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	edicated to the memories of the dozen Los Angeles-area lifeguards and surfers who served in the elite OSS Maritime Unit. Called by many in the unit - with a certain affection - the “beach rats”, these men referred to themselves as “watermen”. For the duration of WWII, their official classification was “frogmen”. Deserving particular recognition is their fellow waterman and chief OSS recruiter, a respected Santa Monica dentist, expert yachtsman and lifelong adventure-seeker, Dr. Jack Taylor.

	These brave men helped to shape the unit into a stellar team of swim commandos. Their knowledge of the ocean and skills in the water saved the lives of Allied soldiers in Burma, Indonesia, across the Central Pacific, the South China Sea, the Middle East and Europe.

	Several were wounded in action. Jack Taylor was captured by the Gestapo in Austria while spying on the Nazis and nearly died while imprisoned in the Mauthausen concentration camp. Still others made the ultimate sacrifice. All made a critical difference in advancing the war effort.
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	"Oh, it was heaven! Nothing like it. Nothing like that rushing through the water at what seemed to you a speed of about two hundred miles an hour.” - Agatha Christie (Agatha Christie’s diary entry after her first stand-up ride on a surfboard at Waikiki Beach in 1922 at the age of thirty-one.)
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Prologue

	Hermosa Beach, California - June, 1934

	 

	G


	ordy had been bobbing on his surfboard for about fifteen minutes. The gentle rolling of the sea water buoyed his board up and down in a languid rocking horse fashion. He’d gotten to Hermosa early and was the only one out on the water, so he didn’t have the luxury of judging the break by watching more experienced surfers set up. Nevertheless, he thought he’d paddled out to what the older guys called the “sweet spot”. The breaker area where he was most likely to catch a rideable wave.

	Incoming waves scuff Hermosa’s sandy bottom, get a little taller, then begin to break as the water surface foams up. It was a little like a man cradling a basin of water, stubbing his toe then toppling forward, causing the water to wash out as he falls to the ground. Although it was well into June, the swell this morning was running from west-northwest. The old salt who ran the bait shack on the pier said the older surfers preferred that swell to ones from the south.

	He’d positioned a hundred yards or so off the north side of the pier. He didn’t have to worry about any rip currents and could concentrate on spotting a developing wave. A few seagulls wheeled around in the sky, sometimes floating on an air current while surveying the water for any tidbits to swoop down on. They seemed to talk to one another with their sharp, high-pitched trilling caws.

	There were several fishermen working the pier. Their expressions combined desperation and hope which intensified with every cast. It wasn’t unusual to see a gull try to snatch a fish being pulled from the surf. The hardships of the Depression had reached a soul-crushing peak. Many seemed to struggle for their very existence. Gordy imagined every angler fishing off the pier was trying to catch his dinner. Possibly a meal for his whole family. Every catch was furiously reeled up and safely tucked away in a creel.

	A few strollers were already taking in the seaside air on the Hermosa Strand. There was some movement on the grounds of the Surf and Sand Club as the sun broke over the eighth-story roofline of the grand Beaux-Arts structure. The resort’s regal Mediterranean Revival design made the surrounding one and two story, sun faded knock-togethers look like poor relations waiting for handouts at the back door.

	Gordy felt a subtle change in the movement of his board and turned his full attention to the ocean surface behind him. Sure enough, foam was bubbling up and a good-sized break looked to be developing. He inched a little back on his surfboard to let the nose raise up slightly. He began the awkward breaststroke motion to paddle his board into the flow of the wave formation. He felt his board lift slightly as the cresting wave nudged him upward. He accelerated his paddling with rapid-fire sweeps of his arms, hands cupped for stronger propulsion, keeping his board just ahead of the high point.

	Now came the single-most critical moment in catching a wave. Scooting up into a crouching position, arms out for stability, feet positioned perfectly to acquire balance on a wooden board sliding atop the protean surface of a cresting wave. “Scoot” was inaccurate, because the maneuver had to be nearly instant, with the same fluid, unthinking effortlessness of flipping a lightswitch in the darkness of a familiar room. Gordy had heard surfers call the stand-up presto. Italian for “quick”. A conjurer’s incantation for a magic trick. The combined definitions about summed it up in Gordy’s mind.

	Gordy thought every sport had this moment. Like the seeming improbability of hitting a hurtling, horsehide-bound sphere solidly with a wooden cylinder. Striking a small, dimpled ball squarely with a flat-faced, persimmon club precisely enough to drive the ball a couple hundred yards airborne in a straight line. Eighteen times in a row.

	Just as many novice golfers and baseball batters struggled to achieve consistency, Gordy was challenged to string together two good, fifteen-second wave rides.

	The challenge was the attraction. The obsession. The quest.

	Like the critical moment of truth in any sport, the presto move required one to be mindful of a dozen different things. Hands flat on the board. Don’t grip the sides. Keep a low center of gravity. Knees bent. Arms out for balance. Twist your body from the hips.

	He was up. Gordy felt, rather than saw the rush of the water as his board skimmed the wave’s surface. He dropped down along the face of the cresting wave, beginning to feel that conflicting sensation of movement and stillness jumbled together.

	He was so focused on his presto move and staying with the wave, Gordy had forgotten one of the first surfing rules. The right of way. He forgot to check whether he was the only surfer waiting on this set and that he was at the peak of the formation.

	“Hey, you damned kook,” came a shout just behind Gordy’s right shoulder.

	Sure enough. Another surfer had edged up behind him while Gordy was waiting for the set and had caught the wave closer to the beginning of the formation. There was a “first on your feet” rule that could supersede the right of way observance, but good luck with that compromise.

	Gordy was flustered by his own gaffe and was now so desperate to avoid colliding with his wave rival, he neglected another surfing principle. Keep your eyes fixed on the forward target. Veteran surfers said, “If you look down, you fall down.” He felt the familiar sensation of falling over the nose of his board. Called “pearling” because it looked like a pearl diver going over the side of a boat in search of pearl oysters. Gordy had seen them in a newsreel about the Arabian Sea. He doubted he looked like a sleek Arab pearl diver while tumbling over into the surf.

	More rules. Don’t lose your board. A cardinal sin was losing track of your board after falling off. Allowing it to be whisked around to hit other surfers or beachgoers. Gordy went under, keeping an awkward, backhand grip on the edge of his board. The sea water was driven up his nostrils. He experienced that painful feeling you get from carbonated soda in your nose. Like steel wool working through his nasal passages.

	The power of the wave swiveled the board hard into Gordy’s head as he began to surface. “Don’t pass out,” were the last thoughts he remembered until he found himself being drag-walked out of the water and onto the sand.

	He fell to the sand, got to his hands and knees and started coughing up sea water.

	“I’m sorry. I forgot to check for anyone on the inside,” he choked out to the sand-covered feet and ankles in front of him.

	“Goddamned kook,” came an invective from a place somewhere north of the ankles.

	There was that word again. “Kook”. Gordy winced at the derisive term.

	Duke Kahanamoku, the champion Hawaiian swimmer and surfer, had spent several stretches of time in Southern California since the 1912 Olympics. At one point, he’d worked as a lifeguard at the Surf and Sand Club’s pool, just a few hundred feet from where Gordy was now spitting up salt water. Along with the introduction of surfing, Duke imported a lexicon of surf terms. “Kuk” meant “heap” in the Hawaiian language, and in the islands it was slang for a pile of dog shit. Evidently, Hawaiian surfers called any beginner who blundered in their way a “kuk”. In Southern California, the spelling shifted into a more hep homonym, becoming “kook”. Nearly the same pronunciation. Certainly the same level of scorn.

	“Sorry,” Gordy croaked out in a gargling rasp. “I didn’t see you.”

	“Well, look next time,” his rescuer-turned-tormentor barked.

	Gordy looked up to see a boy slightly taller than him. Tanned torso. Brown hair bleached lighter from the sun. Brown eyes. A hook nose. High cheekbones, almost like an Indian. Broad jawline. Roundish face. Probably a year or two older than Kraus. Fifteen? Sixteen? It was hard to tell with his eyes watering so much. Thick lips like raw liver fixed in a scowl.

	“Thanks for pulling me out. I didn’t want to lose my board,” Gordy said.

	“That’s the only thing you did right,” the boy said, his full lips shifting to a resigned half-smile. The boy trotted over to drag Gordy’s board the rest of the way up on the sand where they sat.

	Gordy lifted the nose of the board onto his lap and looked it over. “Came through that better than I did.”

	“That your board or did you borrow it?” the boy asked.

	“It’s mine. My dad’s a carpenter. Expert joiner. He got the balsa and redwood, joined it, shaped it and planed it down.”

	The only thing worse than a new kid showing up with broken down, outdated sports gear was one showing up with equipment better than anyone else had. It seemed arrogant. Invited disdain. The boy shot both Gordy and his board with a look of such contempt you would have thought he was using a dugout canoe.

	The boy threw a glance at his own surfboard. A sad comparison measured against Gordy’s. If not for the unconditional pride of youth, the boy’s board would have looked more like some rough catwalk plank torn loose from the pier pilings and thrown ashore by a fierce storm.

	“It’s the only one I have,” Gordy said. An apology.

	His rescuer shrugged his shoulders in unenthusiastic acceptance. “The edges look different. What’d your old man do there?”

	A truthful answer would only make things worse.

	Gordy’s mom had been an Olympic-caliber swimmer when she was a young teen in Germany. The Great War had foiled her ambitions, but she still knew many of the world-class swimmers competing in the 1932 Olympics in Los Angeles. She’d taken Gordy and his little brother to the Swimming Stadium several times, where she was welcomed by the competitive swimming community like a long-lost relative. She introduced her sons to Duke Kahanamoku, who was at the games with the U.S. water Polo team. Awestruck with meeting this living legend, Gordy blurted out his desire to learn to surf. An amused Kahanamoku gave his mother some advice on how a good surfboard should be fashioned for her oldest son.

	There was no way Gordy was going to own up to the true history of his board’s design. He might as well start surfing at Capistrano Beach, as ostracized as he’d become. Fortunately, he was ready with a more prosaic explanation.

	“My father saw some article in ‘Popular Mechanics’ about how to make more efficient paddles for water wheels. He thought it might work for a surfboard, too.” Gordy ran his palm along the edge of his surfboard.

	“It looks thicker at the nose and tapered down from the back third,” the boy pointed a blunt forefinger at the edge of Gordy’s board.

	“Yeah,” Gordy said, keeping the admiration out of his voice. “My Pops figured the thick nose would help keep the board up at the front and the tapered edges towards the rear would reduce the drag.”

	“Sounds like a good idea,” the boy conceded. “Let me know when it starts working for you.”

	Gordy laughed. The self-deprecating chuckle broke through the final sheet of ice. “I will. My name’s Gordon. Everyone calls me ‘Gordy’.”

	“My name’s ‘Skeeter’,” he said, and held out a large, callused hand. Gordy shook it.

	“Been surfing long? Is ‘Skeeter’ your real name?” Gordy asked.

	“Nah. My real name is ‘Arnie’. Everyone out here calls me ‘Skeeter’ ‘cause I’m light on the board and can skip around on it. Like a mosquito skimming the water. I’ve been surfin’ for a couple of seasons. Don’t want to do anything else, really. I plan on being a lifeguard.”

	“At Hermosa?” Gordy asked, more than a little impressed. Hermosa Beach’s lifeguard squad was the most efficient, professional crew in California. They were celebrated for the number of rescues they performed every year.

	“Yeah,” Skeeter said. “I’m a strong swimmer, pretty good surfer and know I can be a top waterman.”

	“Waterman?” Gordy asked.

	Before Skeeter could reply, a crashing noise came from up Pier Street. They both turned. A delivery driver had dropped a crate of bottles on the street in front of Zucca’s, a swinging jazz club that Gordy had become very curious about. Beer delivery. A few months before, it would have been delivered at night, in the alley behind the club. Not that Prohibition had ever been strictly enforced in the beach towns, but no one wanted to attract attention. Force the local cops’ hands. Prohibition was over and all that was out in the open now.

	“Yeah. Waterman,” Skeeter said, getting back to the conversation. “That’s what the guys like Bill Edgar and Lew Lewis call themselves. John Kerwin started the Hermosa Beach Surfing Club a few months ago and told all his brothers and the other guys that they should call themselves ‘watermen’. He was tired of being called a ‘surf rat’. Wanted to sound a little respectable.”

	“The Hermosa Beach Surfing Club,” Gordy said. “Do they make you eat marshmallows for their initiation?”

	“Huh,” Skeeter said. Confused. “Oh, that’s what those guys at the Palos Verdes Surf Club do. Frat boy hazing.” He flipped a dismissive hand. “Those guys dress like they’re joining the Rotary Club. A dentist started the club. A shutterbug dentist! The HBSF is for real watermen,” Skeeter insisted. “But, no,” he continued, “I’m not in the club yet.”

	“How do you get in?” Gordy asked. Excited by the prospect.

	“Nothing’s spelled out,” Skeeter admitted. “I sort of hang around at the edges. They let me drizzle paraffin on their boards, for all the good that does. Better traction, supposedly. I run errands. Pick up sodas and sandwiches. But I’ll make it in before long.”

	“You think I could make it in?” Gordy asked.

	“Probably, but not right away. You start coming around, they may get tired of having two mascots and shoo us both away,” Skeeter speculated.

	“Oh,” Gordy said. Deflated.

	“Look,” Skeeter said. “They gave me this swell nickname. Made me almost part of the gang. I’m going to tell them about your board. They’ll be really interested in that.” He closed his eyes. Deep thought. “I’m going to call you ‘Gord the Board’,” he declared. A royal conferment.

	“That sounds dumb,” Gordy said.

	“Yeah. So does ‘Skeeter’ when it comes right down to it. John Kerwin’s brother, Ted, is nicknamed ‘Bones’. No one thinks that’s dumb.”

	“I love to surf,” Gordy insisted. “That’s got to count for something. In science class, we learned about a time way in the past when little sea creatures got the gumption to leave the water and crawl onto dry land. Supposed to be our ancient ancestors. I sometimes think that’s why some people are so drawn to the water. Like me and my whole family. For me, surfing sometimes feels like that fight those little creatures had getting up on the water and making landfall. A metaphor. Or an allegory. I forget which.”

	“What the Hell, Gordy? You keep talkin’ like that, no one will let you join the surf club.”

	“I’ve been lookin’ at a lot of poetry lately. I’m giving a book of poems to a girl I’m stuck on. She’s about to leave the country,” Gordy confessed.

	“Well, just keep that pansy stuff to yourself, okay? I’ll tell the guys about your board. I’m goin’ to San Onofre with the Kerwin brothers and some others this weekend.”

	“You’re jokin’ me,” Gordy exclaimed. “Those weekend surf camp outs down there are supposed to be tops.”

	“Yeah,” Skeeter admitted. “My first trip. I’ll be luggin’ gear, buildin’ fires, haulin’ water, stackin’ boards. Stuff like that. But I’ll be there and will get to surf all day.”

	“Wow,” Gordy said. “If you tell them about my board, do you think they’d let me go on the next one?”

	“One step at a time,” Skeeter cautioned. “They’ll be curious about your board. Want to see it. At first, you’ll be the guy they won’t let join the group, but at the same time you’ll be the guy they don’t chase away. There’s not a lot of daylight between those two things, but trust me, it’s a giant difference. I’ll tell them about ‘Gord the Board’ this weekend.”

	“Thanks,” Gordy gushed. “Wanna get back in the water? Catch some more rides?”

	“Yeah,” Skeeter said. “But since you like poetry so much, you’re gonna get back in the water closer to Longfellow Beach. About a couple hundred yards north of the Surf and Sand Club should be just the place.” He pointed north. “Mushier waves. More rides to catch. Get better with that board of yours.”

	“Really?” Gordy asked. Alarmed by the sudden banishment.

	“Really, kook,” Skeeter said. That word again, but this time a collegial tone. Didn’t pack any sting.

	Gordy grinned at Skeeter, hoisted his board and began trudging on the sand towards Longfellow Beach.

	
Chapter One

	Los Angeles - June, 1957

	 

	H


	is office remodel was completed over two months ago, but Kraus could still smell the fresh paint and faint chemical odor of the new, sculpted, wall-to-wall carpeting. Combined with the newish office furniture, the intended impression was that of a successful and prosperous investigation agency based in a tony L.A. business district. This was the reaction most new clients exhibited when seeing it for the first time.

	Santiago Salazar wasn’t like most new clients.

	Dressed in standard issue Latino gang member garb, his prospective client stalked around the antechamber of Kraus’ office like a panther with a predacious eye. Bottled up energy. Suspicious. Alert for the slightest reason to take offense and retaliate. Salazar’s arms and shoulders were heavily tattooed and just as heavily muscled, courtesy of two years of continuous workouts in the DVI exercise yard iron pit.

	The Deuel Vocational Institute was on the outskirts of Tracy, a small farm town three hundred miles north of Los Angeles. Like all California penal institutions, it provided inmates several sets of weight lift stations as part of the available exercise activities. Salazar never missed an opportunity to use the equipment.

	Kraus continued to watch Salazar through the hidden view port that looked into the waiting room. Melinda, Kraus’ secretary, sat at her desk while Salazar strode the room. The young Mexican stopped to peer at a painting hanging on the wall near Melinda’s desk. He asked her something Kraus didn’t hear. Melinda replied and the young Mexican removed a small notepad from his chinos along with the stub of a pencil, noted something on the pad and tucked it back in his trousers. Kraus had seen enough. He opened the connecting door to the waiting area.

	“Mr. Salazar,” Kraus said, “Please excuse the wait. Come in.”

	Tiago Salazar approached Kraus, extending his hand. Kraus shook the rough hand while pointing a questioning chin at the other two men seated in chairs against the far wall. One was a slightly younger version of Salazar. Pomaded D.A. Zapata mustache. Snow white tank shirt stretched over a muscled torso adorned by multiple tattoos. The other man was much older and looked like a shopkeeper. He balanced a battered shoe box on his knees.

	“Do you want your companions to join us?” Kraus asked.

	“Just you and me for now, esse,” Salazar growled in the Caló style of the Pachuco. “Let’s see where we stand before they come in.”

	“Fair enough,” Kraus said, waving a hand for the gang leader to enter and closing the door behind him. “Take a seat.” Kraus offered, while settling in the chair behind his desk.

	Salazar sat comfortably in the client chair. Relaxed posture. Maintained steady eye contact with Kraus.

	“So, Mr. Salazar, what brings you here?” Kraus asked.

	“I’ve built up a position of community leadership in Pacoima over the past year,” Salazar replied. “Several citizens have been victimized by outsiders. The type of crime is outside the scope of my expertise. I don’t have the kind of experience or connections to enable me to locate the offenders. Liam O’Toole told me you were a man who could help.”

	Gone was the gruff, near sing-song rhythm of a gang veterano peppering his sentences with English and Spanish. Salazar’s speech and diction transformed into that of a white businessman explaining to a bank manager why he’s applying for a loan.

	Kraus kept any look of surprise from his expression. He thought about what Liam O’Toole had told him about Santiago Salazar. O’Toole Bail Bonds was in Van Nuys and handled most of the paper for the gang members in nearby Panorama City and Pacoima. He knew all the players.

	The bondsman told Kraus that Salazar had done a two-year bid at Deuel Vocational Institute for assault and petty theft. The young Latino saw the light right away. He became determined to be more than a common punk vato, in and out of the can his entire short life. He wanted to be a leader.

	Salazar took every class he could enroll in. Read every book he could lay his hands on. Sun Tzu and Machiavelli became his bibles. He soaked up books about Napoleon and Genghis Khan. Studied war theorists like St. Thomas Aquinas and Carl Von Clausewitz. If certain types of knowledge were power, Kraus was looking across his desk at a very powerful man.

	O’Toole told him that Salazar’s return to the community coincided with a squabble between the Pacoima Flats and the Pacas Trece that ended with the latter gang’s jefe being stabbed to death in a Van Nuys tavern. Salazar evidently knew some of the Flats members from Deuel and brokered a peace between the two rival gangs. The Pacas Trece unanimously accepted Salazar as their new leader. O’Toole said that by all accounts, the new patrón didn’t waste any time consolidating power and developing increased streams of revenue.

	“You’re wondering why I’m suddenly speaking like a wedo,” Salazar said. Not a question.

	“It was a quick shifting of gears,” Kraus admitted. “Like double clutching a sports car.”

	“Yes,” Salazar chuckled. “Sun Tzu stresses the wisdom of knowing your enemy,” he explained, steepling his fingers and peering at Kraus across the apex of his joined fingertips. “Dealing with them on their own terms.”

	“Am I your enemy?” Kraus asked.

	“You watched me through that little spy hole for almost five minutes. You’ve left enough room between you and your desk drawer to quickly draw a weapon. I don’t see that as the behavior of a friend.”

	“We’re not friends, Mr. Salazar,” Kraus asserted. “We’re interviewing one another for a possible business arrangement. I like to have a sense of who I’m dealing with before talking turkey. But I’m not your enemy. Although you didn't do yourself any favors with that quiet intimidation routine you were using on my secretary. You were circling her like she was a new con on the yard.”

	“You noticed,” Salazar laughed. Clearly impressed. “Yes, I like to see what an associate’s business organization is made of. Reveals a great deal about the boss. She didn’t flinch or show any kind of anxiety. I like her.”

	“Neither one of us would enjoy being on her bad side,” Kraus said. “So, O’Toole referred you to me. What kind of investigative work are you in need of, Mr. Salazar?”

	“Tiago, please,” Salazar said, holding up his palms in a gesture of invitation. “A shortening of ‘Santiago’,” he flashed an ironic smile. “What my friends call me.”

	“Call me ‘Gordy’, then,” Kraus reciprocated. “Short for ‘Gordon’. Friends call me that.”

	Salazar nodded and smiled at the concession. “Gordy, it’s about the plane crash.”

	
Chapter Two

	 

	A


	nyone from Pacoima who uttered the phrase, “plane crash”, could only be referring to the mid-air plane collision that took place in the airspace over Pacoima five months earlier.

	On the morning of January 31st, a Douglas DC-7B transport aircraft left Santa Monica Airport en route for delivery to Continental Airlines. A half-hour or so later, two F-89J fighter jets departed from Palmdale on a test flight exercise. Despite crystal clear skies, the DC-7B and one of the fighter jets met in a high-speed, head-on collision near Pacoima.

	Debris rained down onto Pacoima neighborhoods. The fuselage of the DC-7B crashed onto a church and the playground of the adjacent junior high school. The engines and giant hull of the aircraft gouged huge divots into the athletic field, while pools of fuel and petroleum hit the ground and burst into fireballs throwing off lung-searing heat. Miraculously, only three students died out of the two-hundred plus boys on the school grounds. Seventy-five more were seriously injured.

	The news carried stories about the crash and its aftermath for weeks after the tragedy. Kraus had not read or seen any recent coverage, but the incident was still fresh in the memories of many Angelenos.

	“You’ve got my attention,” Kraus said.

	“I’ll bring in the old gentleman,” Salazar said. He opened the door to the waiting area and silently motioned to his aide de camp. The younger gang member walked in with the old man in tow, carrying his shoebox. It looked heavy and Kraus heard a rattling metallic noise with every step the man took.

	“Please, sit down,” Kraus said. “Can I get you anything to drink?”

	The younger man shook his head no.

	“No, gracias,” the old man said. “The secretaria offered me water or juice. It’s a long ride back to Pacoima and mi vejiga, it don’t work so good no more,” he added with an embarrassed smile while placing a palm on his lower abdomen, indicating his bladder.

	“Mr. Kraus, this is Señor Estrada. He owns a small fix-it shop in town,” Salazar said, lapsing easily back into the cadence and tone of a Cholo.

	“Pleased to meet you, Señor Estrada,” Kraus said.

	“Tell him your story,” Salazar urged the old man.

	“I have a tienda de arreglos in town. Pacoima. A fix-it shop, as Tiago said,” the old man began. “Last week, a man, he come in my shop. No soy local. A gringo. He did not live in Pacoima. He had this.”

	The old man gingerly lifted the lid from the shoebox and tilted it forward to show Kraus a collection of worn mechanical parts. Dirty and oily. Unusual shapes and sizes.

	“He wanted you to fix these somehow?” Kraus asked.

	“No, he wanted to give them to me. Told me I could make over a couple of hundred dollars if I cooperó.”

	“Cooperó?” Kraus asked, searching his mind for the English translation. “Cooperate. Cooperate how?”

	“He told me about Francisco, the man who owns de tapicería on San Fernando Road. The upholstery shop,” the old man added for clarification. “He said that he was an insurance claims man. His company was paying money for people who had escombros de aeroplano fall on their homes or businesses. All you had to do was sign a paper telling them you won’t sue.”

	“Debris from the airplane collision,” Kraus said. “Did any of it fall on your home or shop?”

	“No. I told the man that. He said that was what this was for.” Estrada shook the shoebox for emphasis. “I pay him seventy-five dollars. He gives me the box and takes photos of it esparcidos on my lawn. In a week, a man would come with a paper to sign and a check for three hundred dollars.”

	“Pretty easy dinero, it sounds like,” Kraus said.

	“That’s what I told the gringo. He say check with Francisco. I do. It happened to Francisco just like the man says.” The old man looked down at the box. “I have bills, Mr. Kraus,” he said softly. He sounded as though he was justifying his poor judgement more to himself than to the detective.

	“Don’t we all, Mr. Estrada,” Kraus said. “So you gave the man seventy-five dollars and scattered the parts around your yard. He took some pictures and you never saw him again.”

	“He left me his card,” Estrada insisted. “Said I’d see him in a week. Ten days at most.”

	“The number and address were no good,” Salazar interjected before Kraus could ask.

	“Okay, Mr. Estrada,” Kraus said. “I’m guessing you’re not the only one the insurance man roped into this.”

	“No,” Estrada confirmed, sounding a bit relieved that he wasn’t the only one duped.

	“He cheated twenty-five or thirty others just like that,” Salazar said.

	“Tiago says he’ll ask you to help me get my money back,” Estrada looked hopefully from the box to Kraus. Beseeching an alchemist to turn lead into gold.

	“Mr. Estrada, I’m going to speak to Tiago privately for a moment to work out some details. I’ll do my best to have your money returned.”

	“Gracias,” Estrada said.

	Salazar nodded to his lieutenant, who helped Estrada to his feet.

	“Please leave the box with me,” Kraus said.

	The gang member placed the box on Kraus’ desk and led Estrada through the door back into the waiting room.

	Kraus picked up the receiver of his desk phone. “Melinda, please show those two where the restrooms are. I have a hunch Mr. Estrada will need the facilities before they head home.”

	“Thank you,” Salazar nodded. “We had to stop twice for that old man on our way here.”

	“Don’t mention it,” Kraus said. He took a facial tissue from a dispenser on his sideboard and used it to rummage around in the box. “Think these are legit?” Kraus asked. “Collected around town? I read that the city was littered with all sorts of junk from the crash.”

	“I don’t know,” Salazar said. “Ironically enough, DVI has an airplane shop on the grounds. Supposed to give inmates a chance to learn basic maintenance. Job skills. But they were just small planes. I never saw anything like those pieces in the shop. There is this,” Salazar said, plucking one piece out of the box. It was an odd-shaped piece with “F8” marked in some sort of white ink on a flat portion. “The fighter jet that hit the Douglas plane was an F89 model. Maybe this came off of the fighter.”

	“Could be,” Kraus said, taking the piece from Salazar and turning it around in his hand.

	“Well,” Salazar said, “do you think you can find this man?”

	“Not a lot to go on,” Kraus said. “The people you talked to. They see a car? Get a license plate number? Anything?”

	“No,” Salazar snorted. “They just saw hundred dollar bills floating in front of them. And all gringos look alike to my people.”

	“My people,” Kraus thought, “bit of a savior complex.” He fitted the lid back on the box. “Tiago,” Kraus said aloud, “if I do find the man, I’m not going to deliver him up to be killed. An accessory before the fact indictment would not be my idea of fun.”

	“I’m not going to kill a man over something like this,” Salazar said. “My goal is to earn the respect and loyalty of the citizens. I don’t want them to think I solve every problem with a blade or a bullet. If all I can achieve is being feared, I’ll settle for it. But I’d prefer to have their loyalty.”

	“I’ve been doing the math. The con artist made off with about two-thousand bucks. Not a bad payday for a couple of day’s work, but I’m guessing that’s pretty small change for the top dog in the Pacoima rackets. Why don’t you just walk out of here, in three or four days tell the victims I found the man for you and give them the money? You’d save yourself my fee and a lot of time.”

	“I want to march this culero up to every person he cheated, make him pay the money back to them and apologize,” Salazar said.

	“That would win you a sizable amount of respect,” Kraus admitted.

	“And as for your fee,” Salazar said. He took the notepad from his pants pocket, scribbled something on a page, tore it out of the pad and handed it to Kraus.

	Kraus looked at the paper and whistled. “Generous. That’s what this kind of respect is worth to you?”

	“Yes,” Salazar said, “but I won’t be paying it to you. The con man will.”

	 

	 

	
Chapter Three

	 

	“D


	id Salazar initial all the codicils in the contract before you notarized it?” Kraus asked.

	“Yeah,” Melinda said. Kraus was half-sitting on the edge of his secretary’s desk. “Why all the extra clauses?”

	“I wasn’t going to take the case without making it clear that no harm was to come to the subject of the investigation if found.”

	“He was an interesting character,” Melinda said.

	“What did he ask you when he was waiting in here?” Kraus asked.

	“He saw that signed litho you hung up there,” Melinda pointed at the impressionist style print Kraus had put up after the office remodel.

	Until the end of the previous year, Kraus had been subletting a small portion of the office suite from a CPA who held the lease. Melinda was the office secretary. The CPA vacated the lease at the end of the year to form a partnership located in the Pasadena area. Kraus didn’t want to lose a prime Miracle Mile location off Wilshire Boulevard, so he took over the lease and split the large office space into two suites. The other half was now the headquarters of the small construction firm he co-owned with his brother, Rudi.

	Melinda stayed on and did the bookkeeping for both the detective agency and the construction operation. Her friend, Perrin, took the job of receptionist and Girl Friday for the building outfit. Melinda did the same for Kraus’ investigation agency.

	“Is he an art collector?” Kraus laughed. The signed and numbered print was a gift from an art director at Warner Brothers. Kraus had helped the set decorator locate a missing painting. In gratitude, the studio designer had given him a signed litho by Gunther Gerzos, a Mexican impressionist whose art he collected.

	Kraus liked the energy of the abstract work. He felt it had the look of something Frank Lloyd Wright and Picasso would have collaborated on.

	“I don’t know,” Melinda laughed. “He said that it was the work of a Mexican he’d want to know more about. He jotted down the artist’s name.”

	“He’s a different breed of gato, that’s for sure,” Kraus said.

	“Do you think you can get anywhere with the case?”

	Kraus rattled the shoebox and worked a tissue from a dispenser on Melinda’s desk. He used the tissue to hold up the piece of metallic debris Salazar had chosen out of the shoebox. “I think I can.”

	Melinda wrinkled up her nose. “What is that nasty, greasy thing?” she asked.

	“A rooster beam,” Kraus answered.

	“A what?” Melinda asked.

	“It’s from a Grimms’ fairy tale my mom used to tell us. She’s from Kassel, Germany, where the Brothers Grimm spent most of their lives. She knows their tales the way some people know Scripture. Used the stories to scare the mischief out of us kids.”

	“She obviously didn’t read enough of them to you,” Melinda deadpanned.

	“The oldest is always the hardest to rein in,” Kraus said. “I’m going out for a while. I’ll check in later.” He gathered up the shoebox and pressed its lid back in place.

	“Wait,” Melinda said. “What’s this about a ‘rooster beam’?”

	“Do you think a rooster is capable of clamping onto a man-sized piece of timber and strutting around with it in its beak?”

	“No,” Melinda laughed.

	“Neither do I,” Kraus said. He waved goodbye as he left the office.

	[image: Image]

	Kraus drove into the gravel parking area of the Aadlen Brothers scrapyard in Sun Valley. This was the third stop on his list. He wasn’t hopeful about this prospect. It had only been open a year or so. Kraus figured the owners hadn’t had enough time to build up enough inventory of wrecks and other castoffs to yield the volume salted across Pacoima.

	Kraus looked at the box of metallic junk clattering on the passenger side floorboards of his Lincoln. He smiled as he thought about the rooster beam.

	The Brothers Grimm fable about the rooster and the beam was of a travelling magician who held a show in a small village. The conjurer brought a rooster on stage. The rooster proceeded to pick up a very stout, heavy beam in its beak and carry it across the makeshift stage. The villagers were convinced by the clever banter and showman’s legerdemain that the barnyard cock was actually performing this impossible task. One person saw through the trick. A young girl armed with some sort of lucky talisman shook off the spell and exposed the deceit. She loudly proclaimed the rooster was simply carrying a small straw stalk in its beak.

	Suddenly the entire audience saw the trick for what it was. Every villager had believed the piece of straw was a wooden beam because they’d been told it was. Only when a clever girl called out the truth did they suddenly see the ruse.

	Kraus grabbed up the shoebox full of rooster beams. A fingerpost bolted to the corrugated aluminum fence panel adjacent to the open gateway proclaimed “OFFICE” in large, stenciled red letters. It pointed down a gravel pathway leading through the gate.

	He crunched his way to an old train caboose minus the wheel trucks, squatting on a bed of crushed rocks. The wood siding was once a brick-colored red, but was now weather-beaten and faded. The caboose windows had several fractured panes and the metal roof of the cupola was caked with bird droppings. A sign planted at the foot of the platform stairs declared the fossilized bit of rolling stock to be the office.

	Kraus peered into the back before he mounted the caboose steps. The lot was huge. Maybe thirty acres. The portion facing Tuxford ran almost all the way to San Fernando Road and was just as deep. He’d been wrong about the lack of inventory. Almost a quarter of the property was covered by rows of old automobiles, motorcycles, stacks of old tires and other detritus that finds its way to a scrapyard. He cleared the last step and opened the caboose door. A bell jangled to announce his arrival.

	The inside of the caboose was in much better shape than the exterior. A wooden counter had been built a few feet inside the door. Beyond it was a scene not much different from what you’d see in an old western movie. Polished wooden slats covered the walls and ceiling. Three bowed exterior ceiling joists ran towards the rear of the carriage, stopping at a door that probably led to a bathroom and wash basin. What looked to be the original wood burning stove was mounted against one wall with its stovepipe running up through the ceiling. A newly-added work bench ran the length of the opposite wall.

	The office had the strong, scorched, pizza crust odor that burnt coffee gives off. Used motor oil, carburetor cleaner and decaying rubber added to the eye watering pungency.

	A large man, about six-two or so, was bent over a workbench, his back to the entrance. He was fussing over some automotive piece. A flannel shirt stretched across his broad shoulders. His jeans and work boots were streaked with oil.

	“Welcome to Aadlen Auto Wreckers,” the man said without looking around.

	“Thanks,” Kraus said. “First time here.”

	“Oh yeah?” the man behind the counter said. “Well, we’ve hardly been open a year yet,” he grunted and pushed the piece of equipment away from him. “I get a lot of first-timers.” He picked up a rag and wiped his large hands as he turned around. “I’m ‘Big Sam’. My brother, Donnie, and I own the place.” He held out a grease stained hand to Kraus.

	“Gordy Kraus,” Kraus offered as he shook Big Sam’s oversized paw.

	“What can I do for you?” Big Sam inquired.

	Kraus lifted the lid from the shoe box and tipped it up to give Big Sam a better view.

	“Right now, I only buy in large bulk, unless it’s copper or brass,” Big Sam said.

	“I’m not selling,” Kraus said. “I may be buying. Information.”

	“That so?” Big Sam said with a smile. “I’m all ears.” He lifted the hinged flap panel near one end of the counter, which allowed access into the back office area. “Come on back. It’s not busy. We can sit at the table over there and palaver.”

	Kraus walked through with the shoebox tucked under his arm. He sat in the chair Big Sam pointed to. Kraus reopened the shoebox while Big Sam sat two reasonably clean coffee mugs on the pine table.

	“Coffee?” Big Sam offered, waving an old enameled, granite-speckled coffee pot he’d lifted from the stovetop. Years of rust and blackened singe marks crept up from the bottom. It looked like the perfect coffee pot for a junkyard.

	“Please,” Kraus said. He cringed a bit thinking of the stench of burnt coffee in the office, but he wanted to keep Big Sam talking.

	“A little Irish?” Big Sam suggested, joggling a half pint of Ancient Age Kentucky Straight bourbon he’d produced out of thin air.

	“A little early for me,” Kraus said. “But thanks.”

	“It’s a little early for me, too,” Big Sam said, putting the bottle away. “But keep that under your hat. I’ve got a reputation to uphold,” he said with a wink.

	“I was surprised by how much inventory you have on the lot,” Kraus said.

	“Yeah,” Big Sam said, settling into the opposite chair. “Our yard is on the old Tuxford Pitt Landfill. A fair amount of stuff came with the property.”

	“What did you do before?” Kraus asked.

	“This and that. I’m from Northridge. I odd-jobbed. A bit of larceny here and there. I was a Valley Rat,” Big Sam said, naming the biggest youth gang in the San Fernando Valley. “Mainly I liked street fighting,” he said, showing Kraus his big knuckles.

	Kraus took in Big Sam’s looks. Black hair. Olive skinned. Lively brown eyes. Swarthy looks. The scrapyard owner sported an angry pink welt of a scar just above his left jawline. Classic car antenna lash mark. “I was one of the best,” he added.

	“I believe it. Looks like you made it out,” Kraus said.

	“Yeah,” Big Sam said. Almost wistfully. “Donnie, my little brother, was gettin’ to the point that he wanted to join the Rats. That’s when I looked for a different way for both of us to go. Twenty-six acres on top of an old trash heap no one else wanted,” he swept his arm around. “I already knew about boosting hubcaps and radios,” he chuckled. “Figured I was halfway there in the dismantling trade.”

	“Well,” Kraus said, raising his cup of bitter coffee and offering a toast, “here’s to different ways to go.”

	“You said it,” Big Sam said, tapping his cup against Kraus’ with a ceramic clink.

	“Aadlen is a different name. Finnish? Swedish?” Kraus asked.

	“Norwegian,” Big Sam said after a noisy slurp of coffee. “But it’s spelled with one ‘A’,” he laughed. “I added the second ‘A’ so I’d be sure to be first in the phone book.”

	“Smart move,” Kraus said. He lifted his cup for a second salute. “To bonus vowels.”

	Big Sam grinned. “What you got here?” he asked, poking a thick digit at the shoebox.

	“You tell me,” Kraus said, pushing the open shoebox towards Big Sam.

	The junkman sifted through the shoebox contents. He muttered to himself as he picked through the box. “Clutch release bearing, universal joint, air valve spring, Christ only knows what this is.” He pulled out a couple of pieces and looked more closely at them. “This CV joint is definitely from the yard,” Big Sam declared. “That white ink was me trying to track the inventory. Didn’t work. How did you come by these?”

	“A client ended up with them,” Kraus said. “I want to discover who bought them.”

	“Any legal trouble for me in this?” Big Sam asked.

	“No,” Kraus said. “Whoever bought these from you is barely outside the law himself. But he managed to piss off the wrong person. Likely bought a lot more than what’s in this box. Maybe three or four hundred parts. That kind of action ring a bell?”

	“Okay, now you’ve struck a chord,” Big Sam snapped his fingers. “I didn’t handle the sale. My little brother, Donnie, wrote it up. I came into the office just as he was finishing the count. It was such an odd assortment of stuff, we had a discussion about how to price it out.”

	“When was this?” Kraus asked.

	“Here, let’s take a look,” Big Sam said. He went to the front counter and pulled a large ledger book off a lower shelf. He slapped it down on the pine table and started flipping through the ruled sheets. He stopped after four or five page turns. “Yeah,” Big Sam said. “This was it. Three weeks ago.”

	Kraus had gotten up and was looking over Big Sam’s shoulder. He read the entry on the line the yard owner pointed to.

	Walter W. Wallet. 317 ass’t parts. $47. Cash. A sales tax entry. Walk-in was written in the address space.

	“He had a sense of humor,” Kraus said. “Remember anything about him?”

	“Sense of humor? What do you mean?” Big Sam asked.

	“Walt Wallet. He’s a main character in the comic strip, ‘Gasoline Alley’.” Kraus said.

	“The hell you say,” Big Sam said. His ears reddened. A man who didn’t like being deceived. “There were two of them, I remember that. They’d been here before this sale. Donnie remembered them. Talked about ‘em afterwards. Wondered what they needed all those parts for. Donnie joked they must be startin’ their own scrapyard.”

	“Remember anything else?” Kraus asked. “What they looked like. Kind of car they drove.”

	“Regular looking guys.” Big Sam thought about it for a moment. “Both of them about forty. One of them had short sleeves and I asked him about his tattoo. ‘Lincoln Victory’. He said it was a merchant ship he was on during the war. He was an engine room oiler. Made sense. They weren’t out in the yard more than ninety minutes to yank out over three hundred parts. Those grease swabbies were master mechanics. Could break down a diesel and have it back together quick as a whistle.”

	Kraus took a folded ten dollar bill out of his pocket and pushed it across the table. “Big Sam, this is for your trouble. If either of them come in again, see if you can get a gander of their license plate. Give me a call. Card’s inside the tenner. There’s another one for you if you do.”

	“I’ll be on the lookout,” Big Sam pledged. “I hate the idea of someone usin’ my place for no good. Time before, they were just pulling rear bumpers.” He flipped back a few pages in his ledger. “Yeah. Four bumpers. Lookin’ for ones that could easily adapt to the brackets on a ‘46 Dodge Coupe. Twenty dollar sale.” He clapped the ledger closed.

	Kraus stood on the caboose’s rear platform for a minute or so. He looked out onto the Aadlen Brothers yard. The sun had come out and glinted off the glass and chrome of the wrecks. It was a clear day. He looked northeast out towards the sharp peaks and graceful slopes of the Verdugo Mountains. Despite the auto graveyard foreground, the vista was majestic.

	Los Angeles sat in a beautiful basin, surrounded by the ocean and ringed by awe-inspiring mountains. Cheating, robbing or even killing someone else didn’t improve the view. Kraus shook his head.

	He drove out of the parking area, heading for some food. It was after twelve and he was starving.

	 

	
Chapter Four

	 

	T


	here were faster ways to get back downtown, but Kraus used Laurel Canyon Boulevard to drop back into the city. He loved hearing the thrum of his ‘54 Lincoln Capri’s one hundred-sixty horsepower engine reverberating off the canyon walls as he wound his way through the Hollywood Hills. He slowed down after Willow Glen. He always rubbernecked along this stretch when he had the time. Tom Mix’s mansion-cabin was on the right. The cottage Houdini leased at one time was on the left. Kraus wondered if the two ever met.

	Kraus tooled his Lincoln off Melrose on to La Brea. He was pleased with his timing. An hour earlier and the counter at Pink’s Hot Dogs would have been three deep and a line out the door. Studio gophers, day players and below-the-line types from Paramount would be jammed together, elbows-out, clamoring for their orders. But the lunch rush was over and there were only two people waiting on food. He sauntered under the shade of the streetfront counter awning and placed his order.

	The 101 into downtown Los Angeles had opened a couple of years back and made the drive to the PAB from Melrose a lot quicker. Good thing, because Kraus’ Lincoln smelled like Pink’s grill crew was cooking the chili in his back seat. His stomach was growling by the time he pulled into the “Glass House” parking lot. A breeze had come up, causing the two tall palms in front of the building to sway a little. From the street it looked like the bushy frond crowns were washing the windows of the LAPD Headquarters tower.

	Kraus carried his bag of Pink’s food up to the Detective Bureau on the third floor. He ran into a couple of people he’d worked with on the force before the war. Both volunteered to help him with his burden. He thumbed a couple of nickels into the vending machine in the hallway, wrenching a couple of Cokes loose from the vertical stack behind the glass door.

	Lieutenant Eugenio “Gino” Laveroni was at his desk at the head of the detective bullpen. The fluorescent lights reflected off his shiny bald pate, which was bent over a stack of reports. There were taller guys in the detective squad, but Gino seemed to tower over everyone. He had broad, muscular shoulders with arms like oak bannisters. His dress shirt was stretched like a snare drum’s head across a brawny frame, then tapered down into a crisp “V” shape over a flat stomach. He was in better shape now than the first day he put on an LAPD uniform.

	Kraus and Gino were in the department’s academy class of 1940. Gino had been a good street cop and cultivated the right mix of fear and respect one needed to advance in the department. That, combined with a mysterious sponsor somewhere on the eighth floor had put Gino on the fast track for his lieutenant bars. The thing was that Gino was such an imposing character, he would have made it without a Mahogany Row rabbi. Everyone knew it, too.

	“Jesus, is that a chili dog I’m smelling?” Laveroni growled.

	“No,” Kraus said, setting the bag on Laveroni’s desk. He opened the mouth of the paper bag with a promising crackle noise, reached in and lifted out a red and white checkered cardboard hot dog tray. He tilted it towards Laveroni. “No, it’s a Pink’s ten-inch chili-cheese dog. Fresh toasted bun. Extra onions. Sweet relish. A blanket of shredded sharp cheddar melted over the top. Spicy brown mustard.” Kraus carefully placed the tray with a Mephistophelian flourish on Laveroni’s coffee ring stained desk blotter. “And onion rings,” he said, dipping into the bag and withdrawing a grease-filmed paper pouch with arcs of fried, battered onion rings pushing out from the top.

	Laveroni positioned the tray in front of him like a priest performing his Eucharistic ritual. He tucked a paper napkin into the neck of his sports shirt. His sleeves were normally rolled up, but he pushed them as far up as his muscular forearms would allow. The LAPD detective took up the plastic fork and knife Kraus had handed him. He sawed a big piece from one end of the chili dog and stabbed it into his mouth as though there was a risk of it leaping off his fork at any moment. Laveroni took a long pull on the soda bottle Kraus had given him, threw back his head and burped.

	“God, Gordy,” Laveroni groaned, “you don’t know how good that is.”

	“Should I save you half of mine?” Kraus laughed as he cut into his chili dog.

	“Gordy, go ahead and laugh, but you don’t know what I’m going through,” Laveroni moaned. “Nanette has us on that cabbage soup diet. This is day four of seven.”

	“Cabbage soup diet,” Kraus asked. “What on earth?”

	“Oh, it’s the latest craze,” Laveroni assured him through a mouthful of onion rings. “Boiled cabbage. Vegetables with the life steamed out of them. Water and a dusting of dry onion soup mix. That’s it. A week.”

	“You know,” Kraus said before taking a bite of his hot dog, “I think I saw a poster about that on Vic Tanny’s gym window down from my office. ‘Get on the Cabbage Diet’. Something like that.” Kraus tipped up his Coke bottle for a drink.

	“Yeah, well that huckster can get on something else, if you ask me,” Laveroni said as he shoveled another bite of chili dog into his mouth. “Gordy, I’m telling you. Oliver Twist would turn up his nose at that swill.”

	“What’s your wife’s reason for this?” Kraus asked.

	“She says I’m eating too many hamburgers and steaks. Read in Ladies’ Home Journal it’s healthy to clean yourself out for a week,” Laveroni said as he squeezed some catsup from a plastic pouch onto his onion rings. “Ask me, she’s out to weaken me. Make it easier for her to take me out when I come home from one of those all-night poker games at the Bean Slot.” He put his voice into a falsetto range. “Officer, I thought he was a burglar. My husband’s been out all night and I thought a desperate intruder was coming through the door. I had to shoot him.”

	Kraus nearly choked on an onion ring. “That bad, huh?”

	“Bad?” Laveroni snarled. “Once the facts were out, the court would put the whole thing down as a mercy killing.” He pinched half of an onion ring into a crude spoon and used it to mop up some remnants of chili and onion in the corners of the little tray.

	“Well,” Kraus said, reaching back into the Pink’s bag, “in for a penny, in for a pound, I say.” He took out another little cardboard tray. This one held something square wrapped in cellophane. Kraus held it out to his friend.

	“Christ’s wounds, Gordy,” Laveroni exclaimed. “Pink’s marble cake,” he removed the cellophane, closed his eyes and sniffed the exposed cake. “Okay,” a suspicious look crossed Laveroni’s eyes. “Marble cake. You overplayed your hand. What do you need?”

	“Need?” Kraus asked. He held his palms up. “Can’t a person treat a buddy to a meal?” Some grains of truth peppered Laveroni’s joking tenor of distrust. While working a case last December, they ended up both suspecting one another of crossing a line. They were fast friends. Neither of them would ever roll over on the other, but they both had a cop’s wariness.

	“Yeah,” Laveroni said, pushing the last morsel of cake into his mouth. “But there’s lunch. Then there’s lunch.” He busied himself wadding up all the food wrappers and stowing them into the trash can under his desk. “What’s up?”

	“You on good terms with the head bull at Valley Division?” Kraus asked.

	“Good enough,” Laveroni said.

	“How’d you like to feed him some information? Shakeup in the gang hierarchy. Particularly the Paco Treces,” Kraus said.

	“What makes you think the Valley Division doesn’t know about this already?” Laveroni asked.

	“They may,” Kraus admitted. “They usually have their hands full keeping tabs on Mickey Cohen. That’s Chief Parker’s brief for the Division right now. You know that. But with Cohen keeping company with Billy Graham in New York right now, they may be bored. Enjoy some diversity.”

	In one of the strangest of strange bedfellows situations, evangelist Billy Graham invited Mickey Cohen, one of L.A.’s most notorious crime bosses, to his Madison Square Garden rally during his much-ballyhooed New York City crusade. The two had famously met six or seven years before during Graham’s crusade stop in Los Angeles.

	Laveroni snorted. “Two publicity hounds. Match made in Heaven. Okay,” the detective lieutenant conceded, “Go on.”

	“You volunteer some intelligence. Even if they don’t know, they’ll say they do. Regardless, they’ll remember you offered it to them gratis. Next time you need help tracking a perp who’s lammed it to Van Nuys or Panorama City, you probably won’t get the runaround,” he reasoned.

	“Okay, shoot,” Laveroni said. He sat back in his chair and sipped the rest of his soda.

	Kraus told him about Tiago Salazar’s recent rise to power in Pacoima. His smarts. His ambition.

	“So,” Laveroni said, tucking away his notebook. “What do you want from me? Hurry up, I can feel this stuff starting to go through me like Grant through Richmond. I’m about two intestinal lurches away from a twenty minute sit-down.”

	Kraus laughed. “Can you point me to the right guy in Central Traffic Division? Grease the skids for me with an intro?”

	“Don’t say ‘grease’,” Laveroni grumbled as he picked up his phone.

	
Chapter Five

	 

	T


	he LAPD Central Traffic Division was on the second floor of the Glass Tower. In Kraus’ day as an LAPD patrol officer, the traffic division was manned by a few old salts who’d put down their Harley panheads once too often and were taken off the streets. They organized other old warhorses who worked downtown directing traffic and acting as glorified crossing guards. There’d been more to it than that, but not much.

	Chief Parker had been in charge for over six years. He wasted no time putting his own militaristic stamp on the department culture. Central Traffic was no exception. Kraus walked into a large room with a variety of maps and charts hanging on every wall. File cabinets and desks were lined up in soldierly precision. Pencil and pen holders, adding machines, cardboard desk pads and notebooks were positioned in the same spots on all the workstations, as though the desktops were made out of compartmentalized mess hall meal trays.

	Several uniforms buzzed around the file cabinets and charts between answering a seemingly non-stop cacophony of ringing phones. It was a room for information and statistics. Not a cigar-chomping jack-tar in sight.

	An officer seated at a rear corner desk looked up from his paperwork when Kraus entered the bullpen and waved him over to his desk.

	“You Kraus?” he asked.

	“Yeah,” Kraus said. “Name’s Gordy Kraus. Laveroni called you?” He held out his hand.

	“That’s me,” the traffic officer said, “Stan Doberton.” He shook hands with Kraus. “Have a seat.” He had thinning hair, a thinner face and Billy the Kid ears. Square steel-rimmed glasses. Bow tie. Kraus wondered if the tie was regulation. “What do you need from the Traffic Division?”

	“I’d like to know if there’s any records of squat and swoops involving a ‘46 Dodge. Say, over the past five or six weeks.”

	“Pretty specific,” Doberton said. “You got a line on something? Working for an insurance outfit?”

	“No. But it could be related to a fraud case I’m following up on. That’s all I can say right now,” Kraus said.

	“Interesting. I love it. Insurance guys I liaise with are pretty dull creatures,” Doberton chuckled. “Last six weeks or so, you say?”

	“Yeah,” Kraus said.

	Without warning, Doberton propelled his wheeled desk chair to a nearby file cabinet. He pulled out a drawer and thumbed through some file tabs. “Here we go,” Doberton said. With one shove of his legs, he whisked right back behind his desk. He saw Kraus smile at the rolling mobility. “Got to have some fun in here,” Doberton said, “it’s pretty dry work otherwise.”

	“Roller derby tryouts are held weekly at the Olympic Auditorium, I hear,” Kraus laughed.

	“Pay raise might put me in a higher tax bracket,” Doberton said. He opened the file folder, glanced over the papers inside and flipped it around for Kraus to read. “This one stuck in my mind. Happened three weeks ago. It’s a twist on the usual squat and swoop.”

	A “squat and swoop” was a staged car accident orchestrated by con artists. The “squat” car maneuvers in front of an unsuspecting vehicle. He skillfully drives just slow enough to cause the intended victim to edge too close. A second car “swoops” in front of the squat car, cutting it off. The squat car brakes hard, causing the victim to hit it from behind. The swoop car keeps on driving.

	The victim vehicle and squat car pull over. Damage is usually minimal. The squat car driver convinces the victims they’re the ones at fault. Suggests the victims just pony up some cash for damages. Keep the accident off the records book.

	“Hmmm,” Kraus said as he read through the report. “Lone driver. Out of state plates. Textbook set up. I see the twist. Threw in a ‘switcheroo’ on this one.”

	“Yeah,” Doberton agreed. “That’s what stood out in my memory. The squat gets hit, but then hits the swoop. The swoop car, a ‘46 Dodge, stays put. Tells the squat and the victim that they’re both a fault. Cites some vague statute regarding chain reaction collisions. Demands a sizable amount of money from both his accomplice and the victim. Otherwise he’ll wait for the police to come and make a report.”

	“So,” Kraus remarked as he read through the paperwork, “both the victim and squat car driver balked at the amount the swoop wanted. The squat driver says it’s outrageous, then talks the swoop off the original demand. The victim believes the squat’s on her side. Both of them being squeezed. Safety in numbers. Agrees to the reduced amount and pays up.”

	“Exactly. The ‘switcheroo’,” Doberton agreed. “Both the squat driver and the victim hand cash over to the swoop. They all drive away.”

	“Nifty move,” Kraus said. “How’d it end up on a report?”

	“Turn the document over,” Doberton instructed. “Follow-up info is written on the back.”

	“Insurance claim inquiry?” Kraus asked with some surprise.

	“Yeah,” Doberton said. “Turns out, the victim had Missouri plates, but she and her family have lived in L.A. since January. Wanted to wait until her St. Louis registration expired before switching to California plates.”

	“Expensive decision,” Kraus said. “Plates marked her as an out-of-state pigeon. Paid the price.”

	“Yeah,” Doberton said. “So, her old man blows his stack when she comes home with her story. Insists they file a claim with their insurer.”

	“Do any good?” Kraus asked, still scanning the page.

	“Not really,” Doberton admitted. “No plate number for the ‘46 Dodge. Apparently the rear bumper fell off. Plate was face down on the pavement.”

	“That was by design,” Kraus said.

	“Yeah, figured that,” Doberton said. “She kept enough cool to get contact info from both the squat and swoop. Both bogus.”

	“What’s this about ‘Lincoln’?” Kraus asked.

	“The victim saw a partial tattoo peeking out from the swoop’s shirtsleeve. It read ‘Lincoln’, but she couldn’t see the rest. I ran with a longshot hunch. Thought it might be short for ‘Lincolnshire’. Town in England where the majority of Roma families roost. American members sometimes get inked to pay tribute to their heritage. Helps them identify each other.”

	“Pan out?” Kraus asked. “Not many American travelers come this far west. Texas is usually their limit.”

	“I touched base with Bunco on the hunch,” Doberton said. “They doubted it, too. Said L.A. gets a few white gypsies now and then. Teams work aluminum siding and swimming pool dodges for a few months. Milk the territory and fade away.”

	“Well,” Kraus said, “I appreciate the info, Doberton. If I turn up anything, I’ll send it your way. Give you a chance to close out the case.”

	“I’d appreciate it,” Doberton said. “I’ll be here spinning my wheels.” He grinned as he whipped his chair back to the file cabinet.
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