. “Dr. Holley Johnson turned out to be more despicable than any lawyer I met. My father didn’t like him either.”
“Your father? Do your parents live in Juneau?”
“No,” she replied, now quite somber, “they live in Henderson, Nevada.”
“So, how…?”
“I met Holley while I was working at Mercy Hospital in Vegas,” she recited, “we became an item, you know, and I moved in with him. Then he came home one day and told me that we were moving to Alaska. We packed up and left in three days. My father never liked him much, but that was the breaking point.”
“Are you two still…?” Brian was moving forward cautiously.
“My father got very angry,” she continued. “He made a scene and declared that he would never recognize Holley as a son-in-law if we ever got married. He kept saying the word ‘never’ over and over.”
“But you stayed with the doctor and moved here, right?” Brian was catching on.
“Worst thing I ever did,” she said with deep seriousness. “Father sent me a letter about a month after we got here. Told me never to call home or go see them. Said he wrote me out of the will and out of their lives as long as I was sleeping in his bed.” She took a deep breath and sadly went on. “He could see clearly what I could not see, not back then. Even his toughest warnings went right by me.”
“Why is she telling me all this?” Brian had become suspicious of Dave Dietrick and now it was Chris Larsen, quickly – like within his first three hours in Juneau. This was not a happy start for his work here.
“Maybe she knows what happened to Johnson at the autopsy this afternoon. Maybe she guessed that I already know how big a jerk he is.” However, his caution would not go away. His suspicion grew. “Maybe all this is a big lie. Does she want something from me?”
They stood there silently for a moment. Then Chris took another heavy breath and said, “A couple of months after Father’s letter, I discovered that my doctor -lover had begun research into other women’s reproductive systems and he wasn’t a gynecologist. Know what I mean?”
Brian shook his head slowly, silently wishing he hadn’t mentioned doctors.
“I left him right away,” she continued, “but I tried to keep on working at the hospital. Things got worse. He was the stud muffin over there, even getting it done with a nurse in an empty patient bed while they were on duty and while I was on duty too. That happened several times. I’m sure the entire staff was laughing at me for being so stupid. He was shoving it right in my face and I had to get out.”
“How did you get this job?” Brian asked, hoping to lead her away from the unhappy hospital memories.
“The bastard started showing up at my door at midnight or so, whenever he couldn’t find someone to screw.” Now her anger was flowing. “Two, maybe three times a week, there he was, wanting to crawl back on top of me and then let me wash his clothes while he slept.”
“I went to the police, but they wouldn’t help. So after the umpteenth time that he pounded on my door, I came to the District Attorney’s Office for help.”
“And?” Brian wanted her to finish the story. He’d had enough of Dr. Holley Johnson for one day.
“I walked in to file a complaint and walked out with a job. It even paid better than the hospital and, man, the clout of this office is awesome. Without any papers being filed, suddenly the doctor stopped making house calls.” She was smiling again.
“Sounds like Dave is a pretty good guy, considering that he’s a lawyer,” Brian was smiling too. “Think Shakespeare would have killed him?”
“Oh, Mr. Dietrick didn’t even talk to me,” Chris came on strong, “he was over in Sitka the whole week. Jane talked to me and hired me right on the spot. She made a couple of phone calls to a policeman. She then assured me that the problem was handled. Just like that!”
“Jane Holland?”
“You’ve got a lot to learn, Mr. Assistant District Attorney,” she spoke with authority. “Jane knows more about being a district attorney than Mr. Dietrick does and he knows it. She lets him play at it, but when he starts to get into trouble, she steps in and gets the job done.”
“But he half way cussed her out just a minute ago,” Brian was confused again.
“Just for show, my friend, just for show. He had to impress you.” Chris’ smile was genuine. “Like they say here in Alaska, all that glitters is not gold. Now, let’s check out your office and get on with the tour.” At that, she disappeared through the doorway leading from the library into the adjacent room. Brian hurried to follow her into the office that was to become the headquarters of his new life.
“What a view!” he exclaimed.
The huge window behind the desk perfectly framed the sunlit mountains on the island across the strait. Behind the island was the blue-green horizon of the Pacific.
Below, on the near shoreline, stood a rough and weathered old building with the word ‘Cafe’ faintly lettered on its roof. Immediately in front of it were dozens of seagulls swirling and diving with excited screeching. A kitchen helper was emptying garbage cans into the water.
At mid-channel, a single engine Cessna on pontoons was whining its way into the air, leaving behind two parallel wakes of agitated water. Here and there thousands of little diamond flashes of sunshine bounced off the ripples, creating a fairy tale atmosphere. “Unbelievable,” he contemplated the view, “all we need now is the yellow brick road.”
“How can anyone expect me to get any work done with all that?” he asked.
Chris was laughing as she opened the door to the outside hallway. “Brian, you’ll just turn your back on it like everyone else does. If you don’t turn your desk and chair around to face the window, you’ll get lots of work done here. Now, we’d better get going.”
As he entered the hallway, he felt a sense of urgency, “Chris tell me where the men’s room is. I’m not going to enjoy your tour unless I get there now.” They both had a jovial spirit by the they arrived at a door with a frosted glass window bearing the word ‘GENTS.’ Brian tossed a grateful ‘thank you’ over his shoulder as he charged inside.
Chris was waiting patiently when he came out. “Thanks again,” he said, “I guess I had too many cocktails with Dave.”
Her smile dimmed slightly. “Mr. Dietrick drinks a lot, Brian, and sometimes it gets him into trouble. Sometimes he pals around with some unsavory drinking buddies and that is dangerous. I might be wrong, but his drinking probably is making him sick too.”
Brian saw the flash of a warning in her eyes. “Sick?” he asked, “or just hung over?” It struck him just how commanding Chris’ big blue eyes were.
“When he’s been drinking a lot, black and purple blotches appear on the bald part of his head. Red zits and deep unhappy lines on his face make it look like he was in a fight. Those blotches sometimes show up on his neck too. Yeah, they look like bruises.” She spoke directly at Brian. “Please don’t try to keep up with him in the drinking business. I don’t want you to die too.”
“Do you think he’s going to die, Chris?”
“Yes.”
Brian recalled the four ominous figures at the end of the Baronof bar. “Dave looked them over once,” he thought, “maybe he is a bar fighter.” Now his mind was wandering back to the little spots he had noticed on Dietrick’s bald head. “So, he gets blotches and zits too? Dave must a two-fisted, drippy nosed drunk at times. Maybe he just was on his good behavior at the Baronof today.”
“Thanks for the warning,” he replied, returning her look directly. Then some unexpected impulse forced him to blurt out, “My God, Chris, you have beautiful eyes.”
Her smile vanished in her surprise. She quickly looked down. Then her composure returned and she studied his face silently for a moment. Softly she replied, “thank you, Brian.”
The moment passed and her receptionist manner regained control. “We’d better hurry along now. The offices close at five. Let’s go upstairs and see the Attorney General’s office and the Supreme Court.” Her friendly smile was back.
Brian staggered after her, caught in a moment of agony and confusion. One fast thought told him that, indeed, Chris was a beautiful woman. Then an answering thought condemned him. “After all, I met her only ten minutes ago.” His condemnation immediately enlarged to a broader view. “What’s the matter with me? I’ve been sticking my foot in my mouth all afternoon.”
His mental combat waged on as they ascended the polished wooden stairs to the third floor. Then it came to him. He did not like what he had said and he knew now what he had to do. He stopped, took in a deep breath, and then pushed out the necessary words. They came in a loud whisper. “I’m sorry, Chris. My comment was inappropriate.”
She had reached the third floor landing when she heard him. She turned and looked down at him. Her voice was direct. “Did you mean what you said about my eyes?”
Brian’s was caught by her unexpected candor. His thinking grew disjointed as he said, “I’m really sorry. I don’t know what happened.” He had to pause before trying again, “that was the first time I paid attention to your eyes. Well, no, not exactly that. I mean I saw in your eyes your real feelings about Dave’s drinking.”
Chris remained firm. “Look Brian, did you mean what you said about my eyes being beautiful?”
He was defeated, done in by his own words. Looking down at the step under his feet, he surrendered. “Yes, yes I did, but I didn’t want you to think that I was trying to seduce you or something. Really, I’m not much of a ladies man.”
Brian paused, waiting expectantly for her stinging reply. Now he found himself studying Chris’ shoes. “She’s a practical person…stacked heels, comfortable shoes. No glamorous leg shaping high heels there.” Then another pause. “My God, I can’t quit studying her.”
“Brian,” she said, interrupting his self-condemnation, “let me worry about that sort of thing. Just don’t lie to me about nice, personal things like
my eyes. Especially my eyes! Don’t lie to me ever, Okay?” She moved down a step and touched his chin with her finger. “
“This is really important, Brian. I trust you and only because of that, I will tell you something painfully personal. It’s known only to one other person, someone I trust even more than you. Don’t ever lie to me about my eyes being beautiful. Holley told that to me night after night just to get me to take him back.”
Now Chris paused for a deep breath. “The reason the police wouldn’t help me back then was because I kept letting him back in. I believed his lie time and time again. It was my biggest weakness, maybe still is. I might have gone on believing his lie until I was a wrinkled old lady, except for one thing.”
Brian watched her eyes closely and remained silent. This was more than he had ever expected.
“You see, I woke up one day - alone, of course. That was how Holley did it. But on that one day, I woke up with a burning sensation in my vagina.” She continued to hold Brian’s attention with her finger on his chin. He could not miss seeing her eyes gloss over with anger. Somehow the rage in her eyes was restrained in her voice. “That’s right, Doctor Holley Johnson infected me with some other woman’s venereal disease.”
“My God!”
“Yes, and can you guess where a nursing assistant gets medical treatment for such a problem in Juneau?” Chris’ eyes remained hotly locked with his. A tear freely ran down her right cheek. “She gets treated at her place of employment, in full view of all her coworkers.”
“What’s more, the man who gave her the infection was the doctor on duty at that precise moment.” She had to look away. Then softly, “and he announced to everyone within earshot that I should be grateful it was only the clap. He explained to them all that after just one 50 cc injection of penicillin, I would be ready to go again.”
Her hate-filled eyes turned back to Brian. “He made it sound like he was just changing a tire on a cab so it could get back on the street for more riders. Of course everyone assumed that some other man – or men – had infected me. Doctor Holley Johnson remained above it all.”
Brian was speechless. “No woman talks about such things to anyone, man or woman, who she just met. Yet no way is she making that up. Why all this? Does she expect me to sleep with her? Is she just crazy?”
“Never lie to me, Brian. About my eyes, about anything even if you think it isn’t important. I must trust you. Maybe too much I want to trust you. Too much.” A flicker of fear in her eyes caught Brian’s attention. She quickly started back up the stairs, then turned back to him.
“Juneau operates on many lies, Brian, and our office is a part of it. I do not want you to be a part of it too.”
“Lies?”
“Yes and I don’t want you to become a part of it.” She manner now was firm, even though her voice was soft. “I need to have full trust in you. That is more important than I can explain, but don’t put even one little lie between us, alright?”
“The whole city?” Brian asked, nodding at her demands.
“Pretty much,” she answered. “So far I’ve found only one judge, one lawyer, and two policemen who I can trust. There probably will be others, but we’re checking them out slowly and carefully. As for you, everything I know about you tells me that you are an honest, decent man. I want it that way. You and I will work closely together. I have to trust you. If I find that I can’t, I will quit and leave.”
“Trust? Here I am carefully watching everyone, looking for clues of their untrustworthiness, including hers. Yet there she is, standing there, demanding that I be truthful with her.” Brian now was caught in the vortex of his own quest. “Some really bad stuff going on around here, huh?” he asked, trying to get his thoughts clear.
She nodded affirmatively.
“You can’t trust Dave or Jane?”
“Still checking. If I had to bet my life on them right now, I’d say absolutely not for Dave. Jane, I’d have to think about it. Maybe yes, maybe no.” Chris’ firmness had manifested itself into a glare. She was pressing her words into his brain with her eyes.
At once, Brian remembered the District Attorney’s slush fund, the one so secret that he could take cash out and not be accountable to anyone. The thought of using it to pay his Baronof bill now screamed loud warnings in his head. Had he let it go too far?
“Maybe I’ve gotten sucked in already,” he said. “Chris, can I talk to you about this real soon?”
As she responded, Chris reached out again, this time touching him on the shoulder. “Of course and I will honor your need for confidentiality. You are right. This would not be a good time for such a discussion. Let’s finish the tour now. Talk later.”
There were no lawyers in the Attorney General’s office and no judges in either the Supreme Court or the District Court. The solitary clerk at the District Court was bored by her inactive afternoon. She spread a big smile, “I’m supposed to say that business is really slow, but I think that the sunshine has a lot to do with everyone being gone.” That sparked a little
much-needed laughter after their disappointing tour and soul-wrenching discussion.
Magistrate Franklin Tower was busy in his chambers, but he hurriedly stepped out when his clerk told him that Brian Thomas was there. His handshake was firm, yet his demeanor was calm and friendly. He was seriously interested in Brian. “I’m sorry to be tied up right now because I really want to visit with you. I will have time tomorrow afternoon. If at all possible, please come by.”
“Count on it, Judge.” Brian immediately liked the man. “I have many things to do myself, like find an apartment and get organized. Then I need to hit the books. Mr. Dietrick says that there’s a big backlog of cases and it’d be nice if I knew some Alaska law before getting after them.”
“Brian, don’t worry about the backlog,” the magistrate responded, “most of those cases are in my court and I’ll keep continuing them up to the deadline in the Rules. Then I dismiss them. Usually those aren’t hardened criminals. They are what I call ‘be-backers’. They’ll be back in a new case soon enough, even if I have to release them on the present charges.”
“Thank you, Judge,” Brian relaxed as he spoke. “I was beginning to feel the pressure already and I’ve been in Juneau only a few hours.”
Tower smiled as he opened the door to his chambers. “Get organized and settled in first. Then if you can, come see me tomorrow.”
“I’m sure that I can.” Brian had a new supply of enthusiasm. “This is unreal,” he thought, “no court system works this way. I feel like I just stepped through the mirror in Alice in Wonderland.”
As he and Chris walked slowly back to their office, she watched him closely, evaluating his reaction to the magistrate. When Brian caught her looking at him, she was not embarrassed. “I’m glad you like Judge Tower. He’s one of the good guys around here and he’s lived a fascinating life.”
Brian got another intuitive message. “Until I can sort all this out, I’m going to be Chris’ buddy, kid around, maybe even flirt a little. Nothing serious for sure, but she’ll be more helpful if we are really good friends and not just professional coworkers.” Instantly he disliked the plan. “Nuts, that will start me becoming dishonest with her and she’s already warned me about that.” Before he could come up with a better plan, she called him out of his contemplation.
Chris had stopped walking and, reaching out to Brian’s arm, restrained him. “Wait a second. I want you to hear this; you’ll appreciate it.” She turned and faced him directly.
“Judge Tower was a U.S. Marshall during the last years of the Alaska Territory. He had a lot of scary adventures, but he’s earned a very special
niche in our history. He hanged the last convict to be executed here in
Alaska.”
“What? Hanged a man?”
“That’s right,” she was smiling now. This was something she liked to tell people. “He marched the guy up the thirteen wooden steps, put a hood over his head, then the noose. Judge Tower, Marshall Tower back then, personally tripped the trap door.”
“I would never guessed,” Brian responded with amazement. “How in the world did he get the magistrate job with that kind of history? I’ll bet the ACLU just loved that, a real hanging judge. Is he part of the Juneau lie?”
“Oh no,” Chris answered quickly, “and he’s a great judge. He has an exceptional understanding of people.”
“Like the ‘be-backers’ that he mentioned?”
“Yes, and much more. He’s just a super people-person and that, Brian, is no lie.”
“In that case, I hope that he gets around to approving of me,” he spoke with light-hearted sincerity.
“He already has, Brian. That’s why I care so much about you.”
Brian could not contain his pleasure. That meant that he would not have to work very hard at being her good friend. “Well, if your two good cops are anything like Judge Tower,” he paused in his words, “or like you, then I look forward to meeting them.”
“You already have, my friend, you already have.”
As they resumed their walk back to the office, Brian found himself in a new state of being, a light happiness that comes to a man when things begin to make sense. Without looking at Chris, without so much as a break in his stride, he began a desperately poor Humphrey Bogart imitation. In an unconvincing big-boy voice he asked, “hey, doll, has anyone told you lately that you’re gorgeous?”
They walked on without speaking. Hansel and Gretel now were making their way through their own fairy tale, following their own trail of bread crumbs. The only sound in the late afternoon hallway was that of their giggling.
Chapter Six
INTO THE GOOD NIGHT
The tall stack of files on his desk did not surprise Brian, but their presence extracted his mind from the blurred thoughts of secret funds, of rotting corpses, and about who’s good and who’s bad. It pulled him away from that wistful world with Chris. With a blink of his eyes, he focused on the organizing that he needed to do. “There’s got to be two hundred files here,” he thought, “now is the time.”
Chris had seen the files too and sensed Brian’s change in temperament. She waited at the library door for what she knew was coming.
“Please get me the criminal statutes, the Rules of Criminal Procedure, and the Alaska Constitution. Looks like I have a lot of work to get done, so I’d better get up to speed on the basics right now.” He turned to her with a clear expression of remorse on his face. “I had hoped to visit with you about that one matter of concern to me, but this is overwhelming.”
She disappeared into the library and returned immediately. “These books are in mint condition, Brian. No one has even opened them.”
“What?” He picked up one of them and quickly inspected it. “How long has my predecessor been gone?” he asked.
“Maybe four -five months,” she replied, “but that’s not the reason. You see, even when he was here, these books did not get used. Not at all, not by either lawyer in this office.”
“Did they have their own?”
“No, they called it ‘flying by the bottom of the britches.' Dave invented the term. He doesn’t use law books. All he’s got is some old notebook that he brought here from Colorado. He carries it with him everywhere he goes, but nothing else.”
“From Colorado?” Brian’s puzzlement thickened, “what’s in it?”
“I don’t know. I doubt that anyone knows. He guards it constantly. I’ve watched him in a couple of trials and he did not even open it. Just left it sitting on the table in front of him.”
Brian was shaking his head in disbelief. “What about the guy who had this job before me?”
“He just took the file and a legal pad when he went to court.”
“I’m not smart enough or experienced enough to do that flying stuff,” he muttered, picking up the other books then stacking them in a preferred
order. He looked once again at the files, thought for a moment, and then
turned to Chris, “is there an extra briefcase around here that I can use?”
“I think so. I’ll go look.”
“Wait, Chris,” he called out. “Please bring me a couple of legal pads and three or four pens. I’m going to take some of this with me and work in my hotel room.”
While she was gone, he began reviewing the files, sorting them into three piles according to the court dates. This entire matter still puzzled him considerably. He had to make some sense out of all this chaos even if the others were able just to pick up the files and run to court.
“How’s it going?” she asked as she returned.
“Better. This stack here on the left has court dates set in August. The middle one has the July cases and these last four cases are set for trial on June 30th, just three days from now. These four get my immediate attention tonight,” he smiled. “Of course, so do the law books. I’ve at least got to know what the statutes are that the defendants are accused of violating!”
“Forget about the June 30th ones.” Dietrick’s smiling face appeared behind Chris. “Just continue them. Tower will do it. Tonight I have some friends that I want you to meet.” As he spoke, he remained standing behind Chris, somewhat taller then her, but bobbing and smiling in his familiar happy-puppy way.
That suggestion surprised Brian. He then noticed the scowl on Chris’ face and he took his cue from her. “Dave, I just haven’t enough energy to go out tonight. I’m going to tuck myself in at the Baronof with these books and the files. If I fall asleep while reading them, well at least I tried. Maybe I’ll learn what’s in them by sleeping with them, sort of an osmosis thing, you know?” He chuckled at his comment.
“Nonsense,” Dietrick persisted, “you’ll get your second wind. The guys at the Ole London are the heart and soul of Juneau. You really must meet them.”
“Sorry, Dave, that’ll just have to wait until Friday,” Brian remained firm, “I’ve got lots to do tomorrow including getting an apartment. I really need the rest now. You know, twenty-four hours ago right now I was just putting my truck on the barge in Seattle.”
“Well, don’t be in a big hurry to leave the Baronof,” Dietrick said as he turned to leave, “Remember, I’ve got you covered there.”
Now looking back at the stacks of files, Brian replied, “thanks, Dave. I’ll sleep well tonight. Let’s shoot for Friday, Okay?”
“I’m usually busy on Fridays, but I’ll try to make it,” the DA answered as he turned back toward the library. He slipped out a parting shot as he
left, “I had some important things to tell you about Juneau Jim and The Baronof, but I guess I’ll catch you tomorrow.”
For a second, Brian thought of calling Dietrick back. “Nah, that stuff can wait until tomorrow. These cases come first.”
Several minutes of silence followed Dietrick’s departure. Chris handed Brian an old leather briefcase with well-worn straps. She had placed the legal pads and the pens inside it. “I checked to make sure it was empty.” She went on to explain. “Jane said that one of the previous assistant DAs used it for purposes other than going to court. She said she found a pair of woman’s panties in it once after the guy came back from Anchorage.”
Brian began loading the four files and two of the three books. “Why do I get the feeling that this office has not gained the respect that a prosecutor’s office ought to have?” Cinching the straps tightly, he looked at Chris. “There’s going to be some changes around here. I hope that….”
“Wait a minute, I’ll check to see if he’s left,” she interrupted, immediately leaving the room.
“God, am I getting paranoid or something?” he asked himself. Dave’s reference to the secret fund and his Baronof bill had alerted him again. More than ever, he had to discuss that problem with somebody, maybe somebody outside of Juneau. “This thing is starting to eat at me.”
“They’re all gone and the main office door is locked.” She had returned quickly.
“Jane too?”
“Yes, they’re both gone,” she answered.
“Chris, there’s a very important problem I have that I must talk with you about,” Brian asked, “can we talk now?”
“I don’t feel comfortable talking here,” she replied, “someone just might come back unexpectedly.”
“Well, then, will you have supper with me?” he continued, “there’s no way that this problem can’t be the beginning of big trouble for me.”
“I’m not sure, but I believe that I know what your problem is, Brian. I heard everything Dave just said to you,” she was nodding knowingly. “However, I just cannot join you tonight. I’ve got my exercise class and I have made a commitment to be there.”
“Exercise class? That’s more important than graft, corruption, and my possible compromise?” Brian, however, nodded his head, “if you already know, Chris, then what should I do about it?”
“You’ll know what to do,” she answered with a pleasant smile, “I already know enough about your character to trust that you’ll do the right thing. Just sleep on it and it will become clear.”
For a moment, Brian slipped deep into contemplation. “If she knows, she must be scared. She doesn’t want any part of this embezzlement thing.” Then he perked up, grabbed the briefcase, and moved quickly toward the library door.
Chris began to follow him, speaking to his rapidly departing figure, “I’ll drop you at the hotel.” Then she called out, “Brian, I almost forgot, here’s an office key for you. Take it. It’ll open our office if you come in early. If you need to get into the building before it’s open, you’ll have to ring for the night watchman. Your name already is on his list.”
Brian stopped, turned, and accepted the key. ”Thanks,” he said. Then he blinked as if he were deciding what next to do. “Chris, have you got just two more minutes?” he asked. “I want to check on something.” Brian Thomas had just made a decision about his trust of her.
Before she could answer, he turned and walked through the library and into the reception area. She caught up with him just as he entered Dietrick’s private office. The sunshine through the big west window highlighted many neatly stacked letters on the heavy executive desk. Legal papers lay cluttered on the bright, untidy window shelf.
“Dave said that he had a large amount of cash locked up in his office,” Brian explained as he looked around the room. “Does Dave have a safe in here?”
“What? What cash?”
“Where would he keep a bunch of cash so that it’d be safe from burglars or sticky fingered janitors?” Quickly he walked around the cluttered desk and began opening and closing the drawers.
“I don’t know what you are talking about.”
Brian continued his search. “Well, none of these drawers are locked and there’s no cash box in here either.” He shook his head slowly, looking once again around the room.
Chris now was concerned. “How much money?”
“I don’t know, but it now looks like we’ve got something more to talk about,” he smiled. ”Let’s go.”
As they approached the main office door Chris changed the subject, ”my, you’ve had a very busy day, Brian, or has it even been a day? When did your plane land?”
“About two this afternoon,” he answered, turning his key in the lock and opening the door for her.
“It’s 5:30 now,” she commented, looking at her wrist watch, “you’ve been in Juneau only three hours.”
“It seems like three weeks,” he said, using his new key to relock the door behind them. “I have learned a lot in a very short time, but truthfully, some of those things I wish I didn’t know.”
Just outside the Capitol, Brian stopped on the top step and let the sunshine warm his face. “Dietrick was right about one thing,” he spoke through a calm smile, “I actually have gotten my second wind. Chris, I’m going to walk back to the Baronof.”
“Not to the Ole London, I hope?”
“No, I need some exercise and a chance to do more thinking about all this. So, save my ride in your car for tomorrow, Okay?”
As they descended the steps, Chris spoke softly. “We will talk soon, Brian, very soon.” He nodded in agreement. At the sidewalk they parted ways with Brian turning toward the hotel in Juneau’s downtown. “Very soon,” Chris repeated loudly. Brian turned back and looked at her. She nodded, smiled, and said it again, “it will be very soon, Brian.”
He watched her walk to the only car remaining in front of the Capitol, a squat, two-door Nash Rambler. “Forgive me,” he said to himself, “but she’s a fine looking woman. Fine looking and very smart too.” He allowed another moment of self-indulgence, “I wonder if there is any chance that we could…?” He saw her unlock her car and get in. Unable to watch any more, he quickly turned and resumed walking. “Not here and not now,” he scolded himself. “I might have made a mistake already by letting her in on Dietrick’s secret cash.”
The strained humming of the anemic Nash engine stopped him again and he looked back once more. Her white car had reached the street and turned the other way. She drove away slowly, carefully, possibly watching him in her rearview mirror.
“Brian, me boy,” he thought, now using a contrived Irish accent, “you’ve got enough trouble already, don’t you know? How’re you going to handle all this as it is? If you fall into her life and then have to run for an airplane to Denver, you’d be in double trouble. Are you listening to me, Brian?”
He walked on, comfortable with his Irish colloquy. “She’s a sweet woman, that she is. She deserves a better deal than you can offer. Let it be. Let it be.“ Then he drifted back to Chris’ surprising words on the Capitol stairway and began to think in deep, big-boy tones. “Let me worry about stuff like that.”
As he continued to repeat her words, new thoughts crowded in. “She knows, she really knows the risks, doesn’t she? Yet, can I trust her to stop any romantic stuff before it goes too far? Is it fair to put that just on her?””
Brian had covered the distance to the Baronof with unknowing speed. He arrived at the hotel having one final thought about Chris. “I need to question her carefully to make sure that she is prepared in case my heart falls open.”
As he entered the lobby, his thoughts came with loud anger. “Stupid! See what you let her do to you?” He realized that he had not given any conscious thought to solving his problem here.
As he began to cross the lobby, new clarity leaped into his mind. Instantly he knew that he had been trying to rationalize starting an affair with Chris. Now he knew that he could not even mention his personal feelings. He had to erase any thought of a romance. It had to be forbidden. “Forget about it!”
At that same instant he knew something else. He knew how he was going to handle Dietrick’s paying the Baronof with secret slush funds. It would be a simple move and an obviously correct one. He saw the manager working at the front desk. “No time like the present.”
The manager saw him coming and anxiously checked the perfect knot in his necktie. His crisp white shirtsleeves were cuff linked at full length and the narrow, black tie was neatly tucked inside his buttoned red vest. The manager’s appearance could have been right out of a nineteenth century photograph of a houseman in an elegant Victorian hotel. This quietly amused Brian.
“How can I help you, Mr. Thomas?”
Brian addressed him pleasantly. “Working a bit late, aren’t you?”
“I’m just covering the front while the clerk eats supper,” he answered. “Is there something I can do for you?”
“I have something important to discuss with you,” Brian nodded in reply, “and it might take a little time. When will your clerk return?”
The manager became openly worried. “If there’s something wrong, Mr. Thomas, I will correct it at once. Please, let’s talk right now.”
Brian drew back, surprised at the man’s aggressive concern. “I did not mean to cause you worry. On the contrary, your service has been excellent and my room is fine. I just want to check on something. It is not urgent. It’ll wait until your clerk returns.”
“Please, let’s take care of it now,” the manager’s concern now having downshifted to just a nagging curiosity. “It is always slow this time of the week, Mr. Thomas. We won’t be interrupted here.”
“What is your name?” Brian asked, looking around the lobby.
“Quinby, Joseph Quinby.”
Satisfied that indeed they were alone, Brian began. “My boss, District Attorney David Dietrick, told me that he’s taking care of my expenses
here. I want to double check that with you to see if my understanding is correct.”
“Oh, yes, Mr. Thomas, Mr. Dietrick is taking care of everything for you here. Everything. When he made the arrangements with me, he emphasized ‘everything.’ No exceptions of any sort.”
“Like food and bar expenses?” Brian continued pleasantly.
“Oh, yes,” Quinby answered, “all that and more.”
“More? Like phone calls?”
“Yes and more – whatever you want, just charge it on your room bill,” the manager gestured expansively.
“So, if I wanted to rent a car,” Brian continued, “I could put that on my bill here?”
“Certainly,” Quinby laughed, “and even a blonde to drive it for you. In fact, Mr. Thomas, any gift shop in Juneau will send their bill to us if you buy something from them.”
“And those items would be charged to my room account?”
“Indeed,” the manager assured him.
“That could become a very large bill,” Brian spoke softly, now approaching the quick of his concern. “That is extremely generous of Mr. Dietrick.”
“He does this all the time,” Quinby continued to assure him. “He has business associates that stay here five or six times a year. You should see their bills!”
Brian now became focused, his words more forceful. “He told me he pays cash, Mr. Quinby. How much did he pay you as a deposit on my bill?”
The manager’s complexion whitened, hesitating before he answered. “Mr. Dietrick always takes care of the bills so I never ask for a deposit.”
Now having the truth, Brian pressed for the immediate solution to his troubling situation. “Good, then I want to pay my entire bill right now.” He reached back and brought out his wallet, quickly producing a credit card. “Yes I want to pay now.” As he spoke, he handed the card to the startled manager.
“Are you checking out?” he gasped.
“Not at all, Mr. Quinby. I have yet to find an apartment in Juneau and I refuse to sleep in my office!” He paused to allow the manager’s mind realign itself. “I just want to take this financial burden off of my boss. He has a lot of responsibility, you know, and those visits by his business associates must cost him a fortune.”
The manager’s worries deepened. “I’d better call Mr. Dietrick first,” he stammered.
Brian’s words came quickly, confidently overflowing the manager’s hesitation. “You can call my boss if my credit card won’t clear. However, it is good and it is extremely important for me to give him this nice surprise.”
“But….”
“Mr. Quinby, I am very fortunate to have been given this powerful job here. I feel a debt of gratitude to Mr. Dietrick and I must do something nice for him. A young man of my age and experience rarely gets to command the power of a District Attorney’s Office. I will have that, you know, every time Mr. Dietrick is out of town. That will be every other week.”
Brian innocently continued, “it is as if I am the District Attorney half the time and Mr. Dietrick is the District Attorney half the time. See why I am so grateful to have such a powerful position?”
“I understand,” Quinby answered tentatively.
Brian leaned closer to the manager. “This appears to be an old, honorable hotel. If I cannot pay my bill directly, then I must begin to wonder what is here that must remain a secret and possibly, not quite legitimate. I do not want to create suspicions by my offer. Please, just honor my request to do a nice thing, a legally nice thing.”
“I’ll get your bill right away, but I am worried about what Mr. Dietrick will do. He is very powerful too, you know and he insists on having his way.”
“Then let’s just keep this between us, Mr. Quinby. Let’s consider it an anonymous gift for him. He probably will not give it a second thought unless you tell him, am I right?”
Brian was surprised that he was so comfortable in this difficult situation. His outgoing confidence and his repertoire were unusual for him. “Maybe I will be a good trial lawyer after all,” he mused.
Quinby failed to respond to his last question.
“We won’t tell Mr. Dietrick, Okay?” he repeated firmly.
“Correct,” the manager brightened. “I am certain that he will not give it a second thought unless we send him a receipt and we won’t do that.”
“Good!”
The bill was calculated quickly and Brian’s card paid it. A second account was established to cover the future charges that would be necessary until Brian found an apartment. Everything signed, Brian folded his copies and placed them into his wallet.
“Don’t worry, Joe, we won’t have any problems with Mr. Dietrick. He won’t even guess that we insulted his money.”
Quinby was clearly relieved of his earlier stress. “No, Mr. Thomas, we won’t insult Mr. Dietrick’s money. We never would have. You see, Mr. Dietrick never pays.”
Brian had reached the second step on the staircase before he processed Quinby’s words. Quickly, he turned and spoke in a voice louder than he had intended, “well, who does pay?”
The manager looked distressed as he answered, “no one pays, Mr. Thomas. We just eat the bill.”
“What? No one pays you?”
The manager shrugged his shoulders. “That’s just the way it is.”
Brian leaned back against the banister, trying to comprehend the full meaning of this surprise. After a moment, he responded, “well then, you probably are happy that I insisted on paying my bill. That should help your cash flow, right?”
“Very much so,” Quinby was all smiles.
“Then under these circumstances, I never will mention this little adjustment to Mr. Dietrick.” Brian was smiling, adding a touch of jest, “of course, if you want me to...”
Quinby grinned, now enjoying the moment. “Thank you very much, Mr. Thomas. I never will report this to Mr. Dietrick and you won’t have to speak to him about it either.”
“Then I won’t,” Brian replied as he turned to continue up the stairs. “Good night, Mr. Quinby.”
“Good night indeed.”
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