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ROBERT EMMETT CRAIS,
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CHAPTER

1

Jennifer Sheridan stood in the door to my office as if she were Fay Wray and I was King Kong and a bunch of black guys in sagebrush tutus were going to tie her down so that I could have my way. It’s a look I’ve seen before, on men as well as women. “I’m a detective, Ms. Sheridan. I’m not going to hurt you. You may even find that you like me.” I gave her my best Dudley Do-Right smile. The one with the twinkle.

Jennifer Sheridan said, “Is what we say privileged, Mr. Cole?”

“As in attorney-client?” I was holding the door, but Jennifer Sheridan couldn’t seem to make up her mind whether to come in or leave.

“Yes.”

I shook my head. “No. My records and my testimony can be subpoenaed, and under California law, I must provide them.”

“Oh.” She didn’t like that.

“But there is latitude. I sometimes forget things.”

“Oh.” She liked that better, but she still wasn’t convinced. I guess there’s only so much you can do with the Dudley.

Jennifer Sheridan said, “This isn’t easy for me, Mr. Cole. I’m not sure I should be here and I don’t have much time. I’m on my lunch hour.”

“We could talk over sandwiches, downstairs.” There was a turkey and Swiss on a French baguette waiting for me in the deli on the ground floor. I had been thinking about it for most of the morning.

“Thank you, no. I’m engaged.”

“That wasn’t a sexual proposition, Ms. Sheridan. It was a simple offer to share lunch and perhaps more efficiently use both our times.”

“Oh.” Jennifer Sheridan turned as red as a beating heart.

“Also, Ms. Sheridan, I’m getting tired of holding the door.”

Jennifer Sheridan made up her mind and stepped past me into the office. She walked quickly and went to one of the two director’s chairs across from my desk. There’s a couch, but she didn’t even consider it.

Jennifer Sheridan had sounded young on the phone, but in person she looked younger, with a fresh-scrubbed face and clear healthy skin and dark auburn hair. Pretty. The kind of happy, innocent pretty that starts deep inside, and doesn’t stop on the way out. That kind of pretty. She was wearing a light blue cotton skirt with a white blouse and a matching light blue bolero jacket and low-heeled navy pumps. The clothes were neat and fit well, and the cuts were stylish but not expensive. She would have to shop and she would have to look for bargains, but she had found them. I liked that. She carried a black imitation leather purse the size of a Buick, and when she sat, she sat with her knees and her feet together, and her hands clutching the purse on her lap. Proper. I liked that, too. I made her for twenty-three but she looked eighteen and she’d still be carded in bars when she was thirty. I wondered if I looked old to her. Nah. Thirty-nine isn’t old.

I closed the door, went to my desk, sat, and smiled at her. “What do you do, Ms. Sheridan?”

“I’m a secretary for the law firm of Watkins, Okum, & Beale. We’re in Beverly Hills.”

“Is that how you found me?” I work for Marty Beale, time to time. A little skip-tracing, a little missing persons. That kind of thing.

“I peeked in Mr. Beale’s reference file. He thinks highly of you.”

“You don’t say.”

“They don’t know that I’m here and I would appreciate it if you didn’t say anything.”

I nodded. “On the phone you said something about your boyfriend.”

“My fiancé. I think that he’s mixed up in some kind of criminal thing. I’ve asked him, and he denies it, but I know that something’s going on. I think he’s scared, and that worries me. My fiancé is not scared of very much.”

I nodded again and tucked that away. Fearless Fiancé. “Okay. What kind of crime are we talking about?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is he stealing cars?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Is he embezzling?”

“No. It wouldn’t be that.”

“How about fraud?”

She shook her head.

“We’re running out of choices, Ms. Sheridan.”

She glanced into the big purse as if there were something inside it that she was hoping she wouldn’t have to show me, as if the purse were somehow a point of no return, and if she opened it and let out whatever was inside, she would never be able to close it again or return the elements of her life to a comfortable or familiar order. Pandora’s Purse. Maybe if I had a purse like that, I’d be careful of it, too.

I said, “I know it’s hard, Ms. Sheridan. If it was easy, you wouldn’t need me. But if you don’t tell me about him, or what you think he is up to, I can’t help you. Do you see that?”

She nodded and held the purse tighter.

I took out a yellow legal pad, a black SenseMatic pencil, and made as if I were poised to copy the rush of information she was about to provide. I drew a couple of practice marks on the page. Subliminal prompting. “I’m ready. Fire away.”

She swallowed.

“Anytime.”

She stared at the floor.

I put the pad on the desk and the pencil on the pad. I put my fingertips together and looked at Jennifer Sheridan through the steeple, and then I looked at the Pinocchio clock that I’ve got on my wall. It has eyes that swing from side to side as it tocks, and it’s always smiling. Happiness is contagious. It was twelve twenty-two, and if I could get down to the deli fast enough, the turkey would still be moist and the baguette would still be edible. I said, “Maybe you should go to the police, Ms. Sheridan. I don’t think I can help you.”

She clutched the purse even tighter and gave miserable. “I can’t do that.”

I spread my hands and stood up. “If your fiancé is in danger, it is better to get in trouble with the police than it is to be hurt or killed.” Twelve twenty-three. “Try the police, Ms. Sheridan. The police can help you.”

“I can’t do that, Mr. Cole.” The misery turned into fear. “My fiancé is the police.”

“Oh.” Now it was my turn. I sat down.

Jennifer Sheridan opened the purse and took out a 3×5 color snapshot of herself and a tall good-looking kid in a navy blue LAPD summer-weight uniform leaning against a squad car. They were smiling. “His name is Mark Thurman. He doesn’t work uniform anymore. Last year he was chosen for a plainclothes position at the Seventy-seventh Division in South Central Los Angeles.”

“What kind of plainclothes?”

“They call it a REACT team. They monitor career criminals and try to stop them before they hurt people. It’s an elite unit, and he was the youngest man chosen. He was very proud of that.” She seemed proud of it, too. “Everything was fine for the first few months, but then he changed. It happened almost overnight.”

“What kind of change?” I was thinking Kevin McCarthy. Invasion of the Body Snatchers.

“He became anxious and scared and secretive. We never keep secrets from each other and now there are things that he won’t talk about with me.”

I looked closer at the picture. Thurman had long forearms and a ropey neck and a country boy’s smile. He must’ve been fourteen inches taller than Jennifer Sheridan. I said, “I know a lot of police officers, Ms. Sheridan. Some of them are even my friends. It can be a hard job with unusual hours and you see too much of what’s wrong with people. You don’t want to go home and chat about it.”

She shook her head, telling me that I didn’t get it. “It isn’t just him not talking about the job. He was in uniform for three years and I know to expect that. It’s the way he acts. We used to talk about getting married, and having children, but we don’t anymore. I ask him what’s wrong, he says nothing. I say tell me about your day, he says that there’s nothing to say. He was never like that before. He’s become irritable and snappish.”

“Irritable.”

“That’s right.”

“He’s irritable, and that’s why you think he’s involved in crime?”

She gave me exasperated. “Well, it isn’t just that.”

“Have you seen him perform a criminal act, or heard him speak of it, or seen the results of it?”

“No.”

“Has he exhibited signs of an income other than his police salary?”

“No.”

I tapped the desk. “Sounds like you think he’s up to something because he’s irritable.”

She gave me more of the impatience. “You don’t understand. Mark and I have known each other since the seventh grade. We fell in love in the ninth grade. That’s how long we’ve been going together. I love him and he loves me and I know him better than anyone else in all the world.”

“All right,” I said. “Do you have any clues?”

She frowned at me.

“Clues,” I said. “An overheard snatch of conversation. A subrosa glimpse of a secret bank account. Something that I can use in ascertaining the nature of the crime.” I hadn’t used ascertaining in three or four weeks.

She said, “Are you making fun of me?”

I was getting one of those headaches that you get when your blood sugar starts to drop. “No, I’m trying to make you consider what you want and why you want it. You claim that Mark Thurman is involved in criminal activity, but you have no direction in which to point me. That means that you’re asking me to surveil an active-duty police officer. Police officers are paranoid by nature and they move around a lot. This will be expensive.”

She looked uncertain. “How expensive?”

“Two thousand dollars. In advance.”

You could see her swallow. “Do you take Visa?”

“I’m afraid not.”

She swallowed a second time. “That seems an awful lot.”

“Yes,” I said. “It is.”

She put the photograph of Mark Thurman back in her purse and took out a red doeskin wallet. She dug in the wallet and got a faraway look like she was working with numbers. Then she pulled out two twenties and put them on my desk. “I can pay you forty dollars now, and forty dollars per month for forty-nine months.”

I said, “Jesus Christ, Ms. Sheridan.”

She clenched her jaw and brought out another ten. “All right. Fifty dollars.”

I raised my hands, got up, and went to the glass doors that lead out to the little balcony. The doors that came with the office were aluminum sliders, but a couple of years ago I had them changed to a nice set of double-glazed French doors with brass handles. I opened the doors, set them so that the breeze wouldn’t blow them closed, and that’s when I saw two guys sitting across the street in a brown unmarked sedan four stories below. A tall guy with shaggy, thick-cut hair sat behind the steering wheel and a shorter guy with a ragged face slouched in the passenger’s side. The tall guy had long forearms and a ropey neck and looked a lot like Mark Thurman. Sonofagun. I turned away from the doors and looked at Jennifer Sheridan. Nope. She didn’t know that they were out there. “Mark work today?”

She looked surprised that I’d ask. “That’s right. He works Monday through Friday, from eleven until six.”

“He let his hair grow since he went to REACT?”

Jennifer Sheridan smiled, trying to figure me. “Why, yes. He had to, for the undercover work.”

Thurman, all right.

I walked back to the desk and looked at her. You could see how much she loved him. You could see that she trusted him, and that she’d never think that maybe he was following her. I said, “Do you and Mark live together?”

She made a tiny headshake and a bit of the red again touched her cheeks. “We’ve talked about it, but we decided to wait.”

“Uh-huh. So you believe that he’s hiding something, and you want me to find out what.”

“Yes.”

“What if I find out that Mark Thurman isn’t who you think he is? What if I look, and I find something that changes the way that you feel about him, and the way that he feels about you?”

Jennifer Sheridan made a little move with her mouth, and then she cleared her throat. “Mark is a good man, Mr. Cole. If he’s involved in something, I know it’s not because he wants to be. I trust him in that, and I love him. If we find out that he is in trouble, we will help him.” She had thought about these things. Probably lay awake with them.

I went back to the doors and pretended to adjust them. Thurman and the other guy were still in the sedan. Thurman had been looking up, but ducked back when he realized that I had come back onto the balcony. Fast moves are bad. Another couple of years on the job and he’d know better. You just sort of casually look away. Shift the eyes without moving the head. Eye contact can kill you.

I went back into the office and sat, and Jennifer Sheridan said, “Will you help me, Mr. Cole?”

I said, “Why don’t we do this? I’ll nose around and see if there is anything worth pursuing. If there is, I will work for you and pursue it. If there isn’t, I will return your money, and you won’t owe me anything.”

Jennifer Sheridan said, “That will be fine,” and then she smiled. Her tanned skin dimpled and her white teeth gleamed and there came a quality of warmth to the room as if a small sun had risen from beneath my desk. I found myself returning the smile. I wrote a receipt in her name for the amount of forty dollars, and noted that it was paid against a due balance of one thousand, nine hundred sixty dollars, payable in monthly installments. I gave back the extra ten with her receipt, then put the forty dollars into my wallet. My wallet didn’t feel any fatter than it had without the forty. Maybe if I went down to the bank and had the forty changed to ones, it would feel like more.

Jennifer Sheridan took a folded sheet of paper from the huge purse and handed it to me. “This is where Mark lives, and his home phone number, and his license plate, and his badge number. His partner’s name is Floyd Riggens. I’ve met Floyd several times, but I don’t like him. He’s a mean-spirited man.”

“Okay.” Riggens would be the other guy in the car.

She took back the paper and scribbled something on the back. “This is where I live and this is my work number. It’s a direct line to Mr. Beale’s office, and I answer his phone, so I’ll be the one who picks up when you call.”

“Fine.”

She stood, and I stood with her. She put out her hand. I took it. I think we were in a contest to see who could smile the most. She said, “Thank you, Mr. Cole. This is very important to me.”

“Elvis.”

“Elvis.” She smiled even wider, and then she gathered her things and left. It was twelve forty-six, and I stopped smiling. I sat at my desk and looked at the paper that she had given me with the information about Mark Thurman and herself, and then I put it into the desk’s top right-hand drawer along with my copy of the receipt.

I leaned back and I put my feet up, and I wondered why Mark Thurman and his mean-spirited partner Floyd Riggens were following Jennifer Sheridan while they were on duty. I didn’t like the following, but I didn’t have very long to wonder about it.

At twelve fifty-two, Mark Thurman and Floyd Riggens came in.


CHAPTER

2

They didn’t kick the door off its hinges and they didn’t roll into the office with their guns out like Crockett and Tubbs used to do on Miami Vice, but they didn’t bother to knock, either.

The guy I figured for Floyd Riggens came in first. He was ten years older than Thurman and maybe six inches shorter, with a hard, squared-off build and weathered skin. He flashed his badge without looking at me and crossed to Joe Pike’s office. I said, “It’s empty.” He didn’t pay attention.

Mark Thurman came in after him and went out onto the balcony, like maybe a couple of Colombian drug lords had ducked out only seconds ago and were hanging off the side of the building with grappling hooks and Thurman wanted to find them. He looked bigger in person than he had in the pictures, and he was wearing faded khaki fatigue pants and a red jersey that said LANCASTER HIGH VARSITY. Number 34. He looked younger, too, with a kind of rural innocence that you rarely find in cops, sort of like Dragnet as played by Ronnie Howard. He didn’t look like a guy who’d be into crime, but then, what does a criminal look like? Boris Badenov?

Riggens came out of Pike’s office and scowled at me. His eyes were red and swollen and I could smell the scotch on his breath even though he was standing on the other side of the chairs. Hmm. Maybe he didn’t have the weathered look, after all. Maybe he had the drunk look. Riggens said, “We need to talk about the girl.”

I gave him innocent. “Girl?”

Riggens squinted like I’d spit on his shirt and grinned out the corner of his mouth. Mean-spirited. “Oh, I like it when jerks like you get stupid. It’s why I stay on the job.”

“What are you drinking to get eyes like that—Aqua Velva?”

Riggens was wearing a baggy beachcomber’s shirt with the tail out, but you could still make out the butt of his piece riding high on his right hip. He reached up under the shirt and came out with a Sig 9-mil and said, “Get your ass against the goddamned wall.”

I said, “Come on.”

Mark Thurman came in off the balcony and pushed the gun down. “Jesus Christ, Floyd, take it easy. He doesn’t know what this is about”

“He keeps dicking with me, he won’t make it long enough to find out.”

I said, “Let me guess. You guys work for Ed McMahon and you’ve come to tell me that I’ve won the Publisher’s Clearing House sweepstakes for a million bucks.”

Riggens tried to lift his gun but Thurman kept the pressure on. Riggens’s face went red to match his eyes and the veins swelled in his forehead, but Thurman was a lot stronger, and sober, so it wasn’t much of a problem. I wondered if Riggens acted like this on the street, and if he did, how long he had been getting away with it. Stuff like this will get you killed. Thurman said, “Stop it, Floyd. That’s not why we’re here.”

Riggens fought it a little longer, then gave it up, and when he did Thurman let go. Riggens put the Sig away and made a big deal with the hand moves and the body language to let everyone know he was disgusted. “You want to do it, then do it, and let’s get out of here. This asshole says she wasn’t even here.” He went to the couch and sat down. Petulant.

Thurman sort of shook his head, like he couldn’t figure Riggens out, like he had tried for a long time and was maybe getting tired of trying. He turned back to me. “My name is Mark Thurman. This is my partner, Floyd Riggens. We know she was up here because Floyd followed her up.”

I glanced at Floyd again. He was staring at the Pinocchio clock. “Maybe Floyd got confused. There’s an insurance office across the hall. Maybe she went there.”

Floyd said, “Okay, she wasn’t here. We’re not here, either, you want to play it that way. You fell asleep and you’re dreaming all this.” He got up and went to the clock for a closer look. “Hurry up, Mark. I don’t wanna spend the day.” Like a little kid.

Thurman looked nervous, but maybe he was just uncomfortable. His partner was looking bad and that made him look bad. He said, “We called in about you and the word is that you’re a straight shooter, so I thought we should talk.”

“Okay.”

“Jennifer and I are having some trouble.”

“You mean, this isn’t official police business?”

Riggens went back to the couch and sat down. “It could be, you want. We could have information that you been up to something. We could even find a snitch to back it up. That would look real good for your license.”

Thurman’s face went dark and he said, “Shut up, Floyd.”

Riggens spread his hands. What?

Thurman came to the front of my desk and sat in the right-side director’s chair. He leaned forward when he sat and stared at me the way you stare at someone when you’re trying to figure out how to say something you don’t want to say. “I’m here for personal reasons, and they have to do with me and Jennifer. You want to pretend she wasn’t here, that’s fine. I understand that. But we still have to talk. See?”

“Okay.”

Riggens went, “Jesus Christ, get on with it.”

Thurman’s face clouded again and he once more looked at Riggens and said, “If you don’t shut the fuck up, I’m going to clock you, Floyd.” Enough’s enough.

Riggens frowned and crossed his arms and drew himself into kind of a knot. Drunk enough to be pissed, but sober enough to know that he’d stepped over the line. These guys were something.

Thurman turned back to me and sat there, his mouth working. He was having trouble with it, and he didn’t strike me as a guy who’d have trouble with a lot. He made a little blowing move with his lips, then laced his fingers and leaned forward. “We followed her because she’s been pressing me pretty hard about some stuff, and I knew she’d try something like this. She’s pretty strong-willed, and she gets a head on about things, if you know what I mean.”

Riggens made a snorting sound, then recrossed his arms and put his feet up on the little coffee table I have in front of the couch. I didn’t like it, but I didn’t say anything.

Thurman said, “Jennifer and I have been going together since we were kids. I’ve been acting kind of distant with her for the past couple of months and I haven’t told her why, and Jennifer has it figured that I’m mixed up in something. I know that’s what she talked to you about, because that’s what she talks to me about. Only, that isn’t it at all.”

“No?”

“No.” Mark Thurman looked down at his feet and worked his jaw harder and then he looked up at me. “I’ve got another girlfriend.”

I stared at him.

“I knew that if she hired someone, they’d find out and tell her, and I don’t want that. Do you see?”

I said, “Another woman.”

He nodded.

“You’ve been seeing another woman and Jennifer knows something is up, but she doesn’t know what. And you’re trying to head me off so I won’t blow the whistle.”

He nodded again.

Riggens uncurled his arms and pushed up from the couch. “You don’t need to know anything else. The word is that you’re a straight shooter and we’re looking for a break. It was me I’d slap the bitch down and move on, but he doesn’t want to play it that way. Why don’t you give the kid a hand?”

I said, “Jesus Christ, Riggens, why’d you come along? Moral support?”

Riggens said, “No one’s trying to muscle you, smart guy. Everyone’s playing straight up.” Riggens jerked his head toward Thurman. “Tell him we’re playing straight up.”

Mark Thurman looked back at me, only now there was a lost quality to his eyes. “I didn’t want you telling Jennifer. When it comes, it’s got to come from me.” He was leaning forward so far I thought he’d fall out of the chair. “Do you see?”

“Sure. I see.”

“It’s personal. That’s how it should stay.”

“Sure.”

Riggens said, “No one’s asking you to turn down the fee. Just play it smart. Do us the favor and someday you’ll get a payback.”

“But I can keep the fee.”

“No problem.”

I looked at Thurman. “Some right guy you’ve got as a partner, Thurman, saying it’s okay for me to stiff your girlfriend.”

Riggens said, “Fuck you,” and banged out Thurman sat in the director’s chair, not saying anything, and then he pushed himself up. He was twenty-four years old and he looked like a baby. When I was twenty-four I looked a million years old. Vietnam. He said, “You do what you want, Cole. No one’s telling you what to do. But I’m asking you not to tell her what I said. I get ready, I should be the one tells her. Shouldn’t I?”

“Sure.”

“I just got to work this out, that’s all I’m saying.” Like he was in the principal’s office, like he had been caught throwing eggs at the class geek’s house, and now he was ashamed of it He went to the door. Riggens was already down the hall.

I said, “Thurman.”

He stopped and looked back at me with his right hand on the handle.

“Why don’t you just tell her?”

He didn’t answer. He stood there, sort of staring, like he didn’t know what to say. Maybe he didn’t.

I said, “She didn’t say anything to me about crime. She said that she thought you were seeing another woman. She said that she always knew you were that way.”

Mark Thurman went as red as Jennifer Sheridan when I told her that I hadn’t been making a pass. He stared at me with the sort of look you’d have if you were in a hurry one day and backed out your drive without looking and ran over a child. Like someone had pushed an ice spike through your heart. He stared at me like that, and then he went out. He didn’t close the door.

I went to the little balcony and stood back from the rail and watched the street. Mark Thurman and Floyd Riggens came out of my building, climbed back into the brown sedan, and drove away. Neither of them spoke, as far as I could tell, and neither of them looked particularly happy. It was six minutes after one, and it looked as if my case was solved.

I closed the glass doors, sat on my couch, and thought about what I might say when I was inducted into the Detective’s Hall of Fame. Perhaps they would bill me as Elvis Cole, World’s Fastest Detective. Wouldn’t Jennifer Sheridan be pleased. She could say I knew him when. At six minutes after one, Jennifer Sheridan would be sitting in Marty Beale’s outer office, not expecting a phone call in which the detective that she had hired only moments before would crush her heart with one fell blow, service with a smile, thank you, ma’am, and the bill is in the mail. Of course, since I had made such a big deal to Jennifer Sheridan about her lack of proof, she might inquire as to mine, and I had none. I had only Mark Thurman’s word, and maybe he had lied. People do.

I put aside my thoughts of the Hall of Fame and called a guy I know named Rusty Swetaggen. For twenty-four years he drove a black-and-white in and around the city of Los Angeles, then his wife’s father died and he inherited a pretty nice restaurant in Venice, about four blocks from the beach. He likes it better than being a cop. He said, “Rusty’s.”

I made hissing and cracking noises into the phone. “I’m calling from the new car phone. Pretty good, huh?”

Rusty Swetaggen said, “Bullshit, you got a car phone.” Then he yelled at someone in the background. “It’s the big-time op, making like he’s got a car phone.” Someone said something and then he came back on the line. “Emma says hey.”

“Hey back. I need to find out about an officer and I don’t want him to know.”

“This guy active duty?”

“Yeah. His name is Mark Thurman. He works a REACT team out of the Seventy-seventh.”

Rusty didn’t say anything. I guess he was writing. Then he said, “Is this guy dirty?” He didn’t like asking. You could hear it in his voice. You ride the black-and-white for twenty-four years and you don’t like asking.

“I want to find out. Can you do this for me?”

“Sure, Elvis. I’d do anything for you. You know that.”

“I know. I’ll be by in a couple of hours. That okay?”

“Fine.”

Rusty Swetaggen hung up, and then I hung up.

I took the shoulder holster out of my bottom left drawer and put it on. It’s a nice brushed-leather Bianchi rig that cost a fortune, but it’s comfortable, and it’s made for the Dan Wesson .38 revolver that I carry. Stylish detectives often carry automatics, but I have never been a slave to fashion.

I took the Dan Wesson out of its drawer and seated it into the shoulder holster and then I covered the works with a light gray cotton sport coat. It looks great over my black-and-maroon Hawaiian beach shirt, and is ideal for hiding firearms in L.A.’s summer weather. I took the Watkins, Okum, & Beale stationery out of my desk, put it in the inside pocket of the sport coat, then called the deli and asked them if they still had my turkey and Swiss on baguette. They did.

I walked the four flights down to the deli, ate my sandwich at a little table that they have by the door, then left to find out whether or not LAPD Officer Mark Thurman was telling the truth, or telling a lie.

Either way, Jennifer Sheridan wouldn’t like it.
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