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			For my Dad, Roland A. Cote. The English language is incapable of providing all the words and phrases I need to convey how much I appreciate all you’ve done for me.

		

	
		
			“I’m afraid there are guns between me and the White House.”

			Senator Robert F. Kennedy

			(April 1968)

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Ambassador Hotel, Los Angeles, California. June 5, 1968

			He’s been working extra hard at an exhaustive pace to catch up, but some people just can’t forgive his tardiness. They expected him – they begged him – to be the first to volunteer to correct the mistakes of the current leadership. He dragged his feet, trying to work with the leadership. It wasn’t until others stepped forward and gained support that he finally announced his intention to dethrone the sitting king. As a result, they’ve labeled him Bobby-come-lately.

			But they can’t deny his passion. He speaks from the heart about matters that touch him deeply. “Some men see things as they are and ask why,” he says on the campaign trail. “I dream of things that never were and ask why not.” He offers hope, showing the people what greatness can be. He wants everyone to enjoy the fruits of prosperity, not just those already enjoying them. His message resonates with a bitter, divided populace, and they’re starting to reward him for it. Tonight is his biggest victory thus far. The people in the Golden State elected to follow his path to a bright tomorrow, leaving behind a decade of troublesome yesterdays.

			The celebration of his Golden State triumph is a modern-day jubilee with streamers, banners and balloons, cameras, microphones, elation spilling from the liquor lubricated lips of interviewees. His adherents are so numerous, so enthusiastic, and so eager to touch him he has to detour through a kitchen in order to announce his victory to a waiting media. Cooks, servers and busboys mix with supporters clustered in front of him and an excited throng behind him. He shakes enough hands to chafe his skin. He smiles at dozens of faces. He says “Thank-you” so often it becomes an involuntary response. He thinks of his wife, three months pregnant and fifty feet behind him – big professional athletes shielding her from the press of the people. He hears cameras click and stoves sizzle, the ringing melody of cutlery tapping against metal tables.

			Supporters chant, “All the way with RFK.” Well-wishes come in a variety of volumes. Wherever he looks, he sees the marginalized and the celebrated, rich and poor, young, old and middle aged. His diverse followers weep with joy, believing in him alone. He’ll never say it, but he knows he’s finally stepping out of the long shadow cast by his beloved, martyred brother.

			He catches the rich aroma of beef wellington as it bakes. Ladies’ perfume and men’s cologne mingle with the smells of sweat and alcohol. A kitchen porter shakes his hand, saying, “Mucho gusto.” His other hand goes to a busboy.

			The hotel maître d’ pulls him. “Let’s go, Senator.”

			He turns to his right as a bushy-haired young man little more than five feet tall, springs before a girl, reaches around the maître d’ and thrusts his hand forward. But the man isn’t offering his congratulations. Two quick pops explode from his fist, accompanied by fire-bursts.

			He jumps. His hands fly to his face. He staggers back on rubber legs, falling into a fluid crowd. Rapid pops follow, as if someone lit a string of firecrackers. People scream while others are unable to move. Some rush to help him. Some swarm the shooter. Sinking to the floor, the last thing he sees through a sea of desperate faces is a flowing white dress with black polka-dots moving away from him, quickly out of the kitchen.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Los Angeles, California. 2018

			“To Mr. Caron,” yelled one of the investigators. “Slashed tires and harassing calls in the middle of the night couldn’t stop him from bringing in today’s verdict.” Most seconded his toast, but some chuckled uncomfortably at his understatement.

			Frank Caron raised his mug. “Slashed tires and harassing calls – if only.” He read the room, which contained more than forty legal professionals toasting his success. He hardly knew most of them. “We got him this time. We really got him.”

			People tipped their drinks to their lips. It wasn’t every day Los Angeles County notched a victory as great as this one. It deserved more said about it. It really did. But as the crowd divided according to social interests, he figured he’d let them get to exorcising their workplace demons. It was better for everyone that way, including him.

			Propriety dictated he stay even though he was long past his days of drinking more than one or two. He checked his watch – a Citizen, two hundred bucks four years ago, and it still kept good time. What it told him was you can only give propriety another fifteen minutes, tops. Start planning your escape. A legal assistant caught his attention from a nearby table. The kid had a dramatic way of mesmerizing a cute intern with a harrowing tale of the Calessi mob. Frank would’ve laughed if the kid’s story allowed for it, which it didn’t. There was nothing amusing about Vincent Calessi and his thugs. Fortunately, today’s verdict – Frank’s victory – meant scary stories would be the only horrors Calessi would visit upon the city of Los Angeles from now on.

			“Happy with yourself?”

			Is it obvious? He turned to see Rip Reed, a compact yet muscular black man, weave through a small group to join him. He hailed a waitress. Swamped as she was, she gave him priority. “Blueberry beer. One.” He already had a drink, so…he smirked as Rip’s eyebrows pushed wrinkles up his considerable forehead. “Your testimony turned the trial. I owe you.”

			A shake of the head and Rip settled onto a stool. “You got the warrant for the phone tap, but – yeah. I’m out of the shadows now. For that, you owe me more than a girly drink.”

			“I’m out of the shadows, too, for now.”

			“What prosecutor would rather negotiate plea deals than face baddies in court?” asked Rip. “Never heard of such a thing.”

			“We can’t all be Elliot Ness.”

			“You can when you want to be. That’s just been proved.”

			“Give them another celebrity murderer or serial killer, and they’ll forget about me. I can get back to negotiating. I never understood why I got this assignment in the first place.”

			Noise near the front door made Rip peer for a better view. He seemed a little too anxious, like he expected to see something.

			Frank also looked but found nothing of note. He dropped a glance on his Citizen – seven minutes burned. He didn’t see the waitress return until she set a blue beer before his companion.

			Rip perked up, but it had nothing to do with the drink. “That’s the least he can do, congratulate you in person.” He pointed to the front door. “You might’ve got him re-elected.”

			“What?” Realizing who had just entered the pub, Frank felt a sudden compulsion to gulp down his drink. It wasn’t enough, so he did the same to Rip’s fruit beer. Girly for sure – too sweet for a beer, but that was all the notice he gave it. “What’s he doing here?” It was a useless question, already answered. His friend pulled him toward the entrance, and he didn’t resist, mainly because he had the presence of mind to know how it would look. For five years, he’d labored in the obscurity of the District Attorney’s Office without ever having met the district attorney. That wasn’t all that unusual. There were over eleven hundred deputy district attorneys in Los Angeles County, and only a handful – no more than fifty – worked closely with the man in charge. And unlike most prosecutors who entered the DA’s Office after law school, Frank spent nearly twenty years defending individuals the DA sought to punish. That hardly made him someone the district attorney would invite to eighteen holes at his country club. And that begged the question, for the umpteenth time, why did he get this assignment?

			People put their phones on camera, aimed them at the man. They didn’t do that to Frank after he won the case, so who really won the case?

			They may not have ever met, but Frank had seen him from afar or on television and in the papers countless times. He seemed to be everywhere at once, ruling over Southern California’s legal system. Time magazine called him “America’s District Attorney”, and other outlets like the L.A. Times praised him thirty times for every one they criticized him. It didn’t hurt that he had everything Frank didn’t: movie star looks, an adorable young family, charisma, wealth, and at forty-two, he was a decade younger than Frank. His real magic, however, was an unprecedented string of high-profile legal victories for which he claimed credit.

			Frank remembered his watch – not sure why with all this excitement, but it confirmed his suspicions. He was now officially late, even if he abused the speeding laws. Shit.

			Rip didn’t stop until he put his friend face-to-face with famed Los Angeles County District Attorney Marco Diaz. The great man smiled perfectly, offering Frank his hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you after weeks of watching you.”

			“Uh – you’ve been watching? Of course, you have. Why wouldn’t you? I mean –”

			Mr. Diaz tightened his grip. “Better late in your career than never, huh?” His golden brown eyes shifted to Rip. “Good to see you again, Ripley.”

			“You too, sir.”

			“Glad I took your advice on this one.” The DA gestured to Frank with a nod of his head.

			His umpteen questions answered with that one line, he looked from Rip to Mr. Diaz, back and forth. All he could manage to say was, “I gotta go.” And he put action to his words.

			#

			Other hypnotists tried to get the old woman to this point, but resistance from the subject made their task impossible. Sasha Frye built a bond with her over six weeks, four times a week. She also added a personal touch, exhuming the four-carat diamond ring she buried in her jewelry box, wearing it on her right hand and casually waving it before her subject – a tribute of sorts to her professional forebears and their swinging gold watches. The ring no longer burned her finger as it once had. Four years cooled the metal quite a bit. That didn’t mean she enjoyed wearing it, especially given the other personal touch that helped her facilitate this hypnosis. She was involved with the subject’s son. It wasn’t a big romance, not yet. It was mostly physical. But it broke down the family’s resistance to hypnosis. What family? It was essentially the son. Her coupling with him was a factor. She didn’t believe it was the factor, but it helped convince him to allow her to treat his mother.

			She’d never used her looks, her sex, to get her any such advantage before – not really. This was something she couldn’t pass up, so she may have turned up the heat just a notch when she proposed hypnotizing his mother. She didn’t seduce him. It was all in service to the old woman anyway. She was an ideal candidate for rementia, which was the use of hypnosis to reverse the symptoms of early-stage dementia. She read about it, even took a course on it at the San Luis Obispo Institute of Wellness. Of all the residents she dealt with, Charlotte Caron was most in need of this treatment.

			She watched Charlotte’s eyes move REM-style under their lids. That was significant because the poor woman had a stroke some years past that damaged the motor skills of her left eye. It was a lazy eye that often acted independent of the right. It was a peculiar but not unheard of debilitation. Perhaps hypnosis could improve her muscle coordination as well as her concentration, relaxation and socialization. She brightened as she considered that possibility.

			The safe place in Charlotte’s imagination was bright with vibrant colors. It was where she felt free and unrestricted by age or infirmity, where she could walk through tall grass. In real life, that wasn’t possible because she was mostly wheelchair bound. “That’s right,” she told her. “Your place is fun and colorful. The grass is long but soft. It gently strokes your bare legs as you walk through it. You feel the whispering breeze and the warming sun.”

			She had to be careful. Their last session revealed a darker imagination in which Charlotte envisioned beasts devouring children and fire ravaging villages. With images like that in her subconscious, she could see why the woman seemed so troubled in her waking life. “Tell me about the water. Do you see a lake or a stream?”

			The room had thick walls in the back, and the front, but the one separating them from the nearby storage closet was thin with a large window. She heard a door open. She heard shuffling, and things moved around to accommodate someone entering the closet. He was late, but she didn’t show her annoyance. She was a professional. Why was he late, though? Really? His trial was important, but the news said it ended hours ago. He should’ve been here when they started.

			“It’s a river,” said Charlotte. “It’s by a horse farm, and the horses drink the water.”

			“That’s right. Beautiful horses drink from the river. Is the water fast or slow moving?” She saw the curtains behind the storage room’s window slide open. Frank eased into the chair she left for him. He mouthed the words I’m sorry. That made her look away, but the sight of him remained imprinted on her retinas. He had strong shoulders and thick arms for a man who didn’t exercise much. When his arms encircled her, she felt as protected as a cat in a cardboard box. It was a strange analogy, she knew, but that was how she felt. And a cat in a box could lash out at any threat coming at it from the front. His hair was sandy blond with no noticeable gray. His eyes were clear and blue – abnormally blue. His nose was his most notable feature. It was wider and larger than most, like the swollen beak of a boxer a day after a fight, but she thought it was as cute as hell. He was also smart. At her age, in her forties, she’d come to realize how attractive that quality really was.

			“The river is slow now,” said Charlotte. “And it’s shrinking. Fish can’t jump because they’ll land on rocks and flop around till they die. Plants are withering. The dirt is dust.”

			She tried not to seem alarmed, but unpleasantness was once again invading the woman’s vision. It was how her last dark imaginings started. And from there, they turned rapidly traumatic.

			#

			Frank owed her an apology. He planned to be there on time, but the district attorney…hmm. What was he supposed to make of that? Nothing, he hoped. Congratulations. You gave me another notch on my victory belt. See you around. The question he now faced was to whom did he owe the apology, Sasha or his mother? That really didn’t require an answer. Whenever he tried to prepare Charlotte for one of her sessions, she acted as if she didn’t want him there. He already told Sasha he was sorry, but she missed it. The award had to go to Sasha.

			The apology he’d like to give her would be one they’d both enjoy. He loved the thrill of a new relationship. The exploration was the best part, anatomy and personality-wise. Of those two the physical exploration had always been his favorite. But lately, the need for an occasional bump from a little blue pill pushed forward his preference for personality. Not that Sasha didn’t have both in spades. She looked exotic: half-Hispanic and half-Irish-American. He loved her almond eyes, mocha skin and wavy auburn hair. She had more curves than the PCH. She was also honest, direct like him, and he perceived in her a selfless spirit. Where he had to work at that, it seemed she did not.

			He heard her tell Charlotte, “You’re seeing the changing of the seasons when rivers dry to a trickle only to run heavy later, after the mountain snows melt. It’s glorious nature.”

			Is she implanting imagery into Mom’s vision? After she pitched using hypnosis to treat Charlotte’s early dementia, he did some research of his own. Hypnosis often got a bad rap because people associated it with parlor tricks like convincing someone they were a chicken. But a good hypnotist could bring subjects to a peaceful state of mind where they worked on their issues. That convinced him it’d be good for his mother, who long dealt with the issue of extreme pessimism, among other things. Oh, and the hypnotist, she convinced him.

			“There’s no snow in the mountains.” Charlotte’s eyes appeared to move in unison beneath her eyelids. “I can’t see the sun behind the black clouds in the sky.”

			He leaned closer to the window, almost touching it with his nose. He hadn’t seen his mother’s eyes move in synchronicity in years. That alone was real progress.

			“Storms are cleansing,” said Sasha. “Winds are cool, and rain brings life to thirsty plants. Can you feel the joy in the trees as nature gives them a shower?”

			In addition to uncoordinated eyes, the stroke put two faces on his mother. She had control over the right half of her face, but the left was often slack and useless. Watching through the glass, he could see the right half of her face twisting as she tried to experience what her hypnotist described for her. But she didn’t appear able to. It was like a succulent fruit dangling just out of her reach. He recognized the expression from the many times she wore it when he was younger. She never seemed capable of getting what she wanted, and the torment of longing gave her an I don’t care attitude that showed in her mismatched wardrobes and unmanaged Einstein-like hair. It was tough for him to have sympathy for her when she was like that, but he was trying.

			“There’s no wind,” said Charlotte. “It’s hot. The mob is making me sweat. There won’t be rain because the black clouds are for him. He creates the clouds. He lives in them.”

			Her mob reference caught his attention. He’d been deep into it for months, studying every aspect of it in preparation for the Calessi case. But he never discussed it with his mother or Sasha. He couldn’t imagine why she’d mention it while under hypnosis. And who was the he she emphasized? A lot of people ruffled her feathers over the years. For the longest time, he thought of her as perpetually pissed. Yet he couldn’t think of anyone who burrowed so deep into her subconscious that they’d come out during hypnosis, and in association with the mob.

			“Somebody is there with you,” said Sasha. “I am with you.”

			He knew that was her way of being affirmative. Hypnotists had to stay positive for the mental health of those they treated. He appreciated and admired her for it. He really did.

			“Not you,” said Charlotte. “Him.”

			His mother didn’t point at or acknowledge him, but it felt like it with the way she said that last word. It brought to mind the thing he did for which she never forgave him. That thing was always there, like the sick stench of skunk he could never wash off.

			“Who is in your safe place with you?” asked Sasha.

			Don’t ask her that. He’d done his research on hypnosis, but he wasn’t a researcher. That was what he had Rip for. Could hypnosis make his mother tell Sasha what he had done? Was that, in fact, what Charlotte was now talking about?

			The slack side of his mother’s face appeared to be rejuvenated by the struggle over whether or not to name the man in her subconscious. It was another extraordinary development, one that would have excited him but for the fact that he was the man in her subconscious. If Sasha heard the truth, she’d want nothing to do with him. As fond as he was of her, he worried more about how the revelation would impact the rest of his life. He wanted to ease his mother through her final years. It was the right thing to do. He didn’t want her to spill the secret of which he was most ashamed. He didn’t want her to shatter his hermit crab shell.

			He had to shut her up. But if he tried to enter the hypnosis room from the hall, he’d be too late. He could beat the glass until Charlotte awoke. That wouldn’t be good for her because people were supposed to ease out of hypnosis carefully. For those like his mother who were physically frail, a traumatic awakening could be truly detrimental. He raised his hands anyway. It was a risk he’d have to take. He was about to hit the glass when he heard her say, “The senator’s killer is in my safe place.” He froze. With arms upright, his reflection in the glass resembled someone surrendering to the police.

			His mother’s eyelids flew open, but only the whites of her eyes showed. She looked possessed, and her hands moved before her as if shaking out some sort of fabric. “I don’t like this dress,” she said. “But I have to wear it for him to die. And Robert Kennedy must die. Polka-dots are ugly.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Redondo Beach, California. Early August 1965

			Charlotte Remy lifts long false lashes to see her candy stripe mod dress hanging untouched in the closet. All week she looked forward to wearing it out on the town, but when Pete stepped out of the shower smelling of Ivory and glistening damp, that was it. He lays beside her now. Gaps in the window blind allow tiger stripes of sunlight to fall onto his nude body. These are the crazy days of her cycle. She inhales his aroma. She wants to taste his tongue and feel his scruff rub her face red. She loves his coarse hands exploring her body, which prickles to his touch. How can she make plans to dress up when all she wants to do is get naked with him?

			He rolls onto his back. A sliver of daylight falls upon his face, fluttering his eyes open. They’re aqua green, and they seem lost until they find her. “That was a fun night.”

			She touches his stomach, feeling hard muscles beneath the carpet of dark hair that forms a happy trail leading to…. “We can make it a better morning.” Her fingertips walk down the trail.

			“Shit!” He bolts out of bed as if ejected by the mattress springs. His eyes are on the bedroom clock while hers are on his clock, which shows their moment shrinking away with each passing second. It wouldn’t take her thirty seconds to get him ready again, but he spins, denying her access, and he charges the bathroom. “They’ll can me if I’m late again.”

			She hears the shower start. He won’t climb into it for a minute or two. The rust has to work its way out of the water, and it takes a while to warm. She’s struck by the peculiarity of events unfolding, opposite of how they did last night, when he came out of the shower to change their plans. She looks back at the dress. She can hear it ask, was it worth it? Her response is to exhale. She flops back onto the mattress. The sweat generated by last night’s row seeped back into her pores as she slept, but she can feel it returning now – this time uncomfortably.

			Pete pokes his head out of the bathroom, white cream covering his scruff. “We can have another go tonight if I’m not too tired.” He smiles. “It ain’t easy keeping up with you, Char.”

			#

			They’re peddling the best dope in Brentwood, but it will take a lot of it to numb Charlotte’s hormones. Whore moans. She chuckles. She wouldn’t really call herself that. If a guy can have a celebration when he gets it, why can’t a gal? They don’t talk like that back home in Nebraska. She sucks another toke of Brentwood, holds it in then lets it out slowly. But they do here. Thank the stars for liberation.

			Sun, sand and surf, she stumbles onto the beach. Her sandals trip her up – she’s blaming them anyway. The crowd du jour is over by the pier, but she’s looking for the beach bunnies. They’re hard to find in a Brentwood haze.

			“Chica! Chica! Got a spot for ya here, Chica.”

			She doesn’t bother to look back. She knows it’s the Chicanos shouting from the hood of their bean wagon. It’s what they always do. What white chick gets hot over that? They’re slimes. Fortunately, they avoid the sand, like it’ll dry up all their grease or something. She’s safe among her kind. And there they are. She counts six – no, eight. Nine. She sees ten. Ten beach bunnies hopping in and out of the crowd. She knows half of them, her favorite being Beverly, whose heavy assets make her the most recognizable. She doubts the girl has ever worn a bra. They probably don’t make them in her size.

			The Chicanos try again. “Don’t take away that hot box. Bring it on back here.”

			Brentwood comes to her rescue once more. It smokes her lungs, fogs her head and, most importantly, pushes the spics way, way behind her. The nearer she comes to the pier crowd, the louder their entertainment becomes. Sometimes it’s a traveling troubadour. Other times it’s a peddler of the latest hip narcotic. Today’s entertainer appears to be a beach barker.

			“Cha Cha, where’ve you been?” Beverly is a blur until she appears inches from her face. “Whoa, your pupils are – good morning to you. You gotta hear this one. Matthew Whalen is his name, up from Venice.” She drags her into the belly of the crowd. More faces come in and out of view. Some are bunnies. She recognizes Mitzi and Louise, Sally, and what’s this one’s name? She knows other people besides the bunnies. They’re regulars around here, all doing what they do best, which isn’t much.

			A voice comes at her louder than the other human-made noises. It’s smoky with a mysterious quality. “Every great religion is born out of something else,” it says.

			The dope makes processing the barker’s words harder than digging his tone. When she finally understands him, she realizes he’s not serving what she’s ordering. He’s a preacher?

			“Where’re you going?” asks Beverly. “Give him a chance. He’s brilliant.”

			“I left religion where I left my straight hair and drab threads.”

			“Look at him.” Beverly pulls her past a few listeners to a better spot in the sand. “He’s like Tab Hunter with dark hair.”

			She finds the barker as out of focus as everything else, not immediately in front of her. But she does see a nest. It sparkles with the light of a thousand fireflies. She’s mesmerized by its glitter among strands of…is that hair? What am I looking at?

			The barker changes his voice. No longer beguiling, he sounds like a southern minister. “But brothers and sisters, I didn’t come to dish about gods and religions.”

			Beverly laughs at her. “It’s a beehive, Cha Cha. We should give you one.” She pats the wildest strands of her runaway hair. “Tame this tumbleweed.”

			It’s a beehive hairdo, of course. “I hate that freaky style.” A step to the side takes her out from behind the girl with the tall hair to give her a direct view of the barker. “He doesn’t look like Tab Hunter.”

			“Of course he does. Check out those sky blues.”

			He’s twenty or more feet away, so she can’t tell the color of his eyes any more than she can make sense of what he’s saying. She shuffles closer, but the damn sand fills the space between her feet and her sandals. She crouches unsteadily to unstrap her footwear.

			The barker says, “I’m here to talk about rock ‘n’ roll.”

			She looks up, and she falls on her ass. Once again, she can’t see him, prevented by those standing before her. But he’s now more interesting than he had been. People like him are called beach barkers because they wander from Baja to San Francisco, making social commentary and espousing political philosophies. They say they’re penniless truth-tellers, but they get bread (and hanky-panky) from lonely widows or the neglected housewives of workaholics. It’s cool, though. Everyone’s got to get by one way or another.

			“Like religion, rock ‘n’ roll has a pantheon of gods,” he continues. “I choose to worship The Animals. The House of the Rising Sun is as timeless as the scriptures.”	

			It’s not easy when the ground is a seesaw, but she manages to stand on her own. She weaves through the crowd, bumping into human obstacles. She smells patchouli. She inhales the aroma of salty seaweed. She looks back at Beverly, who has lust in her eyes – directed at the barker. If he’s willing, she’ll give it to him. Bedding itinerant speakers is her thing. “You think every guy with blue eyes is Tab Hunter, and you’d just love to get your hands on Tab’s tab.” She laughs at her own wittiness, but Beverly is too far away to hear her.

			The barker continues, “Think of your favorite song and how you connect with it, affecting your mood and making you feel happy or sad, melancholy or keyed.”

			She hears him more clearly now, and she understands him more easily. The body odor of a nearby man smells like stagnant seawater, and she cringes away from the olfactory assault. An abrupt escape to the right puts her only feet away from the barker. And whoa, where does her breath go? She sees his eyes shining like sapphires against the backdrop of his tan face. They’re a deeper blue than Tab Hunter’s. His hair is midnight black. Dark hair and the bluest of blue eyes make for a striking combination. His teeth are straight and perfectly white. He can’t be more than four years older than her, which would put him at twenty-five.

			“Like all great movements, rock ‘n’ roll sprang from something else,” he says. “Its ancestors are folk, blues, gospel and jazz. It marries poetry with melody. It’s beat and words.”

			She’s even digging his duds: a green and gold kimono imprinted with mystical symbols. His black chest hairs wave at her from behind the kimono’s fold. He wears his feet naked in the sand. She looks down at her own bare feet then returns to his face. He’s a New Age Jesus.

			“Leaders back east in the D.C. are deaf now.” He smiles snowy white. “But our music will weave its magic in the hearts and minds of all. They will hear it. It’ll be our legacy.”

			Someone next to her – she doesn’t know who, and she doesn’t care – parrot’s “our legacy” back to the barker. Others shout out too. She gets the vibe they’re feeling. It’s not just his messiah-like appearance, though that’s a big part of it. It’s the meaning of his words. They pertain to a situation she’s been pushing out of her mind with the help of narcotics, a carefree beach lifestyle and frequent sex with Pete, the latest man with whom she shares a bed. The situation is that of her brother. Where she traded ho-hum Nebraska for the California sun, he fled their upbringing disguised in Army green. The old men who run the country decided to send this fresh recruit to a place called Viet-Nam. She doesn’t know much about it, and no one has given her a satisfactory explanation for why he’s there. Her rents back home are no help. She’s spoken to them once since leaving eighteen months ago, and she heard them say they didn’t need to know why he went overseas. He was a representative of Uncle Sam. For that, they were proud, unlike how they felt about her.

			“We’re on the cusp of a revolution,” says the barker. “The songs of our generation will show everyone the way.”

			What is the way? His hypnotic eyes have her in a trance-like hold, but he’s got to give her more. What kind of revolution? With guns and tanks? You’ll lose me if it’s that.

			The barker pauses dramatically. His action affects the people around her in different ways. Some fidget anxiously. Some hang on the soundless air around him. They seem unwilling to breathe for fear of missing his next statement. Others mumble questions to each other. A few outright ask him for answers. Seven or eight people walk away impatiently, unsatisfied. She wishes she could dissolve her Brentwood fog. He raised issues that require consideration from a sober mind. Finally, with people at the outer limits of their patience, the barker lifts his arms heavenward. “Revolution will come,” he shouts. “But only if we spread the message of our gods. I encourage you all to find enlightenment in the lyrics that speak to you. We will change the world, and we will do so as rock ‘n’ roll evangelists.”

			Sometime in the course of him making his final plea, her jaw dropped open – undoubtedly an effect of her inebriation, but she’s not aware of it until Beverly closes it for her, chuckling as she does so. “That’s it?” she asks her. “You said he was brilliant.”

			“He looks brilliant. You might want to –” Beverly pretends to wipe drool off her friend’s lower lip, and she gestures, as subtly as possible, to the man approaching behind her. He’s a big man, marching hastily – two reasons for people to move out of his way.

			It takes a few moments for her dopey eyes to recognize the man as Pete. In that time, he closes the distance to arrive before her. He doesn’t look as good as he did the last time she saw him, without any clothes. But his mechanic uniform is clean, unlike how it usually is after a shift at work. He still smells of soap. His hair is neat. The expression on his face is miffed – not quite angry and not quite sad, but entirely off-put. “I told you what they’d do if I was late,” he says.

			His words, like his appearance, don’t immediately register with her. When they do, she recoils defensively. “That’s not my fault.”

			“I didn’t say it was.” Slowly, his miffed expression dissolves into a frown, which further melts into a mischievous smirk. “At least I’m not too tired now.”

			She tilts her head. She raises her eyebrows. The tingle inside her says she hasn’t smoked enough to numb her hormones after all.

			Pete’s aqua greens shift to the barker, who tries to weave through the press of people while answering questions raised by his speech. “What’s his bag?”

			She takes him by the hand. It’s a strong hand, one she associates with pleasure. “Nothing but hot air.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			2018

			Frank felt like a suspect who was about to beg the judge for leniency. Mrs. Chalker, the DA’s secretary, told him nothing. She barely looked at him. It didn’t matter that people passing him in the Justice Building congratulated him on the outcome of the Calessi trial. He received a summons from the great man, and from that, he couldn’t escape. It came only hours after his mother’s hypnosis-driven confession. The two had to be related. It cut him deeply to think Sasha took it to the DA, but who else could it have been? No one else was there.

			That didn’t mean he’d show up unprepared. In his hand, he held a statement issued by the U.S. Justice Department, which read in certain limited cases, the use of hypnosis can be an aid in the investigative process [but] is subject to serious objections and should be used only on rare occasions. [It] must be thoroughly checked as to its ultimate accuracy and corroborated. His preparation didn’t stop there. He learned twenty-eight states went so far as to adopt a per se rule of exclusion for hypnosis-derived statements. He was also ready to argue that courts throughout the country almost uniformly rejected as inadmissible the out-of-court statements made by suspects or witnesses while under hypnosis. It wasn’t a slam dunk, but given this district attorney’s tendency to bring to trial only those cases he felt confident in winning, he hoped it was enough to dissuade Marco Diaz from looking into his mother.

			Mrs. Chalker said, “The district attorney will see you now.”

			He stuffed the hypnosis admissibility paper into his pocket and walked past the secretary. What he entered was a room more lavishly appointed than the county’s budget allowed for. An oriental rug lay over a light oak floor. A tufted brown leather couch sat to the right, behind which stood industrial shelves with butcher block wood. On the shelves, hand-carved marble bookends held in place a collection of law books. The walls were gunmetal gray, supporting original and expensive artwork. The back wall accommodated a tinted window with a commanding view of the city’s many buildings and busy thoroughfares. Most peculiar of all, a marble bust sat on a matching pedestal to the right of the kitty-cornered desk. It depicted an old man with a beard.

			The DA glanced up from the laptop upon his desk to see Frank scrutinizing the bust. “That’s Moses, the great law giver. He helps to remind me what we’re doing here. Not that I need reminding when I have prosecutors like you on my roster. Have a seat.”

			Frank took one of two tufted brown leather chairs situated before the desk.

			“Where do you see yourself next year at this time?”

			Is that a trick question? Where he saw himself depended upon what this man did in regards to his mother. He glanced again at the stone head of Moses, buying time before responding. Ever heard of the separation of church and state? He turned back to the DA. “I was thinking of taking time off.”

			Mr. Diaz returned his eyes to his computer. “You have a careful résumé here.”

			And my mother’s past threatens everything. Do you think I don’t know that?

			“Nineteen years as a defense attorney and…let’s just say for you the courtroom has been a foreign land. You’ve been more aggressive as a deputy DA, but you still prefer misdemeanors over felonies. You’ve only notched three major convictions for us, including this one.”

			He cocked his head. He’d heard the district attorney could be wily, but the man seemed more interested in belittling him than manipulating him.

			“Of course, prosecutors rarely pick their own cases, but we become known for certain things around here. Until recently, you were known for…I’ll call it the lighter fare.”

			“If Vincent Calessi is light, I’d hate to see heavy.”

			It took a moment before the DA laughed, and when he did, it wasn’t genuine. “I assigned you that case personally on the recommendation of your investigator.”

			He’d already figured that out based on their exchange in the pub. What he didn’t know was why Rip advocated for him. He thought it better not to ask until he got more information.

			The DA scrutinized him the way he scrutinized the Moses bust. “So…you win the Super Bowl, and you tell me you’re not going to Disneyland?”

			He’d been through enough negotiations to know it was time to stop dancing around the subject – if they had in mind the same subject. There was only one way to find out. “Something recently came up in my personal life. The leave of absence is so I can attend to it.”

			That brought a change to Mr. Diaz – a more inquisitive and, for Frank, a more uncomfortable one. After a moment, he said, “I can’t let you do that.”

			“Excuse me?”

			The DA exhaled for effect. “You’re my media darling, for now anyway. How’s it going to look if I sideline or –” He looked him over, smirked. “Put you out to pasture?”

			His eyes grew wide. The good news was that his mother’s confession didn’t appear to be the subject. The bad news: his age was. “That’s the second time you’ve referenced that.”

			“Your next assignment will come down within a week. Until then, take a few personal days.” Mr. Diaz went back to his computer. Apparently, the meeting was over.

			#

			Sasha sat alone in her office at the Brookside Retirement Center. She drew the blinds, but through the slats, she could still see people passing by in the hallway. Before her, on the computer, a cursor pulsed in expectation of her typing in the message section of the San Luis Obispo Institute of Wellness website. Short of driving all the way out there, it was her only option after leaving three phone messages. The certificate awarded after she completed her studies at the Institute hung in a frame on the wall behind her. She didn’t want to look at it.

			She started tapping the computer keys. I’m a recent graduate of your hypnotherapy program. I left messages. I really need to speak to Dr. Greenfeld, Dr. Sprague or Dr. Floyd. If they’re too busy, I’ll welcome a call from anybody, really. I need to talk – She stopped typing. “That makes me sound like a push-over.” She erased it, but not all of it. She picked up again after I left messages. She added I have a legal problem. It might become YOUR problem. Using hypnotherapy techniques you taught me, I got a patient to divulge a deep and very dark secret. Again, she paused. They’d say Charlotte was a subject, not a patient, something to be studied. Forging ahead with the message, she typed, she admitted to being a part of the conspiracy that killed Robert Kennedy. “No!” Her hand jumped up to the backspace button, using it to delete the line faster than she had created it. “Only a moron would put that in writing.”

			She stopped again, watching the cursor blink impatiently. A glance at the window and the people behind it made her shiver. What would happen if anyone found out what she got Charlotte to admit under hypnosis? She hadn’t spoken to Frank yet. He bolted after she woke his mother. She called him, but he didn’t answer. She called him twice. She was starting to feel like a pariah with no one taking her calls. But she decided to delete the message anyway.

			#

			The thoughts swirling in Frank’s head consumed him to such an extent he didn’t realize he’d walked out of the Justice Building until he was in the middle of the parking lot, the sun flashing in his eyes. Then it occurred to him, “Y’know. He never congratulated me.” He turned, looked at the building that showed him its indifference.

			He resumed his trek through the lot. And his head returned to its thoughts about his mother, Sasha and his job. He could at least be thankful Sasha didn’t say anything about it to the DA. He could answer her calls now, he guessed.

			It didn’t take him long to find his car, a five-year-old Camry. That was mainly because it had a six foot six, 360lb man leaning against it. His stomach dropped as the man walked toward him. He had this feeling whenever he saw him, which wasn’t often. And his anxiety had nothing to do with the man’s size, muscles, many scars or the foolish King Kong tattoo on his neck.

			“Hello, Dad.”

			It was that – the disdainful tone with which he addressed his father.

			“They said you’d be here.”

			He had no idea who they might’ve been, but he knew his son was uncannily resourceful. He always had been. If he wanted to find you, you’d be found. “What do you want?”

			“Trevor Blackburne, my name. I assume you forgot it because it’s not anywhere on the emergency call list at Nana’s nursing home. And she’s been there three months.”

			“Two.”

			“I chipped in on the deposit three months ago.”

			“I didn’t ask you to contribute anything.” His son was so large he blocked the path between vehicles, so he had to take a detour route to reach his Camry. “She’s my responsibility.”

			“Responsibility.” Trevor laughed. “That’s a new one for you.”

			“I’m not doing this with you again.” He unlocked his car. “I’ll put you on the list.”

			Trevor followed him to the car. “I got a call this morning from her hypnotist.”

			He stopped short of climbing into the car.

			“How did she know to call me if I’m not on the list?”

			“What did she say?”

			“You knew they were hypnotizing her? They need permission to do that.”

			“What did Sasha tell you?”

			“Sasha…sounds like a stage name.”

			He climbed into the vehicle and shut the door. He missed putting the key into the ignition because Trevor pushed hard on the hood, making the car bounce. Frank threw the door open, and he jumped out. “You still owe me for the last car you wrecked. You want to do it again?”

			“That wasn’t your car.” Trevor stared as if daring him to challenge his statement. “Your hypnotist friend told me Nana went to a dark place, and she wasn’t qualified to deal with it.”

			“That’s all she said?”

			“Is there more?”

			“She hypnotized Charlotte to help with her dementia. I don’t know anything else.”

			The thick, calloused skin of Trevor’s brows folded skeptically. “She deserves for you to call her mom. She earned that.” He turned and walked away. “I’ll see ya soon, Frank.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Redondo Beach, California. Mid-August 1965

			Charlotte can’t actually hear it, but she thinks she can. Innocent people shriek amid the pop, pop, pop of gunfire. Rioters shout out in anger as they shatter glass. Flames roar like a howling wind. Never ending sirens scream at the mayhem. The Watts riot is sixteen miles away, but it has her teetering on the edge of reality. The boob tube only makes things worse. She has it on for companionship and to hear the special bulletins with which they keep interrupting regularly scheduled programming. She needs the companionship because Pete took off yesterday on orders from the lieutenant governor, who sent National Guardsmen to assist the cops in Watts. She never wanted to be Johnny Law’s girlfriend, but it’s the only job he’s been able to hold with any consistency. At least he’s not in Viet-Nam with her brother.

			She’s been hiding inside since he left, but she knows the beach is quiet. Even Luigi’s Italian Eatery, where she trades her hours for tips, is closed. Anyone with any sense at all fears the chaos in Watts will spill over to here. If her favorite pillow was alive, she would’ve squeezed it to death by now. It provides small comfort as she hugs it while watching KNXT’s The Big News on the tube. It’s a complete broadcast, more in depth than the special reports. But the footage it shows is downright horrifying: buildings burning in black and white, people throwing flaming bottles and shooting their guns. Who burns and loots their own community? Only animals shit where they eat, and the dirty ones at that.

			A fist strikes the door, and her eyes grow wide. Does the knocker know she’s alone? The door is triple locked. If she turns up the television, will the knocker think anchorman Jerry Dunphy is in the house with her? It’s worth a try.

			Rap, rap, rap on the door.

			She cranks up the TV dial, but her timing is poor. A commercial for Lucky Strike smokes replaces the anchorman. Two middle-aged squares appear on the tube dressed in suits and hats. One says to the other, “Show me a filter that really delivers taste, and I’ll eat my hat.” That won’t fool anyone. She looks back, and she sees a human shape move behind the tie-dye sheet that covers the window beside the door. He’s trying to peer in like a Peep-Tom. She rushes to the wall phone and picks up the receiver.

			The newscast returns to the television with Jerry Dunphy saying, “Where are our elected officials? Snipers are shooting at helicopters, police, National Guardsmen and innocent civilians. Where is Governor Brown? Arsonists are burning small businesses and chain stores. Where is Mayor Yorty? Looters are running loose in the dark. Where are our city councilmen?”

			She realizes there’s not a soul out there she can call. If the public officials are running scared, who in Redondo Beach would dare come to her aid? She hears five more thumps amid the noise of the news. It’d make more sense for her malicious visitor to break the window than beat on the door, but no one ever accused rapists of having brains.

			Anchorman Dunphy continues, “Governor Brown is in Europe, according to his office, ostensibly on a speaking tour. Mayor Yorty appears to be on a speaking tour as well. Yesterday he was in San Diego while Negro youth in Watts were throwing Molotov Cocktails. Today the mayor is in San Francisco as six buildings in Watts burn simultaneously.”

			She remembers Pete saying Watts is like New York, Philadelphia, Chicago and Jersey City. Black rioters are on their way, spreading their destruction across the country. It’s nice that he wants to protect decent Americans and stop the spread, but she needs him here with her. Now.

			“I know you’re in there. I see you moving.”

			She freezes – too late, though. He’s already seen her.

			“Of the fifteen city council members,” continues the anchorman. “Only eight are present to deal with this crisis. Councilman Tom Shepherd is in charge. The seventy-seventh police division is overwhelmed. There is talk that the National Guard won’t be enough.”

			The visitor knocks again. “Charlotte –”

			“I don’t have any dough.” It’s all she can think to say, but what’s really got her freaked is he knows my name.

			“Charlotte,” he says again. “It’s Matt Whalen. I’m worried about Beverly. She went to Watts. Can I come in?”

			Beverly went where? Why? But – Matt? The barker from the beach? She’s only seen him three times, spoke to him once. Why would he come here? She gingerly approaches the door, as if walking on hot coals. She lifts the tie-dye sheet to look out. Yeah, it’s him. He’s decked out in a blue suit, light blue shirt and a thin black tie. He looks dressed for a job interview. But his eyes are bugged. He’s sweating like a hog in a slaughterhouse. One – tentatively, two, and then the third, she releases the locks. She opens the door a crack. She’ll throw her weight into it and shut it with a slam if she has a reason to do so.

			He stands there, giving her no reason. He seems as frightened as she actually is. His blue eyes are red with black crescents beneath them. He has the stubble of several days. His hair is unkempt in defiance of his formal attire. “I told her not to go, but she has a friend there. Wanda. Do you know Wanda?” The air smells of smoke, and there appears to be a thin veil of it surrounding him. “Hell is coming our way,” he tells her.

			What she doesn’t add to his comment is that his bark on the beach two weeks ago was a bullseye. Mayor Yorty, Governor Brown and the other old men running things don’t give a rip about them. Pete may become a casualty of this new race war. And Beverly – her heart has always been bigger than her brain – she might become a plaything for the enemy over there. All the decent folk need to stick together. She opens the door wide enough for him and him alone. 

			He accepts her invitation and enters her home.

			She shuts it with a slam. As she reapplies the locks securely, with haste, her chest rubs against his, their faces inches apart. She barely knows him, but with the television rattling the walls with its end of their world broadcast, what does it matter?

			#

			2018

			“Come in.”

			Sasha dragged herself into Glen Pierce’s office. It didn’t smell musty because the cleaning service did its job, but it looked musty. He even had metal filing cabinets with a fax machine sitting atop one of them. He glanced up from his paperwork. She selected one of the chairs before his desk. “I fucked up.”

			“I know.”

			Her face formed a look of surprise, but her mind answered him with I highly doubt it.

			“Mrs. Abernathy, Mr. Brown, Mr. Lewis, and old Thelma Erving won’t stop talking about how you canceled their bitch session.”

			Oh, that. She couldn’t help but correct him. “It’s group therapy.”

			He waved his hand dismissively. “Point is you’ve been holed up in your office since spending quality time with your boyfriend and his mother. What happened? Did she have enough of you tinkering with her noggin?”

			She inhaled deeply, holding her breath as well as her tongue.

			“I told you,” he continued. “It doesn’t work – maybe for professionals who have to untangle convoluted heads, but not here. We have simple seniors looking to live out their twilight as peacefully as we can make it for them.”

			“I own as much of this place as you do. When you decide to step down –”

			His white eyebrows leaped up his forehead. “My plans don’t include retirement. That’s a promise I gave your dad before –”

			“I don’t want to talk about my dad.”

			That took some of the edge off his scowl. After a moment, he spoke with a slightly softer tone. “How do you propose we fix your fuck up?”

			She considered apologizing – wouldn’t do it, of course. Her dad was a touchy subject: a great friend and a good partner to Glen, but he was a condescending and judgmental father to his only child.

			In the hesitancy of her reply, they both heard noises in the hallway. It sounded like an argument with one voice growling like a bear with a throat cold.

			“What’s that?” Glen stood, but his two hip surgeries made that a slow process.

			The deep voice continued in the background, but someone with a familiar Asian accent came closer, speaking rapidly. A moment later, Carolyn Tanaka, head
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