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ON A WET Tuesday morning in December, Ernesto Bonilla, twenty-eight, shot his twenty-three-year-old wife, Alejandra, in the backyard of their West Forty-fifth Street home in South Los Angeles. As Alejandra lay bleeding to death, Ernesto proceeded to drive their Ford Explorer to the westbound Century Freeway connector, where it crossed over the Harbor Freeway, and pulled to a stop on the shoulder.

Bonilla stepped around the back of the SUV, ignoring the rain and the afternoon drivers on their way to LAX and the west side, placed the barrel of his .38 caliber pistol into his mouth, and fired.

His body fell over the shoulder and plunged one hundred feet, hitting the roof of a Toyota Camry heading northbound on the Harbor Freeway. The impact crushed the roof of the Camry. The driver, Jacqueline Dwyer, twenty-seven, an elementary schoolteacher from Reseda, died at the scene.

This would have been simply another dark and strange coincidence, the sort of thing that shows up for a two-minute report on the local news—with live remote from the scene—and maybe gets a follow-up the next day. Eventually the story would go away, fading from the city’s collective memory.

But this story did not go away. Not for me. Because Jacqueline Dwyer was the woman I was going to marry.
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AS ERNESTO BONILLA’S lifeless body was falling through the air, I was in the conference room of Gunther, McDonough & Longyear, high above Westwood Boulevard. An African mahogany conference table the approximate value of the GDP of Ukraine separated me from one Claudia Blumberg, plaintiff. She was, at first glance, impossible to think ill of, which was a big consideration here. If this case ever went to trial, and she testified, she could make a great impression on a jury.
It was my job to see that never happened. I had to tear into her so subtly and expertly that she and her attorney would not dare take this all the way. Do a Sopranos on her with sharp-tongued skill. Which I had in spades.
The walking ego and boogie-woogie bluster sitting next to her was one Barton Walbert, a Buddha-like figure if you’re going by belly size. But his tactics were anything but divine. He was just waiting to throw legal grenades at me during the deposition.
And he could do it. Walbert was one of the most successful plaintiffs’ attorneys in the country. He had won twenty multimillion-dollar verdicts, including one for close to a billion against one of the biggest corporations in the world.
I was a pup compared to Walbert. He was fifty-three and in his prime. At thirty-four, I was just hitting my stride. But the arrogance of youth is a good thing for trial lawyers. Like the young gun who comes to town looking for the aging outlaw, wanting to test the best, I was loaded and ready.
“Ms. Blumberg,” I said, “your attorney has explained to you why we’re here today, has he not?”
“Yes.” She was cute, with short, auburn hair and intelligent brown eyes. There was a fragility about her that made her seem like porcelain. A jury would warm to her. I was Iceman.
“You understand that you are under oath and that your answers must be truthful, just as if you were in court?”
“Yes.”
“Did you confer with your attorney before coming here today?”
She hesitated a moment and glanced at her lawyer. “I’m okay,” she said.
“I noticed that you looked at Mr. Walbert just then,” I said. “Is that because you’re not sure what your answers should be?”
“Objection,” Walbert said. “What you notice is not relevant, Mr. Buchanan. Just ask questions.”
“That’s what I’m trying to do, Mr. Walbert.”
“Relevant questions.”
It was all just jockeying for position here. A couple of sumos stamping their feet, circling. Standard stuff. I liked to get the other attorney riled if I could. That might lead to a little game of quién es más macho? I always wanted the other attorney to lose a little cool in depositions, because it would be captured in transcript and maybe come out at trial. Of course, I’d never faced a Barton Walbert before. This could get interesting.
Modern American litigation makes no pretense of the old collegiality. Back in the days when Melvin Belli was hoisting a skull and crossbones over his San Francisco office, trial lawyers could fight all day in court, then go out for dinner and drinks and tell tall tales of enrapturing juries by the sound of their voices. At least, that’s what my law professors used to say. But now, in keeping with the general tenor of the times, incivility is more the order of the day, and gloves are off. You used to take ten paces, turn, and fire. Now your opponent is as likely to turn on eight and shoot you in the back.
“You need any water, Miss Blumberg?” I gestured at the silver pitcher on a tray on the table. Little drops of sweat on the outside of the pitcher mirrored what was going on in my pits. Which told me I was ready to go.
“I’m fine,” Claudia Blumberg said. She was nervous, naturally. This was not her domain. And besides, being deposed ranks with root canals on the scale of things people most like to do.
She was twenty-three years old and suing our client, Dr. Lea Edwards, for ten million dollars for libel, invasion of privacy, and harassment.
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CLAUDIA’S STORY, AS laid out in the immortal prose of Barton Walbert’s complaint, was this. At seven years of age she was molested by her father. Shortly after that, her parents filed for divorce. The abuse became a central issue in the divorce proceedings, as her mother fought for custody. And won. She won largely because of the expert testimony of a psychiatrist, Dr. Kendra Mackee.
Mackee was considered an expert in repressed memory therapy. Not everybody believes this to be legitimate science, including our client, Dr. Edwards.
After the divorce, Claudia continued to see Dr. Mackee. But Claudia, as her story went, could not remember her father’s abuse. Her father, of course, denied the accusation and publicly called Dr. Mackee a quack and a menace. That Mackee did not sue for defamation was seen as a great career move. It got her a lot of publicity and tons more work with victims.
When Claudia Blumberg was seventeen something startling happened, something that turned Dr. Mackee into a media darling. Under hypnosis, Ms. Blumberg suddenly recalled her father’s sexual trespasses in gross detail.
And it was all caught on videotape in Mackee’s office.
Mackee got a whole hour on Larry King as a result, smacking softball after softball into the seats. And stoking the ire of the noted memory skeptic, Dr. Lea Edwards.
Edwards was so disgusted she wrote an article questioning Mackee’s methods and suggesting that Claudia was either lying or being manipulated. Edwards backed it up with information gathered, it was alleged, through means that invaded Claudia’s privacy.
Which is why Claudia Blumberg went to Barton Walbert and why we were all dancing that day in the conference room of Gunther, McDonough & Longyear.
“Ms. Blumberg, you first went to see Dr. Mackee when you were how old?”
“Seven.”
“Do you remember that, or have you been told this?”
“I remember Dr. Mackee’s office.”
“What do you remember about it?”
“I remember that it had plants and a nice lady sitting in the front.”
“What nice lady?”
“The receptionist.”
“Do you remember what she looked like?”
Before she could answer, Walbert said, “I’ll object as to relevance, and instruct my client not to answer.”
Walbert knew exactly what I was trying to do. If I could show that Claudia Blumberg’s memory of her experience as a seven-year-old was actually pretty sharp, that would undercut her claims of having lapsed into repressed memory. That, in turn, would strengthen my client’s position, as expressed in that article debunking the repressed memory claim in this case.
The article that had prompted the lawsuit.
“For the record,” I said, “you are instructing your client not to answer a question about her memory, correct?”
“Relevance, Mr. Buchanan, that’s all.”
“Your client’s memory is central to this case, sir.”
“Your client is being sued for invasion of privacy and defamation, sir,” Walbert shot back.
“And truth is a complete defense to the latter, sir.”
All these sirs were like little gloves to the face. We were a couple of sword fighters insulting each other.
“Ask your questions, Mr. Buchanan, and I’ll decide if they’re relevant, and if you disagree you can go ask a judge.”
That was another ploy guys like Walbert used to great effect. If you had to keep going to court to get a judge to rule that a question had to be answered, the game could get pretty expensive.
I went on. “So you recall certain things about Dr. Mackee’s office when you were seven, only those things your attorney has allowed you to share with us today.”
Walbert’s cheeks pinkened like a Christmas ham. He touched Claudia’s arm and shook his head. Don’t dignify that with an answer, he was saying.
I let it pass. “Did you continue to see Dr. Mackee after that first visit?”
“Yes.”
“Have you continued to see her up to the present time?”
“Yes.”
“That would be about sixteen, seventeen years, right?”
“Yes.”
“And would it be fair to say that over the years Dr. Mackee and you discussed on numerous occasions the alleged abuse by your father?”
“Objection,” Walbert said. “Doctor–patient privilege.”
“I’m not asking about any content,” I said. “Just if such discussions happened.”
“Same objection. I’m instructing my client not to answer.”
I looked at Claudia Blumberg. “You can ignore your counsel’s advice and make life much easier.”
Walbert stood up. “You will not address my client, Mr. Buchanan, unless it’s with a relevant question. Do it again and I’ll walk her out of here and seek sanctions against you.”
Quién es más macho?
I stood up, too, because Barton Walbert was about five-ten and I am six-two and wanted him to be reminded of that at every opportunity. “No need to blow, Mr. Walbert. The truth is what we’re after.”
“You’re wasting everyone’s time. And if that’s what you want to do we’ll just end it right here.”
“If you would allow me to ask a question, Mr. Walbert, we won’t have to waste Ms. Blumberg’s time by dragging her in here again.”
“Relevant questions, Mr. Buchanan.” Walbert sat down again, as did I.
“Ms. Blumberg, since Mr. Walbert is giving such sterling advice, perhaps he has discussed with you the concept of free speech, which is quite relevant to a suit for defamation. Has he?”
“Objection. Attorney–client privilege.”
“A whole lot of privilege going on,” I said. “I’ll ask you, Ms. Blumberg, if you gave Dr. Mackee permission to videotape your sessions.”
This detail was key, and I knew Walbert could not in good faith object. Our contention was that by giving Dr. Mackee permission to shoot video, Claudia Blumberg had waived any claim to privacy, which was part of her lawsuit.
“Yes.”
“And did Dr. Mackee tell you the reason she wanted to videotape your sessions?”
“Yes.”
“Tell me what she said.”
Walbert said, “I’m going to direct my client not to answer, on grounds of privilege.”
I was ready for him. “Then I’ll ask my question this way, Ms. Blumberg. And I remind you again that you are under oath here, just like you would be in a court of law. Dr. Mackee told you she wanted to video the sessions because she thought you were on the verge of a breakthrough, and that this breakthrough could be very informative and helpful to all sorts of victims suffering from repressed memories of abuse, and that she would call you Margaret and that would protect your identity, and here was your chance to do a great service to humanity. Have I got that pretty much right, Ms. Blumberg?”
Claudia Blumberg’s eyes got as wide as truck tires and I knew I’d nailed it.
Walbert knew it, too. His face twitched. In the world of Barton Walbert versus everybody, that was a taste of victory for me.
What they didn’t know was that I had prepared this question based on a mere hunch. Having read everything there was on Dr. Mackee, I had gotten sufficiently into her head to know she was a supreme self-promoter. She had made a lot of speeches and presentations to both psychological and legal audiences, and made the video of Ms. Blumberg a big part of the show. She had to have suggested something like I’d imagined.
“Isn’t that right, Ms. Blumberg?” I repeated.
Walbert knew better than to object at this point. It would look too much like he was covering up the truth, and this section would be brought out and read to the jury at the appropriate time.
“Not in those words,” Claudia Blumberg said.
“But that was the substance of what she said, right?”
She nodded.
“I need a verbal response for the stenographer,” I said.
“Yes,” she said.
So there it was. Maybe the most important piece of evidence in the whole case. Because if we could show that Claudia Blumberg knew she was going to be used in public, her claims of invasion of privacy would evaporate and would make defamation that much harder to prove.
I had to work hard not to dance on the table in front of them both. That wouldn’t exactly have been in keeping with the decorum demanded by the firm of Gunther, McDonough & Longyear, where I was about to be deemed a superstar.
I thought of Jacqueline then, how proud she’d be of me. I’d tell her all about it at dinner. We were going to discuss wedding plans over oysters in a restaurant by the sea in Malibu. And then we’d watch the moon rise over L.A., huddled together on the beach.
It was going to be the perfect night.
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HOW DOES A hot young lawyer on the rise, a guy with a future draped with Brioni, go from the twentieth floor to the county jail? How does a guy become something he’s never been, more animal than man, able to and wanting to hurt people? Kill people? How does he go from light to darkness as fast as you can flip a switch in a mortuary basement?
It begins with a phone call.
“Oh God, Ty.”
“Fran?”
Fran was Jacqueline’s mother.
“Oh God, oh God.”
I was in my office, about to leave in the glow of deposition victory, when the call came. I knew from Fran’s voice it was about Jacqueline. Accident maybe. Slip and fall. In the hospital.
“Fran, what is it?”
“She’s dead, Ty. Oh God . . .”
Her voice was spectral now. I could hear her crying.
“Can you talk to me?” I managed to say.
“An accident,” she said. “On the freeway.”
Jacqueline.
“Where is she? Where’d they take her?”
“I don’t know.”
“Who told you?”
“Someone . . . I don’t know . . .” She was lost to tears and I knew she couldn’t say any more.
“I’ll be right over,” I said and hung up. I was vaguely aware that light was fading outside my office windows. The phone may have rung a couple of times, but I didn’t pick up.
I heard some part of myself suggest I was sitting on a movie set, and they’d remove the walls any second now and the director would yell Cut and the lights would switch off and we’d all go home with cheerful good-byes.
Nobody yelled Cut.
What was I supposed to do now? Go identify the body? Look at Jacqueline on one of those beds they slide out of the metal drawer?
The world receded like a stinking tide.
All that was left was memory. That’s where I wanted to hide.
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WE HAD MET a year before at a Mexican place on Pico. Usually three or four of us from the office would head there, order up the “grande sampler,” and start ragging on the Dodgers.
On this particular night there were three of us —Danny, the geek genius who was head of the firm’s IT; Al, another associate; and me. Al was into his third maggie (Al always started quoting Charles Bukowski on his third margarita —“Love is a dog from hell” —but we allowed him to stay anyway) when a vision of unbelievable loveliness walked in with a second vision almost as beautiful. But only almost.
My eyes must have bugged because Al grabbed my arm. “Listen!” he said. “These are the dead, the lepers. Seagulls are better. Seaweed is better.”
“Will you shut up?” I said. Al was married to money and always joked about the graveyard of marriage. His Bukowski obsession was based on the poet’s misogyny, no doubt.
Danny laughed.
“You’re missing the point,” Al said.
I shook my head. “The point is the hottest woman in the world just walked in here and you, my friend, do not appreciate it.”
Al said, “If you do this, you are the dead.”
His words stick with me, even now.
But I was not dead then, anything but. I was in love (I usually fell in love during the second pitcher, but somehow knew this was going to be different—real). I called the waiter over and told him to send two margaritas to the two women who had just come in.
“Fool,” Al said.
I could see her face a few tables away. She had dark hair, long. Made me think of walking on the beach at night when the moon is full. Her eyes were feline, which made my heart kick even faster. When she smiled, she seemed to add another light to the building.
Al kept quoting poetry. Danny tried to start a conversation about the Dodgers’ starting lineup. I only half listened as I watched the waiter deliver the drinks.
The waiter pointed at me.
The vision looked my way. I smiled at her, trying not to let her see my chest heaving as my pulse raced toward stroke level.
She looked back at the waiter, shook her head, said something to him.
The waiter looked confused for a moment, then sheepishly came back to me with the margaritas still on his tray.
“They say thanks,” the waiter said. “But they don’t drink.”
“Good,” said Al, reaching for the maggies. “More for me.”
Don’t drink? I looked toward her again, feeling exposed, like one of those dupes on reality TV who allows cameras into his bathroom.
The vision smiled at me and mouthed, “Thank you.”
“Tyler!” Al wailed. “Don’t go there. Disaster awaits!”
And those words haunt me. And probably always will.
I did go over and attempted to put on my best George Clooney. “Ladies,” I said, “I hope that I did not offend by my offer, but I . . .” Suddenly, my tongue felt like a tree sloth. I just stood there, staring dumbly, a target for hunters.
The other vision said, “But you just wanted to meet Jacqueline, right?”
Jacqueline. Classic. (I never called her Jackie. Not once.)
I noticed the other vision had a wedding ring on her finger. Was I too obvious when I looked at Jacqueline’s left hand? And saw no ring? And said to myself, There is a God?
“Was I that transparent?” I said.
“Like Glad Wrap,” the other vision said, but I wasn’t offended. Because I was still standing there. Jacqueline had not indicated I should take a flying leap.
“As a matter of fact,” I said, “I did want to meet you. Ty Buchanan.” I extended my hand to Jacqueline. She took it firmly and said, “Nice to meet you, Ty Buchanan. This is Rachel.”
I shook hands with the other vision.
“I’ve got to tell you,” I said, “I don’t do this. I mean, I guess I do because, here I am, right?” Idiot. Make a point! “I mean I’m not usually this forward.”
“I find that hard to believe,” Rachel said. She had curly blond hair and an impish smile.
There was a silence, during which someone shouted an epithet in Spanish from the kitchen. The three of us laughed.
“Would you like to sit down?” Jacqueline said.
Al was glaring at me from our table, pointing at the pitcher of margaritas, only half empty. Be here now, he seemed to be saying, you dead, you leper.
I sat. “You sure this isn’t an intrusion?”
Rachel spoke first, which was to be the pattern. “Frankly,” she said, “you’re an interesting experiment.”
The experiment, it turned out, was something Rachel had cooked up and Jacqueline was embarrassed to have revealed. It boiled down to the fact that Jacqueline had broken up with a boyfriend of three years —There is a God—and had not dated anyone for over five months. Rachel had decided it was time, but Jacqueline was not so sure.
“I think she’s ready,” Rachel said. “What do you think Ty?”
Jacqueline’s face was turning red, and I was more deeply in love than at any time in my entire life. “I think,” I said, “that I would like to take Jacqueline to lunch and get to know her better.”
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I HELD FRAN all through the funeral. Her poor body shook the entire time. Fran Dwyer was a good woman who had endured more pain than anyone ever should. Twenty years of an abusive marriage. And now this, the death of her only child.
For Fran’s sake, and maybe for my own, I wished with all my being that I could switch places with Jacqueline. If one of us had to be dead, let it be me. At least Jacqueline would have Fran, and they could go on together.
Now life had no meaning. No, that’s too generic, too Philosophy 101. It was that life had no flavor, no color; no texture or taste. With Jacqueline I’d been on a bridge, walking across a gorge, she leading me, holding my hand, helping me to pass from one state of being to another. Through Jacqueline I was walking away from the blithe selfishness that had been my mental landscape toward an unfamiliar place I could barely see. I could only perceive that the light was better over there, that the colors were richer, the smells sweeter. And while it was going to mean setting up in unfamiliar territory, she would be with me and we would be there together forever and that was all that mattered.
Now that was gone, the bridge had fallen down the gorge, I was back on my side again, and it wasn’t home anymore. It was lifeless, colorless.
I stared at Jacqueline’s coffin, up in front, covered with flowers, and a big framed portrait of her for all to see.
The portrait was beautiful but still could not do justice to the woman I loved.
The firm—I always spoke of it as an entity, with its own personality and ego and vindictiveness—had given me a week off, but I didn’t know how I was going to be able to work again.
They say time heals all wounds.
They’re full of it.
I kept thinking of that first lunch. It was the day after I met her. A seafood place in Santa Monica. Lunch dates are a good invention. Low pressure, and you have a chance to see if things should go further.
There was no doubt in my mind that I wanted to go further with Jacqueline. And not in a sexual way. That was the weird part, for me at least. Usually sex was the first thing I thought about, but when I saw Jacqueline walk in for lunch my knee-jerk reactions melted away like butter sauce. I was feeling something deeper.
And if lunches were opera singers, this one was Placido Domingo. The term click seemed invented for Jacqueline and me.
We talked about a whole range of things. She wanted to know all about me and what she called my ruling passions. I told her about my days as a rock drummer in high school and college, about my love for the Dodgers. She seemed most interested in the drumming part and begged to hear me play.
I found out why she didn’t drink.
Her father had been a raging alcoholic. Raging in every sense of the term. Jacqueline and her mother, who still lived in the Reseda home Jacqueline grew up in, had never left. Once Jacqueline had run away, but she willingly came back because she couldn’t bear to have her mother living with him alone.
Her father died when she was in high school. And unlike most of her friends, she had never had the desire to drink.
We didn’t just talk about that, of course. We spent three and a half hours at that lunch. Jacqueline was on summer break from teaching, so the time didn’t matter to her.
I was expected back at the office for a two o’clock meeting, which didn’t matter to me. I skipped it.
When we parted, she let me kiss her and then she said, “Keep warm.”
Those were always her parting words, for some reason. No matter what the weather was. I liked it. It fit her.
Keep warm.
Two weeks after our lunch she was at my house and I got out my old practice pad and sticks, and gave her my imitation of Neil Peart.
She ate it up, and that’s when I asked her to marry me. She said No. Six weeks later I tried again, and she said Wait.
Eventually she said Yes.
And now she was dead.
She had so many friends, and they all came it seemed. Many of them had a few words to say before they lowered the coffin. The cemetery—Eternal Valley, it was called, which messed with my mind—was just off the 14 Freeway, overlooking Santa Clarita. The day was sunny and clear, the kind Jacqueline loved.
When it was my turn I tried to say something. Everyone looked at me with complete understanding and support.
“I just want to say, first off, how much I appreciate all of you being”—a knot in my throat. I looked down, breathed deep—“for being here. So many of you are lucky. You knew Jacqueline longer than I did. Her whole life some of you. I really envy you that.”
The faces in the chapel pews started to go fuzzy. I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand.
“I mean, everything Jacqueline was, as a person, you can see just by looking around. Seeing her family and friends. And that means I was the lucky one after all. That she chose me to spend her life—” The knot came back. The tears kept coming. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to finish.
“I just want to say, I hope she can hear us now. Because I want her to know I loved her more than anything.”
That was all.
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